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His love is forbidden…but irresistible

Mrs. Amelia Sartin helms her late husband’s business and implicitly trusts her secretary, Matthew Bellamy. Occasionally, she indulges her desires, but only if the gentleman poses no risk to her heart. However, as Amelia cedes control of the company to her heir, Bellamy finally persuades Amelia to act on their mutual, forbidden passion. Can Bellamy also convince her he is the one thing she cannot leave behind?
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Chapter One

MRS. AMELIA SARTIN POSED AT the glittering center of Lady Darlington’s soiree—part participant, part spectator, enthralled by the pageantry and, at the same time, restless within.

Her turban’s peacock feather fluttered as she nodded along to her friend Lady Constance’s Bond Street Rodent Shopping Tale—a story Amelia had heard before.

Unthinkable to interrupt, however.

Beastly rude.

Instead, Amelia drifted along with the music while the tide of conversation whirled around her in swirling eddies.

Such sounds of Tonnish diversion sharply contrasted with Sartin Trading Company’s more familiar daily din—clattering delivery carts and working men bellowing to one another over the whirring chatter of machines.

In the early years, whenever Amelia had complained of the noise, her late husband, the company’s founder, would lean back in his giant chair, take a pontificating puff on his pipe, and say, “Well, my dear, such are the sounds of commerce, and where there is commerce,”—here, he’d pause for a knuckle rap to the desk—“there is proof life itself is striving to expand.”

Now—she lifted her brows—she practically embodied the disparity between elegance and industry. She was suspended between two worlds, presenting the face of a wealthy, bejeweled widow to the ton, while secretly—and happily—keeping the same long, working hours she kept when her husband lived.

Ah, George.

Carrying on hadn’t been easy. In fact, she couldn’t have done so without the discreet assistance of George’s trusted secretary, Mr. Matthew Bellamy. Bellamy, who—bless him—had been acting as the male face of a female-led company until her heir, George’s nephew Jeremy Pritchett, was ready to take his place.

What would her days be like once Jeremy took on his role? No more contracts and papers, account books and decisions. No more pouring over Bellamy’s reports, trading ideas and sifting possibilities, often late into the night.

She resisted a dawning sense of purposelessness with an intentional shiver.

She’d spent years in toil. Years. And, her white, kid leather gloves concealed plenty of evidence of time’s passage. On the other hand, her sacrifice meant she could now, for the most part, do as she pleased.

There. She’d thought of one benefit of age.

Triumphantly, she ting-ed the side of her glass with the tip of her finger.

Constance stopped speaking. “What was that?”

Amelia blinked. “What was what?”

“Didn’t you hear that odd little chime?”

“Hadn’t noticed.” She glanced around. “Did someone make a toast?”

“Possible.” Constance sighed. “Such a crush tonight! You’d think Lady Darlington would be more circumspect when issuing invitations. Now, where was I?”

Amelia took a guess. “You’d just spotted the rodent on the dressing room floor.”

“Ah, yes. So, there I stood, eye to eye with an evil, bead-eyed, furry ball of deviltry—”

Poor, maligned mouse.

“Eye to eye?” Amelia asked. That bit she’d changed.

Constance lifted a shoulder. “In as much as one can be, when standing on a stool. Anyway, the air in the room simply disappeared…”

Amelia further considered the benefit of age she’d just discovered. Namely, the absence of strict propriety—a young woman’s bane. Happy thought, indeed, and one which renewed her purpose for being here tonight.

Lord Markham.

She hadn’t attended because the Darlington soirees were to social and political discourse what Almack’s was to marriage. Well, less the tasteless punch and unexceptional music, anyway. Nor had she attended to savor the warming, nutmeggy taste of Negus.

She’d attended because last season, after a good deal of prompting from her friends, she’d sampled Markham’s famed bedchamber talents, and, miraculously, found that his attention temporarily cured her restlessness.

Tonight, she intended to—a-hem—renew their acquaintance.

Warmth accompanied the memory of their last tryst. A dare at a horse race: could Markham bring her to climax in her carriage behind the stands before the horses completed the three-mile course?

She sighed.

Of course he had.

And the encounter had been exciting. Satisfying. And, best of all, distracting.

She searched the portion of the room she could see for any sign of Lord Markham’s distinctive auburn hair.

“…So, I captured the menace, the madame praised my courage, and all was again right with the world.” Constance finished her story with a characteristic, there-you-go arm-spread.

Amelia delivered the obligatory exclamations, and then asked, “Have you happened to see Lord Markham this evening?”

Constance smirked before casting a furtive gaze about the room. “Both his sisters are present. But I see no sign of him—not yet, anyway.”

“Well,” Amelia huffed. What could possibly be keeping him? “Lady Darlington assured me he would attend.”

Constance drew close. “I told you you’d appreciate Markham’s talents, did I not? After only a summer apart, here you are bristling to renew your acquaintance.”

Amelia lifted her fan and flicked her wrist. The ribs spread open with a flash of color and a cascade of successive clicks.

“Bristling,” she repeated derisively. “I am not bristling.”

“You aren’t?” Constance lowered her voice. “Do mean you won’t be upset if I attempt another go?”

“Really, Constance,” Amelia said under her breath.

“I was teasing.” Constance rolled her eyes. “You know I despise twice dipping any quill.”

Amelia slanted Constance a glance, earning Constance’s lyrical laugh. Amelia wasn’t truly offended. Constance was just being, well, Constance.

Also widowed. Also wealthy. The difference?

While Amelia was impoverished gentry saved by a marriage to trade, dependent on the intentional cultivation of proper associations, Constance was, and always had been, a duke’s daughter whose greatest pleasure and only concern was skirting scandal with a Gallic shrug and a wink.

Constance plucked at her lace. “Might I remind you who introduced you to Lord Markham?”

“You,” Amelia conceded. “But only because he required a loan from my husband’s bank.”

“I was talking about later, when I encouraged you to pursue an arrangement.”

Amelia squinted, recalling. “Emily first raved about him, actually,” she said, mentioning another woman in their mature-and-the-Devil-may-care set.

“Emily and I both recommended him, but I kept pressing. I knew you needed a bit of fun.”

Fun?

Was fun why she had pursued Lord Markham?

She’d had no qualms regarding their liaison-without-attachment before, but to think of intimacy as mere fun seemed a touch… well, ill-considered, at the very least.

Then again—“Of course I appreciated your encouragement, darling.” Amelia masked unease with a cheerful smile. “Lord Markham is delightful.” Delightful. She mustn’t forget that. And blessedly able to divert her attention. “I look forward to welcoming him back to the city. I’m not fool enough to seek anything more.”

“Heaven forbid.” Constance scowled. “We are free, my dear. And there is absolutely no reason either of us should relinquish such a gift.”

Gift. She could never think of George’s loss in such a way.

Even setting aside her slowly healing grief for George, she wasn’t, quite frankly, celebrating her single state. She missed some things about marriage. Quiet amity. The feeling of not being alone. The kind of private amusements couples shared.

Constance disturbed Amelia’s reverie with a loud clap. “I believe I just spotted a fresh fish in the pond.”

Amelia groaned. “Don’t you mean an ‘undipped quill’?”

“A quill I’d like to dip, anyway. I feel suddenly eager to catch up on my correspondence.”

“Or, to follow your other metaphor, do a little poach—hey.” Amelia rubbed the place Constance had pinched.

“Be useful, would you? Tell me what you think. He’s standing next to a potted palm.”

“We’re standing next to a potted palm, Constance.”

“The one across the room, silly…to the right of the refreshment table. No, wait.” Constance grasped Amelia’s arm, holding her in place. “Let me take his character first. Then you can tell me if you agree.”

“Your favorite game.”

“Far from my favorite, dear. Indulging in my favorite game would have me expelled.”

Amelia snorted. “Arrested, more-like.”

“That, too.” Constance folded her arms and studied her subject.

“Well?” Amelia prompted.

“Judging by the size of his lapels, he’s not often out. He’s not young…but I wouldn’t describe him as old, either. Nearing his thirtieth year, I suspect. He’s uncomfortable, but not completely unfamiliar, with the ton.” Constance tilted her head. “An enigma!” She lifted her shoulders in an excited little shrug. “And here I was, thinking this Season would be dull...”

Poor man. If Constance decided to pursue him, he was already lost. “May I look, now?”

“Of course.”

Amelia followed Constance’s gaze. Recognition arrived in stages, as if the man were a conundrum she’d been tasked to solve, phrase by mysterious phrase.

First, came the vague sense she had been long acquainted with his wispy brown hair. Then, her heart involuntarily softened as she took in his prominent cheek bones. And the last piece? A small, spontaneous smile the moment she identified his straight, thin, incapable-of-holding-up-his-reading-glasses nose.

Reading glasses she hadn’t seen Matthew Bellamy without in years.

The missing spectacles must have been the reason she hadn’t known her secretary at once. And the fact she hadn’t ever seen him dressed for an evening among the ton.

“I’ve reached a verdict,” Constance announced. “Fortune hunter.”

Amelia shook her head, considering Matthew’s investments and the legacy left him by George. “Definitely not a fortune hunter.” A secretary. Her secretary.

Disconcerting possessiveness flared in her chest.

Why on earth had he come?

“Do you know him?” Constance asked.

“Yes,” Amelia clipped. “Sartin Trading Company employs him.”

Constance’s lips thinned. “Employs?”

“Darling,” Amelia reminded, “I am employed by Sartin Trading Company.”

“You own the company.” Constance set back her shoulders. “Entirely different.”

That.

Amelia scowled.

That was why she was never entirely comfortable with Constance.

Constance deemed people in trade beneath her. All except Amelia. Could a friend be a friend if they thought of you as “the exception”?

“If it helps,” Amelia said wryly, “his mother is Lady Dorothy, daughter of the late Earl Wentworth.”

Constance’s smile returned. “Why didn’t you say so in the first place?” She looped her arm through Amelia’s. “You may introduce us.”

“You want me to introduce you to Mr. Bellamy? ”

“Yes. Of course. Why not?”

Why not, indeed.

Amelia grasped for a valid protestation; none made sense.

Because she’d known Bellamy since he’d come to George on his uncle’s recommendation over a decade ago, a lanky, awkward seventeen-year-old, hungry for knowledge?

Because George, like the unique, kindhearted, ambitious cultivator of talent he’d been, had made Bellamy his own, second only to the nephew they’d practically raised?

Because, after George passed, Bellamy encouraged her decision to defy advice and remain the force behind her late husband’s banking, trading and shipping companies?

None of those were reasons she should object to an introduction.

Nor did she have any claim on him. They merely spent day after day together.

…And the occasional long night.

Bellamy was loyal. He was smart. He was sincere. Most importantly, he was essential. But he was one other thing Amelia hadn’t noticed, one thing made plain by the gleam in Constance’s eyes.

Bellamy was a man. Full Stop.

A man uncommonly attractive in eveningwear—even outdated eveningwear.

She’d been restless before.

She was positively alarmed, now.


