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    Dear Reader,


    Thank you for supporting a small publisher! Entangled prides itself on bringing you the highest quality romance you’ve come to expect, and we couldn’t do it without your continued support. We love romance, and we hope this book leaves you with a smile on your face and joy in your heart.


    xoxo


    Liz Pelletier, Publisher

  


  
    For John. For buying me books on weird crimes throughout the centuries that fire my imagination and lead to story ideas. You’re the best.

  


  
    Chapter One


    London 1850


    The day was gloomy, wet, and tired looking, as if London were simply weary of being a city.


    Jacob Baker dodged a muddy puddle and stepped over a steaming pile of horse dung. With a quick sidestep he barely missed running down a finely dressed matron.


    She sniffed and harrumphed and lifted her chin to stomp past him.


    Jacob was late for a meeting with the estimable Oliver McCaron, the Earl of Armbruster. It was their weekly Mayhem Meeting, as they liked to call it, where they perused the newspapers looking for the most sensational crimes and tried to solve them while drinking copious amounts of port. They had been doing this for years. Jacob wasn’t quite sure how this amateur sleuthing actually started, but he seemed to remember it was after some drunken revelry.


    A sudden shout from the street and the terrified cry of a horse made him turn to find the frightened animal, pulling a loaded cart of barrels, rearing onto its hind legs. Below him, cowering on the cobblestones, was a young man, arm extended to shield his face, head turned away from the deadly hooves.


    Jacob jumped over a puddle to grab the young man’s arm and drag him away before the horse could trample him. The man was more of a boy, and he appeared to be quite wanting in the food department, for he was very insubstantial. So insubstantial that Jacob yanked much harder than needed and ended up on his rear on the wet cobblestones, the boy sprawled on top of him.


    Quickly the boy pushed himself up, springing to his feet in a remarkably graceful way.


    Jacob stood a little more slowly, brushing the mud and gunk off his trousers. The driver yelled a few obscenities followed by a rude hand gesture and urged the nervous horse on.


    “Are you hurt?” Jacob asked.


    The lad shook his head. His face was grubby. Only God knew how long it had been since it had been washed.


    He was wearing a red velvet waistcoat with odd patches worn off in places. His jacket, so old and dirty that the creases were shiny with grime, was blue and sported wooden buttons. Even his shoes did not match, one black button-up, the other brown laced. His shirt was brown now but had probably been white at the beginning of its life.


    The boy’s face was smooth, with not a bit of facial hair, and he had wide blue eyes. The eyes appeared larger, the cheeks sunken. Dirty blond hair stuck out from beneath an old top hat that he had shoved onto his head after Jacob unceremoniously yanked him out from the horse’s hooves.


    “At least tell me that you are unhurt,” Jacob said.


    “I’m fine.” This came out as a throaty whisper that Jacob strained to hear.


    Jacob reached into his pocket and pulled out a coin. “Take this. Get a hot meal to calm your nerves.”


    The boy looked at the offer warily, but his eyes told the real truth—that a hot meal was much needed.


    Jacob waved the coin in the air. “Go ahead. Take it.”


    The boy snatched the coin quickly and pocketed it even faster. “Thank you,” he murmured.


    “You’re sure you’re unhurt?”


    He nodded and then ran away. For a moment, Jacob stood in the middle of the street, splashed by the passing carriages and carts, and watched the boy weave in and out of the crowd until he disappeared down a side alley.


    The doorman at Brooks gave Jacob’s muddied appearance an odd look but let him in anyway.


    He found his friend, Armbruster, sitting in his usual nook, reading The Times. Other London newssheets were stacked neatly beside him.


    Armbruster lowered the paper enough to eye Jacob’s wet and muddy trousers. “What happened to you?”


    “Just another day saving lost boys from death by horse’s hooves.”


    His friend grunted and folded the paper to place it on the table between them. Jacob read the headline and shook his head at the words meant to incite fear. “How many bodies has this been?”


    “Four. Another woman. The police are speculating she was a servant, but it’s hard to tell since she was found with no head nor hands.”


    “Horrifyingly bizarre.”


    The city was nearly in hysterics, although Jacob was hard-pressed to determine exactly which kind of hysterics. People were alternately horrorstruck and enthralled—locking their servants inside while devouring the newspapers for more sensationalized details. Preachers were screaming from the pulpits that the devil was at work, and women—especially women of the serving class—were afraid to go outside for fear of being the next victim.


    A bottle of their favorite port appeared, and the servant poured two healthy glasses before moving on.


    Armbruster took a swallow of his. Jacob was not in the mood for port. Strangely, the encounter with the boy had shaken him. It wasn’t often that one saved a life. It was a peculiar feeling, and he wondered where the boy lived and what circumstances had brought him so low.


    “Have you looked through the rest of the papers?” Jacob asked.


    “Some. A woman’s husband was poisoned. That one is simple. She surely has a lover and wanted the husband out of the picture.”


    Love and jealousy. It was a common theme. He’d learned that most crimes were solved by looking to the ones closest to the victim.


    “What else?” he asked.


    Armbruster leaned back and eyed Jacob speculatively. “Word has it you’ve been elevated in Society.” This was said in the bored way that he affected when in fact he was anything but bored.


    “You can’t believe everything you hear,” Jacob said, but he couldn’t match the blandness of Armbruster’s tone. His heart had suddenly dropped to his stomach. He was surprised Armbruster had said something and then surprised he’d been surprised. Of course he would say something.


    “Oh, I have this from the most trusted source.” He paused. “My mother.”


    Jacob winced. If the Dowager Countess knew of the inheritance, soon all of London would know.


    “You are an earl. An earl, Ashland. With all of the benefits it entails.”


    Jacob tapped the arm of his chair in irritation upon hearing his title come from his friend’s mouth. “I’m a solicitor, Armbruster. It’s what I’m trained for, and it’s what I want to be.”


    “An earl is much better than a solicitor.”


    Armbruster would say that. From the moment the man had drawn breath he’d been trained to be an earl. He’d been groomed for it before he could eat solid food. It was in his blood, and he fit the role well. He liked being an earl.


    Jacob knew nothing about any of that and wasn’t sure he was even interested.


    “I guess I should give my condolences on the death of your cousin.”


    “Thank you, but I never met the man.” And now he’d inherited the title. “I don’t know the first thing about being an earl.”


    “Never fear, friend. That’s where I come in. I’ll teach you all you need to know.”


    Jacob snorted. “Spending your days at Brooks and your nights in houses of ill repute?”


    “I don’t do that every night.” Armbruster appeared to be offended, but Jacob knew the opposite was true.


    The man had a certain reputation that kept the matchmaking mamas away, for fear their lily-white daughters would be infected with whatever it was that he exuded.


    He’d perfected the image of a classic rogue. A wretch who drank too much, slept too late, and was a general ne’er-do-well. But Jacob knew he was so much more. He was a shrewd businessman, skilled at making money. He’d catapulted the Armbruster earldom into one of the most successful and richest of the realm.


    “Wasn’t your cousin married?” Armbruster asked.


    “He left a wife and young daughter behind. Unfortunately, the wife has proven that she is not in delicate condition with an expected heir.”


    Armbruster grunted. “And what will you do with the widow and her daughter?”


    “I have no idea what I’m going to do with myself most days. How the hell am I supposed to decide what to do with them?”


    “Well, let’s not think about that now.” Armbruster reached for the stack of newssheets. “Let’s find out what London’s underbelly has to offer us.”

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Four days later, the former Earl of Ashland’s solicitor called, wanting to discuss the changeover.


    Time was running out, and it wasn’t because the late earl’s wife and daughter were waiting for him to make decisions or because his tenants on his newly acquired land were in a sort of limbo. It was because Armbruster’s mother knew and she wasn’t going to keep quiet for long. So he met with the man and discussed the estate, most of which was far beyond his knowledge. Jacob knew the law like the back of his hand but crops and rents? That was beyond him. He needed to learn much if he wanted to be successful, and there was no question he wanted to be successful.


    He might not desire the albatross of a title, but he would do right by it. People depended on him, after all.


    After the solicitor left, Jacob sat in his office, contemplating the change that his very comfortable life was about to undergo. The idea of the challenge excited him, but the thought of giving up his career saddened him. He knew enough to know that an earl could not also engage in work.


    His housekeeper, assistant, and general person-who-took-care-of-him-and-his-house entered the front parlor that he had converted into his office.


    She wrung the dust cloth in her hands, her white cap askew, wisps of wiry red hair poking out of the sides. Her cheeks were plump and continuously rosy, her nose pert, her eyes small, but always twinkling. She was the bane of his existence and the only person who held his life together.


    For some reason, Agatha Smith loved Jacob like a mother loved a son. He’d never understood why, but he relished her affection.


    “There’s a lady here to see you,” she said. “I tried to push her off, but she was having none of it. Said she would wait until you were available.”


    Jacob closed his eyes and rubbed them with the pads of his thumbs. “I don’t recall having an appointment with a lady.” He really needed a secretary, a man of business, or someone who would organize his life a little better than he did.


    Then he remembered that he wouldn’t be a solicitor for much longer and a secretary was not needed. Or rather a secretary like that. Damn, but he would need someone to run his life now that he was an earl. Isn’t that how it was done?


    “I tried to tell her she needed to make an appointment, but she said this was an emergency.”


    Jacob dropped his hands and looked up at Mrs. Smith, who was still wringing the cloth and looking anxious.


    “I don’t do emergencies.”


    Jacob Baker was a solicitor, but not the kind who wrote up wills and handled estates. He worked for the barristers, researching cases, interviewing witnesses, tracking people down when needed. He was a quiet man, who lived on a quiet street, in a quiet part of London, who received great satisfaction in working behind the scenes of the city’s courtrooms.


    “Send her in, but don’t bring tea. I don’t want her staying too long. I’ll hear her story, send her on her way, and be done with it.”


    “Yes, m’lord.”


    The first time she’d called him “my lord” he had snapped at her and she had cried, and he’d felt like a heel. He could tell she was proud to be working for an earl now. It was so strange that “sir” had suited him just fine four days ago.


    Jacob stood to button his coat, attempting to appear presentable. He normally did not have people come to him. He was the one who tracked people down. So he was interested to see what this woman wanted.


    She entered, tall and gaunt, her stiff black skirts creating a rustling sound that reminded him of autumn’s dead leaves. Her face was long and thin, her chin pointed, her eyes cold, dark, and assessing. There was no warmth to her gaze, no smile on her lips.


    “Mr. Baker, thank you for taking the time to see me on such short notice.”


    Jacob indicated the chair in front of his desk, and the woman rearranged her skirts to sit. As he sat, she took a swift glance around his office, quickly weighing and judging her surroundings, her lips turned down in what Jacob thought was probably perpetual disapproval.


    His home, like his life, was simple. The office walls were lined with law books. A fire burned in the grate, chasing away the chill of the rainy day. The only furniture was his desk, the two chairs in front of his desk, and little else.


    A few gas lamps lit the corners, spreading a warm glow into the room.


    “Mrs. Smith said that your business was of an urgent nature?”


    She pulled out a piece of thick paper from her reticule. “I am Dowager Lady Morris.” She paused and watched for his reaction, but Jacob came up blank. He’d never heard of a Lady Morris before. The woman, however, seemed to think that he should have.


    “I am the guardian of Charlotte Morris, the late Lord Morris’s niece. His deceased brother’s daughter.”


    Jacob folded his hands on the top of his desk and tried to appear as if he were interested in the convoluted family tree of the Morrises. The woman’s attitude and overall nature irked him. She clearly thought he should be impressed by her title, but titles had never impressed Jacob. A person’s nature was far more important than a hand-me-down title.


    “Miss Morris has disappeared, and I need you to find her.”


    Jacob raised his brows in surprise.


    Lady Morris placed the paper on his desk and slid it toward him.


    Jacob looked at the paper and was surprised to see a graphite drawing of a very beautiful woman. She was looking over a shoulder, hair tumbling down a back that wasn’t drawn in but rather assumed to be there. Loose, windblown curls were pulled away from her face and pinned in the back. Large eyes, full of laughter, looked at him. It was a rather good drawing with bold lines, swiftly sketched, giving just enough detail but not the full picture. Enough to let the viewer fill in the rest with his imagination.


    “This is Miss Charlotte Morris?” he asked as he picked up the sketch. The eyes. Those eyes seemed so familiar.


    “It is.” There was a pinched look around Lady Morris’s mouth. Jacob sensed disapproval. Of him or of Miss Morris?


    He put the sketch down and folded his hands again. “I’m sorry, Lady Morris, but I’m not in the business of finding people. Perhaps a person employed in private investigatory work would better suit your needs.”


    “I want you, Mr. Baker.”


    Jacob’s irritation flared, but he tamped it down. “I’m a solicitor, my lady, not a private investigator.”


    “I will pay you well.”


    Jacob took a deep breath for patience. “It’s not about the money. It’s about my time, and it’s about my current obligations.”


    Obligations that had now taken a severe right turn.


    Lady Morris flicked the edge of the drawing with a long, yellowed fingernail. “My niece is missing. I need to find her. Surely you can understand my concern.”


    Not really. Probably because he did not see concern coming from her. He thought that maybe she negotiated with the fishmonger with more passion than she was conducting this interview.


    “Has she been kidnapped? Taken against her will?”


    “I don’t believe so. No.”


    “Run off with a lover?”


    She scoffed. “Hardly.”


    “Miss Morris simply walked away and never came back?” He hardly blamed the girl if she’d been forced to live with this woman.


    “I don’t know what happened to her, Mr. Baker. That is why I am here to hire you.”


    “You cannot hire me when my services are not for sale.”


    She pressed her lips together, and deep lines gathered around them. “Name your price.”


    She was truly something, wasn’t she? To people like her, people like him always had a price.


    “Why me?” he asked. “Surely, a woman with a strong constitution like yourself would have done your research, and you would know that this type of work is not what I do.”


    “I have done my research, and you came highly recommended from Sir John Lewis.”


    Jacob paused. Sir John Lewis was a meticulous barrister, well respected, with a fine reputation in the law community. Jacob had worked with him on several cases, and he felt a touch of warmth that Lewis would recommend him for anything. But how in the world did Lewis know this woman?


    “He was an acquaintance of my late husband’s,” she said, as if reading his thoughts. “He said you would be the best person to help me.”


    Jacob didn’t want to turn down anything that had John Lewis’s name attached to it, but he felt uneasy about this woman.


    “What do you think happened to Miss Morris?” he asked, glancing at the sketch again.


    Those eyes.


    “I don’t know.”


    He thought of the women pulled from the Thames, sans head and hands.


    “There have been…” He cleared his throat. “Some unfortunate events these past few weeks. Women found—”


    “The dead women. I know what you’re speaking of. And you think my niece could be a victim?”


    He’d been reluctant to broach the subject for fear of frightening her. He should not have been. This woman had to be made from steel. Or she was curiously without any compassion or feeling, for her question indicated interest, not concern or horror.


    “There is that possibility,” he said softly, with a strange pang that such a beautiful girl’s life could be so brutally snuffed out.


    “If I thought that I wouldn’t be sitting here, would I, Mr. Baker?”


    He looked at her, surprised at her cold tone.


    “I suppose not, Lady Morris.”


    “So, you will help me?”


    He glanced at the drawing again.


    What happened to Charlotte Morris? A lover? A lover’s spat? An argument with the hard, cold woman sitting before him?


    But he pushed all of that from his mind. Even if he wanted to take this case he couldn’t. He had the earldom’s books to go over, the widow and her daughter to meet. He had so much to learn about his new life that taking this on would not be fair to Lady Morris nor Miss Morris.


    “I’m sorry, Lady Morris, but I can’t take this on. Finding people is not my specialty. You should hire a professional.”


    The woman’s eyes narrowed, and he bit back a smile. Did she think that she could change his mind just by glaring at him? Did she think that she could walk into his office, his home, and dictate his actions? Tell him what to do? Demand he be her servant?


    He suppressed a shudder at the thought of working for her, but a bit of remorse lodged next to the anxiety of his new life. He really would have liked to have had the opportunity to find Miss Morris, even if it was just to get the chance to meet her and see those eyes in real life.


    He stood and looked down on Lady Morris until she had no choice but to stand as well, else things become awkward. She lifted her pointy chin as she rose.


    “I will leave the drawing and pray you change your mind,” she said. “You know where to find me.”


    Actually, he didn’t know where to find her, but he wasn’t about to tell her that. Instead he nodded.


    Jacob listened to her make her way through the entryway and out the front door. He stepped to the window and watched through the rain streaming down the outside glass, the wavy form of the tall, thin woman as she hurried through the rain, umbrella nearly useless, and climbed into a waiting carriage.


    He waited until the carriage pulled away before turning back to his desk and looking down into the eyes of Miss Charlotte Morris.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Charlotte kept her fingers firmly folded around the remaining bit of the coin that the kind gentleman had given her a few days before. She had been frugal with her sudden windfall, choosing to spend it wisely on food for her and Suzette. But she was down to the last of it, and tonight would be the final night they ate like royalty. Not that royalty ate greasy meat pies from street vendors.


    She looked around furtively, afraid every tramp, every pickpocket and thief she passed knew she had money in her pocket.


    The nice gentleman who had rescued her from the horse’s hooves had given it to her like it had been nothing to him. But it was everything to her.


    She’d not had money of her own since her beloved papa died four years ago. The man’s generosity represented far more than just money in her pocket. It was food when she had been starving. It was kindness in the face of hostility. It was compassion when she’d experienced far too much cruelty.


    A hot meal, he had said. The words had struck a chord in her, and she’d wanted to cry but hadn’t dared. Not in front of him.


    She’d been hurrying across the street when her foot had caught on a loose cobblestone and down she’d gone, startling the horse she’d been trying to dodge. She’d thought that was it. Her life was over. And the thought hadn’t been nearly as horrible as one would think. It had been a bit of a relief to know that all of her worries would cease.


    But the handsome gentleman had yanked her up by her arm. The horse’s hooves had come down with a loud clatter, and she had not been under them. To her horror she’d been sprawled on top of her rescuer. She’d jumped up as fast as she could. Hopefully, he had not realized that his hands were touching bound breasts. Good Lord, but that would have been very, very bad.


    Still clutching the last of her coin, Charlotte slipped down an alley, mind alert, looking for trouble lurking in the shadows. It was getting on to nightfall, and she wanted to be in her lodgings before the sun fully set, but first she wanted to buy a meat pie. Her last meat pie.


    Her stomach grumbled so loud that the rats scurrying ahead of her surely heard it. Since coming to the rookery she’d experienced hunger such as she’d never known. Her aunt had certainly been a miser when it came to food, but Charlotte and her cousin, Edmund, had never truly starved, even though she may have thought they were, at the time.


    While watching for danger, Charlotte let her thoughts wander to the man who’d saved her life. He was maybe in his mid-twenties. Possibly thirty, but no older than that. With kind brown eyes and chestnut hair. At least from what she could tell from beneath his top hat. He had been dressed conservatively, in almost all black. She could tell by the cut of his clothes that he was prepared to spend some money on his attire but did not want to stand out.


    He was probably a businessman—a very successful businessman.


    He had smiled readily, and his eyes had held a look of concern. Not many were concerned with the plight of people like her.


    People like her…


    She shook her head and hurried through the warren of narrow streets and alleys that made up the rookery.


    The place stank of unwashed bodies, rotting corpses, and general deprivation. It was so disgustingly filthy that even the sun didn’t touch this part of the city.


    She stepped over a few animal carcasses, mainly dogs, cats, and rodents. Children darted in front and behind her, some not even clothed on this chilly spring day.


    Charlotte was a different person here. She had a swagger to her walk that warned people to keep a distance. She pulled her hat lower over her forehead and made no eye contact with anyone. She’d learned the hard way how to survive in the rookery.


    When she’d first ventured into London’s dirtiest, most dangerous streets, she’d been a wide-eyed girl, naive of the danger that awaited her. Oh, she’d known the rookery was a dangerous place, but danger had been a nebulous thought, not real.


    It had become real very quickly. She’d not been here more than half an hour before she’d been robbed of her shoes. Men had eyed her hungrily, and she’d desperately wanted to run back out, but she’d already lost her way. There’d been nowhere to go but deeper into the terror.


    She’d lodged in the first place she’d come to and had been surprised to discover that not only would she not get her own room, but she wouldn’t get her own bed, either. She’d lain awake the entire night, fighting tears, debating whether fear of her aunt’s home and her evil cousin was better than wondering if she was going to wake up the next morning.


    She’d thought she’d been ready, but she’d been woefully ill prepared for the sheer depravity and desperation of the people who existed in the rookeries. For this was not a place one lived. This was a place where one existed.


    Before escaping her aunt’s home, Charlotte had nicked Martha’s best candlesticks and pawned them for a price that was far less than what they were worth, but she hadn’t dared try the better pawn shops. She’d thought she could survive with that money. She’d thought wrong.


    It was sheer luck that had landed her, literally, at the feet of Suzette, her actress roommate who had taken Charlotte in and taught her the ways of the rookery. Her first task had been to cut off all of Charlotte’s beautiful blond hair. From the theater, she’d procured clothes that had been headed for the dust bins and transformed Charlotte from a somewhat well-off miss to a rascally lad with a swagger to his walk.


    Charlotte had no doubt that Suzette had saved her life. However, Suzette didn’t do anything out of the goodness of her heart. She was a tough girl, not much older than Charlotte in years, but far older in experience. They had an agreement. Suzette would keep Charlotte safe, and Charlotte would pay their rent.


    She popped out a few streets down from where the horse and carriage incident had happened and purchased the largest meat pie available from the closest vendor. Now the trick was getting her dinner home before a two-legged or four-legged predator discovered she possessed it.


    After a few more twists and turns and a frightening encounter with a hungry dog, she ran up the rickety steps of the boarding house and flung open the door to their room.


    Calling it a “room” would be a kindness. It was smaller than her aunt’s kitchen pantry, but she and Suzette called it theirs, and that was all that mattered. Thanks to the funds from the candlesticks, they were able to pay their rent on time, every Sunday, and because of that they weren’t hassled by the landlord.


    “Guess what I have?” Charlotte said as she slammed the door closed behind her. Someone stomped on the floor above them, and Charlotte looked up at the water-stained ceiling. “Apologies,” she called out in a sing-song voice.


    Suzette rolled her eyes. “Why’re you apologizing? They swive like banshees and argue like washwomen.”


    Charlotte’s cheeks heated in a blush, still unaccustomed to Suzette’s vulgar language. Aunt Martha would be appalled. She would call Suzette a whore, but then, Aunt Martha called most women whores.


    “What do you have, pet?” Suzette asked from her seat at their table, the only furniture in the room besides the rotten, straw-filled sleeping pallets that Charlotte had to climb over to get to the table and chairs.


    Charlotte produced the meat pie like she was a magician, waving her other hand toward it. “Meat pie!”


    Suzette clapped her hands together in excitement. “We are living like queens this week!”


    Charlotte grabbed the two utensils they owned, wiped them off on her dirty trousers, and handed one to Suzette.


    Suzette knew all about the dashing stranger who had rescued Charlotte from near death. She’d made Charlotte tell the story every night since then until it had become almost like a fairy tale. A knight in shining armor rescuing the damsel in distress. Except he hadn’t known she was a damsel.


    “Was he handsome?” Suzette had asked that first night after Charlotte’s encounter with the gentleman.


    “Very.”


    “Ooooh. Do tell.”


    Charlotte had tried to describe her hero as best she could, but she didn’t have a way with words like Suzette did, so it didn’t quite paint the picture that was in her mind. “He looked kind.”


    Suzette had rolled her eyes. “What did he look like?”


    “Well, he was tall, with chestnut hair and brown, no…whiskey-colored eyes that crinkled at the corners like he smiled a lot. He was very concerned if I was hurt.”


    “Did he know you were a tib?”


    Charlotte had shaken her head and stared at a crack in the table, thinking about the way she had been sprawled on top of him, his muscles digging into her curves. She prayed that he had not realized she was female.


    “You know,” Suzette said as she dug into her half of the meat pie, “you should go back to where you saw him. There’s that gentleman’s club there. Bootles? Bartlets?”


    “Brooks,” Charlotte said softly.


    Suzette pointed her fork at Charlotte. “Brooks. That’s right. Maybe he’s a member. Ooh. Wouldn’t that be grand? He’d be a rich toff, then.”


    “And he’d want nothing to do with a lowly lad like me.”


    “But we both know you’re not a lowly lad at all.” A gleam of curiosity filled her eyes. “You’re not lowly or a lad.”


    Since they’d met, Suzette had been trying to get Charlotte’s story out of her, but it hadn’t worked. And it wasn’t going to work now. Charlotte had no intention of telling anyone where she’d come from and why she’d left.


    “And why would I stalk the poor man in front of Brooks?” Charlotte asked.


    Suzette shrugged. “Who knows what can happen?”


    Charlotte dismissed the thought, but a seed had embedded itself in her psyche. It wouldn’t hurt anyone to just get a glimpse of him again. To satisfy her curiosity.


    Suzette said softly, “I heard they found another one.”


    Charlotte’s full stomach churned, and the greasy meat pie heaved.


    “Another one?”


    “Took her from the Thames like they did the others. No head. No hands neither.”


    Charlotte swallowed her meat pie back down, wishing she hadn’t eaten so much so fast.


    “How many does this make?” she asked.


    Suzette shrugged, her too-large sleeve slipping down her shoulder. She yanked it back up. “Four, I think.”


    Four women dead. Charlotte tried not to think about the girls, but it was always there, in the back of her mind, poking at her, making her feel guilty.


    “They say they’re all working gals,” Suzette said. There was a resigned look in her eyes that Charlotte didn’t like.


    Suzette pushed herself away from the table and groaned. “I’m not going to be able to get into my costume for the show tonight. We keep eating like that, we’ll be fat.”


    Charlotte grabbed Suzette’s hand, and the girl paused, their gazes locking.


    “Be careful out there,” Charlotte said. Suzette worked at the theater, which meant she was gone most of the night, arriving home in the early hours when one part of the city was just beginning to awaken, and another part was just beginning to go to bed.


    “Nothing to worry about,” Suzette said with what seemed like forced lightness. “No one would want a used-up girl like me.” She smiled, but the smile didn’t reach her worried eyes.


    Charlotte let go of her hand. “Just be careful. Have someone walk you home if you can.”


    Suzette huffed out a laugh. “Right, then. Will do, love.”


    Suzette left to go to the theater, groaning about her overstuffed stomach, but thanking Charlotte for sharing her wealth as she closed the door behind her. There was no lock on the door, and at night Charlotte barred it with a rickety chair as soon as Suzette left. Tonight, she was especially jumpy.


    It was the thought of the four dead women. Sightless, glassy eyes staring at her in accusation and condemnation. Like it was her fault.


    She rubbed the goose bumps on her arms and sat at the lone window, a luxury in this part of the city, and looked up at the darkening sky. There were no visible stars from here, blotted out as they were by the hundreds of belching chimneys. But she remembered what they looked like from out in the country where she’d lived with her papa.


    However, the stars could not rid her of the thought of those four women, their accusing eyes staring at her from their graves.


    It’s your fault, they seemed to say to her.


    All your fault.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Two days after her discussion with Suzette, Charlotte lounged inside the doorway of the apothecary, shoulders slouched, hands in her empty pockets. She was across from the spot where she had almost been trampled by the horse, trying to pretend that she wasn’t looking for him. Damn Suzette for putting the idea into her head and damn herself for wanting to see him one more time.


    Why?


    Why are you torturing yourself, you foolish girl? You’re in hiding, dressed like a vagrant lad. He’ll never give you a second look.


    But he’d been so nice. He’d been a stranger who hadn’t overlooked her or walked a wide circle around her. He’d seen her as a person. And he’d been concerned for her as a fellow human being.


    She had far more important things to do than moon over a man—like make a decision once and for all on what she was going to do with the rest of her life. She’d been putting it off, telling herself she was far too busy simply trying to survive, but really that was all a lie. She didn’t want to think about her future because it frightened her.


    “Move on. Come on now. Get going.” A constable in his tall blue hat pointed his truncheon at her, coming short of poking her with it.


    Charlotte scurried just far enough away to placate the constable but close enough that she wouldn’t miss him.


    If he walked this way again. She was so foolish for wanting to see him.


    She leaned a shoulder against the rough wall of the entrance to an alley, shooting a look behind her to make sure danger wasn’t lurking in the shadows. The only thing back there was a lone tomcat that reminded her of her cousin Edmund. She shuddered and forced that thought from her mind.


    Another thing she didn’t want to think about.


    There had been a few times, while living in the rookery, that Charlotte had wondered if it had been worth it—running away, hiding. But then she thought of her cousin and her aunt, and she knew she couldn’t go back. She’d take the dangers of the rookery over her own family any day.


    A top hat bobbed through the crowd, catching her attention. She slipped from the alley and this time looked both ways before crossing the street. There was no horse to fall under, so she hurried across, stepping up behind the man who had rescued her.


    He walked with casual elegance, in a way that indicated he had a destination in mind. Where are you going? Home? To a family? A wife and children?


    She imagined a little girl with bouncing, shiny chestnut hair and a boy with the same shaped face, brown eyes, and thin nose. The picture made her heart hurt a little. She was jealous of his wife, for having a husband who came home to her every day, who loved her and their children and the life they’d built together.


    Charlotte despaired of ever having that sort of life. If she were still living with her aunt, the old woman would run off any man who turned an eye toward Charlotte. Aunt Martha hated all men, even her own son.


    But Charlotte yearned for what her parents had had. A true love. A love that defied everything—societal restrictions, family loyalty, and parental pressure. Sometimes the thought that there might be a man out there who could give her the love she desired had been the only thing that had kept her going during the dark days after her father’s death when she’d been forced to live with her aunt.


    Her rescuer was whistling a jaunty tune that tickled her memory, but she’d had very little music in her life since Papa had died. Music had not been allowed in her aunt’s home. It called to a man’s baser instincts.


    He tipped his hat to a woman dressed in a beautiful gown that reminded Charlotte of spring grass. The woman smiled and tittered at him. Charlotte glowered at her, but the woman didn’t see Charlotte as she brushed by her.


    The man jogged up the steps of Brooks Gentleman’s Club, leaving Charlotte behind to dawdle along the street, looking longingly up at the elegant building.


    As she stood there, two more gentlemen climbed the steps, talking quietly, dressed more elegantly than her man.


    Her man.


    Ha!


    Aunt Martha had been right. Charlotte was a foolish girl.


    …


    Oliver was already waiting for Jacob when he entered the club for their next Mayhem Meeting. Except for the murdered girls—a tragedy to be sure—there had not been many mysteries for them to solve. He was hoping that the latest batch of newspapers would provide more opportunities to take his mind off his life.


    “Before we go on,” Armbruster said, in lieu of a welcome, “Mother sends her greetings and wanted me to tell you that you haven’t called upon her recently and she’s quite miffed with you.”


    Jacob grinned. Armbruster’s mother was a formidable woman, but she’d always had a soft spot for Jacob. Maybe because he was the only stabilizing influence in her son’s life.


    “I will amend that right away,” he said as he took his seat.


    “Please do,” Oliver said drily. “I’m weary of hearing about it.” He paused. His gaze flickered away. “She wants to have a thing,” he said, low enough that Jacob strained to hear. “In your honor.”


    “A thing? What is a thing?” Jacob’s heart beat erratically.


    Armbruster waved his hand lazily in the air. “You know.”


    “I do not know. Please explain this thing. Good God, man, not a ball. Please tell me not a ball.”


    “I don’t think it would be as grand as a ball.”


    Jacob covered his face with his hands “Why?”


    “She thought it would be a good way for you to enter Society as the Earl of Ashland.”


    His hands dropped as if they were weighted, and he glared at Armbruster.


    “You have to acknowledge it at some point, and really, it’s getting a bit odd that everyone knows but you haven’t said anything. I think Mother’s idea is a good one.”


    Armbruster’s mother loved everything about Society. She was both admired and feared by other matrons, and her balls were second to none. Jacob knew he had no choice, especially if she’d already made up her mind.


    “Oliver, if you are any sort of friend, you will dissuade your mother from this terrible idea.”


    Armbruster laughed, a true humorous laugh. “Come now, Jacob. We both know one doesn’t merely dissuade her. It’s best just to go along with her plans. Besides, you owe her, and don’t think she won’t make you pay with your presence at your own ball.”


    Jacob’s heart sank. This was the price he was to pay for the favor he had asked.


    Charlotte Morris’s disappearance had sunk its ugly claws into Jacob’s imagination. There was only one person who could get the story on Lady Morris and hopefully, Miss Charlotte Morris as well.


    Oliver’s mother, the Dowager Lady Armbruster.


    He had not thought she would stoop so low as to force him to attend a ball as payment.


    “Your note only asked me to find out what I could about a Baron and Baroness Morris and their niece, the lovely Miss Charlotte Morris,” Armbruster said. “But your note failed to tell me why you needed this information.”


    With a reluctance that Jacob was surprised to feel, he pulled the sketch of Charlotte Morris from his pocket and handed it to Armbruster, then shifted in his seat, not liking how closely Armbruster scrutinized the picture, nor the look of appreciation in his eyes.


    “Very fetching, but why do you have a sketch of her?”


    “Upon the advice of a mutual friend, Lady Morris asked me to find her niece. Said she was missing.”


    “But you don’t take missing person cases.” Armbruster laid the sketch down on the small table between them.


    “The baroness did not seem to care.” Jacob’s gaze strayed back to the sketch—the high curve of Miss Morris’s cheek, the delicate shell of her ear peeking out from the riot of curls falling across her shoulder.


    “From the way you’re looking at that picture, I surmise that you haven’t been able to stop thinking of the lovely Miss Morris. She’s a very becoming young lady.”


    “Looks don’t matter to me.” Jacob pulled his gaze away, realizing he’d revealed too much. He did not want Oliver to suspect that he was interested in Miss Morris. Because he was most assuredly not interested other than to find out what had happened to her.


    “It’s been five years,” Armbruster said softly.


    “And?”


    “And that’s a long time to be alone.”


    “I’m not like you, Armbruster. I can be without female companionship for more than forty-eight hours.”


    Armbruster’s steady gaze bored into Jacob, making him shift in his seat. “Your wife—”


    “Cora. Her name was Cora.”


    “I remember her name, Ashland.”


    Jacob felt as if his face had gone numb. He hadn’t expected Oliver to mention Cora. Armbruster never spoke of Cora, and neither did Jacob, for that matter. He thought of her. Not as much as when his grief had been so all-encompassing that he hadn’t wanted to get out of bed. But he thought of her more than occasionally.


    “All I’m saying is that it’s normal for you to be attracted to someone else.”


    “I’m not attracted to Charlotte Morris,” Jacob said a little more forcefully than necessary.


    Oliver held his hand up in surrender—or placation—Jacob didn’t know, but his anger deflated and left him feeling hollow.


    “Fair enough,” Armbruster said as he leaned forward to tap the sketch. “Do you want to know what I found out about Miss Morris?”


    Jacob was loath to admit that his entire body was straining to know more about Charlotte Morris. Who was she? Why had she left her aunt’s home? What type of person was she?


    He nodded curtly, afraid to betray his intense desire for knowledge of this woman who, less than a week ago, he hadn’t known existed.


    “It seems that Charlotte Morris is related to me in a way.”


    Jacob sat up straighter. “You’re related to the Morrises?” Good Lord, he couldn’t imagine that dried-up, humorless woman related to any of Armbruster’s family.


    “Charlotte’s mother was Lady Harriet Stafford, daughter to my mother’s second aunt or some such thing. I dozed off at this point because Mother does like to go on and on about the family tree.”


    “Stafford,” Jacob murmured, his mind working furiously. “As in the Marquess of Chadley?”


    Charlotte is related to a marquess?


    “It seems Lady Harriet defied the family and wed a George Morris, brother to this Lord Morris. His brother was a baron, but George was not even knighted. Nothing. He had no title, no wealth, nothing to recommend him to the daughter of a marquess. So of course, the relationship was forbidden.”


    “Of course,” Jacob murmured, caught up in the tale.


    “Lady Harriet and George ran off together. Married at Gretna Green. Less than a year later poor Harriet died during childbirth, leaving George with a brand-new daughter and no wife.”


    Jacob suppressed a shudder. The situation was all too familiar to his own story. But Armbruster was caught up in the telling of his tale to notice.


    “Sixteen years later George passed away, and Charlotte became the ward of Lord and Lady Morris.”


    “But why didn’t the marquess claim Charlotte?” Jacob asked.


    “He’s a stern fellow, according to my mother. Refused to forgive Harriet for running off like she did. Wouldn’t even forgive her after her death and wanted nothing to do with her child.”


    “Harsh.”


    “Quite.”


    “So George Morris died,” Jacob said, “and Charlotte went to live with her aunt and uncle. Something happened while she was living with Lady Morris, and she ran away.”


    His mind was in sleuth mode, like when he and Armbruster were trying to solve one of their mysteries.


    “She would be coming up on twenty years old now,” Oliver said. “She could be like her mother and has fallen in love with someone Lady Morris found unsuitable.”


    “I have a feeling Lady Morris finds everyone unsuitable.”


    “Mother had occasion to meet Lady Morris, years ago,” Armbruster said. “When Lord Morris was still alive. Some sort of social engagement benefiting a charitable organization. Mother couldn’t remember the details.”


    “Shocking,” Jacob murmured.


    “I agree. Mother tends to remember everything. She said Lady Morris spoke very little, looked disapproving most of the night, wore the most regrettable black gown that covered every bit of skin, and refused all food and drink.”


    “Doesn’t believe in alcohol?”


    Armbruster shuddered. “Unimaginable.”


    “Quite.”


    “Apparently Lord Morris died a few years ago. A sudden illness.”


    “And Lady Morris was left to raise Charlotte.”


    “And her son.”


    Jacob raised a brow. “Lady Morris has a son?”


    “Edward. Or Edmund. Something like that.” Armbruster sat back and sipped his port while Jacob mulled over this new information.


    “This is all very interesting,” Jacob said. “But it doesn’t tell us why Charlotte suddenly left or where she would have gone.”


    “There is one person who might know. Charlotte’s best friend is Lady Sarah Crawford. She and Charlotte were friends before Charlotte was forced to live with her aunt.”


    “And you think Lady Sarah can shed light on Charlotte’s whereabouts?”


    “I think it’s a good place to start. If anyone knew Charlotte well, it would be Lady Sarah.”


    Jacob nodded thoughtfully, his excitement turning to trepidation at what he might discover. Maybe Charlotte didn’t want to be found. Maybe Charlotte wanted to stay hidden.


    Or maybe Charlotte Morris needed help and didn’t know where to turn.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Charlotte was a wicked, wicked girl. That’s what her aunt would say. She would say there was something wrong with Charlotte because her mother had been a whore and she’d passed her evilness on to her daughter. It had been a constant barrage that Charlotte had learned to ignore over time.


    But right now, this instant, Charlotte knew she was wicked because she was still waiting outside the gentleman’s club. Waiting for her rescuer to exit. Why? What do you plan to do when he does leave?


    She was every kind of fool for standing here. It was cold. Spring pushed aside by winter’s last gasp. She was loitering under an awning of a fashionable store, and she didn’t have much time before the constable shooed her away…again. And still she stood there like the imbecile she was—or the wicked girl she was—just to get one more glimpse of him.


    Fool. Fool. Fool.


    Disgusted with herself, she pushed away from the doorway to head back to her cold lodgings, and that was when he stepped out of the club. But this time he was with someone. A someone Charlotte had never seen before.


    The other man was as opposite her hero as one could get. Not overly tall but broad shouldered, his clothes marking him as wealthy and a bit of a dandy. Not ostentatious, but neither was his attire conservative, like her rescuer.


    They were talking earnestly as they descended the steps. The other man carried a cane, but it was obvious it was a prop, for show. Her rescuer did not have such affectations.


    They turned right, the other man talking away as her rescuer nodded occasionally, his mouth pulled down in a frown, his gaze trained on the path before him.


    Charlotte’s new brain, the one created for survival in the rookery, recognized that he was ripe for pickpocketing. Thieves knew to look for those that were preoccupied.


    She slipped out from the doorway and scooted across the street to fall in behind them, sauntering a few feet back. The other man waved his hand occasionally to make his point. Her rescuer interjected a few times. Once they laughed together, and the sound floated behind them to wrap around her. For a moment she longed for such companionship. She had Suzette, but they rarely saw each other, and never had they laughed together. Their lives were more about scraping a living and trying to find their next meal.


    She thought of Sarah. Beautiful, lovely Sarah. They had been friends nearly since birth, but Charlotte had not seen Sarah since coming to live with her aunt. Aunt Martha had forbidden her friendship with Sarah. Charlotte missed Sarah almost as much as she missed her papa. So much that she would not allow herself to think about her.


    The men had walked a few blocks, and Charlotte was becoming nervous, for they were entering the fashionable part of town, where shops gave way to larger homes, spaced farther apart, and governesses and nannies pushed prams through grassy parks.


    She knew that just beyond those homes, a few streets away, was the rookery, but in these fancy streets such a thing could be ignored.


    The men stopped at the corner and conversed for a bit. Charlotte was becoming uncomfortable. She couldn’t dawdle for much longer before someone became suspicious.


    To her relief they didn’t speak for very long and parted ways, the other man disappearing toward St. James Square. Her rescuer stood quite still for a bit before seeming to come to a decision and turned right, toward Piccadilly.


    Every part of her screamed not to, but she followed, curious as to his destination. Did he live in this part of town? If so, which house was his? Was there a hot meal sitting on the table in anticipation of his homecoming? Piccadilly was a well-off area where Sarah lived. If this man lived here, he was quite well-off, indeed.


    Feeling like a voyeur, but unable to help herself, she continued to follow. The crowds started thinning out, and eventually, if they went much farther, he was going to notice her behind him. She supposed she could always tell him that he was the one who had saved her life and she’d seen him walking and wanted to thank him.


    But he would want to know what a dirty, scrappy lad was doing in this part of town, and she would have no answer. And then he would call the constable and she would be hauled away.


    He turned down another street, and Charlotte had a funny feeling in her stomach. She knew this street. Sarah lived on this street.


    Charlotte searched for her best friend’s house, a powerful yearning overcoming her. If she knocked on the front door she would be welcomed inside, no questions asked. Sarah’s mother would give her a fierce hug, and Charlotte would be fed and bathed and taken care of.


    But she also knew she couldn’t do that to Sarah or her family. There were too many secrets she kept, too much she knew, and if her presence were discovered she would be forced to return to her aunt’s house, and she couldn’t go back there.


    …


    Jacob jogged up the steps of the Crawford residence. Warm lights shined from the windows, illuminating the dreary day.


    He’d debated coming here, mostly because he knew he shouldn’t involve himself in the disappearance of Charlotte Morris. However, Lady Morris’s odd behavior, coupled with the fact that Charlotte was directly related to a formidable family who refused to acknowledge her existence, intrigued him. And then there were the dead bodies.


    What if Charlotte was one of them? Didn’t her family have a right to know? Even if her family was coldhearted and refused to acknowledge her?


    But if he were to get to the heart of the matter and be completely honest with himself, it was Charlotte herself that was prodding Jacob on. He felt she needed a voice, someone to fight for her, whatever her circumstances were. Call it mad, but he wanted to be Charlotte’s voice. Maybe there was one last thing he could do before fully stepping into Society.


    He knocked on the Crawfords’ door and glanced over his shoulder. There was an itchy feeling between his shoulder blades that made him uncomfortable, as if someone were watching him.


    The door was opened by a pleasant-looking butler.


    Jacob presented his calling card. “Jacob Baker for Lady Sarah Crawford.”


    The butler nodded and let Jacob in, closing the door behind him on the chill and damp of the day. The Crawford entryway was well lit, but more importantly, it was warm. Jacob shrugged out of his coat and handed it, along with his hat, to the butler. He was admitted to a formal sitting room where the butler instructed him to wait.


    He meandered through the room, looking at the paintings of past Crawfords and the knickknacks that made up the Crawfords’ lives.


    He paused at the tall window that overlooked the street and peered out, that uneasy feeling following him into the house. The day was growing darker with rain clouds, and he knew he was perilously close to being past the proper time for calling on people. A steady pitter-patter of rain pelted the window, and he wished he were back at his house, in front of his fire, with his law books, researching a new case.


    The door behind him opened, and through the reflection of the window he saw a woman enter. When he turned he surmised that this could not be Lady Sarah, unless Charlotte’s good friend was about twenty years older than her.


    “Lord Ashland.” The older woman smiled as she glided toward him, and he presumed that this must be Sarah’s mother, Lady Crawford.


    She had the latest gossip. Armbruster was correct. Everyone knew.


    He bowed. “Lady Crawford, I presume?”


    She nodded, her eyes curious. She was a handsome woman and, in her youth, would have been a beauty of the first water. Blond hair swept away from her face, and a lithe figure was clothed in a very becoming blue gown.


    “I have come to speak to Lady Sarah, if you don’t mind.”


    A slow smile spread across her face. “Of course I don’t mind. She’s on her way down. In the meantime, I will ring for tea.”


    “Oh, you don’t need to go to the trouble. I just wanted a few words with her.”


    The smile slowly faded, and Jacob suddenly realized what this looked like. A newly minted, available earl calling on an available young miss on the spur of the moment.


    He wanted to tell Lady Crawford that he was not here to court Lady Sarah, but then he realized something important. If they presumed he was here for romantic reasons they would be more willing to let him speak to Sarah.


    So instead he smiled. “Tea would be nice. Thank you.”


    Everything once again right with her presumption, she went about ordering the tea while Jacob tried to figure out how to get out of the mess he’d inadvertently created.


    Lady Sarah appeared as the tea rolled in. She was a beautiful young woman, an exact replica of her mother, twenty years younger.


    She approached him, her smile as warm as the tea was going to be.


    Jacob bowed over her hand. “Forgive me for arriving unannounced.”


    “All is forgiven,” she said. “Please, let’s sit.”


    To Jacob’s relief, Lady Crawford took her tea to the other side of the room and let the two of them have some privacy.