Chapter Two

MATTHEW BELLAMY WAS OUT OF SORTS, out of place, and, if his mother had her way, out of time. The grand Lady Dorothy had plucked him from his life, dusted and polished him, and would marry him off to a lady of her choosing before he had a chance to gather his wits.

Case in point?

Despite his vehement protestations, he was attending a fancy soiree, sipping some sort of horribly spiced red wine, listening to his mother whisper-list the pedigrees of every ‘suitable’ young lady in sight, obstinately oblivious that Matthew clearly did not belong.

Yes, investments had made him comfortable enough, and he was only one family tree limb from a solid peerage connection, but, as he looked around him, he felt no affinity. None.

If power and influence were a clock, he was neither fit to be the hours’ stout, stately hand, nor the minutes’ long, graceful arm. Matthew was decidedly a gear.

A gear—he drained his glass—at a gathering full of pretty clock faces.

He searched the room for one real thing. Real, like the shapes of the numbers in his ledgers. Real, like the flush of excitement in his employer’s cheeks when she completed a successful negotiation.

He twirled his glass.

Only a gear.

Certainly, there was nothing wrong with being a gear. Someone had to keep things ticking. But posturing and presentation? Not his forte.

Take his clothes, for instance. Even he could tell his trousers were too loose, and his collar was…

He spotted a fashionable, fire-haired gentleman across the room and discreetly compared their shirts, trying to discern how his was wrong.

He gave up.

His collar was just off, devil knew why.

Lord, how much he wished to be back in the rational confines of his office.

He. Did. Not. Belong.

But nothing he tried had convinced his mother.

Nothing.

Not swearing on the three, individual graves of his father, uncle, and mentor he would set up a household.

Not promising she would certainly have her own chambers in said household. Chambers she could decorate however she wished—no expense spared.

Not pleading he hadn’t the time or inclination for the courtship she intended for him.

And certainly not his final attempt—putting his foot down with a resolute no.

Please, Bellamy. If you truly intend to set up a household, you must be reintroduced to society. The first Darlington Soiree of the Season is the perfect choice. Lady Darlington invites peers, ministers of Parliament, and even men of trade.

The worst part? His mother had whispered men of trade.

She refused to accept that, while Matthew’s grandfather, uncle, and, now, cousin had been Lords Wentworth, Matthew belonged to the whisper-shamed category, now.

Although his position hadn’t left him without attention tonight.

While some chaperones immediately averted their gazes, others lingered speculatively. No doubt, Lady Dorothy had dropped a hint or two about her son’s worth. The curious chaperones’ blatant attempts to calculate Matthew’s finances left him off-kilter.

Ill, in fact.

He was miserable.

And, he had the nagging feeling things were about to get even…

He glanced up to see his employer, gliding across the room on the arm of a woman who looked as if she were dressed as the crown jewels come to life.

…worse.

Suppressing his affection had become second nature in the office, where Mrs. Sartin was often intent on her work. How could he do the same here, when carefully applied kohl made summer skies of her eyes, a color further accented by the blue silk shimmering around her legs, light as a lover’s whisper?

Airy as she appeared, he understood her attire for what she intended her clothes to be—armor.

Shiny protection. A cultivated exterior allowing her to flout convention and confound her critics. A way to keep the ton guessing.

Protective warmth thread through his being.

She needn’t have taken so much trouble. Her true gifts were anticipating need and putting people at ease. For those things powerful members of the ton would always be in her debt.

“Good evening, Mr. Bellamy.”

“Mrs. Sartin.” He bowed, ignoring his heart-thump. “May I introduce…” Matthew looked around, only to realize his mother had vanished.

Fancy that.

Another mark in Mrs. Sartin’s favor. She’d done the impossible. She’d granted him a reprieve.

“Shall I make introductions, then?” Mrs. Sartin turned to the woman at her side. “Lady Constance, may I have the honor of introducing Mr. Matthew Bellamy?”

“Charmed,” Lady Constance said, blinking hard, as if trying to expel a stray eyelash.

He bowed over her extended hand, his heart still fixed on Mrs. Sartin. “Likewise.”

“I am,” Mrs. Sartin paused, “delighted to see you enjoying the pleasures of town, Mr. Bellamy.”

He knew her expression of delight; the one she wore now didn’t come close.

“You know what they say…” Lady Constance leaned forward and touched his arm. “…All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy.”

“…And all play and no work makes Jack a mere toy.”

He’d simply quoted the rest of the age-old proverb, but Lady Constance swished her fan and tittered as if he’d said something outrageous.

He sent Mrs. Sartin a subtle frown. This is your friend?

She returned his silent query with a nearly imperceptible shrug. You judge too quickly, Mr. Bellamy.

Gratifying to know they could communicate in silence outside the office. Perhaps—he drifted closer as he gazed down into her eyes—the evening could be salvaged. After feeling so out of place, so terribly alone, he was suddenly—

“Look, Amelia,” Lady Constance whispered. “He’s here!”

“Who’s here?” Mrs. Sartin asked, breaking their connection.

“Lord Markham, of course.”

Mrs. Sartin turned toward the man with the modish collar Matthew had noticed earlier. Her cheeks pinked. She swayed a little. Then, she smiled.

The secret, intimate nature of her smile sent a surge of heat through Matthew.

“Bellamy!”

His name came out of the blue, shrouded within a clenched-teeth utterance only he appeared to have heard. He squinted through the palm beside them and into his mother’s fierce glare.

She jerked her head to the side and mouthed, “Now.”

“I must apologize, ladies. It appears my presence is required.”

Mrs. Sartin’s gaze returned his—briefly. “Go. Enjoy yourself, Mr. Bellamy.” Her sigh was audible relief. “And remember, cares are not permitted at Lady Darlington’s soirees.”

“Absolutely forbidden,” her friend Lady Constance chimed. “Until we meet again, Mr. Bellamy.”

“Lady Constance.” He nodded. “Mrs. Sartin.”

The ladies moved away, but Mrs. Sartin’s citrus scent lingered.

Perhaps it was the candlelight, the music, the gentle swell of gaiety in the air, but as her presence faded, Matthew found it impossible to deny the obvious.

His symptoms?

Jealous heat, revolting moistness at the center of his palms, and spots of fire dotting his cheeks. While he could have mistaken them for signs of a wasting sickness, he knew them to be peril’s proof. Besides, either explanation necessitated him getting his affairs in order.

Life may be short, but its brevity did not excuse the crossing of certain lines.

Chasms, really.

For instance, one did not develop a single-minded, one-sided devotion to the person responsible for one’s wages. And, if enthusiasm, quite by chance, stumbled into the forbidden territory of admiration, one absolutely did not permit an accompanying—

there was no other word for it—lust.

Oh, hell.

Where Amelia Sartin was concerned, he was no longer battling affection alone.

“One wonders if you made such a study of Mr. Sartin, rest his soul.”

“Mother.” Matthew acknowledged her with a nod. “You required my presence?”

“I required that you cease conversation with that… with that…that unnatural woman.”

Unnatural because she had talent? Unnatural because she had ambition? “I’d be careful how you refer to the family responsible for changing our fortunes.”

His mother lifted a haughty brow. “Must you bring that up all the time? What’s done is done. I cannot understand what is keeping you from putting that disgraceful business behind you. Your investments have given you choices you could not have dreamed!”

Yes, he knew. “I enjoy my work with Sartin Trading Company.”

“Yes, dear. But you promised to set up a household and, for that, you’ll need to put your days in trade behind you.” His mother huffed. “As for Mrs. Sartin…well, her actions speak for themselves, do they not?”

Across the ballroom, Mrs. Sartin passed the fire-haired young man with the fancy collar. Lord Markham. Markham responded to the flash of her blue eyes with a smile. Holding Markham’s gaze, she partially concealed herself beside a Grecian column and swept open her fan.

Matthew did not know the language of the fan. Yet, his ignorance wasn’t enough to prevent him from realizing the two were planning an assignation. He shrugged his shoulders—attempting to subsume a second flare of jealous heat.

Why him? Why Lord Markham? What could the young aristocrat possibly know about Mrs. Sartin’s true magnificence?

Amelia.

Matthew frowned as she disappeared onto the terrace. A few moments later, his lordship followed.

Matthew turned back to his mother. “I trust you will not mind returning to Wentworth house with my cousin?”

“But the evening is still young, and you haven’t yet—”

“I have a great deal to do in the morning,” he interrupted. “I’m afraid I must go.”

She turned her features into a pout.

“Please don’t,” he clipped. “I’ll see you on Thursday afternoon. I haven’t forgotten my promise to take you to Gunter’s.”

“Very well.” She presented her cheek for him to kiss.

“Good night, Mother.”

“Good night, Mr. Bellamy.”

He made his way to the corridor leading to the entry hall. Through the sliver of an open door, he caught sight of a raven-haired lady with her ear pressed up against a second terrace door.

Apparently, he wasn’t the only one who’d noticed Mrs. Sartin and Lord Markham. He wasn’t the only one who cared. Could the raven-haired lady be an admirer of Lord Markham?

Did it matter if she was?

He, at least, had no justification for jealousy.

A footman returned with his things. He slipped his arms into his coat and then headed out into the night.

Whatever was happening on the terrace was none of his concern. Mrs. Sartin would never look at him the way she’d looked at Lord Markham. However, though she may dally with Markham, she needed Matthew.

Need would have to be enough. It wasn’t as if he could ever dream of having more.
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Bereft.

The word settled into Amelia’s heart, providing a name for the emotion gathering as wetness in her eyes, sapping her hauteur. But defining the emotion brought her no closer to understanding the source.

Yes, she and Lord Markham had just ended their arrangement. But she hadn’t held the young man in any special regard, even if she had appreciated his particular talents.

Besides, she’d been responsible for Markham’s abrupt change of heart, if unintentionally.

She rubbed the spot between her first knuckle and second—the place Markham kissed, just before he bid her adieu.

What had she said to him?

“You’ve no idea how few men place their lover first. Why, when Emily recommended you—”

She winced as she recalled the way his cheeks had darkened.

What had she been thinking?

Of course, he’d been insulted.

Then—she could never leave well enough alone, could she?—she’d mumbled something about his entire generation being too preoccupied with prudery.

…Because that was certainly guaranteed to bring him around.

She rolled her eyes, huffed, and then leaned back against the bench. Rain misted in the air between Lady Darlington’s garden shelter and the still-glittering room beyond. A dulling chill seeped through her clothing and permeated her skin.

Just what she needed.

To cool down.

She shivered as she inhaled.

The night had been a disaster.

First, her odd reaction to Constance’s demand for an introduction to Matthew Bellamy. Then, the unsettling realization her secretary was, well, manly—a point proven when she’d gazed directly into his deep brown eyes, unfiltered with his ever-smudged glasses, and imagined how his lips would feel against hers.

Exacting. Light, but intent. And, in the end, warmly luscious.

She sighed.

She might have rashly considered acting on her sudden awareness, had she not realized the reason for his presence—Matthew Bellamy was there to seek a bride.

She sucked in her lips to keep them from trembling.

Selfish woman.