    After they were settled, and a sip of tea lay warm in his stomach, Jacob gathered his thoughts. “I’ve actually come to talk about Miss Charlotte Morris,” he said.


    Sarah’s hand jerked, and she placed her full cup of tea in her saucer with a forceful clatter, making her mother look up with a slight frown.


    Lady Sarah put her cup and saucer on the table and faced Jacob fully.


    “What about Charlotte Morris?” Sarah asked in a low voice so her mother didn’t overhear.


    Jacob scooted closer to the edge of his seat, closer to Sarah, but not close enough to cause concern. “I hear you two were good friends.”


    “We are.”


    Present tense. That was interesting.


    “When was the last time you heard from her?” he asked.


    “Why should I tell you?”


    Protective, as well.


    Jacob weighed the information he had, trying to decide what and how much to tell Sarah. The hell with it. He’d tell her what he knew and see where it went from there.


    “Lady Morris paid me a visit.”


    Sarah’s lips twisted in distaste.


    “She asked me to locate Charlotte.”


    Sarah’s gaze widened. “Locate? You mean she’s missing?”


    Jacob hesitated. “She’s been missing for almost three weeks now.”


    Sarah sat back, clearly stunned. Her fear-filled gaze met his. “What happened to her?”


    “I don’t know. I was hoping you had some answers.”


    Sarah shook her head, mute.


    “Lady Morris seemed…”


    “Harsh? Cruel? Unfeeling?”


    “Stern. Rigid.”


    Sarah twined her fingers together. Her knuckles were white. “You’re far nicer than I am regarding that witch.”


    Jacob shot a glance at Lady Crawford, but she was intent with her needlework.


    “You don’t hold a high esteem for Lady Morris?”


    “She’s a miserable woman whose goal is to make everyone around her just as miserable.”


    “Charlotte didn’t like living there?”


    “Charlotte hated it.”


    “Did Lady Morris abuse her?” Jacob found a hard kernel of anger at the thought of Charlotte being beaten.


    “Maybe. Probably. Charlotte never said. But there were other things. She called Charlotte’s mother a whore and told Charlotte that she was a whore, too. She made Charlotte pray for hours on end, on her knees, on a rough floor. Sin to Lady Morris is worse than, well, there is nothing worse than sin in her eyes, and everything is sinful.”


    Jacob absorbed this new information.


    “She’s not a nice woman, my lord.”


    “No. It doesn’t sound like it.”


    “I’m not surprised Charlotte ran away.”


    He looked at her sharply. “Do you think she ran away?”


    “Well of course. What else… You don’t think…” Her eyes widened. “Do you think Lady Morris did something to her?”


    He thought of the dead women but refrained from mentioning them. It was a delicate subject, not appropriate for mixed company. But more than that he didn’t want to worry Lady Sarah unnecessarily.


    “I don’t know. I don’t know what happened to Charlotte.”


    Sarah’s eyes narrowed. “You said Lady Morris asked you to locate Charlotte. I’m assuming she’s paying you?”


    “Yes. No. What I mean is that yes, she offered to pay me to find Charlotte, but I turned the offer down.”


    Sarah grinned. “I’m sure she hated that. So, if you’re not being paid, why are you here asking about Charlotte?”


    Jacob looked down into his empty teacup he was still holding and carefully put the cup and saucer on the table next to Sarah’s. “I don’t know. I’m intrigued by the whole thing. I’m curious about what might have happened to Charlotte. Where did she go? Where is she now?”


    Sarah contemplated him for some time, as if she were weighing a decision. “Charlotte and I became friends when we were younger. Her father rented some acreage from my father. Just a little land to farm so he could feed himself and his daughter. Nothing much. He loved Charlotte to distraction. My mother had been friends with Charlotte’s mother when they were younger, and my mother checked on Mr. Morris and Charlotte occasionally. My mother tried her best to be a mother figure to Charlotte, but then Mr. Morris died, and Charlotte was forced to live with her terrible aunt. Lady Morris refused to let Charlotte visit us or us to visit Charlotte. We communicated through smuggled letters.”


    “What could Lady Morris possibly have against your friendship? You obviously come from a well-off family.”


    “Who knows? She never needed a reason for anything. Maybe she surmised that someone in my family committed some sort of sin.”


    “When did you last hear from Charlotte?”


    Sarah seemed to think about it. “Maybe a month ago. It’s not unusual for us to go weeks or a month without communicating. It was difficult to get letters smuggled in. There was a maid in the Morris household that Charlotte could trust. Her name was Penny. But she disappeared around the last time I heard from Charlotte.”


    “Disappeared?”


    “As you can imagine, Lady Morris can be a difficult woman to work for.”


    “I’m beginning to get that impression. After Penny left, your line of communication was cut off?”


    “Unfortunately, yes.”


    They fell into silence, each lost in their own thoughts. Sarah poured more tea, but Jacob was beginning to realize that it wasn’t tea that was going to warm his insides. After hearing about Charlotte’s less-than-ideal life, he was chilled for other reasons.


    “Do you think Miss Morris ran away?” Jacob asked.


    “If she was smart she would have.”


    “But she had nowhere to go, and I would think she had no money. Do you know where she could have gone?”


    “No,” Lady Sara said with reluctance. “She has no one. But Charlotte is smart. She would have figured that all out. I’m just a bit miffed that she didn’t contact me.”


    Lady Crawford coughed delicately, and Jacob realized by the very dim light coming through the windows that he’d overstayed his welcome.


    “My apologies. It’s time for me to go. Lady Sarah. Lady Crawford.” He stood and bowed to Sarah, then to her mother. “Thank you for entertaining me this gloomy afternoon.”


    “Our door is always open to you, Lord Ashland,” Sarah’s mother said.


    Sarah turned her back to her mother and gave Jacob a sympathetic look as if saying what can I do?


    Jacob smiled at her and headed to the front door where the butler was waiting with his coat and hat.


    He said his goodbyes and stepped out into the chill, wet evening. The sun was already setting, causing him to shiver against the cold. He wondered if Charlotte was warm, wherever she was.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    When Charlotte’s rescuer had stepped into Sarah’s home Charlotte had felt her two worlds colliding. It was a cold, numb feeling, and she stood in the rain for the longest time in front of Sarah’s house, wondering what he was doing there.


    She’d returned to her dismal room but had not been able to sleep. Why had he visited Sarah? Who was he?


    By the morning she was convinced of two things: her rescuer’s presence at her best friend’s house was not a coincidence, and she must discover why he was there.


    She waited for her moment and confronted Sarah while her friend was strolling through Hanover Square. To say Sarah was shocked to see Charlotte, especially dressed as she was, would be an understatement. But Charlotte had limited time before Sarah’s maid raised an alarm, so they spoke quickly and quietly.


    “His name is Jacob Baker,” Sarah said. “He’s a solicitor. Your aunt tried to hire him to find you, but, smart man that he is, he wanted nothing to do with her. However, your story intrigued him, so he’s been doing a little investigating on his own and discovered our friendship.”


    “You didn’t tell him anything, did you?” Charlotte asked as the panic built inside her. Her aunt was looking for her?


    “I told him everything.”


    But Charlotte knew that Sarah didn’t really tell this Jacob Baker everything. Because Sarah didn’t know the real story.


    “He genuinely wants to help you,” Sarah said.


    “He doesn’t even know me!” Charlotte had an overwhelming urge to flee, to run back to the rookery. To hide. Until now she hadn’t realized how safe she’d felt in one of the most unsafe places in the city. The mere anonymity of the rookery had saved her.


    “I think you should go to him, Charlotte. I really feel you can trust him.”


    Charlotte didn’t know who to trust, where to turn. What she did know was that while the rookery offered her protection, she couldn’t hide in there forever. She needed a plan. She needed help.


    And Jacob Baker seemed to be the only person who wanted to help her. If Sarah was correct, Mr. Baker didn’t trust her aunt, and that was a plus for Charlotte.


    So Charlotte found herself standing in front of his home—a stately, middle-class townhome—watching women promenade down the street in their fine gowns and fancy hats as she scratched a spot on her arm and shifted from one foot to the other.


    Jacob Baker.


    A solicitor.


    She wasn’t exactly sure what a solicitor did, but thought it had something to do with the law.


    Could he help her?


    Should she trust Sarah?


    She had been standing there for far longer than appropriate. Surely a neighbor would spy her and shoo her away. But something held her back.


    What if Sarah was wrong? What if Jacob Baker couldn’t help her?


    She needed to make a decision. Walk away or knock on the door? Walking away would put her right back where she was. Knocking on the door would give her some options, at least.


    She climbed the narrow, well-tended stone steps and knocked. The door was answered by a stout woman with rosy cheeks, a small nose, and glittering blue eyes. Frazzled pieces of reddish hair stuck out from beneath a white cap.


    The woman’s grin disappeared when she saw a bedraggled, filthy lad. She used the heavy door as a barrier, closing it enough that only her head stuck out.


    “Go on, you,” she said. “We don’t give to beggars. Knocking on a respectable gentleman’s door like this. You should be ashamed. Get on.”


    Surprised at the vehemence of the woman’s disgust, Charlotte took a step back. Her foot slipped off the step, and she windmilled her arms to catch her balance. She regained her footing and stood straight and tall, like her aunt had taught her to.


    “I’m here to speak to Mr. Baker,” she said in as authoritative a voice as she could muster through her sudden fear. What if she couldn’t get past the door? What if Mr. Baker never knew she’d come looking for him?


    “His lordship isn’t available for callers this late in the afternoon.”


    His lordship?


    Charlotte stumbled back to the next step. Sarah had never said anything about Jacob Baker having a title. The calling card Sarah had given Charlotte simply said Mr. Jacob Baker.


    “I’m sorry. I didn’t…”


    “Go on. Get out.” The short little lady flapped her hands at Charlotte.


    The last of her courage fled. Charlotte turned and bolted down the steps as hot tears flooded her eyes.


    Why, oh, why had she thought Jacob Baker would help her? She should have stayed in the rookery. She should have never followed Mr. Baker—Lord Baker—like a lovesick, silly little girl.


    “Stop!”


    The cry came from behind her, and she picked up her pace. If she were caught and reported to the constable she could spend the night in Newgate.


    She was damned if she would be arrested now.


    “Wait! Please!”


    Her foot landed in a puddle, and cold water oozed through her ill-fitting shoe.


    “I just want to talk to you.”


    The voice was closer, gaining on her. Her heart pounded, and she could feel her legs slowing. Lack of food made her tired and lethargic. There was no way she could outrun whoever was behind her.


    Defeated, she simply stopped and hung her head, gasping to drag in a lungful of air. There used to be a time when she could run and run and run and never get tired. When she’d been younger, living in the smog-free countryside with her papa.


    The pounding footsteps drew closer, and she turned around to face her pursuer only to find that it was Jacob Baker himself.


    He stopped, his chest heaving, dark whiskey-colored eyes assessing her. “I apologize for my housekeeper. She thinks she’s the dragon who guards the den. What do you need?”


    Charlotte could hardly believe he was standing in front of her, talking to her. She could reach out and touch him if she wanted but remembered, just in time, that her fingers were dirty. All of her was dirty, and she was certain she reeked.


    He had a nice voice. She recalled that now from when he’d saved her from the horse.


    His brows drew together, and an adorable crease appeared between them. “Can I help you with anything?”


    “I…” She had no idea how to start. What to say. Can I trust him?


    “I’m Jacob Baker.”


    She nodded, her throat closing up, the words stuck.


    “Let’s go back to the house,” he said. “You look hungry.”


    Her stomach turned over at the mention of food.


    He tilted his head in the direction of his home. “We can talk where it’s warm.”


    His voice was enticing, as warm as the house would be. His eyes were inviting, open, and sincere. She now knew why Sarah told her to trust this man, but should she? What if both she and Sarah were wrong?


    In the end she knew she had no choice. Right now Jacob Baker was the only hope she had.


    They walked side by side. He kept pace with her, but they didn’t speak.


    Her mind whirled as her stomach churned in apprehension. She had no idea what to say to him. She’d not really thought about what words she would use.


    Was she making a mistake? Sarah didn’t know the whole story. No one really knew the whole story, and Charlotte wasn’t sure if she could even tell it.


    He opened the door for her, stepping back to let her walk in first. She hesitated, peering into the darkness of the entryway, looking for… She didn’t know what she was looking for.


    Her aunt lurking in the shadows, ready to drag her back into that life.


    “There’s no one in here except Mrs. Smith, my housekeeper.”


    “She didn’t seem to want me here,” Charlotte said.


    He appeared surprised when she spoke, and she wondered if maybe he thought her mute. Then she realized that he probably thought her an uneducated lad, and her voice revealed the opposite.


    “She’ll be fine,” he said. “No need to worry about her.”


    He stood there patiently, letting the warmth of the house seep into the chilled outdoors while she tried to decide if she wanted to go in. It didn’t seem to matter to Mr. Baker that she was taking a long time making a decision.


    What did she have to lose? Maybe he could help her, and if he couldn’t she wouldn’t be any worse off than she was before.


    He led her into a room devoid of any comfortable furniture. A large desk with a good view of the street was to one side. The pictures on the wall were landscapes, giving away nothing of the person who occupied this house.


    He dragged the straight-backed chairs that had sat in front of his desk close to the fire, and as she sat he rang a bell, presumably for the angry Mrs. Smith, then he sat in the other chair. The fire felt deliciously warm, heating her cheeks. Surreptitiously she stretched her feet out, hoping to catch some of the warmth in her sodden shoes. It was going to be hard leaving all of this warmth and comfort when it was time to go. She would soak up as much as she could, while she could.


    Mrs. Smith entered and pulled up short when she saw Charlotte sitting in the chair.


    “Tea please, Mrs. Smith,” Mr. Baker said. “And maybe some of those delicious sandwiches you’re so good at making.”


    Mrs. Smith’s gaze bounced between Charlotte and Mr. Baker before she nodded and left.


    “I don’t think she likes me,” Charlotte said.


    “She doesn’t know you.”


    “Neither do you.”


    He tipped his head toward her. “Why don’t you change that?”


    “Maybe I don’t want to.” Her defenses were coming up because she was scared. Scared to tell him anything. Scared if she did it would all go awry.


    “I think you wouldn’t have knocked on my front door if there wasn’t something you wanted from me.”


    She lowered her chin and stared into the fire.


    “How did you find me, Charlotte?”


    Her head jerked up, and she stared at him, surprised. “How did you know my name?” she whispered.


    “The disguise is good. Not great, but good. No one could tell at a quick glance.”


    “You couldn’t tell when you saved me from the horse.”


    He frowned. “Horse?”


    He didn’t remember. That one moment had consumed her thoughts for days, and it had meant nothing to him. She wanted to laugh at her foolishness.


    “You pulled me from beneath the horse’s hooves on Regent Street the other day.”


    His frown cleared, and a beautiful smile erupted. “Yes! I remember. That was you? Good God. If I’d only known. All this time looking for you and you were literally right under me at one point.” He laughed, a rich, deep sound that was as warm as the fire. “I’ll be damned. Excuse the language.” He tilted his head and studied her. “It took more than a quick glance to see it was you, and…” His voice trailed off, and her attention sharpened on him.


    “And?”


    “I’ve been looking for you.”


    He reached into his pocket and produced a folded piece of paper.


    She opened it to find herself—her old self—looking back at her. It was a charcoal drawing, a quick sketch that she remembered sitting for so long ago, right before her papa died. He’d wanted to have her painted but had died before he’d had a chance.


    “Where did you get this?” she asked from a tight throat.


    “Lady Morris.”


    Charlotte handed it back to him and wiped her hand on her trousers. Jacob watched the motion as he took the paper from her.


    “Tell me about the picture,” he said. “When was it drawn?”


    “A lifetime ago.”


    “You don’t look that young in it.”


    “Trust me. That’s another person in that drawing. That’s not me. Not anymore.”


    He tucked the picture back in his pocket. “It’s the same eyes, the same lips. The hair is a bit different.”


    Self-consciously she smoothed her shorn hair, trying to tuck it behind her ear, but the curl sprang back. “Why are you looking for me?”


    He hesitated. “That’s a complicated answer.”


    “I have a feeling I can grasp the answer if you use simple words.”


    His lips twitched, but he did not smile, although his eyes were smiling.


    Mrs. Smith entered with a tray of teacups and sandwiches. She placed the tray on the table between Charlotte and Jacob.


    “I’ll pour, Mrs. Smith. Thank you. It looks delicious.”


    Mrs. Smith shot Charlotte a curious look before leaving.


    “See?” Jacob said. “She’s already warming to you.”


    Charlotte rolled her eyes and pretended to ignore the delicious-looking finger sandwiches. There were so many of them. A tower of them.


    Jacob poured some tea, then put a few sandwiches on a plate and handed it to her.


    Charlotte hesitated. She could feed her and Suzette for two whole nights with these sandwiches. She should put them in her pockets, but she also wanted to devour every one of them.


    “Go ahead,” Jacob said. “Take it.”


    Because she didn’t want to seem rude she took the plate and stared at the sandwiches. The crusts had been cut off. What had Mrs. Smith done with the crusts? Did she throw them away? Feed them to a cat warming itself by the kitchen fire?


    “Don’t be shy. Eat.”


    She took a sandwich and tried to remember her manners, but her stomach got in the way, and before she knew it the sandwich was gone, barely chewed, and another was heading toward her mouth.


    Embarrassed, she tried to put the plate back on the table.


    “You can finish it, Charlotte. And if you want more you can have more.”


    Suddenly her vision blurred.


    “Are you crying? Did I say something wrong?”


    She shook her head as a tear dripped down her cheek. Hastily, she swept it away and sniffed. A white handkerchief appeared in front of her, and she took it to mop up her eyes, then crushed it in her fist.


    “Why are you being so nice to me?” she asked.


    He sat back and contemplated her. He had a lean frame. His fingers were long and thin with square fingernails. But his eyes arrested her attention: warm and caring. They were her undoing, those compassionate eyes.


    “Because I want to help you.”


    “I don’t think you can help me.”


    “If you thought that you wouldn’t be here right now.”


    “Maybe I wanted finger sandwiches and hot tea.”


    “Then you can have all the finger sandwiches and hot tea that you want.”


    “You’re a strange man, Mr. Baker.”


    He grinned. “You’re not the first one to call me strange.”


    “You don’t even know me.”


    “I can’t help people I don’t know? I guess all those charities out there should close their doors then.”


    She didn’t know how to act around him or how to react to him. He wasn’t at all what she’d expected. He was irreverent, kind, quick-witted.


    “Mrs. Smith referred to you as your lordship,” she said.


    “Yes, well, that’s a recent development.”


    She raised a brow. “I’m not following.”


    His grin was self-deprecating. “Trust me, neither am I.” He took a deep breath, and it seemed he mentally straightened his shoulders. “I have recently come into an earldom. Quite unexpected.”


    “Unexpected and, I gather by your hesitation, unwanted?”


    He appeared surprised at her astuteness. “Let’s just say it’s taken me a bit of time to warm to the idea.”


    “Interesting.”


    “Interesting how?” he asked.


    She shrugged. “You don’t seem to want your life to change, and I desperately need mine to change.”

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Jacob’s mind was whirling with a thousand questions, but instinctively, he knew that he had to go slow with Charlotte. Her body language screamed that she wanted to run. She was perched on the edge of the chair, turned away from him, her arms crossed protectively over her stomach. When she wasn’t eating, that is.


    She’d consumed her plate of food faster than he’d seen anyone eat, and she kept glancing longingly at the remaining sandwiches. He told her to eat more, and he could tell she wanted to, but she refrained.


    She was so thin. Far too thin. Her cheeks were sunken, making her cheekbones more pronounced and her eyes larger, rounder. Even through the layers of clothes he could see her bony shoulders.


    But despite her appearance, her mind was sharp and focused. She’d immediately drawn a parallel to their lives, and her wise observation that he did not want his life to change and that she desperately needed her life to change had startled him. She was absolutely correct, and he wondered why he had not drawn that conclusion sooner.


    “Do you think that’s what it is?” he asked. “That I want my life to stay the same?”


    She dragged her gaze from the remaining sandwiches. “That’s what it sounds like. Some people would love to have a title and all the freedom it gives you.”


    “Freedom? I’m learning that there are many rules to being an earl.”


    She shrugged a thin shoulder. “There are too many rules when you aren’t an earl, too.”


    “What rules would those be?”


    “No talking to the opposite sex. No going out in public alone. No wearing revealing clothes. You must pray four times a day, at least, if you don’t want to burn in the fires of hell. Don’t enter your cousin’s room. Stay away from the cellar.”


    She was obviously referring to her aunt’s rules. “Is that what your life was like?”


    She turned her face away to stare into the hearth. Firelight danced across her cheeks, dousing her eyes in shadows and creating dark hollows under her cheekbones, making her appear otherworldly.


    The corner of her lips lifted slightly, but he wouldn’t go so far as to call it a smile. “It wasn’t pleasant.”


    “Is that why you left?” he asked softly.


    He waited in vain for her to answer.


    And when the silence stretched to uncomfortable proportions, she stood so suddenly that it startled him. “I need to go.”


    “Don’t go.” He held out his hand to stop her, and she recoiled, her frightened gaze bouncing from his outstretched hand to his face. Quickly he pulled back. “You can stay here.”


    “That would be entirely improper.”


    “I didn’t mean…” He was making a mess of this, and he hoped to God she didn’t take his offer the wrong way. “I have extra rooms. Surely it’s better than where you’ve been staying.”


    “I have responsibilities. People who are expecting me to come home.”


    He paused, surprised. People? “Who?”


    “That’s none of your concern, Mr. Baker. Or rather, Lord…”


    “Ashland, but you don’t need to call me that.”


    “It’s your title, isn’t it?”


    “Well, yes, but—”


    “You can’t deny who you are.”


    “I’m not denying it…” But wasn’t he denying it? And postponing the inevitable?


    She almost smiled then. Almost. But it faded before it really started. “You can’t deny it forever.”


    “You can’t run forever.”


    Her cheeks turned pink, and her eyes narrowed. “I need to get home before dark.”


    “Will you come back?”


    “I don’t know yet.”


    “My door is always open to you.”


    “Will you tell Mrs. Smith that?”


    “Yes. Of course.”


    “I was jesting, my lord.”


    “About coming back or about Mrs. Smith?”


    She pressed her lips together, but he saw the ghost of a smile. He wanted to see the entire smile. It would be devastating.


    “At least let me call my carriage to take you to wherever you’re going.”


    “You don’t want to send your carriage to where I’m going.”


    “I know you’re staying in one of the rookeries.”


    Her eyes glittered in suppressed amusement. “What gave it away? My fine gown?”


    He blew out a breath. If he’d hoped to shock her into confessing, he’d failed. He’d vastly underestimated Charlotte Morris. He’d anticipated a frightened, cowering girl begging for his help, but Charlotte was making him work to help her.


    To say he’d been shocked to see her on his doorstep would be an understatement. Of course, he hadn’t known who she was at first. He’d just heard Mrs. Smith shooing someone away and had come to the entryway out of curiosity. Something had told him to follow the tramp, and he was glad he had.


    When Charlotte had begun to run he’d known she was a girl. Lads and lasses ran differently. And it had suddenly occurred to him that this could be Charlotte.


    Now he quickly followed Charlotte to the front door. “How will I know that you made it back safely?”


    “You won’t.”


    “But…” She was out the door before he could finish. Every instinct told him to follow her and make sure she was safe, but he also knew that he needed to earn her trust, and that meant letting her go.


    And praying that she came back.


    …


    Charlotte wanted nothing more than to stay in Jacob Baker’s sitting room in front of the warm fire and eat more sandwiches and drink more tea. But it also felt like the walls were closing in and her past was catching up to her. He’d asked about her life with her aunt, and the alarm bells in her head had started clanging.


    She needed to think about all of this before she decided what to do.


    She skirted her way through the back streets of the rookery, alert to every movement in the shadows. Normally, she tried not to be out past dark, but it’d taken longer to get here from Jacob’s home.


    Jacob.


    Jacob, the earl. Lord Ashland.


    That was something else she needed to think about. And as she closed the door to her lodgings, she knew that she would go back but not for the reasons he would assume.


    She wanted to know more about Jacob Baker. He was a dichotomy, a reluctant earl. A working man, a solicitor, who wanted to continue with his work.


    Why did he want to help her? What was in it for him?


    …


    The next day, Jacob approached his townhouse after a meeting with one of the barristers and noticed a person slouched on his front steps, legs outstretched, back rounded. Right away he recognized the once-black top hat, now faded to a patchy gray, the once-blue jacket with the old-fashioned wooden toggles, the mismatched shoes.


    It was a beautiful sight for it meant that Charlotte had not only made it home last night, but she had returned—and far sooner than he had anticipated.


    He approached cautiously. Everything he did with Charlotte was cautious. She’d washed her face. There were no more black streaks. But the clothes would probably never come clean.


    He sat down on the step below her and angled his body to lean against the stone balustrade.


    “Why do you want to help me?” she asked, forgoing any small talk and surprising him once again.


    “It’s hard to explain.”


    “Try.”


    “Very well.” He thought about it for a moment, trying to choose the correct words to adequately describe his deep need to help her. “When your aunt told me about you, the little she told me, I wasn’t interested in searching for a runaway. I assumed you had met a lover and escaped a woman who, I could tell, was a…difficult person to live with.”


    She huffed out a silent laugh.


    “That’s not what I do. I’m not in the business of looking for missing people, unless they are involved in a crime and needed for a court case.” Jacob raised his leg to rest his elbow on his bent knee.


    Charlotte stared straight ahead. Her back was rigid, her shoulders squared, her fingers fidgeting with a wooden toggle. She’d yet to look at him since he’d sat down.


    “The solicitor for the recently deceased Earl of Ashland had just given me the news that I was the new earl. I was still processing this turn of events and didn’t really want to meet with Lady Morris, but she was insistent.”


    “Oh, I have no doubt,” Charlotte murmured.


    “She was also very demanding that I take this case, but I didn’t have a good feeling about her. I began to ask more pointed questions, but she became angry. She showed me a drawing of you—the one I showed you last night—I suppose she was hoping to sway me toward her cause.”


    “It didn’t work?”


    “Quite the opposite. It worked magically. But I didn’t want her to know that because I didn’t trust her. She left in a huff.”


    “She doesn’t like it when people don’t cooperate with her.”


    “She’s an interesting person.”


    “She’s a horrible person.”


    “Is that why you left?”


    Charlotte continued to pluck at the toggle, but she didn’t answer him, so he continued. “You looked happy in that drawing. Carefree. But I knew a happy, carefree person wouldn’t run away. Something happened to make you so fearful that you had to run from the only home you had.”


    Her fingers stopped plucking and tightened around the toggle. She hadn’t looked at him, but he could tell she was listening intently.


    “You’ve cut your hair. You’ve run to the rookery. You’ve gone to great pains not to look like yourself. What happened, Charlotte?”


    She stood quickly. “I have to go.”


    “Aren’t you tired of running? Don’t you want help?”


    “I won’t go back to her.”


    “I’m not asking you to.”


    “But she wants me back.”


    “You’re her ward. Of course, she wants you back.”


    She swallowed, her eyes trained across the street. “I’ll think about it,” she said. “I’ll think about maybe letting you help me.”


    He was going to lose her, but he also realized he couldn’t save her unless she wanted to be saved.


    “You said others rely on you. I can help you with that.”


    “You’d help us?”


    Her look of cautious hope nearly broke his heart. “Of course.”


    “Why? You don’t even know me.”


    “Because I think you’re in trouble, and I don’t think you know what to do or where to go.”


    “Far away from here. I’ll go far away from London.”


    “I can help.”


    The hope slowly leached from her expression. “I don’t think you can. I don’t think you understand the…depth of all of this.”


    “What is this?”


    She faced him fully, her head tilted to the side. “Do you think I ran away from my aunt because she was cruel?”


    “Yes.” His heart was still hammering, and his breath was coming fast. They were on the precipice of something big here.


    “Then you are wrong.”

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Charlotte walked away from Jacob, having revealed too much. So she wasn’t surprised to hear him running after her. Lord Ashland was a curious man. He would want to know what she had meant when she said she hadn’t been running from her aunt.


    “Where are you going?” he asked a bit breathlessly. He had a nice voice. Smooth and comforting. She imagined that he rarely found himself surprised.


    “Back to my lodgings,” she said as she continued to walk, and he continued to match her steps.


    “Why?”


    “Because it’s where I live.” She was worried because she liked far too much about him. It wasn’t wise to like him this much, and that was part of the reason she’d walked away. He was handsome, but more than that he was compassionate. She couldn’t afford to fall for compassion.


    “What do you do there? At your lodging?”


    “There’s not much to do in the rookery besides stealing and various other unlawful activities.”


    “So why stay there?”


    “Where else can one disappear so thoroughly?”


    “Weren’t you frightened the first time you went there?”


    “I was more relieved. But, yes, I was frightened, too.” They were still walking, and he was still keeping up, and she was cross with herself for answering his questions. She didn’t want him to know any more about her, but her mouth didn’t seem to care.


    “And yet you continue to stay,” he said.


    “The alternative isn’t acceptable.”


    “The alternative being living with your aunt and cousin?”


    She stopped. The sun was behind him, so it was difficult to make out his facial expression. “You have a lot of questions, Lord Ashland.”


    “I’m a curious person.”


    “Curiosity killed the cat. Haven’t you heard that?”


    “Is that what will happen to me? If I assuage my curiosity I will get killed?”


    “Maybe not killed but hurt.”


    “What are you hiding that will hurt me, Charlotte?”


    “I’m not telling you.” She began walking again, her steps clipped because she was angry that she’d revealed so much.


    “Do you know what the other part of the saying is?” he asked as he caught up to her.


    “What saying?”


    “Curiosity killed the cat. Do you know what the other part of the saying is?”


    “No. But I’m sure you’d like to tell me.”


    “But satisfaction brought it back.”


    “Huh. I didn’t know that.”


    “Which rookery are we going to?”


    She stopped again to stare at him in astonishment. “Surely you’re not following me all the way to my lodgings.”


    “Of course not. I’m accompanying you. There’s a difference.”


    She crossed her arms and tried not to be amused by his pleased expression. He was wiggling his way into her good graces, and she didn’t want that, but her heart was certainly pumping quickly enough to tell her it thought otherwise. In another life maybe they could have outwardly flirted and entertained the possibility of more. But not this life. “You can’t go to the rookery.”


    “Why not? You do.”


    “That’s different.”


    “Different how?”


    “Oh.” She dropped her arms to her sides and just barely stopped herself from stomping her foot in frustration. “You know it’s not safe.”


    “Then you definitely shouldn’t be there.”


    “What will it take so you do not follow me into the rookery?”


    He seemed to think about that for a long moment. “Let me buy you a hot meal and we can talk.”


    “You’ll just pester me with questions about why I left my aunt, and I won’t answer them. It will be money wasted on a meal.”


    “Not wasted,” he said softly. “Time spent with you is never wasted.”


    She was stunned into silence. No one had ever said anything like that to her before. A kernel of warmth erupted in her stomach, and she had to douse it with the cold reality that she was not here for a romantic involvement with a solicitor-turned-earl. She was here…


    Well, she’d forgotten why she was here. Because she’d thought she needed help, but she was beginning to fear that his help was far more dangerous to her than the rookery.


    “No one will serve me looking like this.” She plucked at her filthy trousers and twisted her lips in distaste. What did he see in her, a woman dressed as a man, her hair shorn, dirty, and probably smelly as well?


    He looked her up and down as if seeing her attire for the first time.


    “You’re probably right.”


    That hopeful feeling in her heart splintered. “So that solves that. Good day, Mr. Baker, I mean, Lord Ashland.”


    He continued following her.


    The man was truly vexing. The only way she was going to lose him was if she ran into the rookery and hid among the warren of streets and alleys, but she wouldn’t do that. She wouldn’t put him in jeopardy because he would follow her.


    “I like you, Miss Morris. You’re the most intriguing person I’ve ever met.”


    Her steps faltered. People had called her beautiful. Years ago. But her aunt had not liked that. Vainglory was one of the seven deadly sins, and so she had been sure to stamp that out of Charlotte right away. But intriguing? She’d never been called that, and she wondered where that word fell within the deadly sins.


    “I’m not sure if that is a compliment,” she said, attempting to sound airy and only vaguely interested but sounding strangled, as if she were fighting tears—which she was.


    “Oh, it is.”


    “Then thank you. But you’re not following me into the rookery, and you can’t feed me.”


    “We can buy food from one of the street vendors and eat at the park. It’s warm enough.”


    “Don’t you care if someone sees me with you?”


    “Not particularly.”


    “You’re strange, my lord.”


    “I think you can call me Jacob.”


    “I’m not sure I want to. Besides, that’s not remotely appropriate.”


    “Too familiar?”


    “Not in the ways you are thinking.” Calling him by his first name would indicate a friendship, and she wasn’t positive that friendship with this man was wise.


    …


    In the end, Jacob won. Charlotte capitulated, and they were sitting side by side on a park bench eating fried fish and watching the ladies in their elaborate gowns and the men in their tall hats parade by.


    Jacob was pleased that he’d bought more time with Charlotte. He wanted to know what she had meant when she said she wasn’t running from her aunt, but he could tell that she’d regretted her choice of words, and she refused to explain them. He’d had no choice but to back away from the topic and circle it for another time.


    “I lay awake all last night worried that you hadn’t made it safely back to your lodgings,” he said.


    “You need to have more faith in me.” She licked the grease off her fingers, and for a moment Jacob was distracted by the motion of her tongue flicking the grease and withdrawing into her mouth.


    He cleared his throat, looked away, and squirmed in his seat a bit as his trousers were suddenly tight. She was a sight to see, dressed as a lad with her chopped off hair, but Jacob saw beneath all of that. When cleaned up and clothed appropriately she would be breathtaking.


    “It’s not you I don’t have faith in,” he said. “It’s everyone else who lurks in the rookeries.” He paused with his next thought then decided to hell with it. He’d put it out there and see what she said. “It’s just me rattling around in my townhouse. I have plenty of extra rooms for you and the people you’re watching over.”


    She looked down at the few bites left of her fish, and he could visibly see her swallow as if she had to force the bite down. “I don’t know,” she whispered.


    At least it wasn’t an outright no. He sensed that her resolve was cracking, and he moved in to widen that crack.


    “What is the result that you want from this, Charlotte? In the end, what do you want to accomplish, hiding from your aunt?”


    She raised her head and squinted into the distance. People were shooting them curious looks, but she didn’t seem to notice, and Jacob didn’t care. He was sure that they were a strange sight, a well-dressed gentleman eating on a park bench with a vagrant dressed in an odd combination of clothes.


    “At first it was just to get away. To be safe. And then I started to think about my future. I have little to recommend me, but I can read and write. I have read that rich Americans pay English misses a lot of money to teach their daughters our ways. American heiresses are flocking to England in the hopes of marrying a titled gentleman.”


    America? He didn’t like thinking of her sailing to America all alone.


    “Excuse me for saying so, but the odds are still stacked against you. Especially if you have no letters of recommendation. Nor a title to your name.”


    She waved an elegant, but dirty, hand in the air, reminding him that she was related to a marquess. “Do you know how many unscrupulous clerks live in the rookeries? I could make myself a countess or a duchess. I can pay someone to create a whole new person, and no one would know.”


    I would know.


    “A countess or duchess?” He raised an eyebrow, and she giggled. She actually giggled, and the sound pierced him. It was the most lighthearted he had seen her yet.


    “I will admit that is stretching it a bit, but you understand what I’m trying to say. More than likely I will fashion myself a governess who has taught many young lords and ladies. I have some money saved up. Possibly enough for the documents and letters of recommendation, but not enough for the passage to America.”


    Or clothes. She didn’t realize what it would take to perpetuate such a scam.


    “Moving to America and starting over is very drastic.” He didn’t want to sound preachy. He could tell that she would not approve of being preached to, but someone had to tell her what a difficult task she’d set for herself.


    “And running away from my home and family wasn’t drastic? I feel that fleeing to America would be easier than what I am doing now.”


    She made a very good point, even though he still didn’t know why she had run from her aunt. Yes, the woman was an ogre and probably impossible to live with, but Jacob had a feeling that something else was afoot here. Something more sinister than Lady Morris’s tyrannical religious life.


    “Come live with me,” he said. “I won’t charge rent. You can save your money, and I will help you create a new identity. If you leave London as a new person, no one would know that you had stayed under my roof, so your new reputation would be safe.”


    She looked at him with narrowed, cynical eyes. “And what would you want in exchange for such largesse, my lord?”


    His face heated in anger. He had hoped that she would think him better than that but apparently not. “I certainly wasn’t propositioning you, Miss Morris.”


    She turned away. Her fish was cooling on her lap, the grease congealing into unappetizing lumps, but she didn’t seem interested. Considering how hungry she’d been the day before, he was surprised.


    “My apologies if that is the way it sounded,” he said softly.


    Her thin shoulder came up in a shrug. “I’ve been propositioned before. It’s not all that shocking.”


    His hand curled into a fist, and he wanted to demand the name of the miscreant who had propositioned her, but he held his tongue.


    “What is your game, Lord Ashland? Why do you want to save me?”


    He paused. “That’s a tough question without an easy answer.” He didn’t want to tell her that she intrigued him far more than was appropriate and that he thought about her at odd times during that day and that he worried about her in the rookery.


    “I like you,” he finally settled on. “And I think you need help.”


    She turned to study him, her gaze bouncing over his face, looking for deception, he was sure. “You’re different, not like anyone else I’ve met before, but I like you, too.”


    He would be hard-pressed to describe what those words meant to him. It was as if he’d run a great distance and his heart was bursting and he was out of breath and exhausted but exhilarated at the same time.


    “I will consider moving my lodgings to your place, but only if Suzette agrees to go with me and only if I can pay a fair rent. I don’t want to be a charity case.”


    “Agreed,” he said, deciding right there that he would hold her rent money in reserve and give it back to her when—if—she went to America. “But only if I go to your lodgings with you while you talk to Suzette.”


    She grinned, the first smile he’d seen out of her. “Do you know what you’re getting yourself into?”


    Good Lord, no. He had no idea who this Suzette was and who he was inviting into his house. Mrs. Smith was going to have a fit. “I’m aware.”


    She took the last two bites of her fish and stood. “Let’s go then,” she said around a mouthful of food.


    “Now?”


    “Is there a better time?” She tilted her head and studied him. “Or are you afraid?”

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Jacob followed Charlotte through the warren of narrow streets and alleys that made up London’s worst rookery. He was amazed that all this time she had been hiding right under their noses and they hadn’t even known it. He was also amazed that he was actually here. He’d heard of the rookeries, of course, but had never ventured into one.


    That Charlotte had willingly come here spoke much to the fear she must have lived with at her aunt’s.


    There was an odor of unwashed bodies, rotting corpses, and general poverty. He’d heard of the charitable organizations determined to clean up the rookeries, but until now he’d never realized the depth of despair that lurked in these dark streets.


    His back itched with the eyes scrutinizing him from shadowed doorways and darkened windows.


    Charlotte was a different person here. She pulled her top hat lower over her eyes and made no eye contact with anyone—walking quickly and with purpose. Jacob followed her lead and kept alert, feeling inadequate to protect her.


    Before they entered, Charlotte had looked him up and down critically. “You are entirely conspicuous, but it will have to do. People will be curious. They’ll be watching you. Be careful.”


    “What about you?”


    “They won’t notice me much. I’m one of them.”


    “How did Miss Charlotte Morris, the granddaughter and niece of a marquess, become one of these people?”


    She grinned, a cheeky, mischievous grin. He wondered if this was the true Charlotte Morris, buried beneath her secrets. There were so many different sides to her, and he wanted to know all of them.


    “It wasn’t as hard as you’d think,” she said. “And how did you know I am the granddaughter of a marquess?”


    He grinned back. “I have my secrets, too, Miss Morris.”


    She rolled her eyes, apparently not at all worried about his secrets, touched the bill of her top hat in a half salute, and led him into the darkness of hell.


    Charlotte ducked into a doorway, and Jacob nearly tripped over a toddler to follow her. She jogged up a set of rickety steps that didn’t appear to be constructed well enough to support his weight, but he braved his way upward, trusting her to know that the stairs would not collapse on him. How did these landlords live with themselves, getting rich while taking these people’s money and forcing them to live in such squalid, unsafe conditions?


    Nimbly she climbed to the third floor while he labored behind her. Maybe he should take up Armbruster’s suggestion of more physical activity, like fencing. Charlotte opened a door and disappeared from his sight.


    He found her in a small, cramped room with a tiny window that looked out over London’s belching factories. Two pallets were pushed against a wall, and a small table with two unstable chairs took up the rest of the floor space.


    “Welcome to my home,” Charlotte said with a negligent wave of her hand.


    “It’s very…quaint.” His dressing room was larger than this.


    “You’re very kind to say so. Let me show you around.” Charlotte spread her arms wide. “This is it.”


    “Cozy.”


    “Quite. I’d offer you refreshments, but we don’t have any.”


    “That’s all right. Where is your flatmate?”


    “Suzette must have stepped out. She’s usually here at this time of the day. She works as an actress at one of the theaters. I’m not sure which one. She leaves in the evening and returns very early in the morning. Sometimes I think that she has a side job as well, if you know what I mean.”


    “Ah.” Suzette was an actress and probably a prostitute, and he’d invited her into his home. Lovely. Mrs. Smith was going to have a fit, but if that was the price he must pay to get Charlotte to safety then he would pay it.


    The door opened, and a slight woman entered, carrying a heavy bucket of water. “I swear to God those women at the water pump are the nastiest creatures. Gossiping about others as if their lives were so pristine and la-ti-da.” She put the bucket on the table with a thud. Water sloshed over the sides, and she looked up to see Jacob and froze.


    “Oh.” She flickered a questioning gaze to Charlotte.


    “Suzette, this is Mr. Jacob Baker.” She shot him a warning look that he took to mean that she was not going to use his new title and he was not to mention it. “He’s a friend of a friend. He has offered to let us rent a room from him in Berkeley Square.”


    Suzette’s gazed bounced from Charlotte to Jacob and back. Life in the rookery had taken its toll on Suzette. There were dark circles under her eyes and lines around her mouth. Her skin was robbed of the dew of youth, dull and sallow as if she saw little of the sunlight. Her hair was a dirty brown, frizzy from lack of washing. She was so thin that her gown—once red, now faded to dark orange—hung on her like a sack.


    “You jest,” Suzette said.


    “I do not. It would be a chance for us to get out of here and maybe try for a better life.”


    Suzette’s mouth opened, then closed, like a gasping fish. “Charlotte.” She stopped, squared her shoulders, and looked again at Jacob. “This man is not offering us a room out of the goodness of his heart. He’s… Well, I’m not sure how to put this delicately, but that room will come with certain benefits—”


    Jacob stepped forward. “I can assure you, Miss…Suzette, that my inclinations do not lean in that direction.” Good God but this woman was going to ruin all of the work Jacob had put in to convince Charlotte to leave the rookery.


    Suzette scoffed. “Please. A gent like you wants to help us out of the goodness of his heart?” She shook her head and chuckled. “I’m surprised you fell for this, Charlotte. He only wants one thing from you.”


    “I don’t think so,” Charlotte said tentatively. Jacob could hear the doubt in her voice and wanted to shut Suzette up, but all he could do was stand there and hope things would go his way. “He truly wants to help, and we have a plan—”


    “Listen, pet, if that’s what you want then you should go. A gent like this has money. He can buy you things. New gowns, new shoes, food. He may even give you money of your own. You can be like the women I see at the theater every night. Being a kept woman is not a bad thing.”


    Jacob wanted to close his eyes in mortification. Suzette was taking everything and twisting it around, making it seem foul and perverted.


    “Is Suzette right, Mr. Baker? Is that your plan?” Charlotte was looking at him with those big eyes full of doubt and confusion, and he wanted so badly to sweep her out of here. To give her the life that Suzette painted but without the insinuation that Charlotte would become his mistress.


    “Of course not. I just want to help.”


    “Look, Mr. Baker,” Suzette said in her no-nonsense way. She was a woman of the world. Jacob could see that she had lived much in her short life and she didn’t believe in fairytales or men who swept women off the streets for a better life. He didn’t blame her. Circumstances had not been good for Suzette. And it was obvious that she was looking out for Charlotte. But keeping Charlotte in the rookery was not the best thing for her.


    “I understand what you see here,” Suzette continued. “Charlotte, when she dresses like a girl, is an attractive lass, and she’s in a spot of trouble right now. I can’t blame you for taking advantage of her. And, Charlotte, this might be what you need to get out of this place. The rookery isn’t for you. You deserve better.”


    Yes! Jacob wanted to pump his fist in the air and tell Charlotte to listen to Suzette, but instead he stood there quietly while barely able to breathe. It was so important to help this woman, but he couldn’t put his finger on why.


    “And what about you?” Charlotte asked Suzette, still looking uncertain.


    Suzette waved a hand in the air. “I’m not cut out to be anyone’s mistress. Especially to a man like that.” She nodded toward Jacob. “I like my life the way it is.”


    Charlotte seemed to hesitate, and Jacob felt himself slipping, losing ground because Suzette would not accompany her.


    “You don’t have to move in with me,” he said, desperate, afraid he would lose her all over again. “I can rent a hotel room.”


    “It’s a start,” Suzette told Charlotte. “If it were me, I’d hold out for my own townhouse.”


    Good God! He wasn’t made of money!


    Charlotte looked at her friend. “I think you’re wrong about him. You don’t know my past and he does, and he wants to save me from it.”


    “We all have a past we’re running from,” Suzette said philosophically. “And I would gather that all of our stories have a similar ring to it.”


    “So you won’t go with me?” Charlotte asked.


    “No, pet. You go. Take advantage while you can. Maybe, after a time, you can move up from a solicitor to a barrister. Hell, you might even nab a titled gent. Wouldn’t that be grand? You do that, and you come back and visit Suzette. Let me know how you fared.”


    Suzette’s eyes glittered with unshed tears. She really did hold a fondness for Charlotte, but she was willing to let her go for a better life. Even if the life she thought Charlotte was walking into wasn’t true.