Bellamy deserved a good life, a good marriage, only…

The cost of those things was the end to her days as she knew them. Hers would not be the first female face that greeted him in the morning. Her worries would not be his primary concern.

Until tonight, she’d been blissfully unaware of that shatteringly inevitable change.

She closed her eyes. A vacant, vulnerable feeling spilled through cracks in her armor. But what could she do?

She had no right to demand things remain as they were, no matter how comfortable. How cozy. And now she couldn’t even depend on Lord Markham for distraction.

So, here she was.

Bereft.

She’d been running from the emotion since poor George had fallen ill. She had better get used to the feeling, however.

She hadn’t anywhere left to hide.


Chapter Three

MATTHEW CARRIED HIS MOTHER’S GUNTER’S ice back to his cousin’s borrowed carriage—a cold, sweet treat meant to counteract her unavoidable disappointment in him. He had no intention of going along with his mother’s plans. But, understanding she’d been reduced from honored sister to unwanted aunt following his uncle’s death, he hoped that offering her an olive branch—a update on his search for lodgings for them both—would satisfy her immediate needs.

He inhaled deep, carefully navigating the crowd of young men waiting to place an order. September’s scent, usually masked by less pleasant city smells, filled Berkeley Square, cool and peaty, a harbinger of the damp winter days to come. Days that, if he had anything to do about it, would be spent exactly as he’d spent his days for the past decade—at his desk, diligently assisting the running of Sartin Trading Company.

His step slowed as he spotted Mrs. Sartin’s familiar carriage amid the yellowing leaves. Her carriage door opened, revealing Mr. Pritchett, Mrs. Sartin’s nephew and heir. A sudden burst of sun between the clouds glinted as Mrs. Sartin stepped down into the street. Regal as a queen, she took Pritchett’s arm and began a determined stride toward…

Matthew frowned. He hadn’t noticed Lord Markham leaning against the railing before.

Following Lady Darlington’s soiree, he’d enquired about the young lord. Markham was known as Hearts—one of the Lords of Chance—four men known among the ton’s gaming set by their card suit names. A strong whiff of scandal hung about the group.

Last Spring, the highest ranking—the Marquess of Bromton—had married Markham’s sister, once known as the most unmarriageable lady in England, by special license. Shortly thereafter, another of the quartet had abruptly departed for the Americas. One could speculate any number of sordid secrets behind such unusual events, but what bothered Matthew most was the idea of his employer associating with a man called Hearts.

Not that Mrs. Sartin was likely to consult Matthew’s opinion on the matter.

He renewed his step, pausing only to wait for his cousin’s coachman—gleaming in recently-stitched Wentworth livery—to open the carriage door.

“Thank you,” Matthew said.

The coachman did not answer. His glass-eyed stare remained rooted to an imaginary spot somewhere beyond Matthew’s shoulder. No doubt the coachman had been told to remain silent.

Lord, his cousin was a pompous ass. A trait his new title exacerbated.

Matthew sincerely hoped the new Lord Wentworth planned to invest some of his vast, inherited wealth in more constructive ways once probate was fully settled.

Matthew handed his mother her ice and then climbed into the carriage. Without order or request, the door clicked closed behind him. The coachman’s boots hit the stones as he marched back into position.

Matthew sighed as he settled into his seat. “Does Peter really believe such affectations raise his consequence?”

His mother hissed through her teeth—her version of shush.

“Come now.” Matthew raised his brows. “The coachman couldn’t have heard me.”

“You don’t know that,” his mother replied. “I taught you better. You never, ever speak derisively about family in front of servants.”

“We didn’t have servants, mother.”

“We had Miss. Cotswell and Mr. Blanning.”

“Not servants.” Just two, helpful souls who had believed assisting the rector’s family would result in celestial favoritism.

His mother clucked. “And you should not refer to him as Peter. He’s Lord Wentworth, now—and due your respect.”

“He is Lord Wentworth. On that much we can agree.”

His mother sunk her spoon into her ice and begrudgingly indulged a large mouthful. Already off to a bad start. He never set out to purposefully antagonize his mother, although his intentions made little difference.

“I miss my uncle,” he added softly.

“He is gone.” She sniffed, sitting straight. “That, my boy, is that. The way of things does not pause for our convenience.”

Was that all the emotion she could produce for the loss of her dear brother, who’d saved them both from penury and ruin? Perhaps frozen sentiment was the reason he’d never seen her back bend. “In addition to updating the livery, how else has the new Lord Wentworth busied himself?”

His mother flashed him another dark-eyed reproving look. “I do not appreciate your tone, Mr. Bellamy.”

Sometimes, Matthew wasn’t sure his mother remembered his first name.

“Very well, I will endeavor to behave.” And remember why he wished to speak with her in the first place. “I’ve found a few possible alternatives to Wentworth House. I know you prefer Mayfair, but there are several other perfectly respectable neighborhoods I think we should consider. As for a country home, I’ve been in touch with a land agent about a seaside cottage—”

“Do you think I care a whit for myself? We must find a better place for you.”

“The idea,” he continued patiently, “is to establish a household where we might both reside. No matter what you believe, my first concern is your happiness.”

“Honestly,” his mother interrupted. “Your first concern should be the procurement of a wife.”

He lifted a brow. “I can hardly acquire a wife when I cannot offer her a home, can I? It’s not as if I can ask my future bride to reside with me in my chambers above Sartin Trading Company.”

She groaned, longsuffering. “Of course not. The very idea. My point is, you should wait until you are betrothed to settle on a residence.”

He rubbed his temples.

“Better yet,” his mother continued, “you don’t have to purchase anything at all. You and your bride can let a grand townhome while the two of you decide on more permanent accommodations. Perhaps she will wish to live close to her father or brother’s seat. Oh!” Her eyes lit. “If her relations control a borough, you could end up in Parliament. Just think of that.”

“As a proxy for some self-indulgent aristocrat?” No, thank you.

Her eyes narrowed. “Careful, or your disdain will end up tainting your future.”

“My future?”

“Do you think I went through the trouble to get you an invitation to Lady Darlington’s soiree for my own sake?”

“I don’t need to think. I know.”

“What kind of a mother do you think I am?”

The kind ashamed of her son’s choices? He held his tongue and, instead, took her hand. “You needn’t concern yourself with my future wife, nor my future profession. No matter what you may believe, I am competent enough to make those decisions on my own. However, I would rest easier if I knew you had a home where you felt comfortable and secure.”

She huffed. “You are a good boy—”

Praise indeed.

“—But you must see reason. Your wife’s concerns matter most.”

So much for tender entreaty. “Again, I don’t have a wife.”

“But you will. You must.”

Must he? He hadn’t had time for such considerations as courtship and marriage. And since George Sartin’s death, he hadn’t had the desire to leave Mrs. Sartin’s side, let alone plan his future.

“Allow me to be clear,” he said, voice low. “I do not intend to choose a bride before I purchase a property. In fact, I wouldn’t make a purchase now if I were not concerned about you.”

His mother closed her eyes and placed a gloved hand against her temple.

He cast his gaze outside the window, instinctively seeking Mrs. Sartin.

She, Pritchett and Markham had left the railing and were standing just outside the open door of another crested carriage. Pritchett engaged two young ladies facing the front of the carriage within while Mrs. Sartin spoke to a dark-haired lady facing the back. She was laughing and it appeared Lord Markham did not share her mirth.

That, at least, gratified.

Mrs. Sartin’s expression changed as two more men joined their circle. He’d met one of the newcomers before. A distasteful fellow…

His mother cleared her throat. “I am not going to live forever.”

He glanced askance. “None of us are.”

“Even if, like your father, you refuse to spare a thought for your future, my first priority is finding you a suitable bride.”

“I am nothing like father.”

Rector Bellamy, though charming and well-loved in his parish, had been reckless with funds. When he had, he spent, when he did not have, he cheerfully went without—recipe enough to support one man through life but little comfort for the family he left behind. Were it not for the Sartins—his gaze drifted again to Mrs. Sartin’s poised, modish silhouette, still facing away—he wouldn’t have had the means to help himself let alone his mother.

His mother followed his gaze to Markham’s carriage. “Well, well, well. Perhaps you aren’t as opposed to the idea of courtship as you protest.”

“What do you mean?”

“Inside that carriage are three perfectly acceptable young ladies. Three. I see the look on your face. At least one of them is rousing an interest.”

Not quite.

The woman on the outside of the carriage, on the other hand…

She and Pritchett turned back toward her conveyance. As she came closer, Matthew read weariness in her features. He frowned, grasping the door latch. Did she have need of him? Should he go to her?

“Again… her.” His mother’s voice rose. “I’ll release you from her clutches if it’s the last thing I do.”

Mrs. Sartin’s gaze locked on Matthew. Her cheeks pinked. She whispered something to Pritchett and they quickly changed direction.

Coincidence? Or had she heard his mother?

Gentlemanly restraint alone kept him from embarrassing everyone present with an awkward public entreaty.

“Take me back to Earl Wentworth’s residence,” his mother said with an unapologetic pointed chin. “I’m finished.”

“Gladly,” he replied.

He had to get back to the office.

Now.
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Amelia rose from her desk and leaned back against the window frame in her office staring down at her hands. Or, rather, clutches.

Clutches evidently inserted into a hapless, unwilling, Matthew Bellamy.

Lady Dorothy’s accusation had left her reeling, and completely unable to provide an adequate reply to the nonsense her nephew was currently spouting.

Jeremy rapped on her desk like his uncle used to do. “Mark my words—you are going to end up in a terrible pickle.”

“A pickle?” she asked. “Well, being in a pickle does not sound appealing. Preserving perhaps, but—”

“I’m serious, Aunt. You cannot go around interfering as you have in the lives of your betters.”

“Darling, interfering is my—wait.” She paused. “Did you say my betters? ”

“Yes, your betters. You know, men capable of plotting the demise of Sartin Trading Company over a glass of port?”

She lifted her right brow. “Lord Moultonbury is hardy my better.”

“Perhaps not morally, but socially, yes. And you insulted him. An earl.”

“I simply transferred coveted benefit tickets from Lord Moultonbury’s family to Lord Markham. Tickets are, as chair of the Society for the Benefit of the Infirm and the Aged, my right to bestow—.”

“But you let him know your slight was intentional.”

“He displayed insufferable rudeness!”

“What will people say? ”

She glanced heavenward. “I’ve heard every possible insult before. I am presumptuous. I am unnatural. No matter what Moultonbury comes up with, others—including the Duchess of Shepthorpe and the Queen herself—will continue to find me an exceedingly useful friend.” She pushed off the window frame. “And, next time, they will all line up for tickets—no matter what they think of me. If you were paying attention, you’d see the only inevitable result of my inviting Lord Markham and his rumored intended is that my benefit will now be the talk of the town.”

“Donations? That’s what this was about?”