    Charlotte stood there for a long time, looking at Suzette, chewing her lower lip, trying to decide what to do. Eventually, she went to the outer wall and peeled a loose board back and reached into it, pulling out a small velvet bag.


    She opened the drawstring and withdrew some coins, handing them to Suzette. “Use this for the rent for the next few weeks. It’s all I have to give, but I want to be sure you have a place to stay.”


    Suzette took the money and pocketed it. “You’re a good person, Charlotte. I can see why this Mr. Baker likes you.”


    “Promise you’ll take care. Remember what we spoke about?”


    A shiver of fear flitted through Suzette’s eyes. “I remember.”


    “Be careful. Stay aware.”


    “I will.”


    “I’ll worry,” Charlotte said.


    “Don’t. I’ve made it this far. Besides, I’m too ornery to die.”


    Charlotte looked at her friend with so much concern that Jacob wanted to demand that Suzette accompany them. They were speaking of the deaths of the serving girls. The ones with the heads and hands cut off. Charlotte was rightfully worried about Suzette.


    Quickly, Charlotte pulled Suzette in for a hug. The actress seemed to stiffen and then soften before she wrapped her arms around Charlotte. “Goodbye, pet.”


    “Stay safe,” Charlotte said.


    “Always.”


    Jacob reached into his pocket and handed Suzette some coins. “Hopefully, this will buy a few more weeks rent.”


    Suzette hesitated before taking the money. It disappeared into the same pocket as Charlotte’s coins, and she nodded at Jacob. “Every bit helps, I suppose.”


    He produced a calling card. “This is where Charlotte will be. If you need anything let me know.”


    She took the card and looked down on it, and Jacob was afraid that maybe she didn’t know how to read. She nodded and sniffed. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Now, go, the both of you. I have to get to the theater.”


    Charlotte seemed to want to say more but instead she walked out, and Jacob followed, taking one last look at Suzette before he closed the door behind him. She had his card clutched in her hand and was wiping tears from her eyes.


    They did not speak as Charlotte led him back through the rookery. It was getting dark, and it felt like darkness touched this place first before it fell over London.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Jacob hailed a hansom cab as soon as they emerged from the rookery and helped Charlotte climb in as he told the driver where to take them. He felt better knowing she was confined to the carriage, so she couldn’t run back to Suzette, even if she was so inclined.


    “Suzette was wrong,” he said after a time. “That’s not why I’m asking you to stay with me.”


    “She’s lived a rough life. She doesn’t trust many people.”


    “Although I can certainly see why she would think that.”


    “She doesn’t know my past. She doesn’t know what you know.”


    “If it makes you feel better there is a lock on the door to the room you will be staying in. I have no intention of…making you a mistress.” His cheeks were hot with embarrassment, and he couldn’t look at her. Good Lord but he felt like a young lad, unsure how to act around a woman. Silly, considering he’d been married once.


    “Do you already have a mistress?” she asked.


    “No! Good Lord, Charlotte. Some of the things you say.” His cheeks felt like they were on fire.


    “A lot of men do, you know. It’s in their nature.”


    “Is that your aunt talking or you?”


    “A bit of both, I guess. She doesn’t like men much.”


    “I gathered that.”


    Charlotte leaned back and sighed, and it seemed that at least some of the weight of her worries left her shoulders.


    “Are you sad to leave Suzette?”


    “Yes and no. I wasn’t surprised that Suzette refused to come with me. She doesn’t know any other life. But she is also my friend. If it weren’t for Suzette I wouldn’t have survived as long as I did in the rookery. I’d like to help her like she helped me.”


    “We can go back and try to convince her.”


    “She won’t come. I think a different sort of life scares her.”


    She fell silent, and he left her to her thoughts. Suzette had opened his mind, and he worried what people would think when they learned that he had taken in a woman. It wouldn’t look good for either of them, especially now that he was an earl. Those implications had not occurred to him until now, but he wouldn’t have done it any other way. To hell with what people thought.


    And the idea of Charlotte as his mistress, well that was just preposterous. Charlotte Morris would make someone a good wife one day. She was smart and funny, and she would keep her husband on his toes. But she would make a horrible mistress. She was too much her own person. And personal belongings, things, didn’t seem to matter to her.


    “You’re thinking deep thoughts,” she said, looking at him from beneath her lids as she rested her head against the squabs. Even dressed like a lad, she was beautiful.


    “Do you worry what people will say when they learn you’re living with me?”


    “What people? I have no friends except Sarah. Her mother might pitch a fit, but it makes no difference to me. And you were right when you said it won’t matter in my new life because I’ll be a completely different person. Are you worried?”


    “Maybe.”


    “Ah. I see. Do you regret trying to save me?”


    “Not at all. Please don’t think that.”


    “Then let’s not worry about something that hasn’t happened yet.”


    …


    They arrived at Jacob’s townhouse, and Mrs. Smith met them in the entryway to gather Jacob’s coat and hat. She hesitated to reach for Charlotte’s tattered top hat, but Charlotte wasn’t about to give away any of her clothing.


    “Miss Morris will be staying here for a bit, Mrs. Smith,” Jacob said. “I apologize for the short notice. Please prepare the yellow room for her and draw a bath for her as well. As hot as you can make it.”


    Mrs. Smith nodded, although her lips were pinched, and it appeared she had much to say on the matter.


    “She still doesn’t like me,” Charlotte said as she followed him down the hall.


    “She’ll adjust.”


    Just like a man to oversimplify something so complicated. He obviously didn’t understand how the female mind worked. But Charlotte understood that she was trespassing into Mrs. Smith’s territory. It was up to Mrs. Smith to take care of Jacob, and in her mind no one else should do it. Charlotte wanted to tell her that she was very ill equipped to take care of herself, let alone Lord Ashland. Mrs. Smith had nothing to worry about.


    “Let me show you around,” Jacob said.


    Charlotte touched him on the arm to get him to stop. They were in a darkened hall, closed doors on either side of them. “I’m only here for a short while. Not nearly long enough to consider this my home. In fact, if you’d like to make things look more proper, you can put me in the servants’ quarters. I won’t mind at all.”


    They were standing very close. Jacob was much taller than she, and he seemed to tower over her, looking down on her. There was really no room to step back as the hallway was narrow. For some strange reason her breath caught, and her gaze snagged on his lips. He just needed to lower his head a few inches and their lips would touch.


    Jacob seemed to notice this as well for his gaze was fixed on her mouth, and he was standing extremely still, as if afraid to move.


    “Charlotte,” he whispered as he lowered his head and pressed his lips against hers.


    They were warm and soft, and in the back of her mind Charlotte registered that this was her first kiss ever.


    Shameful!


    Her aunt’s voice suddenly intruded, and Charlotte jumped back, bumping her head against the opposite wall, her hand flying to her tingling lips.


    Jacob reared back and closed his eyes. “Charlotte,” he said, pained. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean… It wasn’t my intention…”


    “It’s all right,” she said. “It was nothing.”


    He opened his eyes to look at her, and she could tell she’d hurt him when she said it was nothing. But it was nothing. It had to be nothing. There could be nothing between them. He was helping her get to America. That was all.


    He cleared his throat and looked away. “Right. Nothing. But I do apologize. I told you I wasn’t bringing you here for those intentions and then I…I…”


    She touched his arm. “It’s all right, Jacob. I don’t believe you brought me here under false pretenses.”


    His shoulders sagged. “Right. Let me show you the rest of the house. And, no, you will not stay in the servants’ quarters. You’re welcome for as long as you need a place to stay, and you are a guest.”


    “I’ll just be here long enough to establish a new identity and then I won’t be a bother anymore.”


    He was looking down at her again, in a way that made her think that maybe he wanted to kiss her again, and she felt an answering need deep inside. She wanted to kiss him, too.


    “Is that what you really want, Charlotte? A new identity?”


    “I don’t have any other options.”


    “If you would tell me the real reason you left your aunt’s house I might be able to find a different resolution for you.”


    She bit her lip and looked down at her hands, surprised to find them trembling. What a relief it would be to tell him everything, but was that the right thing to do? And what if she was wrong about everything? Not just Jacob, but everything else? “America is the right resolution for me.”


    He looked up at the ceiling and blew a breath out. “I know there’s more. I wish you would trust me to let me help you.”


    “Helping me get to America is all the help I need.”


    “Have you thought about contacting your mother’s family?”


    “They made it perfectly clear that they did not want my mother and by extension, me. So, no. I’ve never considered going to them.”


    “Did they say that? That they wanted nothing to do with you?”


    “They broke off all ties with my mother when she married my father.”


    “That was your grandfather. He’s dead now, and your uncle is the new marquess. Things might be different.”


    “I doubt it.” That bitter, old hurt resurfaced, and she was angry at Jacob for bringing it back. How many nights had she longed for a knock on the door and the marquess telling her she didn’t have to live with her Aunt Martha anymore? How many mornings did she wake up in the same circumstances with no marquess waiting to save her?


    Her mother’s family didn’t care about her.


    “You don’t know unless you try,” Jacob said.


    She started back the way she had come, toward the front door. “Do you think my room is ready yet? I’m tired, and I could use that hot bath.”


    She could hear Jacob following her, the soft, even tread of his shoes.


    “I didn’t mean to make you angry,” he said to her back.


    “My mother’s family is not an option,” she said. “They never will be.”


    “Very well. I won’t mention them again.”


    She stopped in the entryway and plucked at the wooden toggle button of her coat, not knowing where to go from here. Up to her room? Out the front door? To America? She was so confused and so tired. So tired.


    “Are you all right?” Jacob asked.


    “You would think that being here would be far better than the rookery, but it’s not. In the rookery I didn’t have an identity, and I knew no one would find me. But here I feel exposed. You said my aunt visited you here. What if she returns?”


    “I highly doubt she will return, but if she does you will stay upstairs, and I will get rid of her.”


    “She’s a formidable woman who always gets what she wants.”


    “I won’t let her get to you, Charlotte. I promise.”


    Tears thickened her throat, and she swallowed them. “I guess I just need to trust you.”


    “You won’t be sorry.”


    …


    Charlotte leaned back into the tub and let out a sigh that started from her filthy, frozen toes to travel all the way through her chilled body. It’d been weeks since she’d had a proper bath, and it’d been longer than that that she’d felt warmth. She’d tried to keep up on her personal hygiene while in the rookery, but there was only so much that could be done with a cold pail of water.


    She ducked her head under the water and smoothed her hair away from her face when she came back up, tucking the short ends behind her ears. She missed her hair. It had been one of her best features.


    Vainglory, her aunt whispered in her ear.


    One of the seven deadly sins. If her aunt had known that Charlotte had thought her hair was one of her best features, she would have made Charlotte cut it off.


    She leaned her head back and closed her eyes, letting the hot water soak through her. Her muscles began to relax.


    One time her aunt had caught Charlotte gazing into her dressing table mirror. She’d been inspecting her skin for pimples. Sarah had told her that boys didn’t like girls with pimples.


    Her aunt had flown into a rage upon seeing Charlotte staring at herself, and Charlotte had received seven lashes, one for each of the sins. When she’d returned to her room all of her mirrors were gone, and she’d never seen them again.


    It was just one of the many punishments that had been meted out to her over the years, but they were nothing compared to what her cousin Edmund had endured.


    Her body jerked, and her eyes flew open. Water sloshed over the side of the tub, and she began to shiver. The water had not cooled enough for her to be this cold, but she had goose bumps up and down her arms. Just thinking of her aunt and cousin made her tremble.


    She had an urgent need to return to the rookery. She was too close to Aunt Martha and Cousin Edmund. It would be too easy for them to find her here. She knew it was the fear taking hold of her, and she consciously made herself relax. Jacob told her he would protect her, and she believed him. At least she believed he would try, and that was all she could ask for.


    She forced herself to relax, to sink back into the still warm water, to close her eyes and think about more pleasant things. But her mind went to the darkened hallway and the kiss.


    Her lips began to tingle again, and she touched them, but they were no different from this morning. They were just her lips.


    But she was different.


    She’d been kissed.


    So many times she had wondered what her first kiss would be like, and now she knew. And it had been wonderful. Frightening. But wonderful.


    There could be no more kisses. She was aware of that. Aware that letting Jacob into her heart would be a grave mistake. She had a plan. A mission. Get to America and become a different person. Only then would she be completely safe.


    But at least she would have the memory of her first kiss.


    Even if her aunt’s voice in her mind had cut it short.


    Mrs. Smith entered with a gown draped over her arm. She had carried Charlotte’s clothes out, pinched between her fingers, her nose wrinkled. When Charlotte had asked what she was going to do with them, Mrs. Smith had said they were not even fit for the burn barrel, but she was putting them there anyway, and she would find Charlotte more appropriate clothes.


    Now she held up a lemon-yellow gown, several years out of date and with far too many bows for Charlotte’s taste. But the thought of new, clean clothes overrode everything else.


    “It needs some taking in and letting out in places,” Mrs. Smith said. “But I’m a fair hand at stitching and I’ll see to it. For now, it will have to do as is.”


    Charlotte grabbed the towel sitting on a stool by the tub and stood, clutching it to her.


    “There are undergarments as well,” Mrs. Smith said. “I put them on your bed. Ring if you need me.”


    Upon closer inspection, Charlotte discovered that white sprigs of flowers covered the yellow gown. The sleeves came to her elbows, and there was a waterfall of lace trailing from the edge of the sleeve. Being raised as an only child by a widowed father, Charlotte hadn’t been exposed to too much in the way of lace and bows. Her gowns had been utilitarian and simple. Probably because she had liked to play outside and she’d ripped or stained most of her clothes.


    She turned her back to the mirror and looked at herself over her shoulder, shocked at how prominent her shoulder blades were. She was withering away to nothing.


    Mrs. Smith entered and looked her up and down. “That’s much better. I’ll have to take the waist in and lower the hem. Maybe a bit of lace at the hem will work.”


    Inwardly Charlotte grimaced, but she would not complain. It was the most color she’d worn since her father had died. Aunt Martha didn’t believe in wearing brightly colored clothes. It was sinful. Although Charlotte could never understand how color was sinful. Hadn’t God created color? When she’d asked her aunt, she’d been slapped and sent to her room.


    Mrs. Smith buttoned up the back of the gown, while Charlotte watched her in the mirror.


    “Where did you get the gown?” Charlotte asked, curious as to why a confirmed bachelor like Jacob would have a woman’s gown in his home.


    Mrs. Smith pursed her lips and tugged a little harder than necessary on that last button. “It was his beloved late wife’s.”


    “Oh.” Charlotte felt shame wash over her. Mrs. Smith turned her around and fiddled with the pleats of the gown, making sure they lay just right. “If it will be too difficult for him to see me in this I can wear the clothes I came in with.”


    Mrs. Smith dropped her hands to her sides. “You most certainly cannot. Besides, those clothes have already been burned.”


    For a moment Charlotte mourned the loss of her trousers and jacket with the wooden toggles. They were ugly and filthy, and they probably smelled to high heaven, but they had protected her, and they had been hers. Practically the only things that she could call her own.


    “Did he love her?” Charlotte asked, curious now that she knew there had been a Mrs. Baker. Jacob had never once mentioned her, yet Mrs. Smith had called her “beloved.” Charlotte felt a strange sensation in the pit of her stomach. Like hunger, but not like hunger. She realized it was jealousy.


    She was jealous of the late Mrs. Baker. How shameful to be jealous of a dead person. Certainly Lord Ashland, or rather Jacob Baker at the time, had lived a full life before meeting her.


    “Oh, yes,” Mrs. Baker said. “They were a lovely couple. So much in love. ’Twas heartbreaking when she died.”


    “Wh—what did she die of?” Charlotte was almost afraid to ask, afraid it would be too personal, that she was prying too much.


    “Childbed fever. It was quite tragic. The poor thing suffered so at the end, and his lordship was near inconsolable.”


    “I’m so sorry,” Charlotte whispered.


    Mrs. Smith wiped a hand across a leaking eye. “It was just terrible. Poor man didn’t leave the house for weeks.”


    Charlotte felt like a heavy, wet blanket had been draped across her shoulders, as if she could feel Jacob’s pain at losing his beloved wife. He was such a kind and gentle soul that it must have nearly killed him.


    “And the baby?” she asked softly.


    Mrs. Smith sniffed. “Died a few days after his mum of the same fever. Took them both. They’re buried together, the babe in his mother’s arms.”


    Charlotte blinked back tears, thinking of her own mother dying while struggling to push Charlotte into the world. Her father had never made her feel as if she were the cause of her mother’s death, but there had always been something inside Charlotte that blamed herself.


    “Now don’t you go blabbing to his lordship that I told you. He’ll be right angry at me. I shouldn’t have said anything. It’s just that looking at you in that gown, well, it reminded me of her. She was such a beautiful lass.”


    Charlotte smoothed down the skirts of the yellow gown. It felt strange to be wearing a dead woman’s clothing.


    “He’s waiting for you,” Mrs. Smith said. “In his study. Just down the hall on the right.”


    Charlotte nodded, thinking about the Bakers and the love they had for each other and how it had ended so tragically, and then about her parents and their love for each other and how that had ended tragically. Maybe love wasn’t meant to last.


    But no, she refused to believe that. If she fell to that thinking then all was lost. There was no hope for humanity at all.


    After Mrs. Smith left, Charlotte stared at herself and the gown in the mirror.


    “I know why you have this need to save me, Jacob Baker-Lord Ashland. It’s because you couldn’t save your wife.”

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Jacob entered his study and pulled up short. His heart stopped in his chest.


    Charlotte was standing by the bookcase, perusing the titles on the shelves, but for a small moment he didn’t see Charlotte. He saw Cora. Cora when they had first been married, before she became with child, before the fever had whittled her away to nothing.


    In that moment he thought that it had all been a horrible, terrible nightmare and she really hadn’t died. That she was alive and looking at his books, waiting for him to go into dinner.


    But then Charlotte turned her head, and the spell was broken and the grief came raging back, consuming him like it hadn’t in a long time. It was the gown. Only the gown that brought it all back.


    The woman looking back at him was not Cora. Cora had had dark brown hair, long and shining, and hazel eyes. Cora had been quiet, introspective. She’d listened, watched, and drew conclusions that she’d discussed with him later.


    Charlotte was a doer. Charlotte took life by the horns, and if she didn’t like the way things were going, she changed it. Charlotte took control and wrestled a problem to the ground.


    “By the shocked expression on your face I imagine you never thought you would see me clean.” She held out her arms. “And in a gown, no less.”


    Jacob licked dry lips and pushed the image of Cora away. “You could say that.”


    “Mrs. Smith burned my other clothes. She said you wouldn’t mind if I wore this.”


    By the concern in her eyes he guessed that Mrs. Smith had told Charlotte far more than that. “There is a trunk full of gowns that you may wear.”


    “You don’t mind?”


    He hesitated. “They’re just moldering away.”


    “Mrs. Smith told me—”


    “I can imagine what Mrs. Smith told you.”


    Charlotte blinked at his curt tone. “If it’s too uncomfortable for you—”


    “It’s fine. Truly.”


    She nodded. “Very well. Thank you.”


    “Yellow looks good on you.”


    She pulled at the short ends of her hair. “It’s strange being in a gown again. Stranger still to be wearing such a bright color. Aunt Martha didn’t allow color.”


    “Well, that’s depressing.”


    “To say the least.”


    “Is your room to your liking?” He felt like he was removed from the conversation and watching from a distance. Definitely not like he’d just kissed her.


    “I slept on an uncomfortable pallet for weeks. It’s quite luxurious compared to what I’m used to.”


    “If you need anything, let me know.”


    She considered him for a moment. “This is awkward.”


    He looked down at his toes and realized that he was still standing in the doorway. The sight of Charlotte had stopped him in his tracks. “You just look so different.”


    “And I’m wearing your wife’s gown.” She held up her hand to stop what he was about to say. “I know you don’t want to talk about it. I’ll say no more.”


    In the hallway, when he was showing her the rest of his home, he’d acted on instinct, something he rarely, if ever, did. He’d wanted to kiss her and so he had. She’d been right there. And he’d been right in front of her, hemmed in by the narrow hallway. She’d looked up at him with those large, luminous eyes, and he’d kissed her. And it had been fantastic.


    But now, seeing her in Cora’s gown, he felt guilty.


    Armbruster kept telling him it was time to move on, but Armbruster didn’t understand the grief that still overtook him at times—although less frequently now. Oliver didn’t understand the love that Cora and Jacob had shared. Jacob knew that he would never find another woman like his Cora.


    “Dinner should be soon,” he said to break the awkward silence and to distract his mind from kissing Charlotte.


    She drew in a deep breath and pressed her hand to her stomach and looked at the bookcase that she had been perusing.


    “They’re not exactly entertaining,” he said.


    She looked back at him. “What?”


    He nodded toward the bookcase. “The books. They’re not light reading. Mostly law books.”


    She ran a finger over the spine of one. In the firelight her skin was like alabaster, glowing from the scrubbing that she’d given it. “For the past few years, the only book I was allowed to read was the Bible, so anything else is a nice change.”


    “Well, you’re welcome to read them, but they’ll put you to sleep. They even put me to sleep. If you’d like, we can go to the bookstore, and you can buy something more to your liking.”


    She looked longingly at the books one last time and let her hand drop to her side. “Thank you, but I don’t think I’ll be around long enough to read a book.”


    The thought of her leaving left his heart heavy, and he wanted to curse himself. One moment he was mourning Cora, and the next he was mourning the imminent loss of Charlotte.


    He confused himself.


    …


    The next morning Charlotte made it downstairs rather early only to discover that Jacob was already gone.


    “Meetings with important people,” Mrs. Smith had said as she’d hurried about, waving her dust cloth.


    The night had not gone as well as Charlotte hoped. One would think that sleeping in a comfortable bed would have meant a dreamless sleep, but that had been far from the case. She’d tossed and turned, thoughts of Jacob filling her mind. Jacob in the hallway. Kissing Jacob. Jacob in his study, looking at her as if he were seeing a ghost.


    She’d seen the hope, then the grief flood his eyes when he’d seen her in his wife’s gown and realized it was Charlotte.


    Just Charlotte.


    The way Jacob had looked at her when he thought she was his dead wife had done something to her. She wanted someone to look at her that way, so full of love that he could barely contain it.


    Mrs. Smith had given her another gown, this one a pale peach, and it fit much better.


    “Mrs. Smith, please tell me you didn’t stay up half the night taking this gown in for me?”


    “Aww. Get on with you.” The housekeeper had blushed and scrunched her eyes in pleasure. “It only took me a few hours in the evening.”


    Charlotte turned this way and that in front of the mirror. It was styled essentially the same as the yellow gown—too much lace and too many ribbons—but it was pretty, and it was well made, and better than that, it was clean.


    “Truly,” Charlotte said. “Thank you. You didn’t have to do this.”


    Charlotte took her coffee in Jacob’s office, sitting by the window as the weak sunlight filtered in. It seemed so normal to sit here and drink coffee and look at the street and the people passing by.


    Normal had been missing from her life for a long, long time.


    She spied a stack of newspapers on a corner table and fetched them to settle back in the window seat and enjoy her morning as she hadn’t enjoyed it since her papa had died.


    But the headline screaming at her made her heart flutter, and she put down her coffee, her stomach churning.


    She quickly scanned the story, her breath coming faster, her brain unable to keep up with how fast her eyes were moving across the page.


    Four women dead.


    Beheaded.


    Two with their hands cut off.


    All found in the Thames.


    She grabbed the next newspaper, but there was no mention of it. Two more newspapers into the stack she found another article, but it seemed that Scotland Yard had no real clues and no direction in which to go. They assumed the dead girls were servants, but that’s all they knew.


    Charlotte let the paper drop to her lap, and she closed her eyes, thinking of a dismembered head and sightless, glassy eyes.


    She pressed her fist to her mouth to keep the coffee from coming back up and thought of the dark basement at Aunt Martha’s house and how Charlotte had refused to go down there, even if it had meant a beating for disobedience.


    …


    Jacob didn’t want to miss his longstanding appointment with Armbruster that afternoon, but neither did he want to leave Charlotte alone for much longer. He’d already left her to her devices for the better part of the day, and he was uneasy. Who knew what mischief she could get herself into?


    He told himself he missed her because she was vulnerable and needed his help. Not because she was easy to talk to and he enjoyed her company or that he wanted to kiss her again.


    “April fifteenth,” Armbruster said.


    Jacob paused, halfway to sitting down, and frowned at his friend. “Is that date supposed to mean something?”


    “Put it in your book. Mother has organized a get-together, just a few hundred of her closest friends. You’re invited. In fact, it’s in your honor.”


    “A few hundred friends is not a get-together. That is a ball.” His honor?


    Armbruster shrugged. “Call it want you want, but you better be there.”


    “I don’t go to those things. You know that. I know nothing about balls. What do I do? How do I act?”


    “Like you do and act now. No different.”


    “So not show up?” Jacob asked, perking up.


    “Except that.”


    He did not like parties. Even small parties. Intimate dinners, maybe, but large affairs made him nervous. He wasn’t very good at small talk, and he always felt like the biggest fool.


    Armbruster leaned forward. “I have information on the dead women.”


    It took a moment for Jacob’s mind to switch topics. “The women found in the Thames?” he asked.


    “Yes. I spoke to Detective O’Leary.”


    Detective O’Leary had been an unexpected boon to Jacob and Oliver. Jacob had met O’Leary while trying to run down a witness to a case that he’d been working on. He and O’Leary had had a drink at a local pub, and Jacob had asked him a question that had been vexing him and Armbruster regarding a murder at a local boarding house. O’Leary had supplied some information, and after that he had become somewhat of a friend of Jacob and Oliver’s. They were a strange trio—the earl, the solicitor, and the detective. Although now Jacob supposed there were two earls and a detective.


    “All of them were stabbed repeatedly,” Armbruster said.


    “Stabbed?” This was not something Jacob had heard before, but he was going by the newspaper articles which were deliberately holding information back per the request of Scotland Yard. “Is that how they were killed?”


    Armbruster shrugged. “I don’t know.”


    “Interesting,” Jacob murmured.


    What a strange, macabre mystery. Who was killing these women and why? None of them seem to be related in any way other than that they were of the serving class.


    “It seems that removing the heads and hands means he doesn’t want them identified. The first two were missing only their heads so they couldn’t be identified. Then Scotland Yard reasoned they were servants by their worn and cracked hands, so he started cutting off their hands, too.”


    “Why should the killer care if we know he’s killing servants? Killing is killing no matter the class of the person.”


    “Because it narrows his hunting ground,” Oliver said. “Wherever it is that he’s hunting has to be a place where serving girls congregate. If they’re scared, they won’t go there.”


    “Whoever is killing them has to be someone stronger. More likely a man. He’d subdue them quickly. Make sure they can’t fight. I can see stabbing them once to kill them. Maybe twice, if you didn’t do the job correctly the first time. But repeatedly?”


    Armbruster shrugged. “Maybe he’s angry and he can’t control himself.”


    They both thought about that for a moment but realized that they weren’t going to solve this one.


    “Tell me about your investigation into Miss Morris,” Oliver said. “Have you had any luck?”


    Jacob’s thoughts instantly changed course. “Not only have I had luck, I have her living in my home.”


    Armbruster’s eyes widened. It wasn’t often that Jacob could surprise his friend.


    “How did this happen?”


    “She came to me. Do you remember the lad I saved from being trampled by the horse?” Jacob explained the entire story of how Charlotte had found him and how he’d convinced her to move in with him.


    “It’s temporary?” Oliver didn’t seem convinced.


    “Of course. She wants to create a new identity and go to America to teach American heiresses how to catch an English lord.”


    Armbruster snorted. “Buchanan fell for that. Has himself a rich heiress who is keeping his estate afloat. She’s a bohemian, I’ve heard. Knows nothing about our ways. Speaks too candidly.” Oliver shook his head. “Maybe Miss Morris is on to something.”


    “I think she should try to reconnect with her mother’s family, instead,” Jacob said. Even though Charlotte was adamant that her mother’s family wanted nothing to do with her, Jacob thought she should at least try. Fleeing to America seemed so drastic when she could possibly have the might of a marquess at her disposal.


    “Chadley?” Armbruster seemed to consider this. “It might work. The old man is dead. Charlotte’s uncle is now the marquess. Feelings might have softened.”


    “What better way to get her out of the clutches of that horrid aunt than by putting her in the hands of a powerful marquess?”


    “And what if he harbors the same ire as his father? What if he won’t accept Charlotte back into the fold?”


    “Then I suppose I send her to America.” But every time he considered putting Charlotte on a ship to America, his mind veered from the thought, as if it were too horrid.


    Armbruster sat back and contemplated Jacob for the longest time. The servant brought them their usual port, and Jacob sipped on it, barely tasting it. His mind bounced from the mystery of the dead girls to Charlotte sitting in his home. There were moments that he couldn’t believe that the picture of her had come alive.


    He was pulled from his miasma of thoughts by Armbruster’s intense gaze. “Well, out with it, man. What are you thinking so deeply about?” Jacob asked.


    “Your future.”


    “My future?”


    “Have you looked at your estate books?”


    Jacob hesitated, and Oliver made a frustrated noise. “Have the books sent down here. I’ll have my man look at them.”


    “You don’t need to do that.”


    “You have no idea what to look for. Do you even know what makes land profitable? What to do to make it earn you money?”


    Jacob pulled in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Are you trying to make me feel like an imbecile?”


    Armbruster waved his hand in the air. “You need to be taught all of this. I can teach you most of it.”


    “Why are you doing this?” Oliver rarely did anything out of the goodness of his heart.


    “Because you’ve helped me out of quite a few messes.”


    Covering up his indiscretions and paying off a few whores did not warrant such a grandiose reimbursement from Oliver, but Jacob wasn’t going to question it. He needed help, and Armbruster was the best one to help him.


    “Then, thank you,” he said.


    “Don’t thank me yet. Wait until Mother’s ball. All of the matchmaking mamas and their eager daughters will be eyeing you like a hawk eyes a mouse. You are the newest, freshest meat on the market, my friend.”


    Jacob shuddered. “That sounds horrifying.”


    “You can fix it.”


    Now Armbruster was looking shrewd, and Jacob felt uneasy. “Fix what?”


    “Fix your marital status before the desperate mothers descend.”


    “And how do you propose I do that? Hide in the country? Not attend this ball?”


    “I have something better.” Armbruster grinned, but to Jacob it seemed evil. “Marry Miss Morris.”


    Jacob stood so quickly and so violently that conversations around them stopped and people stared. “Are you mad?” he hissed.


    “Sit down,” Armbruster said calmly. “I am not mad. Think of it objectively. It will solve all of your problems.”


    “I will not listen to this…this tripe.” He practically spewed the word tripe. He’d never been this incensed with his friend.


    “Just listen for a moment.” Armbruster was so damn calm that it only enraged Jacob more, but he sat because people were staring and even he knew the amount of tongue-wagging that happened in these places. One husband would go home to his wife and it would be all over London that the newest earl couldn’t control his temper.


    “I’m listening,” he muttered.


    “You are a new earl. We don’t know if you are a rich earl, yet, but to some of these mothers it doesn’t matter. Especially the American mothers.”


    “American mothers?” Jacob whispered, appalled. Never did he think he would have anything to do with an American heiress.


    “They’ll be all over you like flies on horse dung.”


    “Thank you.”


    “Well, it’s true, and you know it. For some, it’s all about the title and not so much about the money. There are families that made a fortune in trade in America that are dying to get their foot in the front door of an earl’s home. I know how you hate such attention, and I can’t believe that you haven’t received any callers yet. Mark my words, they will come. I’m sure they’re just waiting for some formal announcement.”


    Jacob closed his eyes, feeling as if his world were tilting and spinning.


    “Marriage will stop it all before it starts, and you get the added benefit of saving Miss Morris from the fire-breathing dragon of an aunt.”


    “While I appreciate your concern, I am never marrying again.”


    Oliver gave him such a pitying look that Jacob wanted to punch his friend in the face just to wipe it away. But, again, tongues would wag, and he didn’t need that right now.


    “Cora would not want you rotting away in that dark townhouse of yours. She would want you to live the rest of your life.”


    Jacob snorted. “You’re full of useless wisdom today. You don’t know what Cora would have wanted, and again you are spewing tripe.”


    “You’re not thinking objectively.”


    “It’s difficult to think objectively when you are talking about my future and being tied to a person I barely know.”


    “Many marriages begin in such a way. It’s not unusual.”


    “Well, it’s not for me, so you can forget this half-baked idea.”


    “Obviously it is not a decision to make lightly or quickly. I advise you to think about it.”


    “I would advise you to keep your nose out of it.”


    Armbruster shook his head. “Marry Miss Morris, Jacob, and your troubles will go away.”

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Jacob walked home through drizzle and dropping temperatures—winter fighting for its place in the face of spring. But his anger kept him warm. Anger at Armbruster for being so ludicrous as to mention such a preposterous thing as marriage. Panic because Armbruster mentioned marriage and it was not something Jacob had ever thought to do again. Ever. Never, ever.


    Except, maybe, when he had kissed Charlotte.


    He shook his head. He’d not thought about marrying her then. But I had thought that she is far too respectable to be a mistress. And I admit that I have been lonely as of late.


    He had been feeling lonely, as if he were sitting back and watching everyone’s life march on by while his remained stagnant. He’d not seriously thought of finding a wife, mainly because the thought of going out and meeting someone had sounded exhausting.


    Was Armbruster right? Would American heiresses really want him? He shivered at the thought. Not that American heiresses were a bad lot. He’d met a few of them, and they were all rather nice, if not a bit outspoken.


    He jogged up the steps to his townhouse, suddenly feeling the damp chill and desperately needing a brandy and a warm fire.


    But when he entered his home he was arrested by a sight that chilled him more than the cold rain outside. “Mrs. Smith!” he bellowed. He heard scurrying noises, and suddenly Mrs. Smith appeared, looking flustered and wringing her ever-present cloth.


    “Yes, my lord?”


    He pointed to the pile of white envelopes sitting on the entryway table. “What is that?”


    She put a hand to her heart. “Dear me, but you gave me a fright. I thought you were hurt.”


    “What is that?” he repeated.


    “I imagine those are invitations. They began arriving this afternoon. There’s a lot of them.”


    “Invitations to what?”


    “Well, I surely didn’t open them.” She sounded offended.


    He handed her his coat and hat without taking his eyes off the offensive envelopes. A pit of vipers would have pleased him more.


    “Where is Miss Morris?”


    “She was in the study, last I saw.”


    “And what did she do today?”


    “Not that I was prying, but she seemed to rattle around for a bit before she settled down with a book.”


    Jacob bounded up the steps to his private study, ignoring the fact that he was eager to see Charlotte and ask her about her day, ignoring that Armbruster would be smirking right about now if he could see Jacob, and definitely erasing the image of that pile of envelopes from his mind.


    He found her sitting on the window seat in his study, leaning against the wall as she stared down onto the street, a book clutched to her chest. He stopped to watch the way the sunlight touched her short blond hair and skimmed across her face. She was wearing peach, a gown he’d never seen before but was almost certainly Cora’s because of the outdated style and the plethora of ribbons and lace.


    Cora had also preferred that window seat. In fact, Jacob had it built for her because she liked to read by sunlight.


    Charlotte turned her head and caught sight of him. “You snuck in,” she said.


    “Not really. Did you keep yourself occupied today?”


    She shrugged. “I suppose.”


    “I apologize that I had to leave you to your own devices.”


    “It’s not your job to entertain me.” She swung around to face him, her back to the window, and put the book she’d been clutching on the seat beside her. He saw it was one of his law books.


    “I see you’re enjoying some light reading.”


    “It was all I could find. I’ve been thinking…”


    “Why does that sound ominous?”


    She half-smiled. “There is a man I met in the rookery. He goes by Cotton, but I don’t know what his real name is. Probably best that I don’t.”


    “Undoubtedly.” He was curious about this Cotton. He was curious about all of the people Charlotte had met in the rookery.


    “At one point in his life Cotton had been a clerk. Excellent penmanship.”


    “So he says?”


    “So he says. But he makes a good living off… Well, he walks a fine line when it comes to the law.”


    “He’s a forger?”


    “One could call it that.”


    “And what do you need from Mr. Cotton?” But he knew. They’d discussed it before. Except he hadn’t realized how far along she was with her plan.


    “I’m going to ask him to create a new identity for me.”


    Marry Miss Morris.


    “You just got here,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “Give yourself some time to recover from living in the rookery.”


    “Recover? You act like I’ve been struck with an illness.”


    “That’s not what I meant. I used the wrong term.”


    “I can’t stay here forever. I need to move on with my life, and you need to move on with yours.”


    It seemed as if his life was moving on whether he wanted it to or not.


    “You’re welcome here for as long as you need a safe place to stay. Have you given more thought to contacting the marquess? He would make a good ally.”


    “I don’t need an ally, Lord Ashland. I need a new name and a way to get out of London to start a new life.”


    “Do you think your problems will magically disappear when you board a ship to a distant country?”


    “Yes.”


    “America is so large that a person can get lost there.”


    “Exactly my plan. I believe Cotton can give me the necessary credentials. A new name and references. The problem is that it comes with a price.”


    “Your soul?”


    She shot him a reproachful look. “You’re not funny.”


    “How much do you need?” The amount didn’t bother him. What bothered him was sending her halfway around the world to a strange place and an even stranger life, all alone.


    “I’m unsure. If I want quality work—which I do—”


    “Of course.”


    “It will cost more.”


    He knew he would help her in the end, but he also knew he needed time to find an alternate plan.


    Marry Miss Morris.


    …


    Charlotte had mixed feelings about asking Jacob for more help. On the one hand, she had no one else to turn to. She’d inherited a small amount of money when her father had passed away, but Aunt Martha had quickly taken it for Charlotte’s “upkeep” as she had said. There was no possible way she could ask for that money back. Jacob was Charlotte’s only chance.


    They sat down to dinner, and Charlotte looked at her food. It smelled and looked delicious, but after reading the stories of the girls that had been killed she was too heartsick to eat.


    “I was reading some of your newspapers,” Charlotte said, as she pushed the food around on her plate.


    “Oh?” Jacob didn’t seem to have the same problem she did with eating.


    “I was reading the stories about the girls that were found in the Thames.” While she didn’t want to talk about it, she also wanted to get someone else’s thoughts on the murders.


    He looked up from eating to frown at her. “That’s not exactly light reading.”


    “It’s horrible.” She put her fork down, unable to eat.


    “It is a terrible thing that is happening to them.”


    “Is happening? Do you think there will be more?”


    “There’s no way to tell, I suppose.”


    “Who is killing them?” Her breath was coming fast, and she desperately tried to control it. She knew who was doing it. Or she thought she might know. Maybe. No. Surely she was wrong. Except the thought hovered in the back of her mind.


    “I don’t believe Scotland Yard knows that yet.” He glanced at her shaking hands, and she quickly put them in her lap and looked down at her plate. The gravy from the meat was starting to congeal, and she swallowed.


    “Charlotte?”


    She peeked up at him.


    “You don’t have anything to worry about. Those women were all servants.”


    “So far.”


    His eyes flickered. “There’s nothing to say that there will be more victims or that the killer will start…will switch to a different kind of victim.”


    “Those poor women,” she whispered. “I hope they didn’t suffer.”


    He paused. “I do, too.”


    She shook her head, hoping to rid it of those thoughts, but of course they didn’t go away. They were stuck with her, thoughts of bodies without heads. Heads with unseeing eyes, staring at nothing, morphing into the bodies of broken women. Women who had suffered terribly in their last moments on Earth.


    He looked at her uneaten food. “This wasn’t appropriate dinner conversation. We can talk about something else.”


    “I was the one who brought it up. I…I just can’t get it out of my head.”


    “Charlotte, there is no need to worry. You’re not of the class of women that this monster is going after.”


    “Monster?”


    “Who else could do this other than a monster?”


    She thought of her cousin, Edmund. “A disturbed person. Someone with problems of his own.”


    He seemed to consider that for a long moment. “What makes you say that?”


    She shrugged. “It seems that only someone disturbed could do something this horrific.”


    “Or a monster.”


    “Monsters walk among us all the time, but they don’t all kill.”


    He tilted his head. “That’s a very interesting concept.”


    “Haven’t you ever wondered at the people you pass on the street? What kind of people they are? Deep down inside, who are they?”


    “I like to think there is good in everyone.”


    “But for there to be good, there has to be bad.”


    “Not necessarily.”


    “You are saying there are people who are completely good with no bad in them at all?”


    “That seems a bit too simplistic.”


    “My point exactly.”


    He put his napkin down and seemed to seriously consider her words. “You are saying there are monsters in all of us?”


    “I think there is the possibility of monsters in all of us. I think most of us can fight it, tamp it down, ignore it.”


    “And others are too weak to do so?”


    “Maybe. Or maybe they embrace it.”


    “That’s frightening,” he said.


    “People are complex beings. That’s what sets us apart from the animal kingdom.”


    “And yet the person who is killing these women is not so different from said animals.”


    “Precisely.”


    …


    Jacob stood outside the palatial white-marbled estate and realized he was making the biggest mistake of his life. And yet he was committed to doing it.


    The other night Charlotte had been perfectly clear that she didn’t want her mother’s family involved in her life, but Jacob couldn’t help but think that the marquess was her best chance at starting anew. Becoming the ward of a respectable and powerful marquess was much better than sailing to America and teaching spoiled debutantes how to catch an English noble.


    Their conversation from the night before had haunted him long into the night, and even when he’d fallen asleep, his dreams had been of dead women floating in the Thames, their heads bobbing along beside them.


    Charlotte had been so contemplative and so disturbed. It was almost as if she knew more about the murders than he did. Charlotte’s remarkable observations on humanity intrigued him, and he’d found himself mulling it over. Such scrutiny could open doors that had never been open before. Imagine being able to interview such a person who killed like that? Imagine the data one could collect in order to stop such behavior? It was remarkable. Earth shattering.


    A carriage rolled behind him, shaking him from his thoughts. If he didn’t move he was going to be late to his appointment with the marquess after the man’s secretary had been so kind as to squeeze him in.


    He climbed the steps, trepidation dogging his heels. This was a bad idea.


    Marry Miss Morris.


    The door was opened by an aging butler who silently took Jacob’s coat and hat and led him to what appeared to be the marquess’s panel-lined office. An immense oak desk faced the door with a tall leather chair perched behind it. Windows looked out over the back garden. The room was distinctly male, comfortable and well lived-in.


    The butler withdrew, leaving Jacob to wander around on his own. There were no papers on the desk, nothing to indicate that the marquess used this room for business. Jacob had learned that Chadley was married and had two almost-grown sons who were a bit younger than Charlotte. So the title was secure.


    Lady Chadley was well thought of in Society, and they were always invited to the best balls and dinners.


    What Jacob did not know was what Chadley thought of his sister Harriet running away to marry far beneath her and what he thought of his niece.


    The door opened behind him, and the man himself entered. A tall fellow, neatly trim, impeccably dressed with blond hair almost the same color as Charlotte’s.


    “Lord Ashland.”


    “Lord Chadley, thank you for seeing me on such short notice.”


    “I confess I was curious as to why the newest earl wanted to see me so desperately.”


    “It’s a rather odd mission.”


    “Now you have me very curious.” Chadley circled behind his desk and motioned for Jacob to sit in one of the chairs that faced it.


    He looked natural behind that desk, and it made Jacob wonder if he would ever feel natural in his new role as earl.


    “How does it feel?” Chadley asked as if reading Jacob’s mind. “Being an earl.”


    “Unexpected. I’m still becoming accustomed to it.”


    Chadley grinned. “There’s no getting used to it, trust me.”


    “I need to find my way.”


    “We all do. I had my father to guide me, but I still feel like a fish out of water.” Chadley rested his elbows on the desk and steepled his fingers. “Now tell me what brings you here and how I can help?”


    Jacob liked Chadley. He seemed a genuine character, and he made Jacob feel welcomed and an equal. Maybe this hadn’t been such a bad idea after all.


    “I’ve come about Miss Charlotte Morris.”


    There was a pause as if Chadley were running through a list of acquaintances trying to place a Miss Charlotte Morris, and then his brows furrowed.


    “Harriet’s daughter?” he whispered.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    “You did what?” Charlotte’s face lost all color when later that day Jacob told her he’d visited her uncle.


    He hesitated before saying it again. “I visited Lord Chadley.”


    “After I told you I didn’t want to talk to him?” There was more anger than hurt in her tone, which didn’t bode well for him.


    “I know you said not to, but I couldn’t help but feel that we needed to explore—”


    “We? We? There is no we, my lord. This is me. All me.”


    “You asked me to help you—”


    “To get to America.” Her voice was rising to an alarming level. “I asked you to help me get to America. I didn’t ask you to meddle in my life and talk to my mother’s family!”


    “They’re your family, too.” He’d known she wouldn’t be happy, but he never thought she’d be furious. And there was no doubt that she was furious. Her eyes were dark and stormy, her arms locked at her side, and she was trembling. But good God, despite that, she was magnificent. Truly a sight to behold and he was drawn to this storm that was Charlotte.


    “They are not my family. They weren’t there when my mother died. They weren’t there to help my father with a newborn daughter. They weren’t there when I was forced to live with my horrid aunt.”


    “They—”


    She held up her hand, and he shut his mouth. This was the Charlotte who had walked out of her aunt’s house into an unknown future. This was the Charlotte who had survived the rookery. “I don’t want to hear any more about them. They are nothing to me. How dare you?” she whispered. “How dare you go behind my back and do this to me.”


    She’d taken his actions as a personal attack, and that was far from the truth. “I just wanted to help.”


    “You can keep your help. I don’t need it.” She marched out of the room, and he followed her.


    “Where are you going?”


    “Out.”


    “I will go with you.”


    She laughed, but it was a mirthless, cold, laugh. “I don’t think so.”


    “It’s getting dark. It’s not safe for you to be out there alone.”


    She turned to him, and he inwardly winced at the naked anger in her eyes. “I think I’ve proven that I can take care of myself.”