“Not entirely. You, my dear nephew, had just confessed to witnessing Moultonbury make a wicked wager meant to destroy the reputation of Markham’s innocent lady friend, a wager that resulted in Markham claiming he intended to marry the girl.” After Jeremy’s confession, Amelia insisted on meeting the lady. When she had, she quickly realized the two young people were besotted with one another, although they appeared to be making a valiant attempt to deny their feelings. “If you hadn’t told me about the potential scandal, I might not have gotten involved at all.”

“You’d have me believe you risked the censure of the Moultonbury family for Lady Clarissa—a woman you hadn’t been introduced to before today?”

When he put it that way, it did sound impulsive. “Lady Clarissa is alone in the world, much like I was at her age. If it hadn’t been for your Uncle George…” She sighed. She needn’t explain herself. Not to Jeremy. Not to anyone. “You may believe whatever you wish to believe. The truth exists entirely separate from your opinions—and if you don’t understand that, I don’t see how you are ever going to run this company.”

“Please.” A slow flush rose from beneath Jeremy’s collar. “You will never allow me to take my place in this company.”

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I could never compete with the esteemed Mr. Bellamy. Why even his mother said—”

“Jeremy,” she interrupted. “If you wish to become more involved, ask. But make no mistake, if you repeat libelous innuendo again, there will be consequences. Do you understand the insult you just implied?”

“Dash it.” Jeremy ran his hand through his hair and then cast his gaze to the floor. “I’m upset. I apologize.”

She studied the young man standing across from her, seeing the pink-cheeked little boy she and George had raised. Jeremy had worn much the same expression every time he’d been caught pilfering cheese from the larder.

He should be ashamed for lecturing her as if he knew better. But was he wrong about the reasons for her reluctance to give him responsibility?

She had been clinging to Bellamy, hadn’t she? And, after the soiree, she could hardly deny her attraction to her secretary, an attraction even Bellamy’s mother perceived. She glanced back down at her hands. Clutches, indeed.

As sole heir to Sartin Trading Company, Jeremy needed to take on more responsibility. And soon, too. She hadn’t missed the spark between Jeremy and the blushing Lady Horatia, who’d been among Lord Markham’s guests. She’d just never fully considered what that transition would mean for her.

And Bellamy.

Perhaps the time had come. After all, Bellamy, too, had begun to seek a wife.

“Come, sit,” she said gently. “Go over some of this morning’s reports with me.”

Jeremy glanced up, hopeful. “Truly?”

“You are right,” she conceded. “I cannot argue with right. This is your inheritance. You must learn to protect it.”

He stood tall. “And carry on for Uncle George.”

Her heart panged with bittersweet pride. “And carry on for Uncle George.”

She’d survived George’s loss. Matthew Bellamy would be merely moving on to better things. She’d take pride in his success, too.

Even if Mr. Bellamy’s success meant she’d be alone.


Chapter Four

MRS. SARTIN’S SHADOW FELL ACROSS a thin expanse of carpet, and Matthew’s office infused with her citrus scent. Embarrassed by the heart-skip need to drink in her presence, Matthew did not look up. Instead, he pushed his ever-slipping glasses to the bridge of his nose and finished transcribing a receipt into his ledger.

No matter what he wished, events were conspiring to oust him from his island of content.

Was this it, then?

Was this the moment she would tell him he must leave his position?

“I suppose you heard my conversation with Mr. Pritchett.”

A drop of ink balled at the pointed nib of his quill. He rattled the rachis until the drop fell, sending ripples through the well of black liquid. “A private, family conversation is none of my concern.”

“Nor mine,” she replied. “Yet, here we are.”

Any illusions she had not heard his mother’s words vanished. What must she be thinking?

What did he want her to think?

They’d spent countless days and nights in these offices, hand-in-glove. How had the space become shrunken and ill-fitting?

Mrs. Sartin’s skirts whispered as she approached, soft sounds of untold secrets, of pleasures he might have known in a different time, a different place.

Again, he adjusted his spectacles. “You’ve nothing to explain.”

She sat on his desk, resting her weight on her elbow as she leaned down into his gaze. “Unusually, I feel I do.”

His lenses displayed her in crisp focus; everything behind her blurred. Wasn’t this always the way?

She burned brighter, clearer than her surroundings.

Breathe. “Mr. Pritchett was angry, I could tell.”

She lifted her brows. “Concerned, yes.”

“Has he reason to be?”

“Perhaps.” A small smile played about her lips. “I meddled in the lives of aristocrats. I daresay Pritchett was shocked.”

“Was meddling wise?”

“No.” Her smile widened. “But just, absolutely.”

Just. Her innate sense of fairness—one of the many reasons he held Mrs. Sartin in high regard. “Was this meddling in service of vengeance?”

“Well, vengeance is a bit strong.” She drummed a finger against his desk. “But my meddling did deliver on several levels. I was able to give a much-needed set-down to an arrogant young man, help a young lady in distress, aid the course of courtship, and potentially increase future donations to the Society for the Benefit of the Infirm and the Aged.”

“Quite impressive.” How he loved the small smirk she wore. Did she understand how rare a marvel she was?

“I didn’t impress Jeremy. I’m afraid he’s developed an awed fascination with the wrong kind of influence.”

“Nothing experience won’t hone, I’m sure.”

She glanced away. “I suppose you heard him say he would like to take on more responsibility.”

Pritchett’s words wafted between them—I could never compete with the esteemed Mr. Bellamy—as did his tone of bitter accusation.

Insult, she’d said. Libelous innuendo.

Ache spread through Matthew’s sinews. “Yes.”

“Yes,” she echoed. “Yes does not reveal your thoughts. Do you feel the time has come?”

“No matter how you choose to proceed, I will understand.”

She frowned. “I asked for your opinion, not a platitude.”

What did she want from him? His voluntary resignation?

His cheek flinched.

“I see,” she murmured.

He laid a hand against her arm, stopping her withdrawal. “No. You don’t see.” The very idea of an end to their way of life plunged him into frigid water. How would his stinging lungs survive the reality? “Of course, Pritchett should take an interest in his inheritance. And I understand what that means for me.” This was going to hurt. Like resetting a broken bone. “And we both know the best way for him to learn is to take over my position.”

“You don’t have to leave.” She protested, but her blanche betrayed the truth. “Not right away. I mean—I would like you to stay—for a time. Take Mr. Pritchett under-wing.” She inhaled, parchment-cut sharp. “So to speak.”

He should refuse. A lengthened departure would only serve to rebreak the unhealed bone. Then again—he glanced around the room—this office was his work. His home. The container that held the happiest and most productive hours of his life.

And he could refuse her nothing—not while her heat still tingled in his fingertips.

“His judgement will take time to develop,” he conceded.

“One of George’s favorite phrases.” She smiled sadly. “That, and,” she altered her voice. “You cannot prevent all stumbles; the trick is to learn from the misstep…”

“…to rise a second time.” Matthew finished.

“George didn’t shape us over night.” She sounded tired.

“You required no shaping.”

She snorted. “Only a fool believes they have nothing to learn.”

He drew his fingers across her arm—a subtle, stolen caress. “You’re the least foolish person I’ve ever met.”

Her slightly parted lips were so tantalizingly close—low-hanging fruit, heavy and ripe.

“Thank you, Bellamy.”

“For?”

“For seeing the best in me.” Her cleavage tightened as she inhaled. “I’m afraid you are the only one who does.” She lifted his hand from her person and placed his palm against the desk. “There. Clutches released.”

He made a fist against the blotter. “I hope you understand my mother does not speak for me.”

Her gaze returned to his. “But she is not wrong any more than Pritchett’s desire to learn is wrong. Your work here could very well be perceived as an impediment to a good marriage.”

Your work here. Not with me. “A good marriage,” he repeated by rote.

“You’re a fine man, Bellamy.”

“If I am,” he lifted his eyes, “I have the name Sartin to thank.”

Her smile trembled. “George made you his own.”

“Not just Mr. Sartin.”

She dropped her gaze. “How maudlin I’ve become.” She rearranged the ink bottles on the edge of his desk and sniffed. “Truth is, I detest change.”

He made a sound of derision. “You thrive on change, on challenge.”

She shook her curls. “Not this time.”

Then don’t let me go. The words wedged in his throat.

She stood. “I am a selfish being.”

“You aren’t.” He lowered his voice. “And I won’t leave. Not while you need me.”

She fixed her gaze on the doorway back to her office. Then, as if pulled by an invisible tide, moved away from him.

“You’ll stay, for a time.” She spoke as if self-reassuring. “For Mr. Sartin’s sake.”

“Yes.” He’d stay, but not for Mr. Sartin’s sake.

For hers.
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Despite the heaviness in Amelia’s heart, she soaked in the ubiquitous sense of benevolent satisfaction feeding the buoyant atmosphere of the Benefit for the Society of the Infirm and the Aged. As predicted, the evening was an absolute crush—everyone had turned out to judge for themselves if the rumored courtship between Lord Markham and Lady Clarissa was indeed, real.

Blending in like a wallflower she most certainly was not, Amelia watched the young couple dance.

If they were feigning a courtship to foil Lord Moultonbury’s attempt to besmirch the lady’s reputation, they were the finest actors in London. Together, they turned in one of the more intimate steps of the Allemande, gazing into one another’s eyes as if they were the only people present.

She recognized true affection when she saw it. Love—bittersweet tenderness suffused Amelia’s soul—one of the world’s great mysteries and the most powerful force she’d ever experienced.

Her gaze moved to her nephew.

Jeremy had been standing taller these past few days. Sartin Trading Company’s challenges served to enliven him with purpose. And his burgeoning confidence had not gone unnoticed by Lady Horatia Maxwell-Hughes—the blushing young woman he’d met at Gunter’s.

She couldn’t ask for a better match for Jeremy.

And—she smirked—an alliance with a duke’s daughter certainly wouldn’t hurt Sartin Trading Company’s prospects. She considered Lady Horatia’s mother a friend and her father, the Duke of Shepthorpe, was too practical to distain trade.

She sighed. All around her couples were coupling.

There’d even been a moment the other evening she’d felt the age-old urge. Bellamy’s gaze—bug-eyed large behind his lenses—had dipped to her lips, and she’d electrified, every nerve tingling.

Foolish.

Kissing her secretary would not only be unethical, but dangerous.

And if they were to tryst?

Unthinkable.

Their unavoidable parting would then go from painful to debilitating.

“There you are, dear.” Lady Constance greeted Amelia with a kiss to both cheeks. “I’ve been searching all over.”

“For me?”

“Yes…and for that handsome man you introduced me to the other evening. Is he here?”

Amelia glanced askance. “I’m afraid not.”

“Didn’t you give him an invitation?”

Tickets were hers to disperse, yet she hadn’t thought to invite Bellamy. Why? “He prefers quiet evenings to a Society crush.”

“Quiet evenings at home?” Constance shuddered. “Well, that won’t do at all. I shall endeavor to put him out of my mind.”

Amelia chuckled. “Somehow I can’t picture you, seated by a hearth full of glowing coals, stitching while your devoted paramour reads aloud.”

But she could picture herself in such a scene.

With Bellamy.

She frowned.

“Come,” Lady Constance urged. “Let’s join Lady Batsford and Mrs. Whitehold, shall we?”