    “That was when you had a disguise. I know you’re angry with me, and that is fine, but don’t put yourself in danger.”


    She hesitated, and her shoulders drooped as she passed a hand over her eyes. “I can’t believe you did that even after we discussed it and I told you I didn’t want them involved.”


    “I just think Lord Chadley could be a valuable ally. He’s a powerful marquess, well liked in Society. And…” He hesitated, not knowing how much he should say or how far he could push her, but he wanted to her to know what he’d learned today.


    “You may as well say it,” she said wearily. “I can see you’re dying to.”


    “He wants to meet you, Charlotte. He wants to get to know you.”


    “He told you that.” She didn’t look convinced, and he didn’t blame her. The Chadleys had done wrong by Harriet and by Charlotte and her father. So much needless suffering.


    “Yes, he told me that. He’s not like your grandfather. He was truly shocked by the story I told him, and angry at your treatment at the hands of your aunt. He wants to do what is right.”


    “He’s a few years too late, don’t you think?”


    “I think he’s aware of that, but he wants to make it up to you.”


    “He can’t make up for the last five years of hell that I lived with my aunt. He can’t make up for the fact that my father and I were cut off from any family for the entirety of my life. He can’t make anything up to my mother, who died knowing her family never forgave her.”


    “He wants to at least try…with you.”


    She considered him for a long time, her toe tapping on the hardwood floor, her eyes narrowed into angry slits of glittering blue sapphire, and her lips pressed together in a furious line.


    “I’m not interested,” she finally said.


    Jacob let out a pent-up breath. She was being obstinate, letting her anger dictate her actions. But what would he have done in her case? Could he put aside years and years of betrayal to forgive so easily? “Very well. I will let him know.”


    She looked at him sharply. “Was he expecting me to come running back to him?”


    “He was hoping for a reconciliation of some sort.”


    She sat down in the nearest chair as if her legs had just given out on her.


    “It makes no difference,” she said. “I’m leaving for America, leaving all this behind. Meeting him now wouldn’t change anything, and it’s best not to open those old wounds.”


    Marry Miss Morris.


    No!


    He was not going to marry her just to help her escape her aunt. She had a family willing to help her. He’d done what was right. He’d informed the Chadleys of Charlotte’s desperate situation. It was time for him to step away and attend to his own mounting affairs.


    But he didn’t want to step away. He didn’t want to hand Charlotte off to the Chadleys even if it was the right thing to do.


    She stood and folded her hands in front of her. “I’m going to meet Cotton tomorrow to talk to him about the documents I need. As soon as I have the proper documentation I will begin to plan for my voyage.”


    “Don’t,” he said brokenly.


    She looked at him curiously. “Don’t what? Don’t go to see Cotton?”


    “Don’t leave.”


    “I can’t live off your kindness forever.”


    Marry Miss Morris.


    “But must you leave England entirely?”


    “There is nothing here for me. And there is a vast world with endless possibilities.”


    “I don’t think you really want to go.”


    “Tell me, what do I have here?”


    His heart was hammering, and he instinctively knew that he was at a moment in his life where he could go forward into the unknown or stay firmly planted in the known. Remain safe or step into danger?


    “You have me,” he said quietly.


    Her expression softened. “You have been a good friend, my lord. And I will forever be grateful for your kindness.”


    He winced. Either she had completely misconstrued what he was saying, or she had deliberately misinterpreted it.


    “Of course,” he said. “I will always be here for you.”


    “I’m sorry I became so angry at you. It’s just that I don’t want the Chadleys involved in any of this.”


    “I won’t pretend to understand why you won’t use the resources you have. You can create any life you want right here in London, and they are willing to help. But I will respect your wishes not to meet them.”


    Her gaze flickered away, and that thing inside Jacob that made him such a good solicitor told him that there was more to the story.


    There was a reason she hadn’t gone to them. There was a reason she’d hidden in the rookery, and there was a reason she wanted to run to America.


    What is that reason?


    …


    Charlotte sat in the window seat in Jacob’s study and stared unseeingly out the window. She was restless and realized that she had not been outside since coming to the house six days ago. Jacob had not expressly forbidden her to leave. He’d not given her any parameters as to her behavior or where she could or could not go, other than the night before when he’d asked her not to go outside so late at night.


    She wanted to walk in the sunshine. She wanted to feel the fresh air on her face. She wanted to see other people. She wanted to blend in like a proper miss and not a vagrant to be avoided.


    She wanted to be normal for just a few hours.


    She rummaged around her room in search of a cloak. It seemed that Mrs. Smith had made it her duty to convert all of Cora Baker’s gowns to fit Charlotte. She’d even discovered that Charlotte preferred a little less lace on her gowns and had been kind enough to take a lot of the furbelows off.


    She found a rather plain gray one and shook it out. After wearing black for the past five years, gray seemed like a breath of fresh air.


    “Where are you going?” Mrs. Smith suddenly appeared in the entryway as Charlotte was opening the front door. She jumped as if she were caught doing something wrong. You’re allowed to leave. You’re not being held against your will. This wasn’t her aunt’s house or the rookery.


    “I thought I would take a stroll around the park. Would you like to join me?”


    Mrs. Smith’s cheeks flushed, and she ran her dust cloth through her fingers in an agitated fashion, and Charlotte wondered if maybe she’d been given instructions to not let Charlotte out.


    “Of course I can’t go walking with you,” Mrs. Smith said, rather harshly. “I have far too much to do, and you should not go out on your own. It’s not done.”


    “Then you should go with me.”


    Mrs. Smith sniffed, but Charlotte thought she detected a ghost of smile, quickly gone.


    “Really, Mrs. Smith, I’m just going down the street to the park. I need some air. I haven’t left the house in days.”


    Mrs. Smith looked unconvinced that this was a good idea. “His lordship never said you couldn’t go out.”


    “Well, there you go.” At least she wasn’t a prisoner.


    “But he never said you could, either.”


    “Really, Mrs. Smith. I hardly think a stroll through the park should merit this discussion.”


    Mrs. Smith seemed to think about it. “You really haven’t been outside in days, and that’s not good for a body.”


    “Certainly it isn’t.” Charlotte was trying hard not to grin. Mrs. Smith really was a gem, and she guarded this house and “his lordship” like a dragon did its eggs.


    “Very well. As long as it’s just down to the park and back.”


    “You can join me.”


    Mrs. Smith harrumphed, but her eyes glittered, and for a moment they shared a smile, a small confidence, and a crack in the formality of their relationship.


    “Go on with you.” Mrs. Smith snapped the dust cloth in Charlotte’s direction, and Charlotte giggled as she hurried out the door.


    At her aunt’s house she had only been allowed to go outside if they were walking to church, which they did several times a week. Other than that her aunt never left the house and had seen no reason for Charlotte to leave it, either. In the rookery, Charlotte had always gone outside because the stench of the place had been overwhelming, and escaping the smell and deprivation had saved her sanity, but there was only a small window of time to be outside in the rookery, and Charlotte had always been aware of that.


    This day was bright and warm, such a change from the cold, rainy spring they’d been having. She’d told Jacob that she was going to visit Cotton today, but it had been a passing thought, something she knew she had to do soon in order to put her plans into action. But not today.


    She thought of Suzette, wondered how she was faring. Suzette was a survivor, and no doubt she was living just fine without Charlotte. More than likely she enjoyed having the lodgings all to herself. Or maybe she was charging rent to someone else to live there and pocketing some extra coin. That seemed more like Suzette.


    Charlotte found herself at the edge of the market. She’d walked farther than she had intended and much farther than the park. Mrs. Smith would not be pleased if she knew.


    The market bustled with activity, people going this way and that, calling out greetings, haggling with the vendors. It was a place vibrant and alive with humanity, and she grinned, wanting to be in the middle of it all.


    And then she saw him, and everything inside of her went cold.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    He stood in a darkened doorway, watching the people pass him by, his face shadowed by his top hat. But she knew exactly who he was. She would know him anywhere.


    Charlotte’s heart pounded right down to her toes. She swallowed through a dry throat, her feet fixed to the ground. She couldn’t move even if she wanted to.


    He hadn’t seen her. He was gazing in the other direction. She followed his gaze and realized with a sick feeling that he was watching a gaggle of female servants gathered together, clutching their baskets as they talked and laughed.


    They had no idea who was watching or what danger they were in.


    People jostled about her, knocked into her shoulder, muttered for her to get out of the way.


    He turned his head, and she saw his full face.


    Jacob thought she was running away from her aunt.


    But she was really running from this man.


    Her cousin.


    Edmund, Lord Morris.


    His gaze flickered past her, stopped, returned, considered, and moved on.


    What was he doing here? Was her aunt here as well? Charlotte yanked her gaze from him long enough to search the area for a straight-backed, thin, black-clad woman with a perpetual scowl. But she wasn’t there. It was silly to even think of her aunt going to the market. That was for the servants and far beneath her.


    So how had Edmund escaped the house without his mother?


    He never went anywhere without her. She wouldn’t let him.


    Slowly Charlotte backed up a step, like someone trying to escape an angry bear. Don’t startle him. Don’t make him look this way.


    If he knew she was here, if he saw her dressed like this, he would tell his mother because Edmund told his mother everything. She’d put the fear of the devil in her boy from the moment he’d been born, and what a horrible ordeal that had been, bringing the ungrateful lad into this world. Charlotte had heard the story an endless amount of times.


    She supposed that Edmund had heard it even more.


    He was a strange-looking man. Even in the shadows people sensed it and steered clear of him. He’d inherited his mother’s height and her slim build. His arms were abnormally long, his head larger than average. His eyes were close set, and his ears stuck out from his head like pitcher handles.


    His mother often remarked on his strange looks, berating him as if it were his fault. So many times Charlotte had wanted to defend him.


    At first, she’d felt sorry for her cousin and had tried to befriend him, but he had only folded in on himself and slunk away.


    Eventually Charlotte had stopped trying. Edmund hadn’t seemed to want to be her friend, and Charlotte’s actions had only enraged her aunt.


    Edmund’s attention seemed to come back to her, and he took a step out of the shadows. Panicked that she’d been discovered, Charlotte acted on instinct and ran. She bumped into a finely dressed gentleman who tried to keep her from falling.


    “Whoa there. Is something wrong?”


    “No. Thank you,” she said, breathless with fear. She shrugged out of his grasp and ran across the street, forgetting to look for traffic, dodging a horse that suddenly appeared. It made her think of Jacob and how she just wanted to be back at his home.


    She should have never left the safety of his townhouse.


    She wanted Jacob.


    She glanced over her shoulder. There were many strange looks, but no tall, peculiar-looking man running after her. She slowed her pace, out of breath, heart hammering more from fear than from running. A few more checks over her shoulder and she was convinced that Edmund had not recognized her. It had been a coincidence that he’d even looked her way.


    By the time she made it back to Jacob’s street her heart was beating at a more normal pace and her hands had stopped shaking, but the fear remained, not as sharp but there nonetheless.


    Jacob was sitting on his front step, reading the newspaper. He looked up and smiled at her, and she smiled back, relieved that he was there. Relieved that she had trusted her instincts about him. The sight of him washed away the residual fear like a spring rain, and suddenly her world righted itself. In the back of her mind, she knew that wasn’t a good thing, but right now she didn’t care. She just wanted to be near Jacob.


    He folded the newspaper and stood. “Mrs. Smith said you had gone for a walk but that you had left a while ago. I searched the park but couldn’t find you.” His worried eyes combed her face. Could he see that she’d had a fright?


    “I walked farther than I planned and ended up at the market.” She was relieved that her voice didn’t tremble.


    “You didn’t go see Cotton?”


    “Not today.” Yet, seeing Edmund convinced her that she should have gone to Cotton. She needed to get out of London.


    She followed Jacob into the house and up the steps to his study where she settled into the window seat and watched him pour himself a drink. She thought it strange that they already had their little rituals like this. Had he had these rituals with his wife? She was strangely jealous of a dead woman who had experienced Jacob’s love.


    He set the newspaper he’d been reading on a small table, close enough that she could read part of the headline. Frowning, she leaned over to snatch the paper and unfold it. The bold headline read that another headless body had been pulled from the Thames.


    Number five.


    Five women pulled from the river.


    Five women without heads.


    Five women who had probably died horrific deaths. Who had suffered needlessly.


    “They found another one,” Charlotte said.


    “The city is in an uproar. Politicians are blaming the police for not finding this monster. The police are running around with very few clues and nowhere to turn. The female servants are refusing to leave their employers’ houses. Some are quitting and going back to the countryside.”


    She skimmed the article, but it provided very little new information.


    “How do you know all of this?” she asked.


    He appeared flustered, a rose tinge covering his cheeks as he shrugged. “I have friends who know things.”


    Charlotte folded the paper and stared out the window. She wanted to go to America to escape. To be free. But would she be free? Or would she be haunted by the images of these five women?


    


    Glassy eyes.


    Twisted body.


    Severed head.


    Charlotte walked among the debris of body parts, her lungs heaving in despair as her heart pounded in fear and anger.


    No.


    NOOOOOOOOOOO!


    “Charlotte! Charlotte, wake up. You’re dreaming.”


    She sat up with a gasp to find Jacob leaning over her. Still lost in her dream, she made a noise of part fear, part surprise. Quickly he straightened and took a step back, his arms out to his sides.


    “You were screaming,” he said.


    His hair was sticking up in the back. There were creases on his cheek where his head had pressed against the pillow and his robe was haphazardly tied, and he looked so warm and safe and alive. With a strangled cry she catapulted toward him. He caught her with an oomph.


    “You’re trembling,” he said.


    She put her head against his chest, not caring if this was improper. It felt so good to be held.


    “It was just a dream.” He smoothed her hair down.


    She pressed her nose into his dressing gown and inhaled his spicy, clean scent.


    His hand moved up and down her back, like what a mother would do to soothe her baby, but it made Charlotte shiver and tremble more.


    “Charlotte, you’re worrying me. Please tell me this was just a dream.”


    She pulled away but not far enough to leave his embrace, just enough to sniff.


    Jacob tightened his hold on her, as if he didn’t want to let her go. And she was perfectly fine with that.


    “It was just a dream. An old dream that I used to have when I was younger. It’s nothing.”


    “I think it’s far more than nothing.” He looked worried.


    “Truly, Jacob. I’m fine. You can go back to bed.” But she didn’t step out of his embrace, didn’t make an attempt to move away. And he didn’t loosen his hold on her.


    He looked down at her with that same look he’d had when he’d kissed her. And she wanted him to kiss her. God help her, she wanted to be kissed again. She wanted him to kiss the fear out of her, to make her tremble in something other than terror.


    So she stood on her tiptoes and pressed her lips against his. She wasn’t good at kissing, having only done it once before, but she hoped he understood her intentions.


    And he did. For a moment he seemed frozen, and then he kissed her back, moving his hands up her spine until they cupped her face as he devoured her lips and she drank him in, learning how to kiss properly.


    And that trembling did change to something else, something she couldn’t name. Something her aunt would have called sinful but Charlotte called delightful.


    With great reluctance Jacob pulled away from her, and she made a sound of disappointment and regret. Jacob kept his hands on her shoulders to steady her.


    “We can’t do this,” he said a bit breathlessly. “This isn’t right. You are my guest. I promised…” He licked his lips. “I promised Suzette that nothing untoward would happen.”


    “Suzette?” Her mind was foggy like the banks of the Thames on an autumn morning. What did Suzette have to do with him kissing her? Suzette could care less what Charlotte did with Jacob.


    Jacob let his hands fall from her shoulders, and suddenly Charlotte was cold again.


    “I’m sorry, Charlotte.”


    “Sorry for what?” Please, oh please don’t say you’re sorry you kissed me. She thought her heart would shatter if he regretted kissing her.


    He ran a hand through his hair, making it stick up in all different directions. His eyes were bright, his lips red from kissing her, and she suspected that the bulge in his robe was a pleasant side effect.


    For once she didn’t care about propriety or sin. Damn her aunt and her damned righteousness.


    “Don’t leave me,” she whispered. What she really meant was keep kissing me until I forget everything.


    “Let’s go into the study. I’ll pour some brandy and we can talk.”


    Without waiting for a response he turned to leave her room, forcing her to follow.


    From a corner of the couch where she had curled up, she watched him stoke the fire and pour them both a healthy glass of brandy. Alcohol was not allowed at her aunt’s house, and she was surprised that it both burned and warmed her tongue and stomach.


    Not like Jacob’s kisses did, but it would have to do. Now that they were out of her bedroom and on separate ends of the couch, her blood had cooled and she was not as feverish to keep kissing him, to possibly do things that could get her in trouble.


    What if they had intercourse and she became pregnant? Going to America was going to be difficult enough. It would be ten times more difficult with a baby.


    “Do you want to tell me about the dream?” he asked from his end of the couch.


    She hesitated, because she didn’t want to tell him, and yet part of her did. “I don’t think it’s a surprise that life with my aunt was not pleasant.”


    “I gathered that.”


    “She’s a cruel woman who overly relies on religion to excuse her actions. She believed that if she didn’t correct my sins, then I would go to hell. It was her personal mission to make sure I made it to heaven.”


    “I think you were already in hell.”


    “I’ve never thought about it that way, but you might be right. She certainly made my life hell.”


    “Did she beat you?” he asked softly.


    “Sometimes.”


    “I’m so sorry, Charlotte.”


    “When she would force me on my knees to pray, I would pray to my father to deliver me out of her grasp. When that didn’t work, I eventually stopped praying. It was my silent revenge against her. She could make me kneel there for hours, but she couldn’t force me to pray.”


    “I’m impressed with your fortitude.”


    “It was the little things that kept me sane. The not-praying. The secret letters to Sarah. And I started plotting my escape.”


    “And that’s why you ran to the rookery.”


    She didn’t correct him. She didn’t tell him that it wasn’t her aunt who’d made her run to the rookery—that the rookery had not been in her plans at all. But things had changed quickly, and she’d needed to escape, and it had been the only thing that she’d hoped would work. Aunt Martha would have known to look for her at Sarah’s.


    “I stole a set of silver candlesticks,” Charlotte said. Another sin to add to her long list. “And I pawned them. I know I didn’t get what they were worth, but I didn’t care. I paid our rent out of it and hoarded the rest for my escape to America.”


    “And then I came along.”


    “And then you came along.” She tried to smile, but it fell short. The sticky residue of her dream was still present, mixed with the intoxicating kiss they’d shared. It was an odd, confusing combination.


    America. Jacob.


    She wanted both, but she couldn’t have both.


    An earl couldn’t move to America, and she couldn’t stay here.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    “Tell me about Edmund,” Jacob said.


    Charlotte stiffened. The fire crackled in the hearth and the brandy warmed her insides, but the question jarred her. Her senses tingled, warning her that he was getting too close. “What about him?”


    She sounded defensive, and she warned herself to calm down. The question had come too close to her encounter—if one could call it that—with Edmund in the market. Coupled with her dream, she was on edge.


    “Was your aunt as cruel to him as she was to you?” Jacob asked.


    She concentrated on Jacob, not Edmund. The firelight made Jacob’s hair a deep red, his eyes a whiskey color. He was holding his empty brandy glass, and it reflected the oranges and yellows of the fire. She felt as vulnerable here as she had in her bedchamber with him, but in a different way. Not a good way. She had felt far less exposed in the rookery than in Jacob’s home.


    “If you don’t want to talk about him we don’t have to,” Jacob said.


    “I’ve never talked about it to anyone,” she admitted. Even Sarah didn’t know the whole story, just the mild bits and pieces. “That life… People would be hard pressed to believe it.”


    “Tell me more about your life with your aunt.”


    She took a sip of brandy for fortification. She would tell him some. Not all. But some. She felt this pressure from inside of her to tell part of her story so someone else would know and understand.


    “Aunt Martha hates men. I’m uncertain why or how it started.”


    “She hates her own son?”


    “Yes.”


    “What about her husband?”


    “I didn’t know my uncle. He died a few years before I lived with them.”


    “What did he die of?”


    Did his questions seem more pointed than usual? She took another sip of brandy. The room was taking on a warm glow, and her tongue seemed thicker than normal. The anxiety of the afternoon and her dream seemed far off and not so important.


    “I don’t know what he died of. I’ve heard it was sudden.” A thought slithered through her brain, slipping through her fingers before she could grasp it. Was there something strange about her uncle’s death?


    She mentally shrugged. What did it matter now?


    “My father was one of the kindest, most loving men I knew,” Charlotte said. “When Aunt Martha ranted about the evils of the opposite sex I purposely thought of him. She was wrong. About men. They’re not all bad. My father was a good man. You are a good man.” She looked down into her nearly empty glass. Where had all the brandy gone? Surely she hadn’t drunk it all, had she?


    No. The glass hadn’t been that full when he’d handed it to her.


    “Do you think…” Jacob paused. “I find it odd that your aunt hated men so much and your uncle died so suddenly.”


    The thought that had slithered away came racing back, and she desperately tried to let it go.


    “Do you think she did something to him?” She suddenly found it hard to breathe.


    “I don’t know. I just think it’s odd.”


    Their gazes locked. Firelight flickered across his dark eyes. His gaze dropped to her lips.


    She wanted to kiss him again but he’d said they couldn’t do that. He said he wouldn’t do that to her. But what if she wanted him to? Did she not have a say in any of this?


    Then she thought of America and the bright future that lay before her if only she could get there.


    He stood abruptly and took the almost empty glass of brandy from her. She wanted to cry out at the loss—of a kiss that did not happen, of the intimate atmosphere of their conversation and, yes, at the loss of the brandy. It made all of her problems seem not so problematic anymore. She wanted the release that the brandy provided and that a good, long kiss afforded.


    “I think we should return to our respective bedchambers,” he said.


    Was there reluctance in his tone? Regret in his eyes?


    She stood and faced him, and with a what-the-hell attitude that was more brandy than courage, she kissed him. And then like the untried, naive girl that she was, she fled from the room and down the hall to her bedchamber where she crawled into a cold bed and curled into a tight ball.


    …


    Armbruster’s butler let Jacob in the next morning, but Jacob’s mind wasn’t really on the task ahead, which was meeting with Armbruster’s man-of-business to discuss the earldom’s finances.


    After his kiss with Charlotte last night he’d gone back to bed only to toss and turn and think endlessly about her. She’d been vulnerable, he told himself. She didn’t know what she was doing because her aunt had kept her from any suitors, since all men were evil.


    He couldn’t take advantage of her in the frightened state she was in.


    Marry Miss Morris.


    Damn Armbruster for even mentioning such a preposterous thing.


    And when he had not been thinking of Charlotte he’d been thinking of her uncle. Dead rather quickly, she’d told him. It matched what he’d learned of the Morrises. But what had he died of?


    He didn’t know why he couldn’t shake the thought that Lord Morris had met a foul end. But why? Because Lady Morris despised men so much?


    “He sent word that he was going to be a few minutes late,” Armbruster said of his man-of-business as he walked into the room. “Which will give us time to catch up on things.”


    Jacob pulled his mind from his morbid thoughts to the task at hand. Numbers never interested him. He’d never done well in mathematics and had determined that today would be a rather dull day, but it had to be done.


    “Catch up?” Jacob seated himself in the chair that Armbruster had offered.


    “What is happening with Miss Morris?” Armbruster asked.


    I kissed her, and it was magnificent.


    “She’s going to America.”


    Oliver rolled his eyes. “Still? So you haven’t given any thought to my suggestion?”


    Oh, he’d given it a lot of thought. Mainly thinking that the idea was completely ludicrous.


    Liar. In the deep of the night I think about it seriously. But in the light of the day it seems ludicrous again.


    Jacob told Armbruster about visiting with Chadley, and Armbruster seemed intrigued.


    “And she became angry?”


    “Quite.”


    “It would seem that she would want to mend the breach with them. Chadley could easily protect her from her aunt and give her a much better life than any she would have in service in America.”


    Jacob shifted in his chair. “She seems most desperate to leave England.”


    “Do you think there is another reason that she fled her aunt’s home? A jilted lover, maybe?”


    The words angered him. Different from the anger of Cora’s passing. This was sharper. Desperate. He quickly stomped down on it, appalled at such an uncharacteristic reaction.


    “Lady Morris has a strong hatred of men. She never let Charlotte near them, so I doubt there is a jilted lover waiting in the wings.”


    “That doesn’t mean that Miss Morris didn’t find a man on her own.”


    Jacob wanted to tell his friend that theory was preposterous. He’d kissed Charlotte—twice—and while he was no womanizer, he could tell that she’d been inexperienced and even a bit embarrassed. No, there was no other man in Charlotte’s life.


    Which made him feel…relieved.


    Armbruster observed Jacob for a long moment, making Jacob uneasy. He refused to meet his friend’s eyes for fear that Oliver would see the truth in them. And what was the truth? What was he hiding from Armbruster and himself?


    “You have feelings for her,” Armbruster said, with an almost gleeful tone.


    “Of course not.” But Jacob knew his defense was weak and lacked conviction, and he cursed himself for it.


    “Good Lord, man, just marry the girl.”


    “I can’t marry someone who is unwilling.”


    Armbruster paused, and a grin spread across his face. “So you asked her?”


    “No! Good God, please stop this. You’re acting like a gossiping hen.”


    “The answer is just so obvious to everyone but you. She needs someone to save her. You need someone in your life before you rot away all alone in that townhouse of yours. And now that you’re an earl you need an heir and protection against the dragon mothers who will sink their claws into you.”


    “I’m not alone.” That was the argument he grabbed onto? I’m not alone? Out of everything Armbruster said there was more truth in that than anything else. He didn’t realize until Charlotte came into his life how alone he really was. He had Armbruster. He had his barrister friends, and that was it. How pathetic he was.


    Armbruster and the barristers were good companions at times, but those times were sporadic and unreliable.


    They weren’t with him in the evenings when he was finished with work and rattled around his townhouse.


    “Mrs. Smith doesn’t count,” Armbruster said.


    Jacob ignored that remark. “Charlotte is determined to go to America.”


    “Maybe because she thinks she doesn’t have any other options.”


    “I’m not marrying her, so please stop pestering me.”


    But the thought was there, always, at the back of his mind. He tried to think of Cora in those moments, but the memories of her were dimming. He’d noticed a few years ago that he couldn’t recall the sound of her voice or the exact color of her hair or the perfect pitch of her laugh.


    He hated that her memory was no longer sharp and fresh but dulled and warm with the patina of time.


    …


    “His Lordship is in meetings all day,” Mrs. Smith told Charlotte when she came down for breakfast. It was the same thing Mrs. Smith had told her every other morning, and Charlotte wondered what it was that Jacob did all day.


    She knew he was a solicitor, but she wasn’t certain what, exactly, that meant.


    As usual, she took breakfast alone, eating a piece of buttered toast and drinking a cup of tea. Mrs. Smith tsk-tsked as she did every morning. Mrs. Smith thought Charlotte should eat more, fatten herself up.


    Today she would visit Cotton and make firm plans to get to America. She wished she had the clothes that she had come here in. Wearing a gown like this would make her conspicuous. Dressed as a woman of better means meant that she would be a target for all of the thieves and pickpockets, but there wasn’t much she could do about it now.


    “There is someone here to see you,” Mrs. Smith said, appearing in the dining room, her eyes round and the dust cloth fluttering in her hand.


    “Me?” Who was here to see her? Unless it was… Was her aunt here? Had she discovered that Charlotte was living with Jacob? “Who is it?” she asked breathlessly.


    “Said his name was Chadley.”


    “Chadley? I don’t know a…”


    And then it occurred to her who Chadley was. Her uncle.


    “The Marquess of Chadley?”


    Mrs. Smith sniffed. “He didn’t say nothing about being a marquess.”


    Charlotte took a deep breath to tell Mrs. Smith she didn’t want to see Lord Chadley. Send him away.


    Her entire life she’d avoided even thinking of her mother’s family, and now her uncle was in the next room. He’d come to see her.


    There was a small part of her that wanted to see him. In her mind the Marquess of Chadley had been an ogre—an ugly man with green skin and horns. Of course, with age she’d realized that he was just a man—ugly on the inside but probably not on the outside.


    “Where is he?” she asked. After all, one didn’t just send a marquess away. She was in Jacob’s home. She couldn’t be rude on his behalf—even though this was his fault and she certainly was not happy about the situation.


    “In his lordship’s front room.”


    Of course. Jacob desperately needed a formal sitting room. It just didn’t do to put a marquess in a home office.


    Nervously, she smoothed down her gown, a white, fluffy creation with sprigged flowers with still too many ribbons, even though most had been removed. Absently she tugged on the short ends of her hair then tucked them behind her ear.


    She was far more nervous to meet her uncle than she should be. After all, it was his family that had abandoned her mother. Nevertheless, her legs were trembling as she made her way down the hall and opened the door to Jacob’s office.


    He was standing at the window, twisting his hat in his hand. He turned when she entered, and she was startled to find that he was young. Far younger than she had expected him to be. He had blond hair nearly the same color as hers, swept straight back off his forehead, and darker blond expressive brows. His nose was thin, but his smile wide yet guarded.


    She looked for similarities, but other than the stories her papa had told her, she had no memories of her mother.


    “Miss Morris.” He seemed hesitant, unsure, and she was pleased to see she had the upper hand in this meeting. It gave her a small boost in confidence.


    She curtsied. “Lord Chadley.”


    He took a step toward her, halted, and stood there, awkwardly clutching his hat.


    “You look like her,” he said softly.


    Charlotte swallowed, not expecting him to say that. Unexpected tears clogged her throat. She looked like her mother.


    I look like my mother.


    He looked down at the hat in his hand and turned the brim. “It’s uncanny.”


    And her aunt had called her mother a whore. That had always made Charlotte so angry.


    “Why are you here?” she asked. Why now? was what she really wanted to say. Why not when we needed you the most? Why not when I needed you the most?


    “Lord Ashland called on me the other day.”


    “I asked him not to.”


    Chadley winced. “I can understand why.”


    “Can you?”


    “I can understand that you might be angry for the way my family treated your mother.”


    “You abandoned her.”


    “Some would say that she abandoned us.”


    “Who would say that?”


    “My father. Your grandfather.”


    Charlotte had so many things she wanted to say, but none of them were nice, and she was aware that most of what happened had been out of this man’s control, just as it had been out of her control.


    “What do you want?” she asked.


    “To see you. To apologize for the way we treated your mother.”


    “She died when I was born,” she said brokenly, unnecessarily. She felt it needed to be voiced.


    “I know.”


    “She died knowing her family had turned their back on her. And still you didn’t reach out to my father. You didn’t even come to the funeral.”


    “We were forbidden.”


    “Forgive me, my lord, but why would I ever want to associate myself with your family after what they did to mine?”


    “You have every right to your anger. My father… He was old, set in his ways. In his day, a daughter didn’t disrespect her father. Harriet was supposed to marry another man. Not only did she turn her back on that agreement, but she married beneath her. In his mind, it was unforgivable.”


    “I didn’t know…” She swallowed. Talking about her mother was much more difficult than she had thought it would be. “I didn’t know she had been promised to another man.” Her father had never told her that part.


    Chadley motioned to the two chairs facing Jacob’s desk. “May we sit?”


    She hesitated, not wanting to prolong this visit. Not wanting to get to know this man, but he was telling her things about her mother. Things she didn’t know and she desperately wanted to hear more.


    She rang for tea.


    “My father was devastated by my mother’s death,” she said. “Even fifteen years later his grief was still sharp. I believe he died of a broken heart.”


    “I’m sorry for your loss.”


    “It was five years ago. There was no word from her family even then.”


    “I know.”


    “I believe your father had passed away by then as well.”


    “He had.”


    She waited for his explanation, braced herself for his excuses, but none were forthcoming.


    “I would ask my father about my mother,” she said. “But there was so much he didn’t know about her younger years.”


    “What would you like to know? I can try to answer any questions you have about Harriet.”


    “I don’t know where to start.” And she was afraid to ask. For twenty years her mother had been an ethereal being, an angel looking down on her from heaven. She’d not really been real to Charlotte, and now she was about to learn what had made her mother a person.


    “She was six years old when I was born,” he said. “We had another sister, but she died of influenza when she was just three years old, right before I was born. Her name was Charlotte, too.”


    “I was named after your sister?” Charlotte’s heart was beating hard, and she was filled with much trepidation and anticipation. She didn’t want to like this man.


    “I like to believe so.”


    “Did you know about me?”


    He hesitated. “Yes. My father kept up on Harriet’s life.”


    “But he didn’t visit her. He didn’t invite her back home.”


    “No.”


    “He hated her that much?”


    “I don’t think hate had anything to do with it. I think it was more about pride. He didn’t want to admit he’d been wrong.”


    “He cut her off from her family, a family that she’d loved. That is unacceptable.”


    “I agree.”


    “Did you know my papa died?”


    “Not until Lord Ashland told me.”


    Would he have reached out if he had known? Would he have tried to save her from her aunt if he had known? Would her life have been completely different?


    “What was she like?” she finally asked through a thick throat.


    “Precocious. Strong-willed. She drove our parents mad because she never followed the rules and she lost many a governess because of it. But she was also kindhearted. Nothing was ever done in a mean-spirited way. Harriet was curious. She liked to ask questions, whether they were appropriate or not. She liked to experiment and test theories, and she never understood why we had so many rules.”


    “When she met my father she didn’t understand why the relationship was frowned upon?”


    “Oh, she knew. By then she knew the rules and understood them, but she didn’t care. She claimed they were in love and that love was more important than anything else.”


    “Even when she knew she would lose her family?”


    “Even then. She was sad about it. I remember lots of tears, lots of yelling, lots of slamming doors. Like you, Harriet didn’t understand our father’s stern disapproval and unbending convictions. She desperately wanted him to change his mind, but he refused. I think he regretted it in the end.”


    “But it was far too late.”


    “Yes.”


    “Thank you for filling in the pieces of the puzzle.”


    “It’s my pleasure.” He paused and seemed to consider something. “I would like to get to know you better, Charlotte. I regret what my father did, and I would like to make amends. Lord Ashland said that you ran away from your guardian because she was cruel. I’m so sorry to hear that, and I open my doors to you. You are more than welcome to come live with us. Lady Chadley wanted me to extend the invitation, but please know that it comes from my heart as well.”


    “I appreciate that, and I’m aware that my current living arrangements are…out of the ordinary. Jacob has been more than kind and has been nothing but a gentleman.” She dismissed the memory of their kisses for fear they would show in her expression, and that was none of her uncle’s business. “However, I will not be in London for much longer, so it seems silly to disrupt your household at this point.”


    He frowned. “Where are you going?”


    “To America. I thought to make a living teaching American heiresses the English ways so they can come here to find titled husbands.”


    “But everything you know is here.”


    She smiled thinly. “That is exactly why I am moving to America.”

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    The day’s meeting with Armbruster’s man-of-business had resulted in good news and bad news. The bad news was that the earldom Jacob had inherited was not flush with riches. The good news was that it wasn’t exactly poor, either.


    The other bad news was that Jacob had some things to learn and things to do if he wanted to make the earldom profitable. Huntley, the man-of-business, had been optimistic. There was good land surrounding the estate. The former earls had been lucky and had been able to keep the land, whereas others had been forced to sell off pieces to stay afloat.


    There were opportunities for more farming and to build a factory, if he wanted, although he hated the idea of disrupting the countryside with more factories even while he understood that factories were the way of the future and provided much-needed jobs for the area.


    He had a lot of thinking to do and another meeting scheduled with Armbruster and Huntley in the future.


    When he arrived home he found Charlotte in his office, staring out the window. Usually she was in the upstairs study waiting for him, so he was taken aback to see her here.


    “You’re home early,” she said, her voice oddly detached.


    “I met with Armbruster’s man-of-business. We went over the records of the Ashland estate. It didn’t take as long as I thought.”


    “And is it good news?”


    “Good and bad. Seems I have my work cut out for me.”


    “Are you pleased with that?”


    “Mostly.” He actually was energized by this new opportunity. He’d always liked to learn new things, and this was certainly going to be a learning experience. And the opportunity to help people, to enrich his new tenants’ lives, had excited him.


    This new revelation had surprised him, but he had decided to embrace it and to use his newfound position to do good.


    Maybe Charlotte was his first project.


    “Most people would love to be the earl of something or other.”


    He tossed his hat on the chair by the door. “I am becoming accustomed to the idea.” She didn’t seem herself. There was an emotionless aspect to her that was disconcerting.


    He gave her the time she needed to gather her thoughts by sitting at his desk and eyeing the large pile of mail that had been accumulating. Invitations, Mrs. Smith had said. There were quite a lot of invitations. He wasn’t certain that he would be able to embrace this aspect of being an earl.


    Maybe Armbruster was right. Maybe if he married Charlotte the invitations would go away because he would not be in the market for a wife.


    What a shameful thought that was. Taking a wife for a shield against Society was not a good reason to marry someone.


    “Lord Chadley called on me today.”


    Jacob’s head came up, and he was instantly on edge. “And?”


    She was looking down at her hands folded across her stomach, her thumbs twirling around each other the only indication of her unsettled feelings.


    “And we talked. He’s a nice man, very apologetic.”


    “That’s good.” Right? That was good? Why did he have the feeling that it wasn’t as good as he hoped?


    She shrugged. “It doesn’t erase what they did to my mother. She’s the one he needs to apologize to. No. His father is the one who needs to apologize to her. He’s the one who caused her so much anguish. Not me.”


    “Maybe they have mended their differences in heaven.”


    Her lips twitched in a grin that made him relax somewhat. She wasn’t nearly as cross with him as he had first thought.


    “The former marquess’s actions hurt you, too,” he said. “You deserve an apology as well.”


    “Maybe. But it wouldn’t change anything.”


    “You can forge a future that was heretofore denied you.”


    Her eyes held a defeated quality that he didn’t like to see. “It’s too late for that.”


    “It’s never too late to take a different turn.” He found his hope sliding away, and he hated himself for hoping in the first place. And what in the hell was he hoping for anyway? He’d already determined he wasn’t going to marry her.


    Marry Miss Morris.


    For God’s sake, Armbruster needed to get out of his head.


    “Maybe five years ago, three years ago, or even three months ago, things might have been different,” she said. “But not now.”


    “Why?” He slammed his hand down on his desk, frustration and anger boiling over. Damn it, but she was being so obstinate, refusing to open her eyes and see the possibilities.


    “Because it is!” she shouted back, her face suddenly pink with… Anger? Regret? God, why did he hope it was regret?


    “It’s not. It’s never too late.”


    “You have such a simplistic view of life.”


    He felt as if he’d been slapped. “I watched my wife die and then my son. There was nothing simple about either of those things. But what I do have is optimism and the belief that you can change your own destiny. You have that same optimism, or you wouldn’t have fled your aunt’s house and made plans to go to America.”


    She huffed out a breath, and he felt as if the conversation had derailed.


    “Do you really think I fled because I had this absurd hope for a better future? Because I wanted to change my destiny? I fled to save my life.” She yelled the last word and pounded her chest with her fist. Her color was high and she was breathing deep and she never looked more beautiful to him, but her words made him cold and fearful.


    “Why were you scared for your life, Charlotte?”


    She passed a hand over her eyes and dropped it to her side. “Never mind. I shouldn’t have said anything.”


    “If you’re in danger I have a right to know. I brought you into my house, and I have people here to protect as well.”


    “No one knows I’m here. You should be safe.”


    “Should be? Should, Charlotte? What the hell does that mean? And you’re wrong. A lot of people know you’re here. Armbruster, Chadley, Mrs. Smith, Sarah, Suzette. So, you had better tell me what kind of danger you are in and, by association, I am in.”


    She pressed her lips together.


    “You can’t suddenly be silent now.” He was seething, and he realized he hadn’t felt this high emotion for a long time, since the early days after his family’s death. It felt good. It made him feel alive.


    Damn it, he wanted to help her and he would. Whether she wanted it or not.


    “You can trust me,” he said softly.


    “I know that.”


    “Then why don’t you want to?”


    The minutes ticked by while she gathered the courage to tell him. Jacob grew lightheaded while waiting, then realized he was holding his breath in anticipation. What could have frightened her so much that it had chased her into the rookery for weeks?


    “I think I know who is killing those women.”


    She said it so softly that he didn’t catch the first part of it. The only thing he heard was “those women.”


    “What did you say?”


    She drew in a deep breath. “I think I know who is killing those women.”


    Everything came together with sickening clarity. She wasn’t running from her aunt. She was running from a killer. A person who had murdered multiple women.


    “I think it might be my cousin.”


    Jacob’s mind was running slow because it took him a moment to recall who her cousin was. At first he thought she meant Chadley, but that wasn’t right because he was her uncle.


    “Lord Morris?”


    She nodded. She was wringing her hands, and she looked distressed and frightened, and she kept glancing at the door as if she still wanted to run.


    “Why do you think it is him?”


    “Can we sit down?”


    “Why don’t we go upstairs to the study where it’s more comfortable.” He wanted to shake the answers out of her before she lost her nerve, but he also knew pushing her wouldn’t help the situation.


    He followed her up the steps and could see her hand shaking as she grasped the handrail. They settled onto the couch, and he poured them both a glass of brandy, thinking she needed the fortification as much as he did.


    She took the glass but held it between her hands, her knuckles white, her face even whiter.


    Jacob waited impatiently, trying not to show it.


    “He’s an odd person, Edmund. Mainly silent. When he does speak, my aunt chastises him. It doesn’t matter what he says, even if he agrees with her, she finds something wrong either with what he’s saying or the tone of his voice. In the beginning, I tried to be friends with him. I thought that if we were a solid front against my aunt it would help. But he shied away from any overtures of friendship.”


    “Considering his mother berated him so much, it’s not a wonder.”


    “I feel bad for him. How horrible does that sound? Five women dead, and I think he might have killed them, and I feel bad for him. It’s almost as if his mother made him into the monster he’s become. If it is him murdering those poor girls.”


    “There are many children mistreated by their parents, but they don’t grow up to kill.”


    She turned her glass around in her hands. “One day, not long after I had moved in, I found Edmund in my room. I had brought a doll with me that had been my mother’s. It was the only thing left of her that I owned. Everything else had been lost or taken by my aunt. But for some reason, she’d let me keep the doll. Edmund had just been yelled at by his mother. I can’t even remember what it was about. I tried to be as inconspicuous as possible during those moments for fear she would turn her wrath on me. I think I had gone into the garden. I could hear her yelling through the closed doors and windows. A little while later I snuck up to my room in the hopes of avoiding my aunt, and Edmund was there. He had these long…” She swallowed, and her fingers clutched the glass until her knuckles were white.


    “He was holding long scissors, and he was just standing in the middle of the room. I said his name, and he looked at me, but it was like he wasn’t seeing me. His eyes were blank. I’ve never seen anything like it.”


    She paused to consider her thoughts or to gather more courage.


    “I looked down at the floor and there…th-there was my doll, my mother’s doll. Her head had been ripped off, and he’d taken the scissors and stabbed it over and over and over…” A tear dripped down her cheek, and Jacob pulled out his handkerchief and handed it to her.


    Inside he was cold. Stabbed it over and over and over. He recalled his conversation with Armbruster, who had said all of the victims by the river had been stabbed repeatedly.


    “I screamed,” she whispered. “I think more because I was so surprised. And…” She swallowed and closed her eyes, squeezing more tears out. His handkerchief was bunched in her hand, forgotten.


    “Those glass eyes… They were staring at me. Accusing me, like I had let this happen. I gathered her head and her b-body and my aunt came running in and she saw what had happened and I think it was the first and only time I’ve seen her speechless. She just stared down at me and my doll with her mouth open and then she looked at Edmund and I remember…I remember her saying softly, ‘What have you done?’”


    Jacob felt like he was sitting on the edge of his seat, waiting for the next act. She was pulling so many emotions from him—anger, fear, sadness.


    Stabbed. They had all been stabbed. The doll. The women.


    Good God. Is Edmund the killer?


    “And then what happened,” he finally asked.


    Charlotte stood and put her still-full glass down on a side table before moving about the room. She touched the petal of a flower in a vase but didn’t seem to see it.


    “Nothing.”


    Jacob paused. “Nothing? Nothing happened?”


    “Aunt Martha took the doll from me and led Edmund out of the room. It was like he was a wooden toy, in a trance. He went where she prodded him.”


    “And nothing was said about it after that?”


    “I was told to forget it ever happened. My aunt even offered to buy me a new doll, but I didn’t want a doll that she had bought me. I wanted my mother’s doll.”


    How odd that this miserly, stingy woman would offer to purchase Charlotte a new doll. Jacob highly doubted the woman felt badly for what her son had done. Or, had she thought it a bribe to keep Charlotte quiet?


    “And so you went about your daily life even though Edmund had decapitated and stabbed your doll?” Just like those five women were decapitated and stabbed.


    “Yes and no. Things returned to their type of normal. But the doll was only the first incident.”


    She’d moved from the flowers to the window where she touched the curtain that was closed against the chilly, rainy night and let her fingers drift through the tassel on the tieback.


    “It wasn’t until a few years later that I realized he’d moved on from inanimate objects.”


    The brandy he had drunk boiled and roiled in his stomach, and he had to swallow a few times to keep it down. He really didn’t want to hear more, but he wanted to help Charlotte, and the only way to do that was to listen to her story and help her decide what they should do.


    “You mean he moved on to animate objects? Living objects?”

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    “Cats,” Charlotte said.


    “Charlotte…” He reached for her, but she shied away.


    “I stumbled upon it by accident. I went to the cellar on an errand for the cook. She liked me. I think she felt sorry for me, and when I appeared in her kitchen, which was frequently, she found things for me to do. That day it was to fetch a jar of preserves for our afternoon tea. She told me I could pick the flavor. I was thinking strawberry because that was my favorite. I was looking forward to her warm scones with strawberry preserves. She would always let me have one or two before she served them in the sitting room.” She paused, lost in her memories.


    “So you went to the cellar,” he prompted.


    “There was a small part of the cellar where extra furniture was stored. I never went over that way, but that day I heard a noise, like a cry, so I went to investigate.” She moved from the window to a side table against the wall where a silly figurine that Cora had purchased sat. A spur-of-the-moment purchase, but it was something she had cherished, and Jacob hadn’t been able to deny her such an extravagance even though they’d not had much money at the time.