Without waiting for an answer, Constance led Amelia toward their friends, but Amelia’s thoughts remained on Bellamy.

Bellamy was her secretary.

Her respected associate.

She could not kiss him over his office desk, and she certainly couldn’t install him in her library to entertain her while she stitched.

She hated mending, anyway.

But she did love her work—the only distraction she retained. In fact, she loved her work enough to return to the office later tonight.

Which was a perfectly sensible thing to do. And the reason had nothing at all to do with the chance she’d see Matthew Bellamy while dressed in her finery.

She had papers to attend to. Papers.

Besides, she would never dream of disturbing Bellamy once he retired to his bedchamber, which was—she swallowed—just above her office.


Chapter Five

SECRET STAIRS IN THE ALLEY behind Sartin Trading Company allowed Amelia to come and go without being observed. Once inside her office, she waved her lamp in the window and then turned as her coachman pulled away.

The coachman had read nothing unusual in her request. She often kept odd hours. Late in the evening, she was much less likely to suffer interruption…and much more likely to have Bellamy to herself.

How long had this fascination been growing unawares?

She set down the small lantern she carried and dropped into an overstuffed chair between the window and the fireplace—the chair she used when she had to think through a tedious problem.

Like now.

Her stays pinched, protesting her slouch. She reached into her décolletage and loosened the ties. Then, with a heart-felt sigh, leaned over to remove her heavy, silver-buckled slippers one by one.

Bliss—she sank back into her chair—like silence following cacophony.

Like quiet nights at home.

Did Bellamy prefer them, or had she been reluctant to give him a coveted ticket because she hadn’t wanted to encourage his burgeoning search for a wife?

If the latter, she owed him an apology. Bellamy, dearest, I’m terribly jealous.

She could only imagine how he’d—

The door creaked open. She met Bellamy’s startled gaze.

“Mr. Bellamy! Do you often skulk about in the dark?”

Lamplight made flickering shadows on his face. “Apologies. I heard a noise and came to investigate.”

“Yes, well, as you can see, I am—”

He cleared his throat. “Mrs. Sartin?”

“Yes?” Unlike him to interrupt.

“Your…I mean, if you wouldn’t mind…” His gaze moved to her sagging bodice.

Her cheeks heated as she pulled her fichu back over the swell of her breasts. His eyes remained on her bosom, transforming her embarrassment into a hot rush of desire—honeyed, thick and liquid.

“I wasn’t expecting…company.”

“Of course not.” He paused. “Can I be of service in any way?” His gaze dropped to the floor. “I mean, would you like me to fetch coals to light your fire?”

Politely decline. Her lamp was perfectly capable of lighting a fire, should she choose to start one. What she said, however, was, “Warmth would be lovely.”

He nodded once and then disappeared, leaving Amelia alone with the invisible demon responsible for an utterance opposite of what she’d intended.

She listened to Bellamy ascend the stairs to his bedchamber.

Mr. Sartin—when he was alive—had proposed Bellamy’s current living arrangement. Bellamy had been perfectly willing to reside in the attic rooms, and Mr. Sartin had been more than happy for the increased efficiency—and security.

And so Bellamy had been, simply, present.

Always.

I won’t leave. Not while you need me.

She couldn’t imagine Sartin Trading Company without Bellamy, any more than she could stop the jagged, cutting nature of her untamable heartbeat.

She may have mistaken his desire to kiss her the other day, but there wasn’t any way she’d imagined his slow swallow after he’d caught a glimpse of her breasts.

Breasts now weighted with wanton heaviness.

Madness.

She redid the ties and readjusted her fichu.

She’d be a fool to act on her desire, even if she was going to lose Bellamy soon, regardless.

Bellamy reappeared with a bucket of glowing coals, presumably taken from his room. He went to one knee and, quite literally, shared his fire. Then, he removed a circular stone from the bottom of the bucket and put it on a grate above the coals.

“The soapstone will take a few minutes to warm.”

“What’s it for?”

Orange light traced his profile. “Your feet, of course.”

Her feet. The aching feet she hadn’t even noticed were cold.

How had he known?

Silly question.

This was Bellamy. Bellamy always knew what she needed.

“You might as well sit down,” she suggested.

Instead of pulling over a wooden chair, he shifted position. Crooking one leg, he lounged against the mantle column, arm draped across his knee.

She and Bellamy had been together in this room more times than she could count. Only now did she understand why her husband’s relations had protested.

She’d argued all ladies were, on occasion, alone with their grooms or footmen or butlers, therefore there could be nothing improper about a woman being alone with a man in her employ.

Nothing at all—her gaze fell to the now-crinkled seam of his trousers—intimate.

“Were you on your way out?”

“In.”

“Ah.” That explained why she had not heard him when she first arrived. “Coffee house?”

“Assembly.”

“Public assembly?”

His gaze challenged. “Public.”

So, he really was, in vulgar parlance, on the prowl. She arranged her skirts to fully cover her stockinged feet.

“Did you enjoy the evening?” she asked lightly.

He chuckled softly and turned to stoke the coals.

Wait—when had he removed his jacket? And had his sleeves been rolled up when he first appeared in her doorway?

They couldn’t have been. She would have noticed the way his forearm flexed. And—heavens—how it flexed. Not just the forearms she could see, but the shoulders not-so hidden beneath his shirt.

“Did you enjoy the benefit?” he asked.

“Yes.” However, not as much as she was enjoying this moment. “Jeremy spent the night making eyes at Lady Horatia, while Lady Horatia blushed obligingly in return.”

“His courtship is off to a rollicking start, then. And what about the young lady you set out to help?”

“As expected, she and Lord Markham were the talk of the evening.”

“Lord Markham,” he repeated thoughtfully. He set down the poker. “Which means, I take it, the night was an unparalleled success.”

“Every charity will soon be clambering for my services.”

“Why, of course they will.” He glanced over his shoulder and smiled.

Hesitantly, she returned his smile.

“Let me see...” He eased back into a sitting position. “Mr. Pritchett and Lady Horatia. Lord Markham and Lady Clarissa. You weren’t exaggerating when you said you meddled. One wonders who you will match next.”

“Match?” She asked, genuinely surprised. “I am not a matchmaker.”

“No, indeed?”

Well… Perhaps she had encouraged Jeremy where Lady Horatia was concerned. And, she’d certainly used her influence to urge along Markham’s courtship…

“I nudged along fate,” she admitted. “Which makes me less of a matchmaker and more of a benevolent fairy godmother.”

“Fairy godmother?”

“Haven’t you read Charles Perrault’s fairy tales?”

“I haven’t, I’m afraid.”

“A sad loss, I assure you.”

He rested his head against the post. “I’m almost afraid to ask, but just what is a fairy godmother?”

She considered. “I’m not sure how to answer, exactly, but she appears in a tale about a young lady who sleeps by the cinders…”

“How demeaning,” he said in jest, indicating his position in the hearth and wiping a smudge of ash from his arm.

She slanted him a glance.

“Go on,” he urged. “Tell me about this cinder-sleeper and her godmother.”

“Well, Cinderella is good and deserving but no one seems to notice—”

“Indeed?”

She cleared her throat. “No one notices except—”

“Her fairy godmother?”

“Exactly.” She wished she could remove his slightly-smudged glasses—the hazed lenses concealed his thoughts.

All she would have to do was reach out…

“So,” he shifted, “how does the godmother remedy this sorry state of affairs? Does she make the cinder girl the lady of the house?”

She shook her head. “The godmother transforms the cinder girl’s rags into pretty clothes and then sends her off on three separate nights to a ball. At the ball, she meets a prince.”

“There’s a prince.” His deep-chested hum resonated. “There’s always a prince.”

“Not always.” Some fairytales ended sadly. Like life. She looked into the coals. “My sisters dreamed of being Cinderella.”

“You didn’t?”

“I wanted to be the godmother,” she half-smiled, “tasked with changing the fortunes of the worthy.”

“By giving them fine clothes and carriages with which to deceive unwitting princes?”

She laughed. “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

“They staged quite the ruse, this cinder girl and her godmother.”

He covered his hands with towels and then removed the block of soapstone from the grate. Next, he situated the stone by the edge of her skirts. Then—as if he did such things every day—he lifted her stockinged feet. One by one, he placed her soles against the heated stone.

Warmth radiated up her calves. Her cheeks pinked for entirely different reasons.

“Bellamy,” she said softly, “do you require the services of a matchmaker?”

“No.” His answer was definitive.

“You’ve found someone, then?”

He stared at her for a long, silent moment. “I’ve found,” he paused, “the perfect woman.”

“Oh.” She did not bother to hide her disappointment.

He rose. “Good night, Mrs. Sartin.”

“Good night, Bellamy.”

The door closed. She fisted her hands in her lap.
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Matthew pulled the door shut behind him. The definitive thump of wood-against-wood did nothing to lessen his need.

Move.

Yes. Right. Move. Away from the door. Away from her.

The wild urge to confess his deepest secret had forced him from the room.

Do you need a matchmaker?

I’ve found the perfect woman.

Her bleak, lost expression had made him want to grab her by her shoulders and tell her in no uncertain terms she was that woman, but restraint had won the day.

Thank God.

He headed through his darkened office, following the well-worn path to his attic bedchamber.

She was his employer, and he was nothing more to her than a sturdy cane—something on which to depend. Once, being essential to her had been enough. Now—with his departure ever looming—he craved notice.

He craved possession.

A sharp stab of want accompanied the memory of her loosened bodice—the tantalizing glimpse inspiring every subsequent gesture up right up to fondling her damned feet.

Devil take it.

His stopped walking and turned back, heart jostling against his ribs like a prisoner demanding attention.

To return to her office was lunacy. He strode back to the door, breathing hard. Placing his fists against the door posts, he bowed his head, back muscles straining.

He had no right to dream of becoming her lover.

He was what he was.

A loyal employee.

A dependable, overlooked, cane.

A man who knew for certain he had found the perfect woman, but the perfect woman could never be his.

On the other hand…

What if he was wrong?

What if she wasn’t just the perfect woman for him? What if he was the perfect man for her?

A vision sprouted to life—he and Mrs. Sartin. Amelia. As a couple, they’d be as invincible in life as they’d been in commerce.

Such a dream, however, required more than a matchmaker, such a dream required a gifted fairy godmother…or, at the very least, a bold presumption.

But even if he could not have her forever, couldn’t he have her for one night?

“Bellamy?” Her whisper drifted through the wall.

“Here.”

She opened the door visibly trembling. He’d sworn to be there whenever she needed him. She needed him now…and he would not fail.

He gathered her close. With a long, uneven exhale, she sagged against his chest.

He filled with shock, then heat, and then need so violent his knees turned to gelatin. He wrapped one arm about her waist—an unmovable anchor. With his other hand, he brushed back her curls.

“Invincible,” he whispered into the faint blue-pools of her eyes.

If only she would allow.

She removed his glasses and set them on a shelf in the bookcase beside them. A fold appeared between her brows. He placed his lips over the wrinkle—a soothing gesture. As she relaxed, he moved his mouth across her forehead. Her lashes feathered against his nose. He kissed her cheekbone, just below her eye, and then he touched his temple to hers.

Her breath warmed the scant air between them.

Women were a mystery he hadn’t taken the time to unravel. He’d never been interested in pleasure for pleasure’s sake. Now, he understood the real reason behind his reluctance.

All he cared for was this woman. Amelia.

Their mouths touched, light and sweet. They touched again. Elated thrill tugged an invisible string from his lips to his groin, and sweetness turned to spice.

Then, with urgency, he repeatedly claimed her mouth until he could barely recall a time their mouths had been distinct.

Invincible.

Just as he’d always known.


Chapter Six

COULD A KISS GO ON forever?

Yes, Amelia prayed.

Even a brief pause would open the door to rational thought and rational thought—any thought, for that matter—would thwart the overwhelming wave of want that had lifted her out of her chair and then, somehow, landed her in Bellamy’s embrace. Desire bred stupor, and yet being clasped within Bellamy’s arms was inexplicably right.

He had such solid arms.

Such a solid chest.

He was, simply, solid—something on which she could rely.

He kissed how she’d imagined, exactly how he worked—careful, thorough, and fully aware. Each time his lips brushed hers, a hotter rush of desire left her gasping. Soon, she would boil.

Still, she had to breathe eventually.

She rolled her forehead against his cheek, panting. “I—I never guessed.”

“Didn’t you?”

“No.” She shook her head. His stubble tickled her skin.

“Are you being truthful?”

“No,” she repeated. And then, because nothing else would come to mind, she said, “You’re a man.”

His chuckle rumbled deep in his chest. “Kind of you to notice.”

“I didn’t, you know. Not before Lady Darlington’s soiree.”

“The soiree?”

Curse her flapping tongue. “You—you looked nice.”

“Nice?”

“Handsome.” Edible, in fact.

“And now?”

“Obviously, I’m aware.” There was no mistaking the hardness against her belly, nor the way her awareness of his arousal left her head feverish and her mouth dry. She swallowed. “I am very aware.”

He cupped her chin and lifted her face. No doubt her eyes held truths she had yet to acknowledge, truths she could not dice into words.

She blessed the shadows for concealing two contradictory Amelias. One—aware allowing Bellamy to hold her was dangerous and could have no good end. The other—submersed in the joy of sensation and the heady pleasure of knowing she hadn’t mistaken his desire.

Soon, one of those Amelias must wither.

He slanted his mouth over hers, urging her lips to part. Oh, what was the use of struggle? She gave in to his onslaught.

He shifted their bodies, pressing her back against the bookshelves, delivering each kiss in a full-bodied, wave-like motion. All she could do was hold on.

“Mrs. Sartin.” Her name floated on his breath. “Amelia.”

The intimacy of her Christian name broke her last defense. The fight—what little left there had been—when out of her limbs. Rational Amelia disappeared.

His lips rested by the side of her temple, just above her ear. Roughly, he whispered, “Tell me what you want.”

Want? Want implied choice. This did not feel like want.

This felt like fate.

Awareness infused every point where his body touched hers. Later, she would parse consequences. Much, much later.

“What do I want…?” she asked.

“Yes.”

She worked her fingers into his simply tied cravat until the knot loosened. She left it hanging on either side of his shirt as she parted the laces and inhaled.

A familiar scent. Comforting and yet, at the same time, full of new promise.

She touched her lips to the hot, smooth valley at the base of his throat.

“Have I not made myself plain?” she whispered against his skin.

“No.”

“Well then, Matthew Bellamy, allow me to be clear. I want you. All of you.”
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His response emerged from his lips gruff and broken. “I am yours.” Always.

The last, unspoken word balled up against a rush of equally silent questions painfully compacting his lungs. Why haven’t you seen? And what comes next?

How could he tell her he’d never been with a woman without ending this burgeoning moment? Any explanation of his unwillingness to dally in—or, worse, pay for—pleasures of the flesh would prematurely betray not only the long years he’d spent pining for her, but also the depth of his affection.

Was he under obligation to tell her something she had not asked?

He’d heard enough about the amorous act to understand what went where and when and how. If he followed her lead, he was certain the dance would proceed as it should, apart from an awkward misstep or two.

He was a quick learner, after all.

She trailed her mouth down the flesh exposed beneath his open collar and his half-lucid thoughts ceased altogether. She took small tastes of him with the tip of her tongue—tiny pin-pricks that landed directly in his groin. Pleasure surged through his veins, trailing concentrated desire so caustic, his cock thrummed in pure agony.

“Amelia,” he murmured again.

Thank heaven she hadn’t corrected him when he’d taken the liberty before. He liked her name. He liked the way the consonants and vowels filled his mouth.

“Bellamy,” she replied.

Bellamy. He frowned. Always Bellamy. “Call me Matthew. Please.”

She breathed deeply. In…out.

Silence wound his tendons into straw bails. If she refused this small recognition, he’d scatter just like yellowed flax. He worked his hand from her hair to her neck, tracing her spine down to her waist.

Please.

“Matthew.” She tested his name. “Matthew.” She repeated with conviction. “I want to feel your skin against mine.”

“Which part?”

“All your parts.”

Choice parts jerked eagerly in response. “I am going to take you upstairs.”

She smiled. “Do.”

Bending, he placed an arm beneath her legs while cradling her back. She wrapped her arms around his neck as he lifted. With a sigh, she laid her head against his shoulder.

The power between them shifted, balancing. With her head resting trustingly against him, anything seemed possible.

Swinging sideways, he ascended the narrow stairwell. At the top, moonlight cascaded through the skylight, bathing his bed in silvery light. Magic, indeed. Potent and beautiful.

“Matthew?”

“Yes?”

“You can put me down, now.”

“Of course.” He lowered her to her feet.

She glanced doubtfully at the small bed—a simple mattress hardly big enough for one.

“Skin against skin,” he reminded. He removed his waistcoat, cast aside his cravat, and then pulled his shirt over his head.

She turned back. Resting her gaze on his chest, she sighed again—a sigh like none he’d ever heard.

What came next?

Damned question. He moved to her side, and then ran the fabric of her fichu through his fingers, smooth and pliant.

“May I?” he asked roughly.

She nodded.

He untucked the white silk, carefully releasing the fabric from her bodice. She tilted her head to one side, allowing him greater access. He kissed her neck from hairline to shoulder, delighting as her skin warmed against his lips.

“My dress laces beneath my arms,” she murmured. “I can’t reach the—”

“Say no more.”

Blindly searching, he found tiny, knotted strings hidden under her voluminous sleeves and set to work. Her dress was not a dress at all, but a separate bodice and skirt. Men’s clothing could be complicated, but nothing like this.

When the bodice finally gave way, he suppressed a cheer of triumph.

She helped him, impatiently working a tie at her waist. Heavy fabric fell to the floor in a whoosh, revealing a tantalizing hint of ankle and calf. Still, a high waisted, stiff garment crossing over her breasts kept her confined. He loosened the laces, revealing a near-transparent shift embroidered with small flowers.

Unexpected. Fanciful.

He would have sworn he knew her like the back of his own hands, yet she could still surprise. Watching him, she pulled her arms through her open stays and tossed them aside.

“You’re beautiful, Matthew.”

Odd choice. “Beautiful?”

She splayed her small, cool hands against his fiery chest. “Beautifully made.”

She moved her hands over his muscles down to his stomach. Tension coalesced in his groin. In another moment she’d undo his falls. But he needed that barrier. Without it, he wouldn’t last. And there was so much he had yet to learn, to know. So, he walked her backwards toward his bed, her thighs brushing his as they moved. At the last moment, she twirled him around and shoved him down.

Unexpected again.

If nothing else, he would always remember the moonlight glowing against her pretty shift, and the shadowy hint of reward beneath.

He situated her between his thighs. Then, he cupped her legs, lifting her shift as his caress climbed her thighs. Up, up, over her rounded bottom and then—

She stopped him.

“I’m not,” her breath hitched, “what I once was.”

“You are lovely.” So lovely his taught muscles trembled. He met her dubious gaze. “Trust me.”

She nodded, lifting her arms.

An earthy, musk joined her usual citrus. Shaking, he freed her from her last bit of clothing as he rose from the bed.

He had no prior experience with a naked woman, but he deemed all he could see natural perfection. Besides, the primal drive between them did not care to identify flaws. Her curves were full and feminine; he was pleased. His cock was practically weeping.

If he did not sit back down, he would soon fall to his knees.

Tenderly, he took her into his arms. She’d wanted skin against skin. Unusual, but now he understood why. The sensation was more indulgent than he could have imagined—a melding of silken heat.

“What next?” This time, he asked the question aloud.

“My breasts. Touch my breasts.”

He lowered them both back onto the bed and gazed in near-tearful awe as she situated herself against his pillows. Bracing the lion’s share of his weight on his knee, he passed the calloused base of his palm over the roughened peak of her nipple, delighting as she arched into his hand and moaned.

Ah. That sound.

He drew the back of his hand beneath the curve of her breast and circled around, repeating his prior motion. He learned what she liked, delighting as her embarrassed tension melted away, and she loosened, supple and lithe beneath his hands.

“Stop teasing me,” she whimpered.

Gripping his nape, she placed his mouth directly on the hardened, raspberry-like bud. His shock dissipated and her flesh became a feast, first to savor, and then, urged on by her breathy moans, to devour whole. The more he gave—licking, sucking, softly blowing against her skin—the more she demanded.

“Touch me.” Her panted words went husky with desire. “Touch me there.”

There proved no strain to deduce. Touch, however, formed the crux.

Light or heavy? At a single point or with a caress that knit together all her sensitive places? Most importantly—considering how she wanted him to explore her breasts—with his mouth or with his hands?

“Show me what you like.” His voice scratched in his throat as he nuzzled against her ear. Then, he settled on the less alarming option. “Guide my hand.”

She wrapped his rough hand within her dainty fingers and steered him to her mound. Soft curls gave way to wet warmth. He cupped her heat as she rocked against his hand, catching her lower lip between her teeth.

Captivating.

She moaned again. A slight shiver passed through her body—a harbinger, a warning. She abandoned his hand. Without direction, he continued to stroke. Turning her head into his body, she cupped her own breasts, squeezing her nipples.

Good heavens.

Asphyxiation brought twinkling stars before his eyes. Breathe. The sight alone was going to kill him. If not now, then later, in his dreams.

Every muscle in her body tensed. Then, she arched her back, and her mouth fell open in a silent, breathless scream. The wetness against his hand increased, seeping between his fingers.

Time stopped but for the blood humming through his cock.

She inhaled in a rush. A sound tore from her lips—simultaneous pleasure, pain, and release. With a final shudder, she collapsed.

Beneath his trousers, his erect staff whined in pain. Not tonight.

What if there’s only tonight?

That, he refused to believe.

Instead, he wiped her tousled hair from her brow. Her skin, in light, might have been pink as dawn, but night sketched her in shades of silver-grey.

Her eyes flew open. Her sudden, intense gaze left a sheen over his own.