    As if she knew how precious the figurine was, Charlotte touched it only with the tip of her index finger before pulling away and wandering back to the couch where she sat on the edge, her knees and ankles pressed together, hands folded in her lap.


    “Edmund was standing in front of a table. It was dusty, the table. It’d probably been there a long time. And on it. Sitting on the table. Lying there. Was a…” She licked her lips, and a shudder went through her body.


    “Later I found out it was a cat, but at the time I hadn’t known what it was. Edmund had a knife in his hand. A long knife. And it was covered in blood. And there was a mass…a bloody mass of something on the table. I just stood there. I didn’t know what to do. It was like my feet wouldn’t work. He looked like he had the day he’d destroyed my doll. Like there was nothing behind his eyes. Like maybe the devil had taken over him. Finally my feet became unstuck and I ran. I ran upstairs and when cook asked me about the preserves I told her I couldn’t find the strawberry and I ran up to my room and didn’t leave all that day.”


    It seemed that destroying dolls was not enough for Edmund, and he’d had to move on to animals. And was the next step humans? It seemed like a natural, albeit horrific, progression.


    “He came to my room that night,” she whispered. “And he told me that if I told anyone, especially his mother, that I would be the next dead thing on that table.”


    “Oh, Charlotte.” He put his hand on her rigid arm. Small tremors went through her.


    “So I didn’t. Tell anyone. Except for you. I’ve now told you.” She drew in a shuddering breath. “After that, I started noticing disturbed dirt in our back garden. Aunt Martha hired a gardener but only to clip the bushes back and keep the grass from growing too thick. It was a rather plain garden. But I noticed these mounds of dirt, and one Sunday I told Aunt Martha that I had a headache and couldn’t possibly go to church. She wasn’t happy, but when I clutched my stomach and started gagging, she told me to stay at home and kneel by my bed and pray for the sickness to pass. Instead of praying I grabbed the gardener’s shovel and started digging up those mounds.”


    He was beginning to wonder if America was far enough for her to escape. Monsters, she had said, lived in all of us. But Edmund was far worse than any monster Jacob had encountered.


    “More cats?” he asked.


    She nodded. “Some graves had more than one, sometimes three. Like he’d killed three cats in one day. Like one wasn’t enough anymore.”


    Just like dolls hadn’t been enough anymore.


    “There were dozens,” she whispered.


    “What did you do?” he asked.


    “Nothing. I covered them back up with the dirt and I said a prayer for each one and I never mentioned it to anyone.”


    She closed her eyes, and a tear escaped from beneath her lid.


    “Is that when you left?” he asked.


    She shook her head, dislodging more tears. “I should have then,” she whispered. “And I don’t know why I didn’t. I should have warned…” She drew in a shaky breath. “I left right after Penny disappeared. Maybe a month later, I’m not sure.”


    “Penny?”


    “The maid.”


    “Did he…?” He couldn’t quite make himself say it.


    “I don’t know. I hope not. But something told me to get out of there, and so I did. I took the candlesticks and I snuck out in the night.”


    She started crying in earnest, and Jacob drew her to him, pressing her head against his shoulder, and he let her cry, suspecting that this was the first time she had allowed herself to finally let the emotions out. Her sobs came from deep within, and he absorbed them, took them as his own and felt each ragged breath she took. He promised himself that he would protect her with everything he had. He was an earl now, surely that meant something. Surely that leant her some extra protection.


    He would use whatever was at his disposal for her and then some.


    …


    Lady Morris was the last to leave, and the church doors shut with a solid thunk behind her as she made her way down the steps, her Bible clutched to her chest like a knight with a shield. It was funny, the way some people could take religion and twist it until it was more evil than good.


    Jacob approached as she descended the last step, and she drew back with a look of distaste.


    “Lady Morris,” he said, touching the brim of his hat.


    It took her a moment to recognize him. “Mr. Baker.” Her nostrils pinched, and he got the impression that she would give a mongrel dog the same look.


    “Actually, it’s Lord Ashland,” he said with a small smile.


    “Lord?”


    “Earl of Ashland.”


    She sniffed as if not impressed, but he had a feeling she knew she’d been put in her place. The tables had turned, and he was no longer beneath her, a servant she could give orders to, whom she could pay to do her bidding.


    “I’ve come to talk about your niece, Miss Charlotte Morris.”


    “I know her name,” she snapped.


    “Of course.” Be nice. You’ll get nowhere with her if you snip back. “I wondered if you had found her yet.”


    She looked him up and down, her pointed nose lifting just a fraction, her lips pursed, as if she found it repugnant to speak to him. “You made it perfectly clear that you had no interest in locating her.”


    “I admit at the time that I had no interest in the case, or the fact that you wanted the investigation done in your own way. But I’m intrigued.”


    “A lord like you would take on work for pay?”


    “I’m a solicitor. That was why you contacted me in the first place.”


    She looked around as if she could find help, or an escape. But everyone had drifted off, and they were alone in front of the church.


    “Have you found her?” he asked. It was a calculated risk because if she knew that Charlotte was staying with him, then she would know he was far deeper into this than she wanted him to be.


    “No.”


    “Were you able to hire someone to find her?” Was someone out there looking for Charlotte right now? Would this person visit Sarah and discover Charlotte was with him?


    “No.”


    “I see.” He looked around as if searching for someone. “Where is your son? I thought he would be at church with you.”


    Was it his imagination, or did she pale a bit?


    “He wasn’t feeling well, so he stayed at home. Are you still interested in finding my Charlotte?”


    My Charlotte. Interesting wording considering the woman had treated Charlotte so horribly.


    “She’s a woman of twenty years. If she wants to forge a life of her own, then I don’t see how we can interfere in that.”


    Her eyes darted about until she leaned ever so slightly toward him. “She may be twenty years in age, but mentally she is far younger than that.”


    Well, then. This was an interesting turn of events. Lady Morris was going to claim that Charlotte was not of sound mind. Very interesting, and also very dangerous for Charlotte if the authorities chose to believe her aunt.


    He raised a brow when what he really wanted to do was take a step back and breathe fresh air. Lady Morris smelled stale. “Is she unstable?”


    She hesitated, her gaze flickering around. “She cannot be on her own. She is not capable.”


    “I see why you are so keen on finding her then.”


    “I’m worried about her. She cannot take care of herself.”


    “Then finding her is imperative. I was not aware when you first came to me.”


    She straightened and squared her shoulders. “I did not want to start any rumors. It’s a terrible thing to have a ward who does not possess her full faculties. It’s wearing on the family. Poor Edmund had to play second fiddle while I cared for Charlotte.”


    For someone who lived and breathed the Bible she could certainly twist her beliefs to fit her narrative.


    “I’m sure it was a burden.”


    She sniffed. “We all have burdens we must bear, Mr. Baker—my lord.”


    “Certainly, but yours seems more burdensome than most. Charlotte is not even your own daughter.”


    “She is still family, and therefore I must care for her.”


    “Of course. Very noble of you.”


    “As you can imagine, caring for a child who is not mine and whom I had not anticipated having guardianship of takes a toll on certain finances. I wouldn’t be able to pay you much to find her.”


    Ah, the frugal witch.


    “Don’t worry about that. Everyone should take on charity work once in a while.” As he had anticipated, she did not like being referred to as charity. Her eyes flashed and her nostrils pinched, and he swore he heard her gnashing her teeth. “Have you gone to the police to report her disappearance?”


    “This is a private matter, Lord Ashland, and I prefer to handle it as such.”


    Because if you went to the police they would discover that your son is a killer?


    “They have resources that I do not have.”


    “She cannot have gone far. She has no money, nor does she have the wits to survive on her own.”


    Ah, but that was where she was wrong, and Jacob felt that the woman knew this.


    “Lady Morris, might I ask you something?”


    She hesitated, but he had her in his clutches. She was desperate to get Charlotte back, afraid of what her niece knew about her monster of a son. She would tolerate Jacob for as long as he was useful to her. “Yes?”


    “Aren’t you worried that something awful has happened to Charlotte, what with all of the women they are finding in the river?”


    “Charlotte is much better than those women, and she does not venture to the parts of the city in which a man like that, a man who kills those kinds of women, would be. I’m sure she is safe. Probably hiding.”


    Jacob tilted his head. “Hiding? Why would she be hiding?”


    She blinked, caught. “Who knows with Charlotte? Like I said, her faculties are not all there.”


    “Doesn’t that concern you that she is all alone?”


    “Of course it does, Lord Ashland. That was why I asked for your help, and now she has been out there far longer than is acceptable. I’ve tried to keep this quiet, but eventually friends will notice that she is absent, and her reputation will suffer.”


    There was so much Jacob wanted to say to that. “I’m sure your friends will realize that a feeble-minded girl wandering away from home is not a social pariah but rather someone to be pitied.”


    “Of course.” She was getting tripped up in her lies, and her hands, still clutching the Bible, were white with the effort.


    “Does she have friends I can speak to? Maybe they will know where she is.”


    “None.”


    “No friends? None at all?”


    “We don’t go out much, just to church and occasionally to the market.”


    “She has no church friends?”


    “No.”


    “What about Edmund? Would he know where to look?”


    “Of course not.” She seemed horrified by the idea.


    “That doesn’t give me much to work with.”


    “Just find her, Lord Ashland. Find Charlotte and deliver her back to me.”

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Charlotte entered Jacob’s office and stopped short.


    The two men stood, Jacob shifting from one foot to the other. Bringing Chadley into this was a calculated risk, and he had been aware that Charlotte would be angry, but after his discussion with Lady Morris, he also knew they needed more help than he could offer.


    “What are you doing here?” She directed her question toward Chadley but glared at Jacob, his betrayal clear in her angry look.


    “Lord Ashland asked me to come,” Chadley said.


    “Why?”


    “I think we need help,” Jacob said.


    She looked at Chadley again, then back at Jacob. “You told him, didn’t you?”


    Jacob hesitated. “Yes.”


    Tears filled her eyes. “How could you?”


    “I spoke to your aunt this morning.” He spoke quickly.


    “You did what?” Her whispered words came through bloodless lips. “Is there no end to your deception?”


    “Charlotte—” Chadley said, but Jacob held out his hand to stop him.


    “I had to know,” he said to her. “Sometimes knowing your enemy is the best defense, and I needed to know more about her.”


    “I know all there is to know about her and about her son.”


    “She’s claiming that you are feeble-minded and not fit to take care of yourself.”


    Charlotte hesitated but did not seem surprised. “I was afraid she would do something like that.”


    He told her all of the conversation just like he had told Chadley. Both he and Chadley were concerned for Charlotte’s safety, and the marquess agreed that something needed to be done about it. Something drastic.


    “She is going to try to convince people that I am a raving lunatic, and they will force me to return to her, and she will make sure that I am forever silenced,” she whispered.


    “That is why I asked Lord Chadley to help us. You have no one to defend you. She kept you away from everyone for so long that there is no character witness we can use.”


    Her fingers were folded into fists at her sides. “This proves more than anything that I need to leave England. I’ll be much safer in America.”


    “We don’t think that is a good idea,” Chadley said.


    “Excuse me, my lord, but you have no right to your opinion about me or what I do.”


    “I want to help, Charlotte. I want to make up for everything my family did to you.”


    “I don’t need your type of help.”


    “Charlotte, please,” Jacob said.


    She passed a shaking hand over her eyes. “The only help I need is to get a new identity, reference papers, and passage to America.”


    “I can’t believe you would leave him to keep killing,” Jacob said, disappointed in her for once. She was a fighter, but this seemed to be one fight she wanted to walk away from.


    “That’s not fair,” she whispered. “I’m trying to save myself.”


    “You’re putting more women at risk. If the killer truly is Edmund, then he must be stopped.”


    “And if I come forward, my aunt will have me labeled as incompetent and a fool, and no one will believe me.”


    “We have a solution to that,” Chadley said.


    Suddenly Jacob’s hands were sweating and his heart was pounding. Never in any of his wild imaginings had he thought he would marry again, let alone under these circumstances. But he was also determined. This was exactly what he wanted to do. This was exactly what he needed to do to save Charlotte, and saving Charlotte was more important than anything else right now.


    “Marry me,” he said. His voice was calm. He’d stopped shaking, and it all seemed so right.


    She blinked, her gaze bouncing between the two of them before her brows drew together. “This is nonsense. Even more insane than my aunt claims I am. How could that possibly help?”


    “She can’t get to you if you have a husband,” Chadley said. “By marrying Lord Ashland you will take every argument that Lady Morris has and bury it.”


    “You’ll be safe,” Jacob said. “And that is the most important thing of all.”


    She looked at them both in disbelief. “You can’t be serious.”


    Jacob turned to Chadley. “Can you give us a moment alone?”


    …


    “Do you truly want to marry me?” Charlotte asked Jacob once they were alone. “Or is this just part of a silly plan?”


    Her mind was desperately trying to process everything she had learned in such a short amount of time—the viciousness of her aunt, followed quickly by Jacob’s outrageous proposal and Chadley’s involvement in all of this.


    “I do,” Jacob said. “I really do. I know this has come out of nowhere and it seems like I’m asking only because there doesn’t appear to be an alternative option, but that’s only part of the reason.”


    “Wh—” She licked her dry lips. Her heart was pounding, but only part of it was due to the fear that her aunt could have her committed. “What are the other reasons?”


    “I like you, Charlotte. I admire your tenacity. I admire your bravery. Not many women would have run to the rookery and survived. You have spirit and a strength that I envy. I don’t know if I could have been that strong.”


    “Many people admire each other, but they don’t marry. It’s a thin reason to wed.”


    “You want me to tell you I love you, but I don’t know if I can. I loved Cora with my whole heart, and when she died I didn’t want to live. It took me a long time to regain my will to live, and I still miss her.”


    “Then why marry me?”


    He seemed to think about it, and she wondered at a man who asked a woman to marry him but needed to think of a reason.


    “Because I like you a lot. I like coming home to find you here every day. I like telling you about my day, and I like hearing about yours. I like that we are comfortable enough together that we can sit in silence or we can talk in depth. But more than that this solution seems right. I truly believe that this is the only way to save you from your aunt.”


    She seemed to consider him for a long time.


    “I more than like you, Jacob, but I can’t marry someone that doesn’t feel the same way about me.”


    She was putting everything on the table now—her feelings and possibly her own life. But she wanted a life like her parents had. She wanted someone who would defy Society and their family and risk everything to be with her. Like her mother had for her father.


    “Charlotte.” He reached a hand toward her but let it drop between them.


    “Yes, we suit. We get along well. We have similar likes and interests, and we can talk for hours, but that feeling, that pounding of the heart—you lack that. When you kissed me, did you feel anything?”


    “Yes.” He closed his eyes. “God, yes.”


    “What? What did you feel?”


    He opened his eyes and looked deep into hers. “Like I wanted you more than I’ve wanted another woman in a long time. Like if I didn’t have you I would combust.”


    Something deep inside of her tightened in an answering need. She wanted to marry this man. She wanted more kissing and much, much more than that. But she wouldn’t compromise her dreams. She wouldn’t settle for a man who didn’t love her as completely and fully as she deserved to be loved.


    “Do you feel that you were betraying Cora because you were kissing another woman?”


    He seemed to think about that. “I’m not going to lie to you. Yes, I felt guilt, but that is only natural. I loved her completely. I thought she was the only woman for me, but you… You make me question everything I believed before.”


    “Marriage is forever, Jacob. That’s a long time to be with someone on a spur-of-the-moment decision.”


    “What other solution do you have? I know you, Charlotte. You can’t in good conscience go to America and leave your cousin to continue his killings.”


    “You know everything I know. You can go to the police and tell them. You don’t need me anymore.”


    “And you will spend the rest of your life hiding in America?”


    “I will spend the rest of my life living the life I chose for myself.”


    “I can give you a better life. I have an estate in the country now. Armbruster says that I can profit handsomely from it.”


    She looked at him in sadness. “Is that what you think of me? That I want riches? An estate? Country living? I want love, Jacob. A love like my mother and father had. Maybe I can find that in America.”


    “I would make a good husband. I would take care of you.”


    “I want more than to be taken care of.”


    Her heart physically hurt. She could say yes, spend a lifetime with this man, and easily fall in love with him, but she would die a little bit each day knowing he didn’t love her the same way she loved him. She would wither away, knowing he still pined for his dead wife.


    “The funny thing is,” she said softly, “I would have said yes. If only you felt more for me than a sense of duty.”

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Charlotte tried not to let the soaring ceilings or the luxurious surroundings intimidate her, but it was difficult not to gape. This was where her mother had come from. This was what her mother had walked away from for the love of a man. It was hard to imagine her mother living here, with the grand staircase and the ceiling-high windows that looked out over Hyde Park and the nearly invisible staff who flitted about in their black-and-white uniforms.


    She’d always pictured her in the small, bright cottage that Charlotte had grown up in, among the roses in the flower garden that her father had tended until his dying day.


    The love that Harriet had felt for George Morris must have been immense to walk away from all of this.


    Charlotte was grounded enough to know that money did not buy happiness and that Harriet’s father, Charlotte’s grandfather, had not been an easy man to live with, which might have made the decision to leave a bit easier.


    She sat primly on the edge of a settee, her ankles and knees together to keep her body from trembling. She thought of her mother looking down on her from heaven, and Charlotte wanted to make her mother proud.


    Would Harriet have wanted Charlotte to be here? To reach out to her uncle? So many times she’d wished her mother were alive to talk to, none more than this moment.


    Her talk with Jacob the night before had kept her awake until the sun crested over the buildings of London. Now, more than ever, she knew that leaving England was the only choice. There truly was nothing here for her except bad memories, unrequited love, and a family she didn’t really know.


    Jacob and her uncle could take the information that she had on Edmund to Scotland Yard, and they could do with it what they wanted. It was out of her hands now, and she felt better knowing that someone else knew.


    The door opened, and her uncle walked in, all smiles. He was a nice man. It was such a shame that his father had been such an old goat who couldn’t see past Society’s strictures. He’d lost his daughter because of his narrow-minded beliefs. And his granddaughter. But that was all in the past now.


    Charlotte stood, very aware that she was the poor relation wearing a dead woman’s gown.


    “My lord,” she said with a curtsy.


    “Really, Charlotte, I think you can call me David. Or uncle. Whichever you prefer.”


    She tilted her head in acknowledgment. “Uncle.”


    “I was surprised to hear that you had come.” He held up a hand. “Not that you aren’t more than welcome. This is your home, too.”


    It wasn’t her home, and they both knew it. Her uncle lived here with his wife and children. Even if Harriet were alive and had wed per her father’s orders, she would not be living here.


    “The marchioness would love to meet you, but she didn’t want to come barging in and make you feel uncomfortable.” He raised a brow in query, silently asking for her opinion.


    Charlotte didn’t want to meet her aunt. She didn’t want to become embroiled in this family any more than she had to, because she was leaving and there was no reason to forge attachments that would not last.


    So Charlotte bypassed the question altogether. “I’ve come to ask a favor.”


    Disappointment tightened his features, but he smoothed it away. “Of course. Anything.”


    He was so eager to please. So eager to put the past behind them and make amends, but Charlotte could not let go of the fact that her mother had died thinking her family had forsaken her. Maybe if Harriet had received the blessing of her father, she and Charlotte’s father would not have had to live in the country, away from the doctors that could have saved her mother. Then Charlotte would have known her mother and she would never have had to live with Lady Morris.


    “As you know, I have plans to travel to America. I would like to educate the American heiresses who are interested in securing a marriage with an English noble. I feel I am quite suited to this task.”


    Her uncle hesitated. “I was under the impression that you were to wed Lord Ashland.”


    “That was Lord Ashland’s and your plan. It was never my plan.”


    “But…it’s a good match. A solid match.”


    “Because he is an earl and I am the granddaughter of a marquess?”


    “Because you two suit.”


    “Do we?”


    “From what I could tell, yes.” He indicated the settee she had risen from. “Please, let’s sit.”


    Reluctantly she sat, smoothing her lavender skirts. This was the closest gown she could find that suited her own style, and still she was well aware it was not her own, that she owned nothing. And she was here to beg for money.


    Humiliation warmed her cheeks, but she pushed it away. She would do what it took to get the life she wanted.


    “Uncle. Jacob only wants to wed me to help me out of the predicament I am in. He feels he can save me from my aunt who seems to want to have me committed.”


    “I don’t think you’re seeing the broader picture, Charlotte.”


    “Jacob loves his dead wife. He still pines for her. I can’t replace her in his eyes, nor do I want to.”


    “I think with time—”


    “I don’t have time. Lady Morris wants to keep me controlled. I need to escape England as soon as possible.”


    “If you don’t want to marry Ashland, then move in with us. I can help you.”


    She nodded briskly. “And that is exactly why I am here. I need your help.”


    “We have plenty of room. Donna, that is, my wife and your aunt, would be ever so pleased to have you.”


    Charlotte was becoming frustrated. She didn’t want to be the poor relation, taken in by her mother’s family out of kindness and pity. She wanted her own life. She wanted to forge her own path.


    “Your offer is gracious and appreciated. I’m sure my mother would be pleased if she were looking down on us right now. But I don’t want to live here. I want to go to America and begin a new life, and I was wondering if you could write me a letter of recommendation. And possibly loan me the funds to travel to America. I will pay you back,” she added hastily, her face burning in humiliation again. “As soon as I find employment I will send you a monthly payment. You can even tell me how much to send.”


    Her uncle’s face closed up, and she could feel her last chance slipping away. If she didn’t get the traveling funds from him she didn’t know what she was going to do. Asking Jacob was out of the question since she’d turned down his proposal. He’d already done far too much for her to ever repay.


    “I think you’re making a terrible mistake,” her uncle said.


    Charlotte’s heart dropped. “I think this is for the best.”


    “You’re running away from your problems.”


    “I like to think I’m escaping to a better life. My aunt won’t be happy until I am back in her clutches, and I won’t go back there. I won’t.” She was mortified to hear her throat close up with tears, and she swallowed them away. She wouldn’t resort to tears to get her way, no matter how much she wanted to cry.


    But she felt her last chances slipping through her fingers, and she was becoming desperate.


    “I would never allow her to take you,” he said. “But you can’t run from this. You are the only one who knows what your cousin is doing. You need to go to the police.”


    “Jacob knows, and you know. I’m sure they will believe a marquess and an earl over me, anyway.”


    “Charlotte. Please reconsider. Take some time. A week. Take a week and think about this and help us convince the police that they need to investigate Lord Morris. After a week, if you still want to go, I will help you.”


    Charlotte didn’t want to wait a week. She wanted to go now. A ship was leaving in three days, and she wanted to be on it, but it looked like her uncle wouldn’t help her unless she agreed to his terms.


    “Very well,” she said in defeat. “A week.”


    He smiled, and she knew he thought he’d won the war, but he’d only won the battle. She was still waging the war.


    “Would you like to meet my wife? I’m sure she’s outside the door pacing and wringing her hands. She was never happy with my father for what he did to your mother.”


    Again, Charlotte felt she had no choice. All of her choices were being taken away from her. That would all change when she got to America. In America she would decide her future.


    …


    When Charlotte returned to Jacob’s home she found him in his study, pacing, his hair askew as if he’d run his fingers through it numerous times. When he saw her walk through the door his look of relief would have been comical if the situation weren’t so frightening.


    “There you are.”


    “Did you think I had run off?”


    “I didn’t know what happened to you. I thought your aunt…” He swallowed the last of what he was going to say and looked at her with such desperation and despair that her heart turned over for him. He may not love me, but he does have feelings for me.


    “I called on Lord Chadley,” she said. “I asked him for the funds to sail to America and for a letter of reference.”


    “I see.” He was very still, as if he were afraid to move.


    “He told me to wait a week.” She couldn’t keep the bitterness from her voice. It had taken so much courage to approach her uncle after she had insisted over and over that she didn’t want anything to do with him.


    “I’m sorry,” Jacob said. “I know how hard it was for you to go to him.”


    She pulled the lavender confection of a hat off and let it dangle between her fingers by the strings. “I just want to get on with my life.”


    “I know you do, and I know you think that America is the answer to all of your difficulties, but delaying a week could be a good thing. This will give us time to go to the police with our suspicions.”


    She slumped into the nearest chair in a most unladylike way and looked dejectedly at the floor. Even her shoes were from a dead woman. Her underthings, everything. She was living with a dead woman’s husband.


    She closed her eyes in despair, feeling lost and confused. Did she even have a life that was hers anymore? She was being pulled in so many different directions that the strain was overwhelming, and she was beginning to wonder if America was truly the answer to her problems.


    Certainly she would create a new life, a new identity. But would it help? Because she was dragging the old Charlotte Morris behind her. An accessory to her baggage that she would never shed. Some part of Charlotte Morris would always be inside of her, tapping on the door to be let out.


    “I’m afraid, Jacob. I’m afraid my aunt will convince the authorities that I am mentally unstable and that they will agree that I should return to her care.” Her voice broke, and she cleared her throat. “I’m just so afraid,” she whispered.


    Jacob knelt in front of her and put his arms around her, enfolding her in his warmth and strength. He smelled like a combination of spices and soap. It was a comforting smell.


    She wanted to cry and collapse into him and tell him she was afraid that she was losing herself. She was terrified to go to America where she knew no one, and at the same time she yearned to get away, to start anew.


    “I know you’re scared, Charlotte, but I will protect you. And your uncle will protect you, and if need be, I will pull Lord Armbruster into this and he will protect you as well. You’re not alone in this. No matter what you think, you are not alone.”


    She drew in a shuddering breath and let her weariness lean into him. “What did I do to deserve all of you? None of you know me, and yet you all want to help.”


    “We care about you. To Lord Chadley you are family. And to me… Well, to me you are someone very special.”


    But not special enough. She pushed the thought away, tired of telling herself that she was not for him. It was not her problem that he was still mourning his wife. After all, didn’t her own papa mourn her mother until the day he died?


    “What if it is not enough?” she whispered. “What if all of your resources are not sufficient to convince the police that I am right and my aunt is wrong?”


    He pulled back and looked into her eyes, his gaze dark and unreadable. “There is always marriage.”


    “I said I would not marry anyone who did not love me.”


    “Even if it saves your life and possibly the lives of others?”


    She looked away, chilled with the possibilities. Could she? Could she marry him under these conditions? She wanted a love like her mother and father had, but maybe that type of love didn’t come around frequently. Maybe for some it didn’t happen at all, and you settled for comfort and friendship. That wouldn’t be so bad, would it? “You’re making me sound selfish.”


    “What if we wed to keep you safe for now, and if you still want to go to America after this is all over then I will let you go?”


    “You would do that?” she asked. “You would wed me for that reason alone?”


    “I would wed you for many reasons. I told you that last night.”


    “What do you get out of such a marriage? Scandal that your new wife ran away, leaving you?”


    He hesitated. “But my life is rapidly changing. A wife would… Well, to be honest, a wife would keep the matchmaking mamas from my front door.”


    “So I am to be a Trojan Horse of sorts?” She found the idea amusing rather than mortifying. Was Jacob that afraid of the voracious mothers trying to find a good match for their simpering daughters?


    “I see it as you protecting me just as I am protecting you.”


    “A marriage of convenience.”


    He tilted his head in admission. “With the added benefit that we know each other rather well. We would not be coming into this as complete strangers.”


    She liked the idea of paying him back for the kindness and hospitality that he’d bestowed on her. And she liked the fact that he needed her help, rather than her always needing his help. Yet, it was quite a high price to pay for both of them.


    “You will truly let me go to America when this is finished?”


    “If that’s what you want.”


    “What if I decide to stay? You will be burdened with me for the rest of your days.”


    One corner of his lips lifted in a smile. “I think I can live with that.”


    “I might be an ogre of a wife.”


    “I highly doubt that.”


    She would be a countess, but that mattered little to her. If there was one thing she had learned from her mother and father it was that titles meant little in the face of happiness. And maybe, just maybe, they could find happiness.


    “And if I left, would you divorce me?”


    “If that is what you want.”


    “You are an earl now. You have to think of the continuation of the earldom. You need heirs. What woman will marry a divorced earl?”


    “According to you, there are plenty of American heiresses just lining up to marry us.”


    She laughed at the thought of Jacob marrying an American, even as the thought twisted like a knife inside of her. “Even in America, divorce is frowned upon.”


    “It doesn’t matter, Charlotte. I’m sure the crown can find some distant relative who will fill my shoes when I’m gone.”


    The thought of Jacob gone saddened her. The thought of eventually leaving him saddened her even more, but the thought of a long life with him, knowing he still loved Cora and would never love her that way, made her even sadder.


    How to pick between all of the sadness?

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    One week later the ceremony was attended by Lord Armbruster, Lord Chadley, and Lady Sarah Crawford. Jacob insisted that Charlotte purchase a gown of her own. She suspected that he didn’t want to wed her while she was wearing his dead wife’s clothing.


    She chose a simple gown of light blue, something serviceable that she would be able to wear again.


    Sarah had helped her pick it out.


    The ceremony was short. Charlotte thought it only took a few minutes, but Sarah insisted it had been a little longer than that. Charlotte had tried not to look at Jacob, afraid of what she would see. Regret? Sadness?


    She’d finally agreed to marry him because she felt it was her only choice. In the end, she knew that she couldn’t turn her back on the women of London who were in danger perhaps because of Edmund.


    But before she could save others, she needed to secure her own safety, and marrying Jacob was the only way to do that. Now that she was out of the clutches of her aunt, the baroness could spout all kinds of lies about Charlotte, but her husband’s name and title would protect her.


    Charlotte was now the Countess of Ashland.


    Mrs. Smith held a small feast afterward with just the five of them in attendance. Chadley, Armbruster, and Sarah tried to make it festive. There were a few toasts and some strained smiles. It was the first time she’d met Armbruster, and she found him engaging and fun. He and Jacob told tales of when they were at Eton together and had everyone laughing. She could see they had a close friendship forged over many years. It was hinted by Mrs. Smith that Armbruster was the one who had saved Jacob from his grief after Cora’s death.


    Eventually they left, and Charlotte faced her husband.


    Her husband.


    She twisted the plain gold band around her finger, realized what she was doing, and dropped her hands to her sides. They stared at each other, an awkward silence between them.


    “So,” she said, just to fill the silence. She really had no idea what to say after that. They’d not talked at all about what would happen after the ceremony.


    “I know this wasn’t your ideal wedding,” Jacob said. “But I think it was for the best.”


    “Knowing that I don’t have to fear my aunt anymore makes it worth it.”


    “At least I can give you that. You are very beautiful in your new gown,” he said.


    “Thank you.” She pulled on the ends of her hair. It was getting longer, but only by increments. It would take years for her hair to be the length it was before. Mrs. Smith had parted it to the side and swept it behind her ears. A fringe of it had fallen across her forehead, giving her a softer look. Instead of a veil she had worn a ring of white and soft pink flowers on her head.


    She glanced outside, surprised to see it was still daylight. It seemed she had lived a hundred days since she had awoken this morning. No, her wedding day had not been what she had envisioned since she was a little girl—never had she thought she would have to marry in order to save herself—but it had still been wonderful.


    “Charlotte.” He stepped closer and took her hands in his, just as he’d done when they’d said their vows. “I just want you to know that I do care deeply for you and I do not mind if we spent the rest of our days together.”


    “Thank you.” An awkward silence enveloped them. “I think I’ll go rest now,” she said. “The day has worn me out.”


    “Of course.”


    Did he look disappointed? Had he made other plans? She hesitated, thinking she was mistaken that he would want some time to himself. “Unless you have other plans,” she said.


    “I thought that we could go to the Crystal Palace and maybe get some ices while we were there. Have you been before?”


    “Oh.” She was surprised at his thoughtfulness—that he would want to make this day special. “No. I’ve never been. That sounds like fun.”


    “If you’re too tired we can plan it for another day.”


    “No. I just didn’t think that you might have made plans for us. I’m not all that tired anymore.” And suddenly she wasn’t. The prospect of doing something ordinary appealed to her. No longer did she have to worry that someone from church might see her and report back to her aunt.


    She could be a normal person, enjoying a nice day with her husband.


    Her husband.


    The thought sent butterflies flitting through her stomach.


    She had a husband.


    She was a wife.


    She was a countess.


    That was a thought that she couldn’t wrap her mind around just yet. She didn’t want to become accustomed to that because someday soon she would be none of those things again.


    And that was good.


    That was right.


    That was what she wanted and as it should be.


    This was just temporary.


    But for now, she would enjoy the day, eat ices, and explore the exhibition hall with her husband.


    …


    If Jacob was going to be completely honest with himself, he would admit that he liked the feel of Charlotte’s hand on his arm as they strolled through the Crystal Palace.


    Charlotte had heard much about the Crystal Palace but had never seen it. Such an extravagance would have been deemed sinful by her aunt. When Charlotte first glimpsed the massive glass structure it took her breath away.


    “What do you think?” Jacob asked as they stopped on the street to stare up at it.


    “Never have I ever imagined such a thing in my life. I can see why they refer to it as crystal.” The sun bounced off the massive glass walls, making it appear as if it were glittering in the sun like a million diamonds.


    A pool of water guarded the entrance with delightful dancing water. Jacob was interested to learn how they made the water dance like that, but those questions were for another day. Today was for his new wife.


    Wife.


    Not Cora, but Charlotte.


    He’d never meant to marry again, but here he was with a new wife under strange circumstances. He didn’t feel as guilty as he thought he would. He thought maybe that Cora would understand. She used to say that he was a great advocate for those who needed it, and if anyone needed an advocate, it was Charlotte.


    Jacob and Charlotte stepped into the queue while Charlotte looked around in wide-eyed, childish wonder. “This is fabulous,” she said.


    Jacob laughed and squeezed her hand, and for a small moment he was happy. Happier than he’d been since Cora’s death. Their marriage might be a farce—a temporary farce at that—but for right now he would enjoy it for what it was. A glorious day, with a beautiful, witty woman.


    “They say there are ten miles of exhibits,” Jacob said as he handed money over for their entrance fee.


    They walked every bit of the ten miles. Jacob’s head was stuffed full of new information about dinosaurs, fire engines, and flying apparatuses. But the real show was watching Charlotte take it all in, her mouth gaping at the enormous dinosaur or the Egyptian tombs.


    His life had not been filled with adventure or excitement, but he had to remember that Charlotte had lived in the country her whole life until she’d been taken to her aunt, where she’d lived in seclusion, her only outings to church and back.


    “I don’t think I’ve seen you smile so much,” Jacob said.


    “I don’t think I’ve ever smiled this much. Oh, Jacob, this was such a wonderful day.” She hugged his arm and looked up at the soaring glass ceiling to glimpse the blue sky and puffy white clouds above, and Jacob’s heart turned over and a funny feeling overtook him.


    Love? Surely not.


    She quickly let go of his arm and fluffed the skirts of her new gown, color tinging her cheekbones. She was filling out, her bones not nearly as prominent, her cheeks fuller, her eyes not as sunken. And just as he thought, she was turning into a real beauty. He noticed men glancing at her as they walked the exhibits, and he wanted to draw her closer, to proclaim to everyone that she was his.


    His wife.


    He really was getting barmy.


    Tomorrow he would insist that she purchase more gowns. Now that she was in one of her choosing he could see that Cora’s gowns did not suit Charlotte at all. Besides, she needed something of her own.


    He cleared his throat. “How about an ice?”


    “That sounds wonderful.” The awkwardness had returned.


    “This truly is one of the greatest wonders of the world,” Charlotte said as they ate their ices inside the main part of the building with the glass ceiling soaring above them.


    “And the sad thing is that it’s only a temporary exhibit. It has to come down next year,” he said.


    “No.” Charlotte set her spoon down and stared at him in disbelief. “But why? It’s such a wonderful opportunity to educate people on all sorts of things.”


    “I hear they are going to try to relocate it.”


    She made a sound of distress as she dug into her ice. She had lemon. He had orange.


    “What was your favorite display?” she asked between bites.


    “I liked the Roman exhibit and the Egyptian. What was yours?”


    “Can I count the building as an exhibit?”


    Jacob laughed, and that warmth grew inside of him. They were having a normal conversation, eating ices, sitting under the clouds at the Crystal Palace, and it all seemed right. “You can count the building as an exhibit. You seem to be impressed by it.”


    “Oh, I am.”


    When they left the exhibition, Charlotte looked back longingly. “I don’t want to leave. I could go through it all again.”


    “Maybe we can return on another day,” he said, hesitant to make plans, although he didn’t know why. They were married. They should be able to make short-term plans, at least.


    It was getting dark when they exited, the sky turning a light purple. Just that morning they had been married. It seemed like a lifetime ago.


    They’d never discussed their wedding night, and Jacob found himself anxious to know what she expected. He knew he wanted a marriage in full, with a healthy, active life in the bedroom. Just thinking about it made his trousers tight, but it had been so long since he’d been with a woman—Cora, before she’d become too big and ungainly with their son. He wanted to make love to Charlotte, but he didn’t know if that was his body responding to a normal, basic need or his heart thinking that he wanted to get closer to Charlotte.


    All he knew was that he wanted to take her home and straight up to his bedroom.


    Good Lord, but all the blood had drained to his cock, and it was standing at attention, ready and willing to make the sacrifice. He hoped to God he wasn’t walking funny.


    The silence was becoming awkward. Was she thinking the same things? Did women even think about making love? He’d heard that men were far more driven by the need than women. Though, Cora had been energetic in the bedroom.


    Sweat was beginning to form on his forehead, and he was fairly certain he was not walking normally.


    Maybe it was best to get it out in the open. After all, a good marriage was based on trust and honesty, right? “Where do we go from here?” he asked. “What is our next step?”


    They walked a few paces, and he let her have the time she needed to form an answer. Maybe he shouldn’t have asked. Was that too crass? Good God, he needed to know if he could make love to Charlotte. Now. As soon as they got home.


    “I think we need to pay a visit to the detective,” she said. “We need to do that right away, before others get wind of our marriage and my aunt realizes what we’ve done.”


    He wanted to groan in defeat and frustration. She hadn’t understood his question.


    They were walking on the street, passing others. He was nodding to the couples they passed as if he didn’t have a raging erection and a near-uncontrollable desire to bed his wife.


    “I agree,” he said. “I’d like to get it done and over with as soon as possible.” Heaven help him, but he wanted to do something else as soon as possible. This was painful and so uncomfortable. He willed his body to calm down, but it raged with an unholy need that had been denied for too many years.


    It was getting darker, the shadows longer. The crowds on the streets were thinning, and light was spilling from windows of the homes they were passing. A slight breeze had blown up. The day of their wedding was coming to a close. How many more days did they have left?


    “What if I’m wrong?” she asked quietly. “What if Edmund isn’t the one killing those girls?”


    “If you are wrong, then you’re wrong, and the police can move on to other suspects.”


    “If I’m wrong then we didn’t need to get married in the first place.”


    His heart hurt a little at the quiet statement. “Is it that bad?” he asked. “Being married to me?”


    She grinned, and it was such a change from their serious conversation that it made his breath catch. “We’ve only been married half a day. Time will tell.”


    He chuckled as he led her up the stone steps to his house and opened the front door to let her in.


    He shrugged out of his coat and took her shawl, such a domestic scene, as if they’d been performing it for years, instead of days, and he hoped to God she didn’t see the bulge in his trousers.


    “It smells like Mrs. Smith has been cooking a delightful dinner for us,” she said, completely unaware of the war raging inside of him. He looked longingly at the steps that led to his bedroom. Hell, he didn’t care at this point. He would take her anywhere, but she seemed oblivious.


    Charlotte closed her eyes and lifted her head to sniff the air redolent of spices and some sort of beef. Jacob closed his eyes, too, and swallowed his groan.


    Suddenly his hands were cupping her face and his lips were descending upon hers and then devouring her with the hunger that he had been fighting since leaving the Crystal Palace.


    He kissed her like he was starving, like he would never get enough of her. And he was starving. Ravenous. Completely out of control. But he couldn’t help himself.


    Only when they heard Mrs. Smith clomping down the hall did he reluctantly pull away, cursing his housekeeper.


    “Oh, good, you’re here,” Mrs. Smith said, completely unaware of what she’d interrupted.


    Charlotte was looking at him with a dazed expression, her lips glistening. “I’ve prepared a nice wedding dinner just for the two of you. I can serve it whenever you are ready.”


    Charlotte looked away and touched the back of her hand to her lips. “I um… I’m ready for dinner.”


    She turned away from him, and Jacob had no choice but to follow her into the dining room while his body screamed in fury. How in the hell was he supposed to eat in his condition?


    Mrs. Smith served them then let them be, telling them to not worry about the plates, that she would get to them in the morning. A subtle hint that they were on their own for the rest of the night and would not be disturbed.


    Thank the Lord.


    “I don’t regret it,” Jacob said, halfway between the meal. They were the first words they’d spoken to each other since he’d kissed her, and he was feeling reckless, although he’d been careful to have only one glass of wine. Charlotte had had none.


    Charlotte looked up at him, her brows drawn in confusion. “Regret what?”


    “Marrying you. Earlier you had said that if we were wrong about Edmund then we needn’t have gotten married. I just want you to know that if we’re wrong, I don’t regret marrying you.”


    He felt like a weight had been lifted with the admission. He didn’t regret marrying her. He liked that he was married to her.


    And maybe Armbruster was right. Cora would understand.


    “Oh.” She looked down at her plate. “I just meant that if we are wrong then we didn’t have to get married.”


    Jacob put his fork down to consider her. “Do you think we are wrong? About Edmund?”


    She fiddled with her fork, still not looking at him. Thankfully, his body had cooled and was somewhat under control, although his erection was not as painful, it was still there, hoping.


    “I don’t know. I don’t want to believe I’m right, but the parallel between how those girls were killed and what he did to those cats…” She shuddered. “It seems like something we can’t overlook.”


    “I agree.” He picked his fork up and was prepared to spear another piece of meat but put his fork back down and looked at her intently. “And what about our marriage? Do you think we were wrong to do that?”


    He was in a strange, intense mood. He hoped he wasn’t scaring Charlotte, but there were all of these emotions inside of him, and he didn’t know how to deal with them.


    “I think it’s far too late to wonder such a thing.” She grinned, and a bit of his anxiety lessened.


    “I don’t think we were wrong.” He picked his fork up again and speared his meat rather viciously.


    “I’m glad,” she said softly.


    He continued to eat while Charlotte just moved her food around on her plate.


    “Are you not hungry?” Jacob asked, eyeing her plate. “Mrs. Smith made your favorite dessert.”


    “I know. I’m just too nervous to eat.”


    “What are you nervous about?”


    Making love? Because despite his body’s obvious anticipation of it, he was nervous as well. He’d never bed another woman before. Only Cora.


    “This.” Her fingers fluttered through the air. “Everything.”


    “Meeting with the detective tomorrow?”


    “That, too.”


    She dabbed her mouth with her napkin and suddenly appeared pale and nervous, exactly as she had when he saw her right before the wedding ceremony. He’d been nervous then, too.


    “What do you expect from this marriage?” she blurted out. Her hand covered her mouth, and her eyes widened, as if she were appalled that she had voiced the question.


    But Jacob was glad to have it out in the open. “I guess I was waiting to find out what you wanted from this marriage,” he said.


    “You know what I want.”


    “Safety. Security. You have all of that. For as long as you want it. Even if you go to America and we are still married.”


    “You would let me go to America while we are still married?”


    “If that is what would make you feel safer.”


    “But why? Don’t you want to be free to find a wife?”


    His heart twisted. “I have a wife.”


    She folded her hands in her lap and looked at her plate. “I like to think I’m a strong woman,” she said. “I survived my time with my aunt. I survived my time in the rookery. And yet, so many things frighten me.”


    “Strong people are scared all of the time. Facing their fears is what makes them strong.”


    “I don’t feel strong right now. I don’t know what the future holds. I used to think about my future when I was living with my aunt, and I knew that whatever it was, it couldn’t be as bad as the present. There had to be a better future for me. I clung to that, and I think it was that thought that gave me the courage to escape. But now, I don’t know what the answer is. I don’t know what path holds the rest of my future.”


    “What are the two paths?” he asked.


    She looked up at him. “America.” She paused. “Or England.”


    His breath caught in his throat. “I’m surprised to hear that you would consider staying.”


    “But if I stay the stain of divorce would follow us.”


    “If you stay is there a reason to divorce?”


    Her eyes glistened with tears in the candlelight. “We’ve not even been married for twenty-four hours. Is this really what we want to discuss on our wedding day?”


    “You were the one who said you were frightened of the future. Are you frightened because you do not know what it holds, or are you frightened because you suspect what it can hold?”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    “Let’s abandon talk of the future of our marriage and concentrate only on the immediate future—tonight and tomorrow,” Jacob said. “Let’s take this one day at a time.”


    Tonight.


    It was the only word that her mind grabbed onto and the one word that she had avoided thinking about all day.


    Her future was an unknown, but more importantly, tonight was an unknown as well. What did Jacob expect of her? Did he want a true marriage in every possible way?


    She should not want that. This was temporary, right? Just until this murder investigation was cleared. And then she would go to America and all of this would be in the past.


    But it wasn’t as uncomplicated as all of that. In fact, it was very complicated.


    “We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to, Charlotte.”


    “But what do you want?” Two made up a marriage. She might be naive to most of this, but she did know that it took two for a marriage to work.


    So did that mean she wanted this marriage to work?


    His eyes had darkened, and it was as if he became a different man, larger, more formidable. Instead of frightening her, it did something else to her. Made her stomach clench and her thighs tremble.


    “Do you really want me to answer that?” he said.


    “I want to know.” Her voice had grown soft, but not timid. “I need to know what you expect out of this marriage.


    “I want to take you to bed and make this a real marriage in all ways.”


    Her breath caught in her throat, and she blinked, not expecting him to be so forthright.


    She could deny him. He said she didn’t have to do anything she didn’t want to. She could say no on the pretense that eventually she would go to America and why complicate things?


    Or she could say yes and tie herself to him even more. They would be man and wife in all ways then.