“Matthew,” she whispered. “You haven’t—”

“No.” He stopped her from reaching toward his tented falls.

“But you—”

“Don’t worry about me.”

She frowned.

“Yet.” He placed his lips against her dampened temple.

Closing his eyes, he rolled onto his back and clasped her against his chest, moving his thumb along her jaw and willing away the full, heavy pain in his cock.

He’d learned enough for one night. Knowledge he wanted to savor. And, far more than sweaty, needful joining, this—the quiet aftermath—was, in fact, the culmination of his dreams.

Amelia content and still in his arms.


Chapter Seven

BESIDE AMELIA, MATTHEW BELLAMY’S CHEST rose and fell. Coals in his fireplace had chalked over into grey ash, but Matthew emitted more than enough warmth. Amelia gazed into the darkness until his ghost-hued chamber came into focus.

She’d suspended reason. Now, rational propriety clamped down, breaking the beauty of what she’d just experienced into shards whispering shame.

She’d allowed—no…begged—a man in her employ to give her pleasure. Worse still, she’d taken that pleasure as her due and left him unsatisfied. For goodness sake, Constance ended liaisons when her male lovers did the same.

How embarrassing.

She’d demanded his touch, moaned like a cat in heat when he complied, and then promptly drifted off into the netherworld. She’d probably even snored.

Heavens! Please, no. Please.

Mortification beyond bearing.

How were they going to go back to working together?

She’d known better than to give into her lust. She’d known, and she hadn’t done a thing to restrain her desires.

Earlier this evening, she’d taken pride in her actions. She’d been happy to bid Markham a final farewell, with her sincere, best wishes for his courtship of Lady Clarissa. Then, she’d returned here only to accost her secretary.

What kind of woman had she become?

Her body played Judas to her thoughts—still languid, still content, still happy to be curled against his side, safe and certain as a newborn pup.

Bellamy stroked her arm, slow and reassuring.

Not asleep then.

He’d known she had awakened and needed comfort. He always knew her needs before she spoke. Then again—she self-corrected—not quite always.

Tell me what you want. Guide my hand.

She frowned into the darkness.

Bellamy—Matthew—was either a very considerate lover or a completely inexperienced one. And if he was inexperienced—though how could he be at his age—that made her even worse than a selfish lover.

That made her akin to a pleasure house procuress.

Considerate absolutely had to be the answer. Of course, Matthew was considerate. Silly to even entertain any other explanation.

Matthew was considerate, eager, and, for the moment, all hers.

She gave up her hopeless, inner fight and nestled within his embrace. Nothing good was ever decided in the wee hours of the morning, anyway.

Matthew kissed the messy line of her part. “You’re awake, I take it.”

“As are you,” she pointed out. “Did you fall asleep, too?”

“No.”

She shifted position until she could see the faint outline of his features. “Do you mean to tell me you have been watching me sleep?”

“Couldn’t help myself, I’m afraid.” Moonlight touched his smile. He traced her nose with his finger. “You’re beautiful.”

She wasn’t. Not anymore.

She sunk back against his chest, gazing up to the window in the slanted roof. “Has the sky lightened? Is that the grey of dawn?”

“No.” He stroked her face. “The nightingale, and not the lark, pierced the fearful hollow of thine ear.”

That didn’t sound like Bellamy. She frowned. “Are you quoting?”

“Yes. Romeo and Juliet.” His caress stalled. “In the wee of the morning, just after they declare their love.”

“Pretty words.” Deep within, her tightly budded dreams uncurled hopeful petals. She tucked them back into the recesses of her mind. “And yet Romeo and Juliet is a tragic play.”

“Depends on your perspective.” He ran a lock of her hair through his fingers. “Their deaths ended a longstanding feud. I imagine quite a few people benefitted.”

She chuckled half-heartedly. “Heartless, Matthew. Heartless.”

He hummed. “Merely pointing out the greater good…and its limitations.” His lips touched her outer temple. “Heading off your inevitable argument, you see.”

“What argument?”

“The one where you tell me we cannot act selfishly or forget our duty.”

She held her breath, suppressing a swell of pain.

“Tell me I’m wrong,” he added. “Tell me you’ve discarded caution and will follow wherever your heart leads.”

“You know that’s not me, Matthew.”

“I know.” He sighed. “Not me, either.” He resumed stroking her arm. “Earlier tonight, you asked if I needed a matchmaker.”

“Ah yes.” Her breath hitched. “Your perfect woman. I hope what we… Well, what I mean to say is, I hope I haven’t harmed your prospects.”

“You still don’t see, do you? You still don’t understand?”

You are everything. His words echoed in her mind. Good heavens—when he’d said he’d found the perfect woman, he couldn’t have meant her.

She looked up into his eyes. “Matthew—” she whispered. “Surely you must know I cannot—we cannot—”

He placed a finger to her lips.

“Hear me out?”

Bad idea. She nodded anyway.

“I don’t require a matchmaker,” he said. “However, I find myself in need of a ball.”

She frowned. “A ball?”

“Well, a ball without the people, music, or fancy clothes.”

She snorted. “Not a ball then.”

“Ah, but what is a ball but an assembly for dancing? And what is an assembly for dancing but an excuse to abandon cares and enjoy, for a time, light spirits and good company.”

“…light spirits and good company?”

He nodded. “In my case, yours.”

“But we see one another almost every day.”

“Not like this, we don’t.”

Her mouth dried again while her heart bounced in hopeful leaps. “Just what are you asking me?”

“For time. The same time the fairy godmother gave Cinderella—three nights…two, as a matter of fact, since the first is nearly spent.”

He’d been listening more closely than she’d believed.

“Oh, Matthew.” A colossally bad idea. But, for the life of her, she could not come up with a single reason why she should refuse. “Two nights?”

“Two more nights.”

She lifted a brow. “Is this a trick?”

He pointed at his chest as if astonished. “When have you known me to be deceptive?”

She flashed him a look. “Never.”

“Coercive?”

“Not once.”

“Prone to flights of fancy?”

“You know you’ve been an absolute rock,” she answered quietly.

He turned her so they faced one another, suddenly serious. “Amelia, time is about to play a terrible trick. One blink and I’ll be on to new endeavors and Jeremy Pritchett will have taken my place.”

“Jeremy must learn to care for his inheritance.” Her voice wobbled. “But no one could ever take your place.” No one.

His features softened. “Surely we should take advantage of the time we have left.”

How could she refuse? “Two more nights? Consecutively?”

He considered. “What would you prefer?”

She’d prefer a lifetime, if a lifetime weren’t out of the question. “The Saturday next for the first of the two.”

“Very well.” He kissed her neck, just below her ear. “Imagine. Two nights lying skin to skin, indulging all our secret desires.”

“You cast an intoxicating spell, Matthew Bellamy.”

“Do I?” He sounded pleased. “I want to intoxicate you.”

She hummed as he stroked her stomach, reigniting passion and obliterating reason.

“I want,” he continued, “to make you drunk with need.”

His lips attended her neck, while his fingers teased lower parts until they throbbed with demand. A helpless moan escaped.

“You won’t regret this, sweet.” He nibbled her earlobe. “Now, show me where you’d like my lips.”

She guided him to her mound and closed her eyes too everything but sensation.

Two nights was far too much.

And two nights would never be enough.
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Matthew had suffered through the suffocating quiet of the office all week, regretting the mutual decision for Amelia to visit various warehouses with her heir—part excuse to limit the chance they’d betray themselves, and part necessary aspect of Pritchett’s education.

If the time they’d spent separated had been any indication, Matthew expected he would not enjoy life following his departure from Sartin Trading Company. Ever-merciful angels of distraction had been the only reason he pushed through to Saturday’s glorious promise.

Finally, Amelia was due back where she belonged.

With him.

Any moment.

He tapped his quill against his cheek, accidentally separating the barbs. Holding the staff, he ran his fingers up the rachis, urging the silken threads to knit themselves back together. In concert, they glimmered green.

He wished he could so easily mend the parted seams in his heart.

He’d admired Amelia from the first, next had come trust, then awe, then loyalty. Without him being able to pinpoint the moment, all the above had coalesced, and he’d plunged over the waterfall into consummate devotion.

He loved Amelia Sartin. And, what was more, he didn’t want to part. Ever. He wanted to make her his wife.

His presumption should shame him.

He had no right.

Matthew leaned over his desk as memories of his mentor, Mr. George Sartin, gut-slogged him one by one.

Mr. Sartin, clapping him against his back with heart-felt pride.

Mr. Sartin, laughing so hard, he’d had to remove his pipe.

Mr. Sartin, gazing in fondness at his wife.

Mr. Sartin, at the end, breath crackling as he pleaded with Matthew to stand by his darling Amelia.

Matthew groaned.

Certainly, Mr. Sartin’s entreaty had not included stripping her bare and pleasuring her on the attic cot.

He swished the quill, fanning his heated skin.

Matthew still couldn’t believe he’d convinced Amelia to give him more time. Time to seduce. To beguile. To overwhelm her objections before they were fully shaped.

Deception. Cinderella had nothing on him.

Is this a trick?

Amelia had, of course, seen through him at once. Thank goodness she’d also been too weary to realize he’d answered her question with a question of his own. The truth was, he hadn’t been deceptive, coercive or prone to flights of fancy…at least not until he’d seen her in a blue ball gown the night of Lady Darlington’s soiree.

Since then, however, his desperation had grown, driving him wild. Emotions beat at the gates of his heart like Visigoths intent on sacking Rome. Or Romans intent on sacking…well, everyone else.

He stood and then wandered over to the bookcase. The company’s ledgers were bound and organized by business, then by year, and then by quarter. Together, they represented years of his toil. Hundreds—no—thousands of hours.

Soon they would be Jeremey Pritchett’s to tend.

But who would tend Amelia?

A chill tripped down his spine, as his purpose came into focus.

While employed by the Sartins, he’d done more than elevate their company’s interests. He’d served as Amelia’s sounding board, her confidant, her friend.

Leaving Sartin Trading Company marked an end—a change to the way they interacted—but leaving need not be the end.

Not if he were bold.

Not if he pursued his desire.

The tingle increased.

He was eminently eligible to wed. He’d already settled on a house to let in town. He was close to purchasing the cottage by the sea. He fully intended to form a company of his own. Who better to advise him than Amelia? And who better to care for Amelia than him? And what better way to cement such a covenant than marriage?

Presumptuous, perhaps.

Then again, she’d said no one could take his place.

She was right.

His long-tended blend of admiration, loyalty, friendship and love would only deepen with age, mellow with the patina of something true and lasting and good.

He could leave Sartin Trading Company and still stand by Amelia.

If she would allow.

She’d given him time. He intended to use every moment to convince her marriage between them was the best possible solution.

Because he did love Amelia Sartin.

He loved her with all of his heart.


Chapter Eight

AS THE SUN DIPPED LOW in the early Saturday evening sky, Amelia exited her third hackney carriage since leaving her home. For added anonymity, she kept herself veiled.

Odd feeling, sneaking into one’s own offices.