    And then what? What did that mean for her? What did that mean for him? For their marriage? For her future plans?


    How had this all become so complicated?


    “I…” She should say no. But she didn’t want to say no. She wanted to say yes and lie with Jacob and know what it felt like. She wanted a true marriage, and she was well aware that doing so would compromise her future plans.


    He tilted his head and studied her, patiently waiting for her answer.


    “Yes,” she whispered.


    What have I done? What have I just done?


    “Does that mean you agree?”


    Oh God, he was giving her a second chance. A way out.


    Take it.


    But she didn’t want to.


    “Yes,” she whispered again.


    He scooted his chair back, making her jump. “I see no need to waste any more time then.”


    More than likely he was afraid she was going to change her mind.


    He was suddenly standing next to her chair, his hand out to help her stand, his eyes darker than she’d ever seen them before. She looked up at him, hesitating.


    “You can always change your mind.”


    Slowly she put her hand in his and stood. She was shaking all over, her knees trembling, her stomach quaking, and her fingers quivering in his. Gently he pulled her to him and put his arms around her waist so that they were chest to chest.


    “I remember when you saved me from the rearing horse,” she said, her voice not at all steady. “I landed on top of you. I was afraid you would discover that I was a girl under my disguise, so I quickly jumped up and ran away.”


    “I remember,” he said, his voice husky. “And I was a fool not to see what was right in front of me.”


    “I’m glad I came back that next day and followed you.”


    “I’m glad you did, too.”


    “Will you kiss me again?”


    He tasted of cherry pie and the essence that was only Jacob. She put her arms around his neck and folded her fingers in his hair and held on. Maybe that was what she needed to do, just hold on and trust.


    When he pulled away they were both breathing hard. His body was tight, and her legs were trembling so hard she knew she wouldn’t be able to stand on her own. She was leaning against him in an improper way, a way that her aunt would call sinful, but that Charlotte called delightful.


    “I need to know that this is what you want,” Jacob said.


    “This is what I want.” There was no going back now. She’d set her course, and she wanted to follow it.


    Silently he took her hand and led her upstairs. He hesitated by the door to her room then tugged lightly on her hand, and she followed him to his bedroom. She’d never been in here before. It was masculine with touches of femininity, no doubt left over from Cora. The room was done in different hues of blues from the lightest, almost white, to the deepest royal. The curtains were blue and silver chintz.


    It was strange to think that this was not Jacob’s first turn at being a husband. She felt naive and had no idea how to even be a wife. She’d never seen one in action. The exception could be Sarah’s mother, but Sarah’s mother and father were rarely in the same room at the same time, so Charlotte didn’t even really have that to go on.


    The bed was a monstrosity displayed prominently in the room, a large, white elephant that took up most of the space, and Charlotte tried to avoid looking at it.


    Jacob dropped her hand to stoke the fire. The flames lit the room in tones of golds. There was a chair by the fireplace. A comfortable chair with the seat worn to a permanent indentation. A book lay open, facedown, on the small table beside the chair. She could only make out one word of the title, and that was “law.” The man didn’t seem to read for pleasure.


    A large wardrobe, with its doors closed, was against the far wall. There were no unnecessary clothes lying about. No shoes kicked off and abandoned. It was neat and tidy, just like the man who inhabited it.


    Jacob turned to face her, his face an expression of many questions.


    He took her clenched hands in his, raised her fists to his lips, and kissed her fingers.


    “I’ve never done this before,” she whispered.


    “I’ve never done this before with you.”


    “I don’t know what to do.”


    “It can be as simple or as complicated as you want it to be.”


    Her aunt’s words came back to her. Fornicator. Sinful. Whore.


    But she was none of those because she was married to this man. Just like her mother had been married to her father.


    Charlotte cleared her throat. “I just want you to know that I’m not here to replace Cora.”


    “Ah, Charlotte. I know that.”


    “I know you still love her and another wife was not something you had wanted. I respect your love for her and would never presume to replace it.”


    He tilted his head and studied her. “Maybe there is room for two loves in one lifetime.”


    She wanted to believe that was true, but she also didn’t want to hope that someday the two of them could have a love like Jacob had had with Cora and Charlotte’s mother had had with her father.


    “I’m just happy to be here,” she said, surprised that she meant it. For weeks her sole goal had been to get to America, or rather, get away from England. Her path had taken a different, unexpected turn, and she wasn’t as upset as she thought she would be about it.


    “I’m pleased that you don’t regret your decision to marry me.”


    “I appreciate the sacrifice you made to keep me safe.”


    “It was not as much of a sacrifice as you think it was.”


    She grinned because his words warmed her heart, made her feel special and wanted. It had been so long since she’d felt wanted.


    He tugged on her hands, and she took a step closer, her head tilted up as his descended, and they kissed, standing before the fire, his hands covering hers.


    “You were beautiful today,” he whispered.


    “Thank you. And thank you for gifting me this lovely gown.”


    “We’ll get you more.”


    She wanted to demure but knew she couldn’t keep wearing Cora’s gowns. It was time to shed Cora, for Jacob’s sake as well.


    Jacob led her to the bed, and Charlotte’s knees were knocking together, she was so nervous. He kissed the spot where her neck and shoulder met, and she shivered at the unexpected thrill that shot through her. He moved his lips to her ear where his tongue explored the soft whorls and dips. Her breath was coming fast, and she felt heavy between her legs.


    She tilted her head to the side to allow him more access, a silent invitation to continue. His breath was warm and moist upon her skin as gooseflesh erupted up and down her arms.


    Her spine was tingling, and an unexpected wetness seeped between her legs.


    His lips moved down her neck. He pushed her gown off her shoulder, and he kissed her there, small, light kisses.


    “Turn around,” he said, his voice so husky that she barely recognized it.


    As if in a trance, she did as he bid. She could feel his fingers on the buttons of her gown, undoing each one. She was breathing deep, nervous, frightened, and excited.


    She felt his fingers moving down her back, flicking each button until her gown was gaping. She pressed her hands against her bosom to keep it from falling off.


    Gently he nudged her back around. Her back was cold, her front was hot. Jacob stepped back, his gaze raking her from head to foot. She stood there self-consciously, holding her gown to her, knowing that she was vulnerable, but feeling safe with Jacob.


    “Let it go,” he said.


    She let out the breath she had been holding and slowly moved her arm so her gown slipped farther down, caught on her bosom, and hung there for a moment before the weight of the fabric carried it all the way to the ground, where it pooled around her feet.


    She wasn’t completely naked, but she felt like it. She stood there in her undergarments, blinking, not knowing what to do.


    “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered.


    He took the tie to her chemise between two fingers, lightly tugging until the bow slowly came undone, and it gaped open. Then he stepped around her and tugged on the laces of her corset, loosening it gently until she could pull in a deep breath without feeling as if her ribs were going to break. The corset fell to the ground, and she was only in her chemise as he stepped back around to face her.


    With trembling hands she tugged on his cravat and drew it from around his neck, letting it flutter to the ground to meet her gown and corset. Her fingers fumbled with the buttons of his shirt, taking several attempts with each button to slide it through the buttonhole. Slowly she pulled his shirt from his trousers. Staring into his eyes she ran her hands up his torso. She could feel him pull in a deep breath and hold it. His eyes had gone dark, and he was breathing heavily between gritted teeth as her hands slid up to his shoulders and she pushed his shirt off. He flicked both of his hands, and the shirt fell away from him, and suddenly he was standing before her, his chest naked. A small fur of dark hair sprinkled his chest, arrowing down to disappear into his trousers. Surprisingly his shoulders were well rounded and muscular and his stomach ridged.


    His trousers protruded where his manhood lay, and she quickly looked away from that. She was uneducated in the ways of sexual relations, but she wasn’t completely naive. She knew how all of the parts fit together.


    “Let’s get in bed,” he said.


    She climbed into the bed where she quickly pulled the blankets up to her chin. Jacob shucked off his trousers, and she caught a brief glimpse of his bobbing manhood as he climbed into bed beside her. It looked large and red, like it was angry.


    Jacob lay on his side. “It’s been a long time for me,” he said. “I don’t know how long I can last.”


    She frowned, not understanding what he meant, but thinking that he was trying to tell her that he had not had relations with a woman since Cora, and apparently that made things go quickly?


    Beneath the covers he pulled up her chemise, and his fingers brushed against her naked thigh. She drew in a breath and let the sensation of his fingers overtake her. He was gentle, barely touching her, moving closer to her center where she was throbbing.


    Ever so softly his fingers ran over the hair there, and she gasped. He was staring at her, judging her every expression. Very slowly he parted her in that most intimate spot and touched the inner part of her. It made her jump.


    “My God,” he whispered. “You are so slick.”


    She supposed that was good.


    Ever so gently he pushed his finger in, rubbing her nub. Her eyes fluttered closed, and she was embarrassed to hear herself moan out load. Her eyes popped open to see him grinning.


    “It’s fine. You can make as much noise as you like.”


    Her cheeks felt hot, and she realized she was blushing, but the sensation between her legs was impossible to ignore, and she discovered that her legs were moving on their own to give him more room.


    Gently he inserted a finger into her passage, and while rubbing her nubbin he slid his finger in and out. She moaned again. The sensation was like nothing she had ever felt before. It was beautiful, marvelous, but also frustrating. She was reaching for something. She just knew that there was more to this, but it was elusive. Her hips began to move in rhythm to his finger. She was gasping now, her hips pumping. She reached down and wrapped her hands around his wrist to keep him there, afraid he would stop before she reached whatever it was she was reaching for.


    And this coil of need tightened and tightened and tightened until she didn’t think she could stand it anymore. Her hips were coming off the bed, and her moan was one continuous sound.


    And then it broke, and she was so surprised that she cried out, much louder than she had anticipated, but it was as if she had no control over anything anymore. It was like a wave of sensation that washed over her, tossing her from side to side. She ground her hips into his hand. The world turned white, then black, then white again, and that need swirled over her until it was all she could feel, think, and hear.


    And then it slowly abated, her hips moved to slow pumps as tremors took over. There was a quivering deep inside of her, and she opened her eyes to find Jacob hovering above her.


    With teeth gritted he swung one leg over her until he had mounted her, and with a strangled, “I’m sorry,” his manhood entered her.


    She cried out at the swift, sharp pain. Jacob moaned and seated himself all the way inside of her. She felt so full, like she was stretched to capacity and would split in half if he moved.


    She was panting, trying to keep the pain at bay, trying to grab onto the sensations she’d had right before the pain, but they were elusive.


    “I’m so sorry,” he whispered as he brushed her hair back from her face. And then he started moving, and his face contorted as if he were in pain as well. But he was moaning like she had been moaning, and she suspected that he wasn’t in pain, but rather experiencing the pleasure that she had just experienced.


    The pain lessened to a dull sting, and she watched his face, mesmerized as it contorted. He moved faster, and she instinctively put her hands on his hips, feeling the pumping motion both inside and outside of her. He was pushing her into the mattress, and she widened her legs to accommodate him.


    “I can’t… Oh, God, Charlotte.” He moved faster and gasped, groaned, then shouted and surged forward. Warm liquid shot into her, and she felt his manhood pulse over and over as he groaned with each thrust.


    Sticky wetness flowed out of her, wetting her thighs, and Jacob rolled away, slipping out of her.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Jacob struggled to breathe as he stared at the canopy above them. He couldn’t look at Charlotte just yet.


    Even though his head told him that Cora would want him to move on, he still felt a certain amount of guilt.


    “Why did you say you were sorry?” Charlotte asked, bringing him back to the present. Back to his new wife.


    His new wife.


    This marriage was his idea. He was the one who had pushed for it. Hell, he was the one who could barely walk home for want of Charlotte. Now was not the time for regrets.


    And there were no regrets. He was just struggling with the fact that his past was obstructing his present.


    “I said I was sorry because I knew I was going to hurt you. I should have warned you ahead of time.”


    “It wasn’t so bad.” She grinned. “The pain was a good tradeoff.”


    “Ah, Charlotte,” he said softly. “You won’t always feel the pain. That was just a one-time experience. From here on out it will all feel good.” He would make sure of it. He would assure that there was no more pain for her.


    He slipped from the bed and padded across the room, well aware that he was completely naked and that she was watching him. Sometimes he forgot that he was still a young man, in the prime of his life. The death of his family had aged him, made him feel that he was older than time. Charlotte made him feel younger.


    He grabbed a wash rag, dipped it in the basin of water, and made his way back to bed.


    “I apologize that this will be cold. I should have thought ahead and warmed the water.” He tugged on the blanket, releasing it from her white-knuckled grip.


    “What are you doing?” There was a note of panic to her voice as she grabbed for the trailing sheets. He shushed her, taking the cloth and cleaning between her thighs.


    “Sometimes there is blood,” he explained.


    “Blood?” She craned her head to see what he was doing and then let her head fall back to the pillow and closed her eyes, throwing an arm over them. “You don’t have to do this,” she whispered. “Please.”


    Finished, he pulled the covers up to her chin. “All done.”


    She lifted her arm to look at him from beneath. “You’re a good man, Jacob.”


    He put the cloth back, pulled on his own night dress, and came back to bed. There were times he liked to believe that he was a good man, but mostly he thought that he wasn’t because he hadn’t been able to save Cora or their son.


    He rolled to his side and curled an arm around her waist, dragging her close to him. “Sleep,” he said.


    She settled into him and sighed. Jacob let the events of the day drag him into a deep slumber.


    


    He awoke the next morning fully aroused and tried to ease away from Charlotte, knowing it was far too soon to have relations with her again, but she was already awake, turned to her side, looking at him. Her hair was sticking up in the back like birds’ feathers, and her eyes were soft and sleepy.


    “Good morning,” she said.


    “Good morning.” He tried rolling away to keep his predicament from her.


    “I guess this is our second day of marriage,” she said.


    “Yes, it is.”


    “How… Um… How often do we do what we did last night?”


    Jacob closed his eyes and tried not to groan. He was in some amount of pain. Now that his body remembered what it was like to have a woman, it wanted more.


    “W—” He cleared his throat. “We can do it as often, or as little, as you like.”


    “What is normal?”


    Good God.


    “I suppose normal is whatever we deem it to be.”


    “Can we do it again?”


    “Now?”


    “Oh.” A crease formed between her brows. “Is that wrong?”


    “I just thought that it might be too soon for you.”


    She glanced down at his erection, prominent through the blankets. “But not too soon for you.”


    “Charlotte…”


    “I want to do it again. I…liked it.”


    “I liked it, too,” he admitted.


    “My aunt would call it sinful. Fornicating is only allowed for begetting children. One shouldn’t enjoy it.”


    “First of all, you are forbidden to say the word ‘fornicating’ ever again.”


    She burst out in a laugh and ended in a giggle, covering her mouth with the blanket, her eyes dancing above.


    “I will never say that word again,” she said. “I’ve never liked it anyway.”


    “And let’s not mention your aunt while we are in bed together.”


    Her eyes crinkled. “I agree.”


    He rolled toward her and winced at his painful erection. “Let’s not mention your aunt unless we absolutely have to.”


    She made a motion of locking her lips and throwing away the key. Jacob reached for her to kiss her. He loved kissing Charlotte. She was so receptive to his kisses, to his touch, to everything. She was animated and full of life, and he loved everything about her.


    She reached between them to skim his erection with the back of her knuckles.


    “Be careful,” he warned. “It might end before it even starts.”


    “It’s very hard,” she said in wonder.


    “Good God, woman.”


    “Am I not supposed to say that?”


    “You can say anything you want. You just surprise me sometimes.”


    “Can I touch it again?” Her eyes were full of wonder, and her breath was becoming shallow, as if she were excited as well.


    He gritted his teeth and braced himself for her touch. She explored him with her fingertips, all of the ridges and dips and hollows. With just one finger she touched his tip, making him jump.


    “Oh.” She pulled back and grinned, then reached out and touched him again.


    Jacob ran his fingers through the hair between her legs and found her wet again. He was astonished at how ready she was after such a short time. He gently touched her hidden nub, and she gasped. He pulled away, thinking he’d hurt her since she had to be tender down there.


    “Do it again,” she said.


    Instead he slid down the bed, pulling the covers over his head as he settled between her legs.


    “Jacob! What are you doing?” She grabbed his ears and tried to pull him up, but he nudged her legs apart and blew on her curls.


    She stilled. “Oh. Oh.”


    Jacob flicked his tongue out to lick her. She gasped, and her hands went from his ears to cup his head, locking him in place. Separating her slit with his tongue, he sucked her nubbin, and she squirmed beneath him. He began a rhythmic sucking, and her hips moved with him. He could hear her moaning above him. Her movements made his cock rub against the bedsheets, and it took every ounce of self-control to not lose his seed all over the bed.


    She was so responsive to him and quickly was racing toward her completion, grinding her puss into his face, rocking her hips until she went rigid, and he heard her muffled scream. She contracted around his finger, and he almost lost his self-control right then.


    He surged up and buried himself in her, closing his eyes as her tight warmth folded around him like a glove. His entire body bore down. His eyes lost focus, and everything around him dissolved. It was as if every bit of him had drained out of him, and he went limp.


    “My God,” he said. “My God.”


    It had never been like this for him before. Never had he felt this way when he’d made love to Cora. This was so different. So wild. He couldn’t even name it, but he knew he wanted it over and over again.


    Charlotte was also breathing hard, her chest heaving.


    “I think…” She licked her lips, took a deep breath. “I don’t know what to think, but that was the most amazing experience ever. You’re right. It does get better.”


    He laughed and threw his arm over his eyes. He had no idea what to do with this new wife of his, but he knew that he wanted to love her well, every single night.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    A few days later Charlotte was in the upstairs private sitting room when Mrs. Smith came in all breathless, her dust cloth waving. “You have callers.”


    Charlotte shut the book she’d been reading, a mystery that she had purchased from the bookstore.


    “Callers?” she asked, confused. “Here? For me?”


    Mrs. Smith nodded, a look of almost terror on her face. Jacob had to have had callers before. This couldn’t be the first time Mrs. Smith had to accept a caller.


    “Where do we put them?” Charlotte asked.


    “I don’t know. I guess in his lordship’s office.”


    Charlotte closed her eyes. “We have to get a better formal receiving room.” Then she looked at Mrs. Smith in horror. “Who is it?”


    What if it was someone she didn’t want to see? She wasn’t really prepared to come out into Society as the Countess of Ashland just yet. She didn’t know how to act like a countess!


    And here she thought she could educate American girls on the aristocratic ways.


    “The ladies—” Mrs. Smith squeezed her eyes shut as if she was trying to recall exactly the names of the women downstairs. “Crawford. The ladies Crawford. A lady and her daughter.”


    Charlotte breathed a sigh of relief. Sarah and her mother. She’d known them practically her whole life. They wouldn’t expect her to act any differently.


    “Do you have tea and food to serve them?”


    Mrs. Smith nodded so vigorously that her cap slipped over her eye.


    Charlotte took a deep breath. “Then I will greet my very first callers.”


    She found them in Jacob’s office—thank goodness he was out at business meetings today or they would have had to kick him out of his office. Sarah immediately went to Charlotte and gave her a warm hug. Her mother, Lady Crawford, was a little more reserved in her greeting but still warm.


    “Congratulations on your marriage,” Lady Crawford said. “Your mother would be proud.”


    Charlotte’s throat tightened unexpectedly at the mention of her mother. “Do you really think so?”


    “Oh, I know so, dear. She would have been proud of everything you have done.”


    Charlotte blinked the wetness from her eyes. “Thank you for saying that.”


    “She was a beautiful bride,” Sarah said, causing Charlotte to blush.


    Mrs. Smith bustled in with tea and put it on Jacob’s desk, and Charlotte realized that they were all still standing.


    “I apologize that I don’t have a proper sitting room,” she said. “I guess we’ll have to make do.”


    “This was a bachelor’s home for so long,” Lady Crawford said. “It will be good to bring a feminine touch to it. It will give you something to work on while Lord Ashland is busy with other things.”


    “Yes.” They all sat in uncomfortable straight-backed chairs. What would her life be like if she stayed on as the Countess of Ashland? What would she do with herself all day?


    Lady Crawford was an excellent conversationalist, and for the next twenty minutes or so the three of them caught up on each other’s lives. When the two women stood to leave, Charlotte was sad to see them go.


    “If you need anything,” Lady Crawford said, “you just let me know. It must be hard without a mother to guide you through all of this, being a new countess and a new wife.”


    Charlotte couldn’t express her gratitude in words because her throat had closed up. It’d been so long since she’d seen Lady Crawford that she’d forgotten just how kind she was.


    The two left, and Charlotte collapsed back on the creaky chair, relieved that she’d survived her first callers. She would have to speak to Jacob about where to put people if they continued to come by on a daily basis. Lady Crawford warned Charlotte that once word spread that the newest earl had already wed, people would be stopping by to meet the new countess.


    It all sounded so exhausting.


    Mrs. Smith poked her head in, her eyes wide. “There are more.”


    Charlotte frowned. “More?”


    “More people. More callers.”


    Charlotte grabbed the edge of the chair she was sitting in. “No.”


    She looked around wildly as if she could jump out the window and run away and hide until they all left. She fervently wished Jacob were here, but she didn’t know if it was to berate him for putting her in this position or hold her up and see her through it.


    “Who?” she asked.


    “Says she’s Dowager Lady Armbruster.”


    The Countess of Armbruster? Oh, dear. This was not going to go well, and she probably couldn’t tell Mrs. Smith to tell this woman that she was out because she probably saw Sarah and her mother leave.


    “I’ll bring more tea.” Mrs. Smith disappeared, and Charlotte wanted to call after her to come back. Even Mrs. Smith’s presence would be a comfort.


    A tall, elegant, absolutely beautiful woman with black hair and the lightest blue eyes that Charlotte had ever seen walked in. She didn’t so much as walk, Charlotte thought, as she glided. She was dressed in a deep purple gown, trimmed in black lace, her hair—and there seemed to be quite a lot of it—was piled on top of her head in such a way that it seemed it would all come tumbling down if she moved suddenly.


    Charlotte tugged on the ends of her short hair. Compared to this woman she felt like a country urchin, still clothed in Cora’s cast-off gowns that were woefully out of style.


    “Lady Ashland.” The woman’s voice was deep and sultry, but her lips lifted in what appeared to be a genuine smile.


    “Lady Armbruster.”


    “Oh, please, call me Nora. I have a feeling we will be seeing quite a bit of each other in the future.”


    Oh, dear Lord. What does that mean? Who is this woman?


    “Then, please, call me Charlotte.” Was that appropriate? She had no idea. “I apologize that I don’t have a formal sitting room to accept callers. Jacob, that is, Lord Ashland has used his home as an office for quite a while.”


    Lady Armbruster chuckled and settled into the straight-backed chair as if she were accepted into every home like this. With an inward sigh Charlotte sat, too. This accepting callers thing was tiring.


    “I know you have no idea who I am, dear. You’ve met my son, Lord Armbruster.”


    She hardly seemed old enough to have born the cynical, wildly handsome, irascible Lord Armbruster.


    “Yes, Armbruster,” Charlotte said. “I understand that he and Jacob have been tight friends for quite some time.”


    “They met in school and have been nearly inseparable since. Quite the odd combination those two make. I couldn’t have been happier when I heard Jacob had become an earl. Although I hear he’s been quite reluctant about the whole business.”


    Charlotte didn’t comment on that, feeling it wasn’t her right, and neither did she know this woman enough to suddenly spill confidences.


    Mrs. Smith brought more tea in, and Charlotte poured, hoping she wasn’t making a fool of herself. Again she wondered how in the world she thought she could teach Americans to behave like English ladies when she couldn’t even do so.


    But Nora either didn’t care, didn’t notice, or Charlotte was doing it correctly, so she didn’t comment.


    “I came to discuss the ball with you,” Nora said.


    Charlotte nearly fumbled her teacup, just barely refraining from spilling it. “Pardon me?”


    “The ball. It’s to be next week. Oh, dear. Please tell me that Jacob mentioned it to you?”


    Charlotte shook her head numbly.


    “I asked Armbruster to say something to you yesterday. I assume he didn’t?”


    “N-no.” Suddenly Charlotte was cold all over, and then hot. Her teacup rattled in the saucer, and she quickly put it on the edge of Jacob’s desk.


    “Please, tell me about this ball.”


    “It was meant to be a small affair. I threw it together rather quickly as a way to introduce Jacob into Society as the new Earl of Ashland. All of those annoying matchmaking mamas are always dying to get their little girls in front of the eligible men, and I knew Jacob would probably be overrun with women thrusting their daughters under his nose. He sometimes can be quite oblivious to such matters.”


    “Quite,” Charlotte murmured because Nora seemed to expect her to say something.


    “After all, someone needed to ‘bring him out’ into Society, and since he’s so much like a son to me and I love hosting parties, I thought it should be me. But the guest list just grew and grew, and it went from a small dinner party to a ball nearly overnight. And then there was the wonderful news from Armbruster that Jacob was marrying. Why, we were all stunned. We didn’t even know Jacob had his eye on anyone. And then come to find out that you are the niece of the Marquess of Chadley. Well, that was quite the coup for Jacob. Armbruster says you two are madly in love.”


    Nora took a sip of tea, and Charlotte’s head spun. There was quite a lot of information in that short monologue. Apparently, Charlotte was a coup. Nora was hosting a dinner party-turned-ball, and Jacob was more like family to the Armbrusters. He’d downplayed that particular piece of information.


    “So now that Jacob has been firmly taken off the marriage mart—and there are some very disappointed mothers and debutantes out there, so beware, dear—I’ve decided to make this ball into a coming-out for the both of you. An introduction to Society of the Earl and Countess of Ashland.”


    Charlotte sat back, breathless, as if she were the one who had imparted all of that information, instead of the other way around. Her head was spinning with so many things. Most of it dread.


    She didn’t want to attend a ball. She had nothing to wear. She wanted to throttle both Jacob and Lord Armbruster, and she wanted to run back to the rookery where life seemed much less complicated than it did now.


    And to top it all off, once it was announced—and in such a grand and spectacular fashion, if this woman was doing it—that Charlotte Morris was now the Countess of Ashland, her aunt would find out, and Charlotte didn’t know what the woman would do then.


    Nora seemed to sense Charlotte’s thoughts and patted her on the knee. “Don’t worry, dear. There is nothing for you to do except show up and look radiant on your new husband’s arm. I will do the rest.”


    And that was part of what Charlotte feared.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Jacob entered his office and threw his hat on the chair, exhausted from another meeting with Armbruster’s man-of-business, who had been combing through the former Earl of Ashland’s books. His head was stuffed full of numbers and plans and future prospects.


    On the bright side, he’d discovered that he now owned a townhouse in Hyde Park, and all he could think about after that was rushing home to tell Charlotte, thinking she would be very pleased to learn that they were moving to Hyde Park.


    He found her waiting for him in his office, her lips drawn into a tight line and her eyes narrowed.


    She appeared to be on the verge of tears. Lord, he hoped she wasn’t going to cry. He didn’t know what to do with a crying woman.


    “How was your day?” he asked, watching her warily. Truth be told, he felt he should circle her carefully.


    “I had callers today,” she said, her words clipped.


    He opened his mouth to say that he thought that was a good thing and that she needed more friends, but she cut him off, and he realized these callers weren’t really a good thing after all.


    “Sarah and her mother, Lady Crawford. It was awful. I didn’t have anywhere to put them, so I had to put them in here, but there is nowhere to serve tea or to sit. We sat in these chairs.” She waved her hand toward the pair of straight-backed chairs that had been perched in front of his desk for so long he couldn’t remember a time when they weren’t there. “But then there was nowhere to put the tea service. Mrs. Smith had to put it there.” She halfheartedly flapped her hand toward the edge of his desk where the tea service still sat. “It was all so very awkward and embarrassing, but they were really rather kind about it, realizing that you’ve been a bachelor for a number of years.”


    He wanted to protest that just because he had been a bachelor did not mean he was a Neanderthal but thought better of it.


    “I apologized, of course, but luckily it was Sarah. We’ve been friends for years, as you know, and her mother was friends with my mother, and they all thought it rather quaint. At least I think they thought it quaint.” Her brows furrowed as she pondered whether serving tea in his office was quaint.


    “I was pleased they visited,” she said, obviously discarding her thoughts on being quaint. “But I was also pleased when they left. Do you know how very tiring it is to take callers? Lady Crawford is good at small talk, so that made things easy. But I wasn’t finished. Oh, no. Do you know who arrived after the Crawfords left?”


    She looked at him accusingly, and his mind went blank. He couldn’t have recalled one familiar name of an acquaintance if he’d tried. Luckily, she didn’t make him try.


    “The Dowager Lady Armbruster. Lord Armbruster’s mother. His mother, Jacob!”


    Apparently, this was not a good thing. Jacob would admit that Lady Armbruster was a force to be reckoned with and sometimes you just had to go with whatever she wanted done. He did feel a bit bad that Charlotte had to endure her first meeting with Lady Armbruster alone.


    “A lovely lady,” Charlotte was saying. “If a bit strong-willed.”


    Yes. That would be a good word to describe Lady Armbruster.


    “She wanted to meet me.”


    Jacob hesitated. Was he required to speak here? He had to admit that he was a bit lost in all of this and didn’t know what his reaction should be. Charlotte appeared outraged. Was he supposed to be outraged as well?


    “Before the ball.”


    He closed his eyes while his insides seemed to shrivel up. “Charlotte—”


    “Apparently there is to be a ball in our honor next week.”


    “I’m sorry—”


    “You and Armbruster were supposed to tell me when Armbruster was here for our wedding.”


    “That day was very much a whirlwind—”


    “She said it was supposed to be like a coming-out dinner for you, so she could introduce the new Earl of Ashland to Society. Apparently, you were to be the newest marriage opportunity for several young women.”


    His mouth dried up, and his tongue stuck to the roof.


    “But I ruined that. Oh, she didn’t say so in so many words. In fact, she’s pleased that you wed so high. To the niece of a marquess. How she knew all of that I don’t know.”


    “That would be my fault.”


    But Charlotte didn’t seem to want to hear an explanation. She was in fine form, her color high, her back straight, and chin up. “So this dinner is now a ball to introduce the Earl and Countess of Ashland.”


    “It’s just one night. And we should be properly introduced to Society.”


    “Jacob, I served tea off your desk. I had no idea what to do with callers. I’d never had a caller in my life. I’m wearing your dead wife’s clothes! I have nothing to wear to a ball. I don’t want to go to a ball. I don’t know what to say, what to do. How to eat correctly. I don’t know how to be a countess!” By now tears were slowly dripping down her face, and Jacob realized she wasn’t so much angry as she was overwhelmed.


    He slowly walked up to her, still a bit wary of this mood she was in, and gathered her in his arms, pressing her head against his chest.


    “I don’t know how to be an earl, so I think we are well matched in that.”


    “I didn’t realize any of this,” she said between gulps of air. “I didn’t realize that people would want to see me just because I am a countess or that they would want to meet me. I’m not ready for this.”


    He smoothed the back of her hair. “I’m not ready, either. But it is what it is, love. We’ll simply soldier on together and learn these people’s ways together, and when it becomes too much we’ll retreat and regroup.”


    She pushed away from him and sniffed. “Don’t you see?”


    Well, he thought he was seeing, but apparently he wasn’t?


    “I wanted to go to America and teach American women how to be English so they could find husbands like…like you. I thought it would be about teaching them to be reserved and about the way we spoke and about the hierarchy of our system. Today I realized that I don’t know the first thing about any of this. I would never have been successful in America.”


    She sniffed and fresh tears flowed, and Jacob wondered what this was really about. Was it about stumbling through her first set of callers, unprepared and unexpected? Or was it about the death of a dream? Or maybe the death of her future plans?


    “I can’t go to America,” she said softly.


    He was suddenly cold inside, fearful that she thought she was stuck with him because her other plans had fallen through.


    “Is that a bad thing?” he asked.


    She looked away and bit her bottom lip. “I don’t know. I really don’t know.”


    Her eyes were red and wet and her face blotchy, but she’d stopped crying, and she looked more beautiful to him right at this moment than she’d ever had before because this moment was real. This moment was honest.


    “I wouldn’t be upset if you stayed my countess forever.”


    She stopped biting her lip, and it was plump and moist, and he desperately wanted to kiss it, to remind her that they were perfectly matched in bed, and maybe that would allay all of her fears. But being good in bed was shallow and only a small part of what made a marriage work.


    “I think you might be stuck with me,” she whispered.


    He nodded soberly. “I can handle that.”


    But he wasn’t sure he could handle many more scenes like this one. The fact that she was so upset, and it was because of him, because he’d made her a countess without thinking of the consequences—hell, he still wasn’t aware of all of the consequences—nearly killed him.


    She tried to smile, but her lips trembled, and the smile fell away before it was fully formed. “What are we going to do, Jacob?”


    “We are going to take this one step at a time. A new countess needs a new wardrobe. I just came from a meeting with Armbruster and his man-of-business, and we went over the books of the estate. We will not only get you an entire new wardrobe, but a grand ball gown for your first ball as well. We will drop the jaws of all of the people who come to honor us at our first ball.”


    …


    “Watch your step.” Jacob guided Charlotte up the wide stone stairs. She held his arm tightly, her steps tentative. “Just a few more.” He glanced up at the door with the large knocker and felt a thrill.


    After Charlotte’s experience with the callers the day before, Jacob knew how he was going to tell her about their new home. He would surprise her. No longer would she have to accept callers on rickety wooden chairs in his home office.


    “Jacob, where are you taking me? Where are we? I don’t like this.”


    She had been hesitant to put the blindfold on, and he supposed it was her testament of trust toward him that she finally did and allowed him to lead her down the street and up these steps. Charlotte trusted very few people, and he was proud that he was becoming one of them.


    They entered the cool interior, and Charlotte stiffened, sensing the change in temperature and light.


    He carefully unknotted the blindfold at the back of her head and let it fall away then stepped back to watch her reaction.


    She blinked a few times and turned her head to capture the entirety of the large entryway. She looked up at the soaring rotund ceiling, her gaze sweeping toward the staircase that hugged the rounded wall.


    She looked down at the black and white marbled floor at her feet.


    “Where are we?” she whispered.


    “This is our new home.”


    Her gaze darted around the entryway one more time, before meeting his.


    “What are you saying?” She was still whispering as if they had walked into someone else’s house.


    “I inherited this from the former earl. It’s ours now.”


    With her hands clutched in front of her, as if she were afraid to touch anything, she walked around the entryway, her heels clicking in the loud silence. She stopped in front of a small table on which was perched a large black and white vase.


    “I can’t believe this,” she said.


    “Follow me.” He headed for a closed door, opened it, and stood back to let her enter first. She approached hesitantly and poked her head inside the room.


    “Jacob,” she whispered.


    Jacob followed her into the dimness. The curtains had been pulled tight since the house had sat unused for so long, and the furniture was covered in sheets to protect it from the dust, but none of that affected the sheer size of the room nor the elegance of it.


    A fireplace big enough for Jacob to stand in was directly across from the door with a grouping of chairs and couches in front of it. The mantel was an intricately carved monstrosity with a very large, gilt-framed mirror perched atop it.


    The room was mostly white with accents of gold and yellows.


    “I think you can accept callers comfortably in here,” he said to the hushed silence.


    Charlotte moved through the room, lightly touching the covered furniture as she passed. She turned to him, and even from this far away, even in the dim light, he could see the sparkle in her eyes.


    “This is all ours?”


    He threw his arms wide. “All of it.”


    “But how? Why? I mean, I know why, but…I’m speechless.”


    “It’s hard to believe, isn’t it? There is no staff. Just a caretaker who comes in once a week to check on it. We’ll have to hire some people.”


    “What about Mrs. Smith?”


    “This is far too large for just Mrs. Smith. She’ll need a staff.”


    “I don’t know…” Her voice trailed off. “I’ve never hired a staff before. I’ve never lived in such a place. I feel inadequate.”


    Jacob took her hands in his. “Don’t ever feel inadequate. Ever.” He squeezed her fingers for emphasis. “I don’t know the first thing about being an earl, but we’ll figure it out together. And in the meantime, you’ll never have to worry about where to put callers.”


    She leaned her head against his chest and breathed deep. “Oh, Jacob. I don’t know what to say. This is all so overwhelming. But, thank you.”


    He cricked his neck to look down at her. Her lashes were resting against her cheeks, and he realized that she had gained weight while in Mrs. Smith’s care. Her cheeks were pink and rounded, not sallow and hollow like when he’d first met her, and when he put his arms around her it didn’t feel as if he’d break her.


    “Now the next thing we need to get you is an acceptable wardrobe. I’ve made an appointment with Lady Armbruster’s modiste for this afternoon.”


    Her eyes widened, and she pulled away but not enough that he had to let her go. He liked holding her. He liked feeling her in his arms, and he liked sleeping next to her. Even after less than a week of being married he was falling under her spell.


    “Jacob. This is too much. I don’t need Lady Armbruster’s modiste to dress me.”


    He hugged her tight and then let her go, but just an arm’s length away. “You deserve Lady Armbruster’s modiste. I want you to get gowns that fit you and your style. Enough of wearing someone else’s clothes.”


    She blinked back tears, and Jacob was relieved to see that he hadn’t overstepped his boundaries and that his instincts had been right. She needed to become the Countess of Ashland, just like he needed to become the Earl of Ashland.


    …


    Jacob showed Charlotte around the rest of the house, although she was hardly able to take it all in. The idea that this was her home now, that she would walk these halls, command these servants, was not what she was accustomed to, and she was overwhelmed by all of it.


    Everything was so big. She was fairly certain there was not a rickety chair here. And there was a matching tea set. Probably several. How was she going to manage all of this?


    What had she gotten herself into?


    She’d gone from planning to travel to America to find employment to being a real countess in a gigantic house.


    She could see that Jacob was quite pleased with the new arrangement. He was proud of his new home and was excited to show it off to her, opening doors and ushering her into one room after another. Besides the formal sitting room where she would take callers, there was a music room, a masculine-looking study that he seemed particularly pleased with, a ballroom that he said was smallish compared to most.


    The thought of hosting any type of ball terrified her, but she kept that to herself and swallowed her trepidation with a trembling smile as he led her up the sweeping staircase covered in red carpet to the balcony above that led to the private rooms.


    “Here is what was the nursery,” he said. Pink touched the tips of his ears, and he quickly closed the door before she could get a proper look at the room. Did it remind him of his son? Did he regret that Cora wasn’t his countess and his son wasn’t going to be in that room?


    She pressed a hand against the butterflies in her stomach and moved down the hall with him.


    “And this is the master bedroom.” He opened the door to reveal a masculine room done in shades of blue and gold. The centerpiece of the room was the large mahogany four-poster bed with a cover of the deepest, most royal blue that Charlotte had ever seen. It dwarfed everything else in the room.


    Jacob opened a door on the other side that revealed a changing room. “Your bedchamber is through here.”


    Charlotte followed him tentatively, looking back over her shoulder at the massive bed that she would need a stepstool to climb onto. And then it penetrated her brain what Jacob had just said, and she entered what would be her room. This was a much more feminine room, the furniture dainty, the bed not nearly as large, the colors muted greens and yellows.


    “What do you think?” Jacob was standing in the middle of the room looking at her expectantly. She blinked up at him with a mixture of emotions.


    “I…I think it’s beautiful. And overwhelming.”


    He chuckled. “I agree that it’s all overwhelming.”


    “Do we have to sleep in different rooms?” She looked down at her hands, then away, embarrassed to look at Jacob.


    When he didn’t answer she peeked up at him to find him looking at her with the most heated, nakedly desirous expression she’d ever seen. It made her blush deepen.


    “We don’t have to if you don’t want to,” he said. “In fact I would despise it if you slept in this room, without me. I’ve come to like you sleeping next to me.”


    She grinned, relieved, and her legs suddenly weak with a longing that she was beginning to identify as a need for Jacob that defied anything she’d ever known before. “I like sleeping with you as well.”


    He reached for her, his desire a conflagration in his eyes.


    She kissed him, believing for the first time since she became his countess that maybe they could do this. Maybe they could make some sort of life out of this.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    When Jacob kissed Charlotte he lost himself. All good sense fled, and there was nothing but Charlotte in his arms. Charlotte pressed against him. Charlotte returning his kisses with all the passion inside of her.


    It unmanned him.


    And now, standing in the middle of what would become her bedchamber, he let himself fall into the vortex of Charlotte. He kissed her deeply, pulling her as close to his body as he could, and she responded the way she always did—with passion and excitement and eagerness. It was the eagerness that was always his downfall.


    He stepped forward, propelling her toward the bed.


    “Jacob,” she whispered. “We can’t do this here.”


    “We’re in a bedchamber—your bedchamber.” He rained kisses down her neck until a low rumble of a moan escaped her.


    “This is inappropriate,” she whispered as if they weren’t the only ones in the house.


    “It’s our house. We are the lord and lady of the manor.”


    She giggled, and he placed a kiss on the top of her breast, frustrated that it was covered so thoroughly. God, she had perfect breasts. Not too large, not too small.


    She leaned back, looking at him with those wide eyes full of trepidation and excitement.


    “There is no one here,” he said as he settled on top of her. His cock was hard and hurting, and he wanted to bury himself inside her, lose himself in her warmth and wetness.


    He kissed her again, with a passion he only felt for Charlotte. She was so different from his delicate Cora that it still amazed him. He’d thought that all women had to be handled with infinite care and tenderness but not Charlotte. She demanded more, coaxed him to heights he’d never risen to before.


    With frustration he pulled up her skirts. “So many damned skirts,” he muttered against her lips. And then he found her molten center, hot and wet already. It never took her long to be ready for him.


    He slid down her body until he was kneeling on the floor by the bed, her legs splayed before him. He closed his eyes, his cock demanding release as if he hadn’t just had her the night before.


    “Jacob?” Her voice trembled, but he ignored the question in it and put his mouth against her glistening mound, tasting the essence of Charlotte.


    “Jacob!” She put her hands on his head to push him away, but he started licking, using his tongue in ways that he’d never done before, going by instinct and a great desire to bring her to heights she’d never experienced. Instead of pushing him away, her hands clutched his hair and pressed him closer.


    She came quickly. It only took a few thrusts of his tongue, and her hips were going rigid and she shouted a strangled cry. Unbuttoning his pants, he surged up and pulled himself out, not even bothering to drop his trousers as he thrust inside of her while standing against the bed. He closed his eyes and let his body take over, pumping into her, sliding in and out of her warmth and tightness until his completion took over so quickly that he almost wasn’t prepared.


    He shouted her name and thrust into her one last time, burying his cock as far as he possibly could. She wrapped her legs around his waist and rode him, panting and exclaiming as her passageway milked him with her second completion.


    He collapsed on top of her, breathing hard, while she stroked his hair and tried to catch her own breath.


    “That was quite surprising,” he said. “I certainly didn’t bring you here to do that.”


    “I liked it. It was very clandestine.”


    He grinned, loving this woman more every moment.


    The thought shook him. He’d not wanted to love another woman again. He’d loved Cora with everything inside of him and had thought he had died when she’d died, but apparently he hadn’t. He’d been dormant, numb.


    Until Charlotte.


    He pushed off of her and stuffed himself back in his trousers while she sat up and straightened her skirts. Her hair was adorably mussed, and she tried in vain to smooth it down. He liked her short hair. It made her different than the other women, and it suited her delicate features. Made her seem more of a pixie.


    “Hullo!”


    They froze, their shocked gazes colliding.


    Jacob put a finger to his lips to keep her silent and reached into his jacket for his small pocket pistol. He wasn’t one to usually carry a firearm, but in the light of the circumstances surrounding her cousin, and to keep Charlotte safe, he’d been carrying one for the past few days.


    He pulled it out now, and Charlotte’s wide eyes fixed on the pistol.


    Jacob quietly made his way to the door and mouthed to her, “Stay here.”


    He slowly opened the door and stuck his head out.


    A man was climbing the steps. He was older, nearly bald, clutching a cap, his eyes darting back and forth.


    “Can I help you?” Jacob stepped out and firmly closed the door behind him.


    The man stopped, obviously surprised to see someone here. “Who are you?” he asked rather sharply.


    “I should be asking you that question. I am the owner of this house.”


    The man’s eyes widened, and he clutched his cap tighter. “I’m Frances Cohen, the caretaker here. I check on the house every now and again. I suspect you’re the new Earl of Ashland?”


    “I am.” He continued to hold his pistol loosely at his side. The man seemed harmless enough, but these days you just couldn’t tell, and he realized he’d never gotten the name of the caretaker.


    “I come by every three days or so. Saw the front door was unlocked and got suspicious. You shoulda told me you were coming, my lord. I woulda had some of the women come in an’ freshen the place up.”


    “No worries. I just discovered that I had inherited this place recently, and my wife and I were just taking a look around.” My wife. It still seemed so odd to say that.


    Mr. Cohen’s gaze flickered around as if he were looking for Jacob’s wife but was too polite to ask about her whereabouts.


    “She’s in the mistress’s bedchamber. Probably trying to decide what changes she wants to make.” Jacob smiled as if to say, “You know women.”


    Mr. Cohen grinned back. “It will be good to have someone living here. When are you planning on moving in?”


    “We hadn’t talked about it,” Jacob said. “Probably soon. We don’t have much to bring over from where we live now.” He felt a pang at the thought of giving up his townhouse. It was where he had brought Cora to live. Where their son had been born and where they’d both died.


    “Well, you just let me know, my lord, and we’ll get the place all tidied up for you. Needs some dusting, is all, and the furniture coverings taken off and the rooms aired out. Course we’ll need to have someone go to the market and stock the kitchen. That would require a cook.”


    “I have a cook who will be delighted to take over the kitchen.” He wasn’t sure “delighted” was the correct word to use for Mrs. Smith’s reaction. She didn’t know yet that she would be in charge of the kitchen of such a grand house. But Mrs. Smith had been with him and Cora from the beginning. She had helped him through his grief, and he wasn’t about to abandon her now.


    “Of course, of course,” Mr. Cohen said. “You just let me know.”


    “I’ll be sure to do that.”


    An awkward silence followed in which Mr. Cohen stood there expectantly, and Jacob thought Charlotte was probably pressing her ear to the door.


    “Well, I best be going,” Mr. Cohen finally said.


    “I’ll lock up when we leave.”


    Mr. Cohen nodded and reluctantly headed back downstairs. Only when Jacob heard the front door close did he breathe a sigh of relief and pocket his pistol. It seemed that Mr. Cohen was reluctant to give up his job as caretaker. Maybe Jacob could find something for him to do once they moved in.


    He opened the door to the bedchamber, and Charlotte jumped back. Yes, she most definitely had been eavesdropping.


    “I can’t believe we were almost caught,” she said.


    “We weren’t almost caught at anything. This is our house.”


    She swatted at his arm. “Jacob. You’re naughty. That was far too close for my liking.”


    “Mr. Cohen would have been scandalized.”


    They both dissolved into laughter, and he found Charlotte in his arms again and he kissed her. But she pulled away.


    “No more of that.”


    He sighed in mock exasperation. “Well then, let’s finish our tour.”


    …


    Charlotte exited the hansom with a weary sigh. Earlier that morning she and Jacob had visited their new home, where they’d made love in what was to be her new bedchamber and had almost gotten caught. Her cheeks heated at the thought, but the memory still made her want to dissolve into giggles.


    They’d had to hurry back to the townhouse for her to meet with the modiste in time. To her surprise Sarah and her mother were there as well. Apparently, Jacob had asked them to help her, knowing that she would need reinforcements and someone to tell her what looked good and what didn’t.


    It was a very strange experience. When the modiste realized that she was the new Countess of Ashland, Charlotte was treated with much respect and deference, and it made her feel awkward. She wasn’t accustomed to such treatment and didn’t particularly care for the fawning.


    Sarah’s mother found it all highly amusing.


    “You remind me so much of your mother,” she’d said. “The daughter of a marquess, destined for great things, and she hated all of the restrictions and rules of Society. She always told me she was nothing special and people shouldn’t think otherwise.”


    Charlotte liked these stories of her mother. They were like little gifts bestowed upon her.


    The whole fitting had taken far longer than Charlotte had imagined and much longer than the patience she had for it. She’d finally left the decisions up to the Crawford women, trusting their instincts far more than she trusted her own.


    She had been more than relieved when they’d finished and she could hail a hansom to go home.


    Home.


    She was beginning to think of Jacob’s small townhouse as a home. She would be sad to leave it when they moved to the much larger house. Even though she had griped that there was nowhere to put callers, she liked the small place.


    Charlotte trudged wearily up the steps, thinking maybe she might be able to take a rest before Jacob returned home. They were supposed to have dinner with Lord Armbruster, and the thought exhausted Charlotte. She liked the man, but she was exhausted from her exciting day and the fact that she and Jacob had spent much of the night awake, learning each other’s bodies. That thought made her blush, and as she entered the cool darkness of the townhouse she was smiling to herself at the memories. Mrs. Smith greeted her at the door, wringing her dust cloth.


    “I’m so tired, Mrs. Smith. I think I’ll go upstairs and have a quick lie down.”


    “There are visitors,” Mrs. Smith said in a hushed voice. “Well, one visitor.”


    Charlotte’s shoulders drooped. She did not have the mental fortitude to entertain right now. “Didn’t you tell them I was out?”


    “I did. She said she would wait, and she marched right on in there and sat down.”


    Charlotte stilled. “She?”


    Mrs. Smith nodded, and Charlotte recognized the fear in her eyes. “Who is it?” she whispered.


    “Lady Morris.”


    Charlotte stepped back as if she would turn around and run out of the house. Escape was her only thought, but then common sense took over. She couldn’t leave Mrs. Smith alone with her aunt, and there was nothing her aunt could do to her now. She was married. She was a countess. She far outranked a baroness, and while that did not impress Charlotte in most circumstances, she was glad of it now.


    “Well, then,” she said, her gaze darting to the closed door. “Did you offer her tea?”


    “No, my lady. I am a bit frightened of her.”


    “Good. She doesn’t deserve tea.” And Mrs. Smith had every reason to be frightened.


    “I guess I should go in there,” she said softly, still staring at the door.


    “I guess so,” Mrs. Smith echoed, her voice faint.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    Charlotte lifted her chin and gave Mrs. Smith a bracing smile while her insides trembled. Every instinct told her not to walk through that door. But neither would she cower.


    Her aunt was sitting in one of the straight-backed chairs. Charlotte thought it was appropriate as those were the only types of chairs that could be found in the woman’s home. She didn’t believe in comfort. Thought it led to softness and Lord knew, one should never be soft.


    “Aunt Martha.”


    The woman lifted her head, and Charlotte had to force herself not to wince. She was suddenly reminded of the first time she’d met her aunt. Still reeling from her father’s unexpected death, grief-stricken, frightened of what her new life would be like, she’d approached her aunt in much the same way. Martha had sat there, looking Charlotte over from head to toe, frowning, dark eyes assessing.


    She’d stood there for what seemed like a very long time while her aunt simply looked her over.


    “Your mother was a whore,” was the first thing that Aunt Martha had said, and Charlotte had felt like someone had punched her in the stomach. Everyone had always said nice things about her mother, and to hear this was like a slap in the face. It had stung just as much.


    Charlotte had opened her mouth to defend her mother, had taken one look at the hard, emotionless eyes of her aunt, and had promptly shut her mouth.


    “I guess I am the only one willing to take you in. Your mother’s family knows bad blood when they see it.”


    Bad blood? Charlotte had had no idea what that meant but later figured that it meant her mother had somehow tainted Charlotte. She’d refused to let herself believe it and held tight to the stories her father and Lady Crawford had told of her mother.


    Now, five years later, and much older, Charlotte felt the same as the fifteen-year-old girl standing before her aunt back then.


    “I see you’ve landed on your feet,” Martha said. “Just like a cat.”


    Charlotte refused to rise to the bait. Instead she sat in the chair opposite her aunt. “What do you want, Aunt Martha?”


    Her aunt sniffed and looked around. “No tea?”


    “I don’t think you’ll be staying long enough for tea.”


    Those dark, bottomless eyes flashed anger, but she pressed her lips together. “Not much of a house for an earl.”


    Charlotte didn’t feel that she should have to explain Jacob to her aunt, but she did so anyway, because old habits died hard. “The earldom is new to us. We’ll be moving into the Hyde Park house soon.”


    Her aunt tipped her head and studied her, much the same way that she’d studied her all those years ago. “I see the apple didn’t fall far from the tree. I knew you would end up like your mother at some point. I tried my best with you, Charlotte. I tried to beat the demons out of you.”


    This wasn’t the first time that she’d heard about the demons inside of her. She’d spent countless nights lying awake in terror, afraid those demons would come out of her like smoke out of a lamp. She’d pictured them exiting her body through her nose and mouth and then reentering her body the same way.


    “You certainly beat me enough,” Charlotte said.


    “It was for your own good, girl. Don’t forget it.”


    “I think you enjoyed beating me. I think you had some twisted satisfaction in beating me and Edmund.”


    “Edmund has nothing to do with any of this.”


    “Doesn’t he?”


    For a moment, Charlotte thought she glimpsed fear in the woman’s eyes, but it was quickly extinguished.


    “Did you come to wish me well on my new marriage, aunt?”


    “Of course not.”


    “Then why did you come?”


    “I’d heard the rumors and wanted to see if they were true. I tried to hire him, you know. Your husband. I tried to hire him to find you. You ran off, and I was worried.”


    “Worried? About me? I’m touched.”


    “Freedom has obviously not been good for you, girl. You’re mouthy. If you were living with me I’d—”


    “I know exactly what you would do, and that’s precisely why I’m not living with you.”


    Charlotte blamed Jacob for giving her the courage to speak her mind to her aunt. Or maybe blame wasn’t the right word. Maybe credit would be a better word. Thanks to Jacob she finally had the fortitude to speak her mind.


    Aunt Martha sniffed. “I see you have no respect for your elders. You never have.”


    “Respect must be earned.”


    The woman’s fingers folded into fists as if she wanted to strike Charlotte. And Charlotte, sensing her anger, braced herself for the strike.


    The door opened, and Charlotte was never so glad to see Jacob in all of her life. He seemed to fill the doorway as he took in the scene.


    “What’s happening here?” His voice was low and controlled, but Charlotte sensed the anger vibrating through him.


    “Aunt Martha has come to call,” she said with a bright, forced smile.


    His gaze flickered to her then back to her aunt as he entered the room.


    “I see you’ve managed quite well,” Aunt Martha said to Jacob. “I asked you to find my niece, and not only did you find her, but you wed her.”


    When Jacob pulled up a third chair and sat next to Charlotte she felt that she could finally breathe a bit easier. His presence made everything better.


    “It seems you didn’t tell me the entire story of why Charlotte ran away,” he said.


    Martha’s lips twitched. “I don’t know what you mean.”


    “You said you had no idea why she would have run. Then later you said that she wasn’t quite right in the head.”


    “Yes, well, you will find that out soon enough. The girl’s not right. Bad blood on her mother’s side.”


    Charlotte clenched her fists in her lap as anger hurtled through her. But Jacob appeared calmer than ever as he studied Martha.


    “Yes, I’ve heard about that. Marrying for love is such nonsense,” he said.


    Charlotte looked at him quickly. What was the game he was playing?


    “Marrying for love is so trite,” Martha said, shaking her head. “Such a shame. I wanted better for the girl.”


    “The girl? You mean Charlotte?”


    Martha sniffed and looked away.


    “I think she did well enough,” he said.


    “Caught herself an earl.”


    Jacob leaned back and crossed his ankle on top of his knee to rest his wrist on it. “Tell me, Lady Morris, how is Edmund…I mean Lord Morris?”


    For a moment Martha didn’t seem to know what to say while Charlotte waited for her answer with breath held.


    “The same as always. Not good for much. Like his father.”


    “God rest his soul,” Jacob murmured.


    Martha’s face paled a bit.


    “I heard he was taken suddenly. Sick one moment, dead the next.”


    Charlotte drew in a breath, surprised at Jacob’s crassness.


    Martha eyed him shrewdly, seemingly not at all offended.


    “I hear your wife died a terrible death,” she said. “Childbed fever is not an easy way to go.”


    “No, it’s not.”


    Charlotte could only watch in wonder as the two matched wits, trying to outdo each other, in what? Their ability to shock and bully? It was like a duel with words, with neither flinching at the pointed barbs.


    “I lost my son, too,” he said. “It must be so nice that you still have Edmund to comfort you.”


    Martha seemed to squirm ever so slightly in her seat. “If Edmund were a normal person then yes, it would have been nice.”


    “But he’s not normal. Is he?”


    She looked away, then quickly back as if she didn’t want him to sense vulnerability in her. “He’s normal enough, I guess.”


    “You guess?” he raised a brow at her.


    “He’s Edmund. That’s about all I can say.” She seemed to gather herself, and Charlotte tensed for a verbal attack. She’d learned early on to detect her aunt’s moods. “So, you married the girl for what? Did you tup her, and she forced your hand? It would be just like her. She’s not much different than her mother.”


    Charlotte winced.


    “I married her to save her from you,” he said.


    Martha opened her mouth and then closed it.


    “I can’t imagine from what,” she sputtered. “I took her in. I fed her, clothed her.”


    “Loved her? Taught her how to be a young lady?”


    “Bah. Love makes a person soft, and there’s no need for her to be a young lady when she was meant to serve me for the rest of my life. Oh, yes, didn’t you know, Charlotte?” A wicked gleam entered Martha’s eyes. “I was grooming you to take care of me in my older years. No one else to do it, might as well be the scraggly orphan.” She pointed a bony, crooked finger at Charlotte, and it took everything Charlotte had not to back away from it. “You owe me, girl.”


    “I would have killed myself if I had known that was my fate,” Charlotte said.


    The finger wavered, and finally she lowered it to her lap. “That’s a sin. Desecration of a body that God gave you.”


    “Like killing innocent women is not a sin? Cutting their heads off? Tossing them in the river for the fish to feed off of?”


    For a moment Martha was completely still, the color drained from her face. She stood quickly. Charlotte stood, too, her instincts kicking in from so many years of dodging the woman’s open hand.


    She raised that hand, pulled it back, and Charlotte stood her ground, head high, not willing to let the woman see her fear. Not anymore.


    Jacob stepped between them. “I think it’s best you leave, Lady Morris. And it would probably be good if you didn’t come back.”


    Slowly, her hand dropped to her side, and Charlotte could see that she was trembling with rage.


    What had this visit really been about? Did her aunt want to see with her own eyes that Charlotte was truly out of her reach, or did she want to assess the situation to determine what her next move would be?


    With a harrumph Martha moved toward the door.


    “Aunt Martha.”


    The woman turned reluctantly, her hand on the doorknob. “We both know why I left, and it had little to do with your treatment of me.”


    For a moment the woman looked old and frail, her wrinkles more defined, her once erect shoulders stooped. “I have no idea what you’re speaking of, girl.”


    “I think you do. I think you know what Edmund is doing, and you’re frightened for him. Maybe even frightened of him.”


    She scoffed, but this time Charlotte saw the deep-seated fear. “That boy? He’s too much of an idiot to do anything other than what I tell him. Has no brain, that one. Not good for anything.”


    Charlotte had heard this dozens of times. It had made her feel sorry for Edmund. Until he’d destroyed her doll. And then she’d tried to stay away from both of them.


    “He needs help,” Charlotte said, thinking maybe she could get through to her aunt. She seemed vulnerable at the moment, a little lost. Maybe Charlotte could help.


    “He needs a good beating. Get those demons out of him. Prayer is what he needs.”


    “If you’re frightened then you need to tell the police what you know.”


    Aunt Martha raised her chin, looked down her nose at Charlotte. “What would I be frightened of, girl? My own son?” She laughed, a reedy sound that was more like a wheeze. “You’re daft, just like I told your husband you were.” She jutted her chin toward Jacob. “You’ll find out soon enough, I suppose. God save you then.”


    She swooped out of the room. Charlotte moved to the window where she could see her aunt descending the steps and climbing into her decrepit coach.


    Jacob put his hands on her shoulders. “How are you?”


    “Shaken, but surprisingly well. I wasn’t expecting her to visit.”


    “What did she want?”


    “That’s what I can’t figure out. Why come now?”


    “Talk about daft. She’s about as daft as one can get.”


    Charlotte leaned back into the strength of her husband. “You were magnificent.”


    He laughed. “That’s high praise, indeed.”


    “You were so well composed, as if she wasn’t getting under your skin, when I knew she was.”


    “That’s what I do. I’ve interviewed countless criminals and victims. You can’t let them see that they are getting to you or they win. Your aunt is no different than them.”


    “I wish I had known you sooner. I wish you could have been there to point this out to me when I was younger and terrified of her.”


    He squeezed her shoulders. “I don’t think it would have had the same effect on you as it does now.”


    His hands slid down until he wrapped his arms around her middle.


    Good Lord, but I love this man.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    Charlotte stared up at Scotland Yard, still unable to believe she was here. “People in the rookery call it The Yard,” she said.


    Jacob held out his arm, and she took it, trying to ignore the butterflies in her stomach. After Martha had left their house, Jacob had announced that they needed to do something about Edmund.


    “I married you to save you from your aunt, but we need to save London from Edmund,” he’d said.


    “How? What do we do?” she’d asked.


    “What we should have done all along. We need to go to the police. We need to end this so we can live our lives in peace.”


    She hadn’t argued because she’d known he was right. For so long her only mission had been to get away from her aunt and cousin, to save herself, whether that was sailing to America or marrying Jacob. She was safe now, but countless other women were not, and she couldn’t live with that knowledge any longer.


    And that was how she found herself staring up at the front doors to The Yard.


    “We’re to meet a Detective O’Leary,” Jacob said.


    “O’Leary,” she repeated, her nerves doubling down and causing havoc in her stomach.


    “Armbruster and I have known him for a few years. He’s a decent chap.”


    She stopped to look at him in surprise. “How do you and Lord Armbruster know a Scotland Yard detective?”


    Jacob looked away and shifted from one foot to the other. Charlotte suddenly got an uneasy feeling that he was hiding something from her.


    “Jacob?” Her voice wavered.


    “It’s nothing like that,” he said quickly. “Armbruster and I… We have a hobby. I guess you could call it a hobby.”


    That uneasy feeling in her grew.


    “It started with the woman who killed her husband to be with her lover,” he said.


    She untangled her arm from his and stepped back, her heart hammering. Good Lord, he’d killed someone?


    “No, no,” he said, reaching for her then dropping his hand to his side. “Oh, bugger it. I’m completely saying this wrong. Armbruster and I like to read the daily newspapers and try to solve the crimes. Not—” He held up a hand to stop her from speaking, but she had no words to speak. He was making no sense.


    “We don’t go out and do any sleuthing on our own. Just armchair deliberating, while drinking port at our club. It was more like…” He seemed to consider something. “Like examining the psyche of criminals. Fascinating observations that might lead to clues to why a person does what he does and maybe a few observations that could solve the crimes. I can’t remember exactly when we met O’Leary. We’ve helped him on a few cases. Just ideas and such that he and his colleagues hadn’t thought of.”


    “You’re a detective?” she finally asked, not following this convoluted story.


    “Nothing like that. Just an amateur sleuth and that is being generous.”


    “So that is how you know Detective O’Leary?”


    “Yes. He’s become a friend.”


    She felt marginally better, she guessed. She still wasn’t sure about the amateur sleuth thing, but she would take his word for it.


    He took her arm to lead her up the steps. “Honestly, Charlotte, what Armbruster and I do is nothing serious. Just something to pass the time while we drink port.”


    “It sounds fascinating and a bit frightening—delving into a person’s psyche to figure out why he does what he does.”


    “It’s nothing scientific. Just observations we have from time to time. Like how you and I discussed Edmund.”


    They were now at the front doors, and she hesitated.


    “This is for the best,” Jacob said, as if sensing her nervousness. “We need to move on with our lives without the shadow of Edmund.”


    “I just didn’t realize how nervous it would make me.”


    They made their way into the building and told the man at the front desk that they had an appointment with Detective O’Leary. Wordlessly he pointed them in the right direction. The building was teeming with the blue-coated, tall-hatted men who comprised the London police department. None of them gave Charlotte or Jacob a second look as they made their way down the halls and stairwells to the detectives.


    Detective O’Leary was a smiling man with red hair, freckles, and thick forearms. His eyelashes were so light as to be almost nonexistent. He shook hands with Jacob, and they talked for a few moments about some case that Armbruster and Jacob had helped him with.


    “I would like you to meet my wife, Lady Ashland.”


    Charlotte started at her title. Good Lord, in such a short time she had gone from a vagrant to a countess. She would laugh if the situation weren’t so serious.


    Detective O’Leary nodded to her. “My lady. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


    “I’ve heard a lot about you, Detective.”


    They sat, and O’Leary folded his hands on the top of his desk and smiled at them. “I’ll admit that I’m curious about this meeting.”


    “We have what we think might be some information on the killing of the women that are being pulled out of the river,” Jacob said.


    O’Leary’s smile faded. “I see. Well, that certainly is a surprise. What sort of information do you have?”


    Jacob looked at Charlotte, and she realized it would be best if she told the story herself. She began with the doll, then the cats, and finally, her suspicion that her cousin Edmund was the killer.


    O’Leary sat through the entire telling of the story silently, hands still folded on his desk. He’d not made one note nor asked one question.


    “You believe your cousin is murdering these women?” There was no inflection in his voice, and she couldn’t tell if he believed her or not.


    “Yes,” she said, decisively. In the retelling she was more convinced than ever that Edmund was guilty and even more convinced that she was doing the right thing.


    Halfway into the story Jacob had covered her hand with his, and he now squeezed it, a silent show of solidarity and comfort that she desperately needed.


    “He is the son of a baron, raised in a somewhat well-off household. Educated, I presume?”


    Charlotte was surprised by the direction of the detective’s thoughts. “I’m unsure of his education,” she said. “I believe he was sent away to school for a time, before his father died.”


    O’Leary sat back and considered her for a long while, tapping his fingers on the desktop. “These types of crimes, murder like this, are often perpetrated by a lower class of people. Men who cannot control their…urges. Men who are burdened by their situation in life. Typically, barons and other gentlemen do not perform such heinous crimes. Their crimes are more in the line of extortion and bribery. Things like that.”


    For a moment, Charlotte was speechless. He was telling her that because Edmund was a baron and educated that he couldn’t possibly perpetrate these crimes? It was the most foolish thing she’d ever heard.


    “Pardon me, Detective, but I believe that deep down, when you strip away the titles and the education, people are the same. Just because a man has money doesn’t mean he doesn’t have the same urges as a poor man. The idea that certain type of men commit certain types of crimes seems a bit narrow-minded.”


    Jacob’s fingers tensed on her hand, and it appeared that O’Leary was holding back a grin. But Charlotte was incensed. Outraged at such barbaric ideas.


    “That is the modern take on crime,” O’Leary said, casting a glance at Jacob.


    “But that is absurd,” she said. “If anyone could perform such an act it would precisely be an educated man. Who else but an educated man would know how to hunt these girls down and find them at their most vulnerable?”


    “I assure you that there have been many educated men who have studied the crime statistics of this city and other cities as well. It is usually the uneducated man who commits the more serious crime of murder. Your cousin, while he sounds like a disturbed individual, does not fit the mold of a person who is capable of doing… Well, what was done to these women is horrendous, and a man of such education could not have done this.”


    Jacob sat forward. “If I may interrupt. O’Leary, you are open to the observations of Armbruster and myself. We certainly don’t know of the studies done on crime and criminals. We bring a more pedantic approach to your job. Lady Ashland has lived with this man for nearly five years. She has observed things that no one else has. I think she might offer a fresh approach to the subject.”


    O’Leary leaned back and contemplated Charlotte for a time.


    Jacob squeezed her hand. O’Leary placed his hand on his chin and rubbed his lips with his fingers, deep in thought.


    “What you are proposing is frightening to most people, even police detectives,” O’Leary said. “People don’t want to think that an ordinary man, a man who walks among us, eats dinner beside us, can do such vile deeds. They want to think that someone who does these things is a monster and that they can easily pick such a monster out from a crowd. What you are telling me is that evil can be anywhere.”


    “That is precisely what I’m telling you,” Charlotte said. “Because I have seen it myself.”


    “Charlotte believes that there are monsters in all of us, but most of us can control them,” Jacob said.


    O’Leary seemed intrigued by that idea and seemed to think about it for a moment. “We have nothing,” he said. “No leads. No witnesses. Nothing but panicked servants. The victims have all been working women, most probably servants. Why do you think someone like your cousin would want to associate with a person so far beneath him?”


    “Because, as you said, he is disturbed. A monster, if you will.”


    “I can’t just barge into the home of a baron and accuse him of being a killer.”


    “It’s him,” she said. “He’s the one killing these women. If you don’t stop him there will be more.”


    O’Leary looked down at his desk, deep in thought.


    “What kind of proof do you need?” she asked.


    “Something that clearly points to a baron who kills women,” O’Leary said.


    The three of them fell silent, each in their own thoughts.


    “The heads,” Jacob said. “You said the heads were missing from all of the bodies. Did you ever recover them?”


    “No. We assumed they were thrown in the river with the bodies and were unrecoverable.”


    “What if they weren’t thrown in the river?” Jacob asked.


    “What would he have done with them?” Charlotte said.


    Jacob looked at her with a crease between his brows. “The cats.”


    She drew in a horrified breath. “No. You don’t think…”


    “Cats?” O’Leary asked.


    Charlotte looked at O’Leary but wasn’t seeing him.


    “Maybe he would want a memento, something to remind him of his deeds. Something he could keep,” Jacob said.


    “But why?” Charlotte whispered. “Why keep the heads? That’s horrific.”


    “Will someone please tell me what you are talking about?” Clearly O’Leary was becoming exasperated, but Charlotte and Jacob were still turning thoughts over in their minds.


    “He kills the women because his mother instilled in him a fear and hatred for all women,” Jacob said. “Maybe he’s killing the servants because he can’t kill his mother. It’s a release of sorts. And taking the heads is a reminder that for once he is in charge.”


    “You can’t keep severed heads on a bookshelf,” O’Leary said. “They would rot.”


    “But you can bury them,” Charlotte said.


    “In the garden,” Jacob added.


    “So you think that Lord Morris kept the heads and buried them in the garden like he did the cats?” O’Leary asked.


    “I think it’s a possibility,” Charlotte said.


    O’Leary looked at Jacob. “I believe Lady Ashford would challenge you and Armbruster in your sleuthing. She’s remarkable.”


    Charlotte’s face heated in a blush. She still wasn’t sure about the sleuthing business, but it seemed high praise coming from O’Leary.


    “Can you dig up the Morrises’ garden?” Jacob asked.


    “I can see what I can do,” O’Leary said.


    “Tell me, Detective. Do you know the names of the women pulled from the river?” Charlotte asked.


    “Unfortunately, no. Without the…heads…it’s proving difficult.”


    “Surely there are family who have reported women missing? Houses who have a servant who suddenly disappeared?”


    “Of course there are many reports, but we’ve had a difficult job following up as there are so many and not enough of us.”


    “There was a young woman named Penny. She worked in my aunt’s house as a servant. She had become a friend of mine. And then she disappeared. My aunt said that Penny was not worthy to work for us—too sinful. Everyone was too sinful for my aunt. Perhaps Penny was his first human killing.”


    The thought made her sick, but she wanted to know what happened to Penny. She’d been so kind to Charlotte, helping her keep in contact with Sarah.


    “What is our next move?” Jacob asked O’Leary.


    “Our next move?” O’Leary appeared amused. “You go about your business, and I will try to convince the people above me to investigate this.”


    “And in the meantime, girls all over London are in danger,” Charlotte murmured.


    “I will push as hard as I can.”


    


    Feeling defeated, Charlotte climbed into the hansom that Jacob had flagged down and looked dejectedly out the window.


    “What if they’re right,” she said.


    “Who?”


    “The police. The studies. O’Leary. What if they’re right and it is some vagrant or deranged person and not my cousin at all? Maybe he stopped with just the cats.”


    “I think…” Jacob stared out the window at the scenery rolling by. “I think that at some point your aunt broke Edmund. Maybe he was broken from the beginning, or maybe she wore him down over time, like a creek smooths the ragged rocks. Her constant badgering, her continuous lecturing on the evils of men and how sinful they are. And then there are the women who lead the men into sin. I can see where that would scare a boy into thinking that all women are sinful and a threat. Maybe a rage has built inside of him, or it could have been guilt. What age was he when he destroyed your doll?”


    Charlotte had to think about that. “I don’t know, maybe sixteen years.”


    “Maybe he had this rage inside of him, and he didn’t know what to do with it.”


    “But why my doll?”


    “Who knows? It could have been anything that triggered him to do that. You said that his mother had just finished yelling at him. Maybe he was angry, and he walked past your room and saw the doll. It was an innocent object with no feelings, and therefore safe.”


    “Or maybe he was mad at me and wanted to get back at me.”


    “Why?”


    She shrugged. “Because I was female. It couldn’t be because I replaced him in his mother’s affections because that was definitely not the case.”


    “I think the point is that we never know what our actions can do to a person in their formative years.”


    “Are you saying that my aunt created a monster?”


    “Maybe.”


    The hansom pulled up to their house, and Jacob exited, taking her hand to help her down. As they climbed the steps Charlotte was startled to find Suzette sitting there, a large bruise purpling her eye.


    Suzette stood slowly, wincing, her eyes darting around fearfully. She looked like a different person than when Charlotte and Jacob had left her in the rookery. Thinner, frightened, sick.


    “Suzette?” Charlotte asked. “What happened to you?” One eye was bloodshot, a ring of purple and blue bruises around it. “Come inside.”


    Charlotte led a silent Suzette into Jacob’s front office while shooting Jacob a concerned look.


    “I’ll ask Mrs. Smith to bring some tea.” Jacob disappeared down the hall.


    Charlotte sat Suzette in one of the chairs and knelt in front of her. “Tell me what happened.”


    Suzette began to cry, huge sobs that shook her thin frame. Charlotte handed her a handkerchief from her reticule.


    “I didn’t know where else to go,” she said between sobs.


    “You’re welcome here.”


    “The maid called you her ladyship. Is that true? Are you a lady?”


    Charlotte hesitated. She and Suzette had never shared their past, had never told each other where they had come from or why they were in the rookery. It had been a time of survival, and Charlotte had guarded her identity.


    “I am the granddaughter of a marquess.”


    Suzette wiped her eyes. “I always knew there was more to you than a rat in the rookery. A true lady, huh?”


    “I wasn’t raised as one, and truthfully I don’t even know if I qualify as a lady. My mother was one.” Charlotte hesitated. “Mrs. Smith calls me a lady because I married Jacob.”


    Suzette’s eyes widened. “My, aren’t we full of surprises. You up and married the solicitor.”


    “He’s actually an earl.”


    Suzette barked out a laugh. “Well, that’s rich, in all ways. From the rookery to royalty.”


    “A countess is not royalty.”


    “Close as.” Suzette sounded bitter as she stared down at the balled-up handkerchief in her hands. “Wish I had me a rich gent who’d sweep me out of the rookery and give me a title.”


    Charlotte was feeling a bit uneasy. This was a different Suzette. Not the laughing, feisty woman she’d met in the rookery. She was relieved when Mrs. Smith and Jacob entered with tea and biscuits.


    “This will warm you up,” Charlotte said a bit too brightly as she poured Suzette tea and handed her a plate with biscuits. She remembered the first time she had come here and had eyed the plate of sandwiches, thinking it seemed like so much food, and how hungry she had been and how much she’d wanted to shove every one of those sandwiches in her mouth but had somehow refrained.


    Suzette was eyeing those biscuits the same way.


    “Mrs. Smith,” Charlotte said. “Do we have any of that cherry pie left over from last night?”


    Mrs. Smith eyed Suzette warily. “Some.”


    “Can you pack some up for Miss Suzette? Along with any other food we can spare?”


    Mrs. Smith hesitated, then nodded and left to gather the food.


    “Miss Suzette.” Suzette snorted.


    Jacob pulled a chair up and sat down. “What can we do for you, Suzette?”


    She eyed Jacob with her one good eye. “I got myself in a bit of a bind.”


    “What kind of a bind?”


    “Just a spot of gambling. I owe a few people.”


    Charlotte’s heart sank. She’d given Suzette almost all of the money she had so that Suzette could remain in their lodgings, but it seemed Suzette had gambled it all away.


    “How much do you owe?” Jacob asked.


    Suzette whispered an amount that made Charlotte gasp. “How in the world did you lose that much money? How did you have that much money to lose?”


    Suzette looked offended. “They spotted me the coin, and they were fleecing me. Cheaters, the lot of them. I was playing fair and square, but they wasn’t.”


    “I’ll give you the money,” Jacob said.


    Charlotte looked at him in surprise.


    Suzette’s eyes lit up. “Oh, I knew you would help. I just knew you had a good heart and wouldn’t want to see Charlotte’s friend suffer. Thank you.”


    Jacob held up his hand. “There are restrictions.”


    Suzette sniffed and looked at Jacob warily, as did Charlotte. This was a side of Jacob that she had never seen before. A hard side.


    “If I give you this money, I don’t want you to darken this doorstep again.”


    Suzette’s gaze swept over Charlotte then shifted away as a guilty look crossed her face. Charlotte felt used, and it saddened her. She’d considered Suzette a friend, and Lord knew that Suzette had helped Charlotte out of a difficult situation when she’d first entered the rookery. It was Suzette who had taught her how to survive. But the rookery was all about survival, using what resources you had and doing whatever it took to make it to the next day.


    Suzette knew that she could count on Charlotte, but Jacob was right, they had to draw a line, especially now that Suzette knew that Jacob was an earl and she his countess. If they didn’t put an end to this, Suzette would be on their doorstep asking for money every week.


    “I thank ye,” she said quietly, but Charlotte could see the seething anger in her eyes.


    Charlotte looked at her friend sadly. Not because she was upset that Suzette wanted to use her, but because Suzette was in that situation in the first place and that the woman felt there was no escape, no hope for a better future.


    Jacob left the room, and the two of them sat in awkward silence.


    “Go ahead and take another biscuit.”


    Suzette shoved a whole biscuit in her mouth and put another in her pocket.


    “I’d like to help you, Suzette.” There had to be something she could do, something other than giving Suzette money.


    Suzette’s expression softened. “There ain’t nothing for me out here. Not like there was for you. You were different. I always knew that.”


    “You don’t know until you try.”


    Suzette smiled sadly. “You weren’t ever cut out for the rookery anyway. I knew that soon as I saw you. Knew I had to take you under my wing or you’d be eaten alive.”


    Charlotte’s throat tightened with emotion. “I’ll always be grateful to you for that.”


    Suzette waved her dirty hand in the air in dismissal. “The theater is working well for me. I have a steady job. Most people can’t say that.”


    “What about the gambling?”


    Suzette shrugged. “It’s just a spot of fun. Everyone needs a spot of fun now and then.”


    “Most people’s spot of fun doesn’t get them beat up.”


    Suzette gingerly touched her eye and looked away. “Won’t happen again.”


    Charlotte figured that it probably would happen again. “I can’t keep giving you money.”


    “I ain’t asking for more money after this.”


    “But I can try to help you out of your situation.”


    “What situation? It’s my life. It’s who I am. Hell, my mother was born and raised in the rookery and raised me the same. Ain’t nothing to be ashamed of. We’re just different than you, that’s all.”


    Just different. But not really. They both had hopes and dreams and fears and all of the emotions that normal people had.


    “We’re not so different,” Charlotte said.


    Jacob entered and handed Suzette a bag of coins. Charlotte could hear them clinking as Suzette put the bag in her pocket.


    “There’s some extra for rent and food,” Jacob said.


    “Thank you.” Suzette looked embarrassed for a moment. “I best be going. I won’t be back. I can promise you that.”


    “You’re welcome to visit,” Jacob said.


    “Nah. I’ll be moving on. Find something better. Maybe I can find some work in those factories in the country. I could use a touch of country air.”


    Charlotte hugged Suzette, feeling her fragile bones beneath the thin gown. For a moment Suzette didn’t move, then she hugged Charlotte back tightly.


    “Stay safe, Suzette. Be careful out there.” She thought of the dead women and how they had probably been much like Suzette. Working women who didn’t have much to their name. Perfect victims because they were the forgotten ones.


    Charlotte watched as Suzette left, her slight form disappearing into the shadows. Jacob put his arm around her, and she leaned into him.


    “I feel bad for her,” Charlotte said.


    “If we keep giving her money she’ll continue to get into trouble and expect us to bail her out.”


    “I know. I just wish I could do more for her.”


    “She has to want to help herself.”


    “I can’t help but think that she is exactly the type of person that this killer would go after. No one would know if she disappeared. No one would care.”


    “And that’s why he picks those women.”


    She shuddered and turned into his shoulder to breathe in the scent of him and bask in his warmth and strength. “I’m glad you found me,” she said.


    He tightened his arms around her. “I’m glad I found you, too.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    It always smelled the same. The blood.


    Tangy.


    Coppery.


    He’d tasted it once. It didn’t taste nearly as good as it smelled. Not bad. Just different.


    But he wasn’t into that. Drinking others’ blood.


    The gasping was what got him every time, and this one was a gasper. Wheezing.


    His fault.


    He should have cut deeper. Severed the head all the way through. Was he getting sloppy?


    He found that he didn’t care as much as he used to.


    In the beginning it had been clandestine. Just him and the woman. But now it was different. Something had changed, and he didn’t know what. An indifference.


    One would think that if a person killed as many times as he had that the indifference would be welcome, but it wasn’t. He was becoming accustomed to the chase, to the stabbing, to the beheading.


    He looked down at his latest victim. Dark hair fanned out behind her, soaked in her own blood that was running from the neck wound. She was gasping for breath, looking at him with acceptance, and maybe frustration that he wouldn’t end it.


    At first she’d been afraid, and it was the fear that had driven him. He loved to see the fear in their eyes, the knowledge seeping in that he was in control of their destiny. Only he would determine if and when they would die.


    Acceptance always came. Always. He sensed it in their body, in the way they just let go. Sometimes their bowels even gave out. That disgusted him. It was dirty and offensive, and it stank. He never liked when that happened.


    “P-please,” she whispered, her voice raw because he’d nicked the voice box.


    He’d been surprised when his first victim had begged for him to end her life. He thought she’d fight to the very end, but she had begged him. It was quite powerful, having someone beg you to end their life.


    Sometimes he showed mercy and ended it soon. Sometimes he drew it out. It depended on his mood.


    Tonight he didn’t know what he felt. He was more contemplative than usual.


    He sat down beside her prone body, careful not to get close to the running blood. Tears ran from her eyes and into her hair, and the gasping continued.


    Mother had arrived home this evening in a particularly foul mood. Fouler than when she’d discovered that Charlotte had run off. He hadn’t asked what had made her angry this time. He’d learned long ago to keep away from her no matter her mood. But she’d caught sight of him this evening and cornered him, berating him as she always did.


    He’d learned to stop listening. They were just words. Horrible words, but just words. Besides, she said the same things over and over. He was no good. He was a sinner. He was just like his father. He was an idiot, disrespectful, bound for hell. It went on and on and on. You would think she would tire of the same tirade and think of something different to say, but she never did.


    He glanced at the woman looking up at the stars. To these women he was none of the things his mother said he was. He was their savior, their executioner, their priest, and ultimately their killer. For the few moments that he was with them, he was their everything. The all-powerful.


    He looked down at the knife in his hand, twisting it this way and that so the moon caught the glow of the blood on the blade. It was starting to harden, the blood. He knew it would be sticky to the touch, but he didn’t touch it.


    She was gasping more now, struggling to breathe through the cut in her neck. Her fingers twitched, and he watched in fascination. He’d never taken the time to watch them die on their own. How long would it take? Did he even have the patience for it?


    It wasn’t so much that he didn’t have the patience, but rather he wanted her death to be his choice.


    He raised the knife and stabbed her in the stomach, straight down, piercing her skin and her innards.


    Her body convulsed, and her fingers splayed, and she made a sound like a garbled scream, and then her body gave out, collapsed. Her eyes drifted closed, but she was still breathing.


    That damnable wheezing that was getting on his last nerve and making his teeth ache.


    Make her stop!


    He wanted to cover his ears with his hands like when he was younger and he just wanted his mother to stop talking, to stop berating, to stop yelling.


    But she wouldn’t stop. She just kept wheezing and wheezing and wheezing.


    He stabbed her again and then again. He wasn’t certain how many times he stabbed her. Enough to make her stop wheezing.


    Her eyes were open now, staring at the sky. He wondered if she was looking at the pearly gates or the fires of hell.


    His mother would say the fires of hell because his victim had exchanged her body for money. That was a sin.


    Edmund thought it was just a way for her to make money so she didn’t starve. He didn’t blame her for that.


    He was just glad she stopped making noises.


    Slowly he got to his feet, stood over her head, took her long hair in one hand, and sawed off her head with the knife.


    When it came loose from her body he held it above her for a moment to let the blood drain from it. Her eyes were still open.


    Then he put the severed head in his bag, tucked it away, making sure to get all the hair in there, too. She had a lot of hair.


    When he was finished he looked down at the headless body. Her gown was soaked in fresh blood, and the coppery scent drifted up to him. He should cut off her hands like he did with the others, but it seemed like too much effort. Besides, everyone knew by now that he was killing the working women.


    They were easier to capture. They were more eager, thinking they were going to get something out of him if they went with him. Thinking they would give him their body and he would give them money.


    That was a sin.


    His mother said so.


    He’d rather watch them suffer, see the excitement, the confusion, and finally the fear inside of them. That was power.


    If he stuck his member inside of them then they had the power and he was powerless. He didn’t want that.


    Whistling a tune he’d heard earlier in the day, he walked away, his bag clutched in his hand.


    No. These killings weren’t giving him the satisfaction he’d once had. They were too easy. No challenge.


    But there was one woman who would be a challenge.


    Charlotte.


    Charlotte with her big blue eyes and long blond hair. Charlotte who had come into their lives a few years ago and had changed everything. No longer was he the object of his mother’s attention and ire. Mother had turned some of that to Charlotte. And then Mother had been very, very upset when Charlotte had disappeared.


    Now she was back. Mother said so.


    Edmund wondered what would happen to Mother if Charlotte disappeared for good.


    Maybe he could give Mother Charlotte’s head to keep.


    He chuckled at that thought and made his way home.


    …


    His head was pounding, and she wouldn’t be quiet. She continued to talk, talk, talk with barely a breath between words. He wanted to clutch his head and yell for her to be silent, but that would only cause more problems. And more talking. And God knew he couldn’t take any more talking.


    His head always hurt the day after he set a woman free. He liked to call it that—setting her free. Releasing her from this mortal life. This disgusting, horrible, mortal life.


    And he hadn’t buried the head yet. It was sitting in his bag in his room. He knew from experience that if he didn’t do it soon it would start to stink. It probably already did, but he still smelled the coppery scent of blood in his nostrils, so he couldn’t tell.


    “Sit up straight, Edmund. I taught you better than to slouch at the table. The good Lord knows I tried to teach you many things, but they all fell on deaf ears.”


    He straightened and tried not to wince at the pain in his head. They were eating some sort of meat, but it was bland, like all of their food, and for some reason it put him in mind of a cat’s brain. He smiled at that.


    “What are you smiling about?” she asked suspiciously. “I see nothing humorous in Charlotte leaving us the way she did. Ungrateful. That’s what she is. And here we took her in, and raised her, and this is the thanks we get.”


    Mother didn’t so much raise Charlotte as she did harangue her and belittle her. It was no wonder the chit left. He didn’t blame her. But God almighty, the woman needed to shut up. He was tired of hearing about it.


    Charlotte, Charlotte, Charlotte.


    It was all the woman could talk about.


    “Looking down on me that way,” she said as she speared her meat with a little more viciousness than it deserved. “And not even having a proper sitting room. Why, she didn’t even offer tea! Imagine.”


    Yes, imagine. No tea. How horrid.


    “And then that man. Coming in and acting all sanctimonious. If only you heard what they had to say about you.”


    Edmund’s head came up, and he finally looked at his mother. “What did they say about me?”


    She stopped chewing, and her eyes darted around furtively. “Just that… Well, you know, the same as what I always say. Just like his father. Hasn’t done anything worthwhile in his entire life.”


    He’d done something worthwhile. He’d killed women. Lots of women. He considered that worthwhile. Dirty. All of them.


    But he didn’t think that was what Charlotte and “that man,” as Mother referred to Charlotte’s husband, had said about him. He was fairly certain that they’d said something that Mother was too frightened to repeat.


    Sometimes he wondered if his mother knew.


    “That’s not what they said.” He rarely spoke to her, letting her chatter on and on and on. So she was surprised when he did say something, especially when he questioned her or talked back.


    She waved her fork in the air, and a drop of grease fell off it and onto her plate. He watched it cling to the tine, quiver, and fall. It reminded him of blood.


    “It’s of no consequence now,” she said. “The girl’s gone and is now someone else’s problem. I heard that Lady Armbruster is having a ball in their honor. Imagine that. Charlotte won’t know what to do.” She smirked. “Stupid girl. Never did know her right hand from her left. She’ll fall on her face. Mark my words.”


    “What did they say about me?” he asked.


    She hesitated, shooting a worried glance at him. “I told you.”


    “I don’t think you did.”


    “I don’t know why you’re concerned about what Charlotte says about you. She’s just a stupid girl. No better than her whore of a mother.”


    Whore was Mother’s favorite word. Everyone was a whore. If you sinned, even slightly, you were a whore. The women he’d killed were whores.


    Well, not strictly speaking. He didn’t know what they really were. Most likely, some were servants, seeing as he’d picked them out in the market where all the servants shopped. Some had been whores. Like the one last night.


    He liked going to the market in the early morning, because that’s when the servants were there. And he was inconspicuous. People didn’t mind him, walked right past him as if he weren’t there.


    Some days he fancied catching himself a blonde, some days a brunette.


    He liked reading the newspaper accounts of the murders. All sorts of speculation and they were all wrong. They thought he was of a lower class. They thought he was uneducated.


    He grinned to himself.


    “I’m going to church in the morning and you need to go with me. People are beginning to wonder where you are, and I can’t keep telling them that you’re ill.”


    “You never said what Charlotte said about me.”


    “Oh, please, Edmund. Must you harp on that? It was nothing.”


    “Tell me.”


    Edmund knew that his mother feared him. She’d started fearing him when he’d grown taller than her, then stronger. When he’d grabbed her hand when he was fourteen years of age and nearly broke her fingers as she’d tried to hit him.


    She’d been furious but stopped beating him and resorted to name-calling and berating. He could tune that out.


    Then she’d started to fear him more when she’d found the dead cat.


    It’d been the first one, and he’d not known what to do with it, so he’d thrown it out in the mews behind the house. She’d caught him, and he could see the fear in her eyes. She told him that what he’d done was a sin and that he was going to go to hell if he didn’t repent.


    He pretended to repent while he continued to catch the feral cats.


    His head was pounding harder. He thought of the head upstairs, and his member grew stiff in his pants. That was a sin, too. Wanting to use his member to do things with women.


    But he never did. As much as he wanted to. As much as his member hurt, he wouldn’t do that. It was wrong.


    It was a sin.


    But whenever he thought of the heads his member got stiff, and it hurt, and sometimes he had to touch it to stop it from hurting, and bad things happened then.


    It was really stiff now, and his head was hurting, and he had a nearly uncontrollable urge to go hunting. Hunting for women. It was too soon after the last one. He couldn’t go now. It was too soon.


    Shut up, Mother!


    She was talking about Charlotte again, about how ungrateful the girl was.


    He just wanted it to stop.


    Stop for good.


    He curled his fingers around the cold metal handle of the knife he used to cut his meat.


    She wasn’t even paying attention to him. Shoveling food in her mouth. Talking, talking, talking.


    Her voice was like a thousand bees buzzing in his head.


    He stood up and walked to the other end of the table.


    She’d stopped talking, and it was such a relief. The silence was beautiful.


    “What are you doing?” she asked. He could see her chewed up food in her mouth. She tried to swallow, but it wouldn’t go down. Her face lost color, and fear entered her eyes.


    He knew that fear. Knew it intimately. It was the same fear he saw in the eyes of all the women he killed.


    “Sit down, Edmund. We are not finished eating, and you did not ask to be excused.” Her chin was quivering, but the fear was still there, still vibrant.


    He raised the knife, and her eyes popped open. Food came tumbling out of her mouth.


    He plunged the knife into her chest. She tried to scream, but he covered her mouth with his hand and stabbed again. And again. And again.


    Until she was slumped against him, blood running like a river out of her stab wounds. Her eyes were wide open, but there was no acceptance in them.


    Maybe because she’d glimpsed hell right before her death, and she knew that she was never meant for heaven.


    He dropped the knife and walked upstairs to gather his real knife. The one he used for his killings.


    He wouldn’t get to the head tonight.


    That was fine. He would bury it later.


    He took his knife and left the house.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    Jacob was beginning to realize why men needed valets as he dressed for the ball. He’d never thought he’d be at a point in his life where he actually wanted someone to help him dress.


    There was a timid knock on his door and Mrs. Smith’s voice through the heavy wood. “A Detective O’Leary is here to see you.”


    Jacob opened the door, still trying to adjust his cuffs, and Mrs. Smith took a step back. “I told him you were busy, but he insisted.”


    “That’s quite all right, Mrs. Smith. Detective O’Leary is always welcome.” O’Leary had never visited Jacob at his home, so he had no idea what his friend needed, but he was curious.


    O’Leary was standing in the middle of Jacob’s office, and Jacob understood what Charlotte had said about needing a more respectable room to accept callers. Luckily, they were moving soon.


    “I will keep this short,” O’Leary said. “Mrs. Smith told me you were preparing for your coming-out ball.” O’Leary’s lips twitched, and his Irish eyes danced.


    “You are not funny. Armbruster’s mother insisted.”


    “Even I know you can’t say no to Lady Armbruster.” O’Leary cleared his throat and was suddenly serious. “Another body was found.”


    Jacob cursed. “And you still haven’t followed up on the information Charlotte provided.”


    “My hands were tied by my superiors. Accusing a baron looks bad. However, this new body changes everything. The killer is getting sloppy. He didn’t dump it into the river, rather he left her where he killed her, and Lord and Lady Wallerstone found her.”


    Jacob winced. “Was the latest victim missing a head?”


    “Yes, and it was not at the scene of the crime, so he has it. I wanted to let you know that me and a few mates from the Yard will be paying the Morrises a visit tonight.”


    “So now suddenly they believe Charlotte?”


    “It’s the only lead we have, and with the new involvement of the Wallerstones they realize that they needed to do something.”


    “What does that mean for Charlotte and me and the ball?”


    “Nothing. We don’t believe you are in danger. Edmund never threatened Charlotte while they were under the same roof, and she doesn’t fit the criteria of his victims. I just wanted to let you know.”


    …


    She was ready early. Charlotte discovered that she didn’t have much patience with the entire preparing-for-a-ball silliness. She knew some women—like Sarah—thought the process as important as the ball itself.


    Charlotte also didn’t want to attend this ball. She’d had butterflies in her stomach all week, and she finally decided that she would much prefer to stay at home with a good book, a warm fire, and Jacob by her side.


    But she had to go because it was in her and Jacob’s honor, and maybe she would enjoy herself. Maybe she would meet new friends. Maybe it would be better than she thought.


    Smoothing the fabric of her dark blue gown, she looked at herself critically in the full-length mirror. The modiste had worried about finishing the gown in the week that Charlotte had given her, but she’d followed through, and the gown was much more to her liking than Cora’s remade gowns, not that she didn’t appreciate them. But this style was simpler, with no lace, sleeves to her elbows. The skirt was full and brocaded. The neckline was square and dipped far too close to the edge of her bosom. She was a little worried about her naked shoulders. She’d never been out in public showing so much skin, but Sarah and her mother told her it was all the style.


    Aunt Martha would be scandalized. Charlotte would have felt the switch on her backside, and she would have had to kneel by her bed for hours asking God’s forgiveness for wearing something so indecent.


    Indecent was the word Aunt Martha would have used.


    Charlotte thought it was very decent indeed. And beautiful.


    She studied her short hair, wishing with all of her might that she had her long hair back. But Mrs. Smith had curled it so that it bounced around her head, and a pink flower peeked out from behind her right ear.


    “Oh my,” Mrs. Smith had said. “This will be the new style. Mark my words. Girls will be begging to cut their hair like yours.”


    Charlotte had blushed at the extravagant compliment but didn’t believe a word of it.


    Some day she would have long hair again.


    Through the looking glass she watched Jacob enter, and she caught her breath. He was magnificent in black tails and a white tie. His shoes shined so that she could see the room’s reflection in them.


    He stopped short.


    “Well then.” He cleared his throat and looked her over from head to toe with a gleam of admiration in his eyes. “Well then,” he repeated.


    She was suddenly afraid that she didn’t look good enough to be on his arm. Maybe the dress was the wrong color, although Sarah had exclaimed over the richness of it.


    Jacob visibly swallowed. “You are a beautiful woman, Lady Ashland, but this is beyond beautiful. This is exquisite.”


    “Do you think so?” She plucked at her skirts nervously.


    “Oh, I know so. When Mrs. Smith said I would be shocked, she was understating it.” He opened his arms wide and shook his head. “I have no words.”


    “Thank you. You look amazing yourself.”


    “I wasn’t too sure about the style but was told it was appropriate.”


    “I think you did well.” There was an awkwardness between them, as if they were two different people. There were Charlotte and Jacob, and then there were Lord and Lady Ashland. They weren’t accustomed to playing the role of lord and lady.


    “Oh, I almost forgot.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a velvet box. Nestled inside was a stunning sapphire on a thick silver chain, and on each side of the necklace were teardrop sapphires for her ears.


    “Oh, Jacob.” She put a hand to her chest, not daring to touch them.


    “Mrs. Smith told me the color of your gown. I must say they’re almost an exact match.”


    “They’re gorgeous. But I can’t wear these. They’re fit for Queen Victoria, not a former street urchin.”


    “You are not a former street urchin. You are my wife, and you are Lady Ashland, and you deserve these and so much more.”


    Hesitantly she reached out a finger and touched one of the cold stones. “What if I lose one?”


    “I doubt you’ll lose one.” He put the box on her dressing table and lifted the necklace out. “Turn around.”


    She turned to face the mirror and watched as he lowered the necklace over her head. The large sapphire settled, cold and heavy, on top of her breasts. She could feel his breath on her neck, and goose bumps formed on her arms. He was intently studying the clasp, his fingers skimming her bare neck and making her shiver.


    Their gazes locked in the mirror, and a small smile tilted his lips. Without losing eye contact he lowered his head and put his lips where his fingers had touched, and she shivered again. Her body became heavy, and she instantly recognized the signs that she wanted him. He closed his eyes and moved his lips to kiss her again on the back of the neck. She closed her own eyes and leaned into him, tilting her neck as his kisses traveled over her trembling skin.


    He kissed her bare shoulder, running his hands up her arm, and he turned her around to face him. She looked up at him as he lowered his head and kissed the exact spot where her bosom disappeared into her gown.


    She was breathing heavy now and could see the rigid outline of his erection.


    “We should go,” he whispered.


    “We have a little time.”


    He grinned. “You’ll be the death of me.”


    She smiled and touched him outside of his trousers. He winced, but she knew now that meant that it felt good. She unbuttoned his trousers and pulled him out, cupping the full length of him in her hands, wrapping her fingers around him.


    “We’re all dressed,” he said on a groan.


    “We’ll get dressed again.”


    “Good God, woman.”


    He backed her against the wall and lifted her many voluminous skirts until the cool air hit her legs.


    “Put your legs around my hips,” he commanded, and she did as he said, excited to try something new.


    She was wet and ready for him, could already feel the pressure building inside of her.


    He fumbled between them and inserted a finger inside of her, making her gasp. Her back was to the wall, supporting her, and she wriggled on his touch. Then his touch was gone, and his manhood was pressing against her, looking for her entrance. She guided him there, and he seated himself inside of her.


    She leaned her head back against the wall and watched the various expressions rush across his face as he pumped into her.


    “It feels so good,” she said softly as she moved with him.


    He moved his hand to rub her. She cried out, and they moved faster until they both found their release, coming together in a violent kiss, and swallowing each other’s cries of pleasure.


    He pulled out, and she felt the warm, liquid essence of him drip down her inner thighs.


    Quickly he buttoned himself back up and grabbed a towel by the water pitcher and cleaned her up. She was boneless, leaning against the wall, her insides still quivering with her release.


    “Well, that was definitely a good start to our night,” she said as she lowered her skirts and fluffed them out.


    In the mirror she fixed her hair—no major disturbance there—and saw Jacob slide something in his pocket.


    “Surely you’re not taking the pistol to a ball,” she said.


    “Surely I am.”


    “But, Jacob. We’ll be at Lady Armbruster’s. We’ll be safe there.”


    Jacob looked at her with such a serious expression that she stilled. “O’Leary was just here. There was another body, this one left where she was killed. He didn’t even bother to push her into the Thames.”


    “What does that mean?” Her words seemed to get stuck in her throat, and she had to force them out. Would she ever be free of the shadow of her aunt and cousin? Would she ever be happy without thinking that something would come along to destroy that happiness?


    “O’Leary thinks Edmund—or rather, the killer—is getting sloppy. His superiors finally gave him authority to speak to the Morrises.”


    “Are we in danger?”


    “O’Leary says no. He does not think that Edmund is after you because he’s never threatened you in the past and you are not the type of woman he hunts.”


    She breathed a marginal sigh of relief, although she would never be reassured until Edmund was stopped.


    “And we can’t cancel on Lady Armbruster now. This ball is being held in our honor, after all.”


    “That is true.”


    He kissed her forehead. “We will go, and we won’t think of Edmund or Martha, and we will have a wonderful time. Are you ready?”


    She fluffed her skirts one more time. For tonight she wouldn’t think about Aunt Martha or Cousin Edmund. Tonight she would attempt to enjoy herself.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty


    The ball was everything Charlotte had expected, and it was also everything unexpected.


    She met so many people that she wouldn’t possibly remember their names come morning, but rather than being standoffish and cold toward her, as she had expected them to be, they had been warm and welcoming. There were a few that were less than pleased that she was the new countess of Ashland, but she brushed off their displeasure and frowns.


    Sarah and her parents were there, and that helped Charlotte’s anxiety. Her uncle and his wife were there, too, and they made sure she was well received and well treated. Charlotte had no idea she had so many allies in English Society. For most of her life she had thought the sun rose and set on her parents’ tiny cottage in the country, and then, while living with her aunt, she had been told so many hateful, hurtful things about her parents that she began to think that there was no good left in this world.


    It turned out she had just been looking in the wrong place.


    Occasionally she would think of O’Leary and his mission tonight, but she chose to believe that finally Edmund would be caught and tomorrow she would wake up to a whole new life, devoid of worry concerning her aunt and cousin.


    Jacob had been swiftly taken away from her. For most of the night she had been on her own, but not alone. Armbruster’s mother introduced her to the “most important people.” And when she’d been called away, either her aunt or Sarah had been at her side.


    And now Charlotte and Jacob were in their hired coach, on their way home.


    “Tired?” Jacob asked, his own voice weary.


    “Very.” She snuggled into his side, and he put his arm around her shoulders, drawing her closer. A sigh of contentment escaped her. How had it become so easy for her to be so comfortable in her husband’s arms?


    “I can’t wait to fall into bed and sleep until at least tea time,” Jacob said, covering his own yawn. “What did you think of the ball?”


    “I didn’t find it all that bad,” Charlotte admitted. “I was prepared to hate it.”


    “I would agree. It’s definitely not something I want to do every night, but every now and then wouldn’t be too bad. I met some men who will be very helpful as I take the reins of the earldom. Did you meet anyone?”


    “I met so many people, but I couldn’t tell you their names. Lady Armbruster was very generous to host this ball for us.” Charlotte was having such a difficult time keeping her eyes open, and her brain was screaming to shut down and go to sleep.


    “Lady Armbruster thrives on hosting balls. It was generous, yes, but she enjoyed doing it.”


    “Hmmm.” Charlotte couldn’t keep her eyes open one moment longer, and she felt Jacob chuckle as he hugged her to him “Go to sleep. I’ll wake you when we get home.”


    She felt him kiss the top of her head, and as she drifted away she smiled and thought she heard, “I love you, Charlotte.” But she was probably dreaming that.


    The next thing she knew he was gently shaking her awake.


    “We’re home. Time to get you to bed.”


    She muttered something and practically stumbled out of the carriage.


    “Go on up,” Jacob said. “I will pay the driver.”


    Charlotte glanced at the carriage. The driver was hunched over the hoof of one of the horses, inspecting the shoe.


    “Seems he might have thrown a shoe,” Jacob said.


    Charlotte wearily climbed the steps to the townhouse, suddenly sad that they were going to vacate it soon. The house in Hyde Park was ready for them to move in, and there wasn’t much besides Jacob’s law books and their clothes that they would take with them as the Hyde Park house was fully furnished.


    At first, Mrs. Smith had been flustered that they were moving, but Jacob had taken her to the new house and had shown her the kitchen she would be in charge of and her new set of rooms, and Mrs. Smith had suddenly been quite pleased.


    Charlotte opened the front door and trudged up the stairs toward Jacob’s bedchamber. The house was quiet. They had told Mrs. Smith not to wait up for them as they’d been unsure how late they would be.


    Her feet and back ached from standing all night, and her mouth was dry from so much talking. But all in all, she felt it had been a satisfactory evening, and many of the women had promised to call on her as soon as she was settled in her new home. She looked forward to accepting callers in Hyde Park.


    She entered the darkened bedchamber.


    The smell hit her first, and she frowned.


    It smelled earthy. Like a newly turned garden.


    She fumbled in the dark for the light and lit it. The dancing flame created shadows that jumped around the room, but otherwise nothing seemed disturbed. Maybe Mrs. Smith had left a window open, and she smelled the newly turned earth of the back garden. With a sigh, Charlotte kicked off her shoes and pulled the wilting flower from her hair, twisting it between her fingers as she glanced at the bed and froze.


    There was an odd lump of something black and glistening. She approached slowly, dropping the flower as she pressed her hand to her mouth to keep from screaming. It was a cat.


    A dead cat.


    Its throat cut and blood oozing from it, soaking into the bed.


    She turned around to run out of the room as a tall shape emerged from the corner, and suddenly Edmund was standing before her.


    “What are you doing here?” But she knew. They’d been so stupid, believing that they could stop Edmund.


    “She wouldn’t stop talking.” He held a knife in his hand, the metal gleaming in the candlelight.


    Charlotte frowned? “She?” Was he referring to the cat? No, that didn’t make sense.


    “Mother. She wouldn’t stop talking. On and on she went about you. That’s all she talked about was you. Charlotte this and Charlotte that.” His voice rose to imitate the pitch of a woman.


    Charlotte swallowed. “She’s a horrible woman, Edmund. She’s not nice at all.”


    “Don’t say that about my mother.”


    She took a step back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend.”


    He took a step forward.


    “She’s dead now.”


    Charlotte’s blood ran cold, and her head swam. No. No, no, no, no.


    “What did you do?” she whispered.


    “I killed her.”


    “Edmund…” Her tongue was suddenly stuck to the roof of her mouth, and fear immobilized her. Jacob. She needed to get to Jacob. She needed to warn Jacob.


    But Edmund was in her way, and she couldn’t get past him.


    “You’re right. She wasn’t nice,” he said. “She was horrid.”


    “Yes, she was.” Charlotte grabbed onto that like the lifeline it was. “We can tell the police. I can go with you and tell them what a horrible person she was. She deserved to die. She was mean to you.”


    What had happened when O’Leary and his men arrived at the house? Had Edmund panicked and killed Aunt Martha? But he said she wouldn’t stop talking. Had he killed her before they even got there?


    “She was mean. She called me names all the time.”


    This was the longest conversation Charlotte had ever had with Edmund, and she felt like she was talking to a child. It was as if he were in a trance, and his eyes were blank, like they’d been the day he’d destroyed her doll.


    “I can help you,” she said softly.


    He seemed to think about that. “No. You must die, too.”


    Fear battered her rib cage, and she could barely breathe. “Please, Edmund. We can find a way out of this.”


    He was shaking his head as he moved toward her. Charlotte backed up, farther away from the door. He was going to back her into a corner if she didn’t do something.


    Where is Jacob?


    Where was Mrs. Smith? Edmund better not have hurt her.


    With a wild scream, hoping to alert Jacob, Charlotte charged toward Edmund, lifting her skirts as she ran.


    For a moment he stared at her with that blank look, and she tried to veer to the left side of him, away from the hand holding the knife. But he caught her, raised the knife, and plunged it toward her.


    …


    “Threw a shoe,” the hansom cab driver said when Jacob approached.


    “Do you need help?” Jacob didn’t know the first thing about shoeing a horse, but he thought he should at least offer his assistance.


    “Nah.” The driver straightened and brushed his hands on his trousers.


    “Well, thank you for the ride.” Jacob handed him a few coins more than the cab fare to hopefully offset the cost of a new shoe.


    The man nodded and tipped his cap to him. “My thanks, m’lord.” He jumped up into the box, and the carriage rumbled down the quiet street.


    Jacob tiredly pulled himself up the steps to the front door. He wanted nothing more than to crawl into bed, tug Charlotte close, and fall asleep. The ball had been more exhausting than he’d thought, but he was pleased with the results. He’d met some important men. Men who would be good allies as he navigated the waters of this earldom. And it pleased him immensely that Charlotte had made friends, thanks to Lady Armbruster and Lady Chadley.


    As time went on, he was becoming more and more accustomed to his new station in life. With his solicitor’s background and his new title, maybe he could make some real changes in this world. Maybe he could help clean up the rookeries or create more desirable jobs and opportunities for those who felt hopeless.


    The possibilities were endless, and he looked forward to working with Charlotte to see his ideas become reality.


    The thought of creating a new life with Charlotte, one he’d never envisioned a month ago, gave him a sense of worth and accomplishment like he’d never felt before. He’d loved his career as a solicitor, but he was beginning to realize that maybe his life was meant for more than that and he should embrace the change, instead of fighting it.


    “Ashland!”


    Jacob turned to find O’Leary jogging toward him, breathless, disheveled.


    “She’s dead,” O’Leary said, stopping before him.


    “Who’s dead?”


    “Lady Morris. He killed her, and he’s missing. We can’t find Edmund. We’ve been looking all night. I sent a man here to watch your house.” Both O’Leary and Jacob looked around but didn’t see anyone else.


    “Charlotte.” Both men pushed through the front door and raced up the steps.


    He heard a thud from above, then heard her cry out, followed by another thud.


    Jacob ran up the rest of the steps, followed closely by O’Leary, pulling his pistol from his pocket as he ran. He burst through their bedroom door to find Charlotte racing toward him, but there was a man in the way. A rather large, tall man, swinging a knife toward Charlotte.


    Edmund.


    Jacob lifted the pistol and aimed, but he knew he didn’t have time to get off a shot, and it could possibly hit Charlotte instead of Edmund.


    Jacob threw himself forward, pushing Charlotte out of the way as the knife arced down. He tried to twist out of the way, but the knife sliced through his new formalwear and ripped through his left side. Hot pain shot through him. As he fell he pushed Edmund with all of his might.


    Edmund tumbled to the ground but was instantly lumbering to his feet as Jacob searched for the pistol he had dropped. His entire left side felt as if it was on fire, and he couldn’t move his arm or his leg. He tried to roll, to search for the pistol. Edmund was already on his feet, the knife still in his hands as he advanced on Charlotte.


    Where the hell was O’Leary?


    On hands and knees, Charlotte scrambled for the gun a few feet away. She picked it up, clutching it with both hands as she aimed at Edmund.


    “Squeeze,” Jacob said. “The trigger. Squeeze.”


    She closed her eyes, grit her teeth, and braced her body. The bang was loud. Edmund grunted, looked at Charlotte in surprise, and put a hand to the gaping hole in his chest before he sank slowly to his knees, listed to the side, and collapsed.


    Charlotte dropped the pistol and crawled to Jacob.


    O’Leary finally entered, his own pistol drawn, and he looked at the wreckage before him. Jacob realized that while it had seemed like long minutes from the time he entered the room, it had really only been seconds.


    He was beginning to go numb on his left side and knew that couldn’t be good. Blood poured from a long gash across his torso, turning his once pristine white shirt a deep scarlet.


    O’Leary checked Edmund’s chest for a beating heart and shook his head.


    Edmund was staring sightlessly at the ceiling.


    Jacob dropped his head to the ground, and the room spun. He could feel the warmth of his blood pooling beneath him and figured he didn’t have much time left before he lost consciousness.


    “I’ll get help,” O’Leary said, and raced out of the room.


    Charlotte lifted Jacob’s head and put it in her lap. “You’ll be fine,” she said. “It’s just a scratch.”


    “Charlotte.” He tried to grab her hand, but his felt so heavy, and he could barely move it.


    Charlotte grabbed it for him and held tight, but to his frustration his fingers wouldn’t wrap around hers. He wanted to hold her in his arms. He wanted to sleep next to her.


    Damn it, this isn’t the way he wanted it to end.


    “You stay with me. Don’t you dare leave me. Do you hear me, Jacob?”


    “I’ll…try.”


    He’d just begun to believe that he could be happy again, that there was life beyond the deep grief that he’d been living with for so long. To have it all end before it began angered him.


    Charlotte didn’t deserve grief or loss. She’d had far too much in her life already. Damn it. He wanted to live. To create a life with Charlotte.


    Charlotte trained her eyes on him, smoothing his hair back with her hand. She tried to smile, too, but it also failed. There was so much he wanted to say. A lifetime of words silenced too soon.


    “O’Leary will get the doctor, and everything will be fine.”


    “Charlotte. Listen…to me.”


    She shook her head. “No. Don’t say it. I won’t lose you.”


    He tried to tighten his hold on her hand but didn’t know if he succeeded. He couldn’t feel his fingers anymore.


    “I love…you.” He let out a half laugh that ended in a groan and licked dry lips. “I should have…said it sooner… Never thought…I’d love a lady…dressed as a lad.”


    Tears were dripping from her eyes, making dark splotches on her blue gown. “You can’t leave me now. Not yet. We have a house to move into and…” She sobbed, her chin quivering. “And a whole life in front of us. I was a fool to think America would be better than you. Jacob, I love you so much.”


    “Listen. Hear me. You can be the D-Dowager—”


    “No.” She shook her head, letting loose more tears.


    “Countess…of Ashland.”


    “Stop it. Don’t even say it.”


    “Use the title…to do good.”


    Her body was shaking with sobs as she leaned over to press a kiss against his forehead. “I love you,” she whispered.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-One


    “Charlotte?”


    She looked up to see Armbruster taking a seat in the other straight-backed chair that Mrs. Smith had brought up from Jacob’s office. Here she was, still accepting callers on unacceptable furniture, but for once she didn’t care. What did it matter? And why had it mattered so much in the first place? She shouldn’t have berated Jacob for his lack of furniture. It all seemed so petty now.


    Armbruster looked at Jacob, lying so still on the bed. The only thing moving was his chest.


    “What did the doctor say today?” he asked.


    “The same thing he said yesterday and the day before. He’s lost a lot of blood. Only time will tell.”


    Armbruster had been here for the past three days, by her side, leaving only to conduct business and to meet with Detective O’Leary. He had been her rock to lean on and had shielded her from the curious callers and Scotland Yard while she sat vigil at Jacob’s bedside, watching him breathe, willing him to live.


    Armbruster had told her that her aunt was dead and that they had found everything Charlotte had said they would. The cats. Heads buried in the garden.


    “He didn’t have to step in front of that knife. If he hadn’t, he’d be here.”


    “He had to protect you.”


    She stroked Jacob’s hand, looking for any sign that he could hear her, a twitch of a finger, anything.


    “He told me…” She drew a deep breath. It hurt too much to remember. “He told me that I was now the Dowager Countess of Ashland. I don’t want to be the Dowager Countess.”


    Armbruster cleared his throat. “He spoke to me a few days before the attack. Told me if anything ever happened to him that I was to watch out for you. He wanted you to do good deeds with your power and position. He wanted lasting changes in the way London handled the downtrodden.”


    “It’s a noble cause, but I’m not the one fit to execute it.”


    “He seemed to think you are.”


    She swiped at a tear that had rolled down her cheek. So many tears and not one had brought Jacob back to her.


    “Is this what it was like with Cora? Was it this…” She waved a hand in the air. “Helpless. Just watching. Waiting.”


    There was a long pause, and she thought he was probably wishing himself somewhere far away. Away from a weeping woman and a man fighting to live. Then she remembered that Jacob and Armbruster had been friends for much longer than Charlotte had known Jacob, and maybe he was hurting, too.


    She looked at him to find that he was staring at Jacob with a look of sorrow.


    “It was horrible,” he finally said. “She suffered much in the end and then the baby…” He shook his head and looked away, and Charlotte pictured Cora and the baby up in heaven, waiting for Jacob to join them. Was she being selfish, wanting him to stay with her?


    “She would have liked you,” Armbruster said. “And she would have wanted Jacob to be happy and loved.”


    Charlotte blinked, and more tears fell. “He is loved,” she whispered.


    “I know.”


    They sat in silence until Charlotte couldn’t take it anymore. In the silence she thought bad things, like being alone forever.


    “Tell me about my aunt,” she said. “I want to know.”


    His gaze bounced to her. “It’s all rather horrid. I’m not sure if it’s something you would want to hear.”


    “I lived with Aunt Martha and Edmund for five years. I probably won’t be surprised.”


    “She was stabbed several times with the same knife that stabbed Jacob. She was sitting at the dinner table, slumped over her dinner plate. He killed her while she was still chewing her food. O’Leary told me that they searched the house. There was a bag in Edmund’s room with a severed head in it. They believe it was his last victim.”


    Charlotte let that information sink in. She still didn’t quite believe that they were both dead. She’d lived in fear of her aunt and cousin for so long that the thought of not living in fear was unreal to her.


    “The heads…” Armbruster cleared his throat. This was even affecting him. “The heads were found buried in a row. Ironically enough, they were staring at the back of the house, toward Lady Morris’s rooms.”


    How appropriate that Edmund would make his victims stare at his mother’s rooms.


    “There is more,” Armbruster said. “O’Leary wanted me to tell you that they found Penny.”


    Charlotte closed her eyes in anguish for the loss of one of the only people who had shown compassion toward her. “I had hoped that she had run off and was working somewhere that treated her better than Aunt Martha.”


    “O’Leary didn’t tell me who she was to you.”


    “A servant with a good heart who tried to help me.”


    “They think she was the first victim.”


    “And when there were no other opportunities in the house, Edmund went hunting elsewhere.”


    “Or he knew that he needed to enlarge his hunting grounds so as not to be caught.”


    “Such a pity that he wasn’t caught then. All those women would have been saved.”


    “O’Leary also wanted me to tell you that they are looking into the death of your uncle, Lord Morris. The fact that he died so suddenly is now suspicious in light of Edmund’s activities.”


    “Do they think Edmund killed him?” she asked.


    “O’Leary isn’t certain but is leaning toward the belief that Lady Morris killed him. Her hatred of men was fierce. It wouldn’t be beyond comprehension. However, it was more than five years ago, so it might be difficult to prove.”


    Charlotte stared down at Jacob. “It means little at this point who killed him.”


    “True, but O’Leary would like to know. A family of killers is certainly an oddity.”


    “Ah, yes. I come from a family of oddities.”


    “How did you do it, Charlotte? How did you survive five years with them?”


    She stroked Jacob’s hand and stared at his face. “I never gave up hope that there was something better out there for me.”


    


    Charlotte fell asleep with her head on Jacob’s bed, her hand still holding his.


    She dreamed of the Crystal Palace.


    She and Jacob were strolling through the exhibits when they became separated. She ran through the palace, calling for him, but he was nowhere to be found, and there was no one to help. She was all alone.


    All alone.


    And Jacob was gone.


    Tears seeped out of her eyes and made the mattress wet beneath her cheek. He had risked everything for her. Just like her mother had done for her father. Finally, she had the love that she’d always wanted, a love that transcended everything, and just like her parents, she might lose it all.


    She felt a movement at her head and swatted it away.


    Something ruffled her hair, and she swatted at it again, lifting her head and wiping her weeping eyes.


    When she focused she found Jacob in the same position he’d been in for days, but his eyes were open, and he was looking at her.


    “Jacob?” I’m not still dreaming, am I?


    She touched his cheek and smiled through her tears. “You’re awake.”


    He grasped her hand, and she openly cried. She had told Armbruster that she had never given up hope that there was a better life for her, but she hadn’t told him that the hope had slowly been seeping away.


    “How long have I been asleep?” His voice was raspy, but to her it was the most beautiful sound she’d ever heard. He was awake. He was alive. She wanted to laugh, and cry, and hug him.


    “Three days. I thought I lost you. I thought you were gone.”


    He opened his arms. “Come here.”


    Careful of the wound in his side, she climbed onto the bed and fit her body into his uninjured side. It felt so good to feel his arm around her, his warmth surrounding her.


    “Is Edmund dead?” he asked.


    “Yes. You stepped in front of the knife, Jacob. Why?”


    “Because I love you, Charlotte, and I would risk anything to save you.”


    She laid her head on his shoulder, and more tears came. An endless supply of tears lately, but these were tears of happiness and relief.


    “I was so scared,” she whispered.


    He hugged her tighter to him. “He’s gone now. You’ll never have to fear Edmund again.”


    She straightened up so that she could face him. “I wasn’t scared of Edmund. I was scared of losing you. I was terrified. All of those years living with my aunt, I told myself that there was a purpose to my suffering, that something grand was waiting for me at the end. It was you, Jacob. It was you I was waiting for all along. Not some adventure to America or a new life somewhere else. But my life here. With you.”


    “Ah, Charlotte. I love you so much. More than you can possibly know. You humble me in so many ways. Your suffering makes me want to fix all of the ills of the world and to make a life of peace and happiness with you.”


    “Do you think we can have that?” She laughed. “Peace and happiness, after all of this fear and turmoil?”


    He kissed her and laid his head back on the pillow. Their conversation had taken a lot of out him, and he looked drawn and tired. But he was awake, and he would heal, and together they would create a life better than her mother and father ever got to have. A life of love.


    They were going to be fine, the two of them.


    They were going to be just fine.

  


  
    Epilogue


    Jacob fidgeted with his coat sleeve. He was far more nervous than he thought he would be and wished he were back home, at their new home in Hyde Park, with Charlotte next to him.


    “Here, let me fix that.” Charlotte adjusted his sleeve and patted it smooth.


    His left side was still weak, but the knife wound was healing nicely, the doctor said. Jacob was frustrated, feeling he wasn’t progressing as quickly as he should, or rather as quickly as he would have liked. The doctor said to give it time.


    Jacob didn’t want to miss one moment of time with Charlotte. He wanted this healing business over and done with.


    And this ceremony, too. He wanted this ceremony done and over with.


    Armbruster appeared at his side, dressed magnificently in a scarlet coat and black vest and trousers.


    “Why, Armbruster, you are looking quite fetching.” Charlotte smiled up at his friend, and Jacob scowled. He didn’t know how Armbruster always seemed so put together.


    He bowed to Charlotte. “Lady Ashland, you look magnificent, as always.”


    Charlotte grinned and tugged at her hair. She wasn’t aware that she tugged when she was self-conscious, but Jacob was, and he loved that about her. It was the little things that he was just beginning to learn about her that he cherished the most.


    “Are you ready?” Armbruster turned to Jacob.


    “No.”


    “Yes. He is.” Charlotte shot him a look that meant behave. He had to admit that since his injury, his patience had its limits, and he tended to be grumpy, and he was more than grumpy now.


    “This is ridiculous. I don’t know why we have to do this.”


    “Because the queen wants to meet you,” Charlotte said. “The queen, Jacob. You don’t say no to the queen.”


    Her eyes were wide at the wonder of meeting Queen Victoria. The queen had heard of Jacob’s bravery in catching Edmund, although Jacob didn’t think himself brave at all. He’d done what he had to do to save Charlotte, and he would do it again. But good God, he hoped he would never have to. All he wanted was a calm, quiet life with his wife.


    “Let’s go then.” Armbruster led the way. Apparently, he had met the queen quite a few times, so he knew what to do.


    But just as they were about to enter the receiving room, Armbruster stopped. Jacob almost ran into him, and Charlotte looked at him curiously. They both followed his fixed gaze to a woman across the room. A beautiful woman whom Jacob had never seen before. She was tall and thin with piles and piles of black hair and dark flashing eyes. She was talking to someone, her delicate hands flitting through the air to make her point. She stopped and locked gazes with Armbruster, then pointedly turned her back on him.


    As if shaken from a trance, Armbruster moved toward the receiving room.


    “Who was that?” Jacob asked.


    “No one,” Armbruster said, his voice flat.


    And then they were announced: Lord and Lady Ashland.


    Charlotte placed her hand on Jacob’s arm and smiled up at him. “Ready?” she asked.


    “With you? Always.”


    And they went to meet the queen.
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    Prologue


    She was wearing peach, and it suited her so well.


    She was speaking to the same group of girls she’d been talking to at the other ball, the night they’d first met, but as if she could feel his presence, her head turned, and their eyes met. She lowered her lids and turned back to her friends, and he headed toward her. Drawn as if someone was pulling a string straight to her.


    “Miss Hillgrave.” He stopped in front of her, and it took everything inside him to not wind his arm around her, to not pull her to him, to not kiss her.


    “Lord Fairview.”


    “I pray that you saved a dance for me tonight.”


    With a saucy grin she examined her dance card and hummed to herself as if she were contemplating granting him a dance. He could see her card. There were three spots open, all waltzes.


    “I believe there is one left,” she said. “I will pencil you in.”


    He grinned and turned to her friend…Victoria? Blast it, he couldn’t remember the friend’s name, and asked her to dance as well, so as not to call attention to the fact that he’d singled Ellen out.


    Damn Society’s machinations!


    He didn’t have to wait long, just a few interminable dances before it was his turn. However, watching her dance with three other mates was torture. He experienced a wave of jealousy that set his teeth on edge. He drank far too much wine, in order to keep his hands occupied, as he watched her flit across the dance floor in other men’s arms.


    He knew people might notice his preoccupation, but he couldn’t help himself.


    And then it was his turn and she was in his arms and all was right with his world.


    She smiled up at him.


    “All night I’ve looked forward to this dance,” she said.


    “I could barely contain myself, seeing you with the other men.”


    Her smile widened. “Just know that I was thinking of you the entire time.”


    “That gives me some comfort.”


    They moved well together. He shouldn’t be surprised. They kissed well together. They conversed well together. Everything they did together, they did well.


    “I’ve missed you,” she whispered.


    He closed his eyes, and his heart thundered. He had missed her so much in the three days since their kiss.


    “I can’t do this anymore, Ellen,” he said softly. The music was loud but still he didn’t want anyone to overhear.


    She frowned up at him. “What do you mean?”


    He didn’t want to discuss it here, among the swirling bodies and the perked ears. He wanted Ellen all to himself, to speak freely.


    “Can you meet me outside?”


    “Oliver, you’re frightening me. Tell me what this is about.”


    “Nothing to be frightened over. I promise you. It is something good. Wonderful.” He smiled down at her.


    “Do you swear?”


    “I swear on my honor.”


    The dance seemed to be endless and over too soon, all at the same time. He wanted to keep holding Ellen in his arms, but he also urgently needed to speak to her, to finally make all of this formal and permanent.


    “Meet me outside. Through there.” He tilted his chin toward a set of doors that he knew led to a terraced patio.


    She nodded and turned away from him.


    In order not to make things look odd, Oliver wandered through the ballroom and spoke to a few friends, extricating himself before he was caught up in some debate or good-natured ribbing.


    Being outside, in the cool air, did nothing to clear his mind. His hands were sweating and his heart was pounding, but he had never been so sure of anything in his whole life.


    He made his way to a darkened corner, dodging other couples standing close together or intertwined, and nervously waited for Ellen to appear.


    Luckily it didn’t take her long. Unlike him, she didn’t hesitate or make it seem like she was just out for fresh air. She made her way straight to him.


    “What is wrong?” she asked anxiously, looking up at him.


    He took her hands in his and kissed her. The rigidness in her spine loosened until she melted against him, pliant beneath his hands, her lips molding to his.


    He drew away, breathless.


    “I want everyone to know about us, Ellen. I’m tired of hiding our relationship, of sneaking around like we’re doing something wrong when we’re not. We’re both adults. I am a viscount, someday to be an earl.” The thought of his father not being around sent a pain through his heart, but that was the reality of being an heir. “You are a lady, daughter of a baron. We are well-matched and well-suited.”


    She squeezed his hands, her eyes glistening. “What are you saying?”


    “I’m saying I want to declare my intentions to your father. I want to marry you, Ellen.”


    Her eyes widened, and a slow smile broke across her face. “Oh, Oliver.”


    “That is, if you will have me as your husband.”


    “Of course. Yes! I want nothing more.”


    “Then it is settled. I will talk to your father first thing tomorrow. And then we can start planning our future.”


    She pressed his hand to her pounding heart. “I can scarcely believe this is true.”


    “By the end of the summer we will be married.” The thought made his own heart pound in excitement. “I will take care of you, Ellen. I will always be here for you. You’ll never have anything to worry about.”


    Tears leaked from her eyes. Tears of joy and laughter. She leaned against him, pressing her head to his chest. “I love you, Oliver, and I can’t wait to be your wife.”


    “I love you too, Ellen.”

  


  
    Chapter One


    Seventeen Years Later


    Typically, he wasn’t overly concerned about his appearance. But this evening wasn’t typical.


    Was the scarlet waistcoat too much? Too…over the top?


    Should he settle for the very staid, very traditional black?


    His valet fit his black coat over his shoulders and brushed it clear of lint. Oliver McCaron, the Earl of Armbruster, thought about asking his valet, Richard, his opinion on the color of the waistcoat and decided to hell with it. He’d wear the red and damn anyone who thought he was too gauche.


    It wasn’t as if he were attending a formal ball. It was just a salon filled with bohemians and others on the fringe of Society. They were hardly worthy enough to look down at his attire.


    Except those weren’t the people he was concerned about.


    “Concerned, my ass,” he muttered.


    “Pardon, my lord?” Richard paused in his endless brushing.


    “Nothing,” Oliver said. “I’m ready to depart.”


    Richard put his brush down. “Very good, my lord. Your carriage is waiting.”


    Oliver was in a contemplative mood on the way to the salon. He’d been at odds for the past few weeks.


    Bored. Restless.


    His friend, Jacob Baker, the Earl of Ashland, was usually able to divert Oliver’s moods, but Ashland was newly married and had undergone a great ordeal when he was almost killed by a man who had murdered at least five women.


    It had been a horrendous time, and Oliver did not begrudge his friend the moments he wanted to take with his wife, but Oliver missed his weekly meetings with Ashland.


    And maybe, he might be a tad jealous that Ashland had someone to go home to every night.


    Oliver’s carriage pulled up to the Fieldhurst home, and Oliver took a moment to gather his thoughts before exiting. This sort of hesitation wasn’t like him. He tackled all his problems head on, but he was suddenly stricken with the memories of the last time he had been here.


    It had been for the wedding of Lady Fieldhurst. A grand affair it had been, too. She’d looked elegant and oh, so beautiful. The groom had been twenty years her senior but had stared at his bride with love and longing.


    He should not have gone. He knew that now, and he’d known it at the time. His pain had been fresh, raw. But he’d had to see for himself that she was truly going to wed a man twice her age. Afterward, he’d gone to his club and gotten so pissed that his father had to retrieve him. His father had never asked why, when Oliver had never been drunk like that before or after, and Oliver had been relieved to not have to say.


    The footman waited patiently for Oliver to exit, and the carriages behind him were no doubt wondering what was taking him so long. Reluctantly, he hopped down and straightened his jacket.


    Maybe scarlet had not been a good choice for the waistcoat.


    There was no announcement as he walked in. This was not a formal ball, but an informal salon where people who normally did not mingle, mingled. There were few of his mates here. Those whom he spent time with were not impressed with the artsy nature of such a gathering.


    Truth be told, he wasn’t quite certain what went on at these events. He was here on a special request from his friend, Detective O’Leary, from Scotland Yard, because he was the one person in Society that O’Leary knew. If he’d known he was walking into the lion’s den of Lady Fieldhurst, he would have passed on the offer.


    Or would he have?


    He saw her long before she saw him. She was standing with a strange group of people, fops, rogues, and women of dubious reputations, her raven hair curled and draped over one creamy shoulder. Ironically, she was wearing red as well. More of a burgundy, but red nonetheless.


    He circled the edge of the room, keeping his eye on her as he snagged a glass of wine from a passing servant. He’d been told there would be a poetry reading later. He was not looking forward to that. Poetry was not his thing. Theater was good, and he enjoyed a good orchestra. But he’d never understood poetry.


    Ellen loved it.


    He remembered that. He remembered a lot. Too much, maybe.


    He found his prey after about fifteen minutes of searching and leaned a shoulder against a white pillar to study him from afar. He was a twitchy little man. Short in stature, with a most horrendous mustache, heavy brows, and beetle-like eyes. Or maybe the unfavorable description was Oliver projecting his dislike on the man. He did seem the nervous sort, though. Looking around as if he trusted no one in the room.


    Oliver wondered what Ellen saw in the man to invite him to her home. Did she know he was a Chartist? A threat to the Crown?


    Oliver grimaced. Damn Chartists were causing all sorts of problems for Queen Victoria. Normally, Oliver didn’t get involved in politics, and never had he done any work for the Crown. He could say that he wasn’t working for the Crown right now.


    Oliver had acquiesced because…well, he wasn’t certain why he’d agreed. Boredom, most likely. He wanted something interesting in his life. Socializing, gambling, drinking—all of his favorite pastimes—were wearing thin and, truth be told, after watching Ashland fall in love, Oliver had felt a twitch of something in the region of his heart.


    He sipped his wine and watched the man. He was speaking with his hands. Grand gestures that almost knocked a tray from a passing servant and he didn’t even notice. His captivated audience seemed more like a captured audience. Not too keen to be with him, but not knowing how to disengage themselves.


    For their sakes, Oliver hoped the poetry reading—another grimace—started soon.


    “Lord Armbruster.”


    Oliver was in the process of taking another sip of wine when his arm froze halfway to his mouth. Every muscle in his body clenched, and he had a very strange impulse to not turn around, not face her. To walk away. The hurt, the shame, the anger, all came crashing back, but he was good at shoving those unwanted emotions away and ignoring them.


    He forced a smile on his lips and turned to her.


    “Lady Fieldhurst.”


    Seventeen years ago she had been beautiful, all lovely curves and wide eyes and luscious lips. Now she was stunning. She’d filled out in the years, her hips more rounded, her waist still impossibly small even after giving birth to the current earl. There was not a hint of gray in her hair, but there were tiny laugh lines at the corners of her eyes that only added to her beauty.


    “I’m surprised to see you here.” Her voice was musical. Deep and rich with a slight rasp that stirred his loins. He looked at Ellen, and he immediately thought of bedding her. It was an ungentlemanly thought and one he tried to banish, but it persisted nonetheless.


    It had always been this way with her. She stirred him in ways that no other woman had since, and he had definitely tried hard to erase her memory with other women.


    “Are you?” he asked. “Surprised?”


    She smiled, a slow seductive smile that made all the blood rush to his cock. “Shocked might be a better word. You’ve never attended any of my salons before.”


    He shrugged, almost forgetting that he was holding a glass of wine. It sloshed. He steadied it. “I wanted to see what it was all about.”


    She tilted her head and studied him. “You despise poetry.”


    Why was he so inordinately pleased that she remembered that about him?


    “I’m a changed man.”


    Her smile slipped. “I hope not.”


    …


    Why are you here? Ellen desperately wanted to ask Oliver, but she refrained from being rude.


    When she’d seen him enter, her blood had run cold. For all these years they’d had an unspoken agreement to steer clear of each other. If they happened to be at the same ball, they remained on opposite ends of the room. They hadn’t spoken since…


    She pushed the memory away.


    Why was he here now?


    “The poetry reading will start momentarily. You might want to head in to get a good seat.”


    He barely disguised his grimace. She did not disguise her grin. So, he still hated poetry. She was right. He had not changed, and that comforted her.


    He tilted his tawny head toward a man a few feet away. “Who is that?”


    “Antoine Bertrand?” she asked in surprise. He was here to see Bertrand? There was a curious feeling in her chest that was absolutely not disappointment.


    “Bertrand,” he repeated, as if memorizing the name.


    “Do you know him?”


    He seemed to shake himself and turned back to her with a slight grin. “Never met him. He seems passionate about whatever it is he’s discussing. His audience is captive. And not in a good way.”


    She studied Bertrand. She didn’t know the man well, but he was a part of the eccentric crowd that Ellen was drawn to.


    “That’s unkind,” she said. “They don’t seem too miserable.”


    He made a noise in his throat, and she was suddenly irritated with him. “Why are you here, Oliver?” This wasn’t his crowd of people. In fact, the idea of Oliver socializing with any of these people was laughable.


    He turned the full force of his intense blue eyes on her, and she wished she’d not asked. She wished she’d walked away. She wished she’d not approached him at all. Those eyes had been the subject of her dreams for years before she’d finally forced herself to stop thinking of him.


    “How have you been, Ellen?”


    She set her back teeth together in frustration. Lord Armbruster was a charismatic man. He drew people to him like bees to flowers, and she did not want to be another bee. Not again.


    Never again.


    “I should mingle. Enjoy the poetry.”


    She caught another grimace before she walked off and felt a small thrill that he wasn’t happy about the poetry reading.


    …


    To keep reading, click HERE!
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