Then again, when one found oneself midway through an intractable, colossal mistake, what else could one do but enjoy the journey?

Excited, anticipatory tingles cascaded down her spine.

For the first of two more nights, she and Matthew Bellamy would once again form a magical world of their own. And, unlike last time, tonight she would make sure he received his fair share of sensual pleasure.

She climbed the stairs and inserted her key into the padlock. Iron squealed as the arm broke free from the base and turned. She removed the lock, but before she could push open the door, she found herself pulled into the dim interior.

Matthew.

He closed the door, took the lock from her hands and fixed it to the inside. Then, he tucked her head beneath his chin and held her close. He was warm and solid and real, yet she floated against his chest to the rhythm of his heart’s steady thud.

Could any other man transform a simple cuddle into something so completely transportive? Magic was the only explanation.

Somewhere, she must have a fairy godmother.

“I’ve been imagining this moment all week. Imagining you.” He swept aside her veil, and then trailed his lips along her hairline. “Imagining this.”

He lifted her chin, and then stole her mouth with a kiss that advanced into a seemingly endless coil of pleasure and breath.

“Me, too.” Pointless to deny. Impossible, in fact, while his hands roamed from her hair, to her jaw, to her waist.

He walked sideways up the stairs, pulling her along with him. “How were your warehouse visits?”

“Well-received.”

“And Pritchett?”

She sighed. “More enthusiasm than form, I’m afraid.”

He opened the door to her office and then motioned for her to enter first. “I’m not sure I follow.”

“Jeremy is bright. Eager. But until recently, too consumed with putting on the outward affectation of a gentleman than learning to hold his own.”

“In other words, he did well, but you don’t trust him.”

“Yet.” She had to admit she was somewhat at fault.

She’d neglected training Jeremy because Matthew had been so efficient. And—her gaze roamed over Matthew’s form, so robust, so vibrant—because she’d liked things just as they were.

“Have I left him too long, do you think?” She removed her gloves and hat.

“Not at all.” He hung her things on a hook. “Give him time.”

She nodded. She’d needed Matthew’s reassurance. She hadn’t realized how much.

So many times this week, she’d instinctively turned, expecting him to be there at her side as always. Countless times she’d thought—wouldn’t this interest Matthew? Wouldn’t that make him laugh?

Matthew rubbed between her brows. She’d been frowning again, she supposed.

“Enough about Pritchett,” he said. “We agreed to borrow magic for a few days.”

Her lips turned up in a rueful smile. “I fear the stroke of midnight.”

He returned her expression, crooked, endearing. “Come now. If the worst happens, surely we can find some practical use for a stray glass slipper.”

“I didn’t tell you the part about the slipper.” She closed one eye. “You said you hadn’t read the story.”

“I hadn’t. But I have, now.”

She lifted a brow. “How?”

“How else? Lending library. Both the original French and Samber’s translation.”

My. He was thorough. “But why?”

He shrugged. “Because you enjoyed them.”

Darling. The endearment she used liberally with all her acquaintances stuck in her throat. Matthew did not belong in a category occupied by anyone else. She wasn’t sure what she should call him. Still, she was touched. Ridiculously so.

She cupped his cheek. “Thank you.”

He searched her eyes. “Don’t you know I’d do anything for you?”

Stay, then. Be mine. Tonight. Forever. She had no right to ask. A soft, “Matthew” was all she could manage.

She took his warm hand and led him through his office and up the attic stairs.

The bed had been neatly done up and a late fall rose, its petals brownish pink, sat askew in a vase on the bedside table. A sheet had been artfully draped over the window in such a way that the fabric appeared to be a real curtain. In all, Matthew had transformed his simple bachelor chamber into a cozy nook for a discreet assignation.

Thoughtful, again.

Although, unlike last night, the room was well lit. Bright, in fact. Two Argand lamps were burning, and a coal fire glowed in the grate. In shadow, she’d opened with abandon. But to do so now that he’d be able to compare her flesh to his youth?

She forced a swallow. “You’ve tidied.”

“Yes, well. Tidying happens to rank among my many talents.”

Despite herself, she smiled. “Do you cook, too?”

He folded his hands behind his back and rocked on his heels. “Well, I’ve been known to brown toast.”

She laughed.

“Speaking of food, I’ve arranged to pick up a late supper from the public house down the way—will that suffice?”

“Food!” She blushed. “I hadn’t considered meals.”

“As always, you may rely on me.” He lifted her hand, kissed her fingers and then held her palm against his face. “And you didn’t come here for that kind of indulgence, did you?”

The air between them thinned. “No.”

Her answer puckered her lips. Matthew took full advantage.

“Last week,” she said between kisses, “I was terribly selfish. Tonight, I want to concentrate on your wishes.”

“Well,”—his warm fingers spanned her neck—“to start, I wish you hadn’t worn so many clothes.”

“I beg your pardon!” She gurgled as he nibbled her ear. “As dresses go, this one is simple.”

Hopelessly outdated, and more suited to remote country places—not that Matthew had seemed to notice. He found and pulled each of the ties securing the dress until the coarse linen slid from her shoulders. Heat pulsed between them, yet she shivered, her nipples already fully peaked beneath her shift.

“No stays?” he asked with a wicked grin.

“Only for you. And only this once. I feel naked without them. Far too exposed.”

“You feel naked.” He grasped her by her waist, and slowly began to pull up her shift. “And, dare I hope, indecent?”

“Oh no you don’t!” She stopped him. “I’m not letting you distract me out of all my clothes while you remain buttoned up. Not again.” What she was going to do was employ every trick of pleasure she’d learned. She slid her hand between his trousers and his waist. “This time, for every article of clothing I lose, you will lose one as well.”

He spread his arms wide and lifted a brow. “Consider me at your disposal, ma’am.”

Disrobing him was less the challenge he believed it to be and more a delicious gift. She worked his buttons free and then pushed his trousers down over his lips. His shirt concealed his manhood, but not the fact he was fully erect.

“Why, Matthew Bellamy!” She scolded as she wrapped her arms around his waist and hummed. “You are in quite a state.”

“Yes,” he replied, all seriousness. “Clearly, I want to bed you.”

“I can see that.”

“Can you?”

She nodded. “I can feel it, too.” She cupped his buttocks and then dipped her fingers between his legs, gently stroking the sensitive, tightened place between his legs.

His eyes rolled back, and he moaned.

Her lips curled into a smile and she went back to work. “You see?” She untied his cravat. “Isn’t it better when we are both pleased?”

“I can’t yet say.” He removed his waistcoat. “I think I’ll need a more detailed demonstration. Touch me there again, won’t you?”

She tugged on his shirt. “Later.”

“Just a moment! We skipped your turn.”

“In theory.” She pursed her lips as if considering. “However, since I didn’t wear stays, I think I deserve an extra article.”

He smirked. “Impudent lass.”

“Too late now.” She shrugged.

“Is it?”

She shrieked playfully as he made quick work of removing her shift.

“I’ll not pardon you for that!” She folded her arms over her breasts.

“Not even if I give you my shirt as penance?”

She held out her hand. “I’ll take it with due consideration.”

His face disappeared into a cloud of linen, exposing everything from thighs to the smattering of hair across his chest.

Her laughter died in her throat.

In the darkness, she hadn’t properly appreciated his physic. A vertical indentation spanned from his chest to his groin. How had she not seen—and felt—that power? For goodness sake, even his stomach was muscle.

Matthew wasn’t just beautifully made…he was a damn specimen of the species.

He tossed his shirt over her shoulder, nonchalant in total, fully aroused nakedness. Then, he frowned. “You look angry.”

“How dare you call me lovely?” She waved her hand. “When you—you’re perfect.”

His gaze softened. “Hardly.”

“Pfft.” She placed her hands on her hips and studied him toe to top. “No. I’ve changed my mind. I cannot compete,” her eyes rested on his manhood, “with that.”

He blushed. “Amelia, sweet …”

“Don’t pretend you’re embarrassed! Why, every woman you’ve bedded must have told you—”

“They haven’t. Or, more accurately, there haven’t been…” He went silent. A lock of hair fell across his brow as he shook his head. “What—what I mean to say is… I haven’t…not with any other woman.” He swallowed. “Not once.”

His shirt slipped out of her grip as her hands dropped to her sides. “Matthew? What are you trying to say?”

He hooked his arm around her waist and pulled her close.

“Amelia.” He touched his temple to hers. “I’ve never been with anyone else.”

He made no sense. “After what you did to me last week…you expect me to believe you?” She blinked. “Well, I don’t.”

“What can I tell you?” His Adam’s apple bobbed. “You’re a good teacher.”

Guide my hand. He had been inexperienced. Emphasis on the past tense. She placed her palms over her eyes. The warmth in her hands soothed, but not enough.

“Nothing’s changed.” He pulled away her hands. “Nothing at all.”

He grasped her cheeks, claimed her lips and incinerated her questions, leaving her blank to everything but the urgency in his lips.

This was a kiss.

A kiss of hunger. A kiss of entreaty. A kiss so deep and probing, she feared he’d devour her whole.

Then, he broke away. “Be my first. Please?”

She focused on his mouth.

She’d had objections. Multiple objections. But her turncoat hands rapped around the swell of his hips, and, “Yes, yes, yes ,” toppled out of her mouth haphazardly.

His eyes, now glassy with desire and something more, stayed on hers while he lifted her onto his bed. She didn’t breathe as he arranged her hair on the pillow and then braced his palms on either side of her face. He bent to feast on the most sensitive places on her neck, biting and suckling as if pleasuring her was second nature.

She sighed into his feathery locks. “Are you sure you never did this before?”

“Never. I should warn you, though.” He parted her legs with his knee. “I intend to make up for lost time.”

He dropped his attention to her left nipple. And she closed her eyes, and flashes of white light billowed on the back of her lids. She whimpered softly, and he turned his attention to her other breast.

The shock of his admission dissolved, leaving the raw need that had drawn her into his arms. He was beautiful, he was hungry, and, for the moment, he was hers.

He’d chosen her, and she refused to let him down.

“If we are going to”—she uttered a filthy word—“you needn’t be restrained.”

His groan rumbled in his chest. “You’ll be my death.”

“Your little death, I hope.”

“Little death?” he asked.

“The feeling that happens when you spill your seed.”

“I can’t wait.” He raised his gaze, pupils wide, as he dipped his fingers into her folds. “You’re wet.”

“I’m ready.” She’d been ready. All week. But now that he’d shed his clothes and his secrets—now, she was on fire.

He stroked her slowly—too slowly. When she tried to grab his hand, he pinned her wrist to her side. Her deferential secretary disappeared, replaced by a bold, confident man.

“Please.” More hiss than entreaty. “I want to touch you.”

He raised a brow.

“I need,” she corrected, “to touch you.”

He caressed the center of her palm with his calloused thumb as shrouded thoughts flitted behind his eyes. Then, he released her, settling back on his haunches with an arrogantly pert half-grin—budding confidence wrapped in the seed of innocence.

“Be my guest.”

Perhaps he didn’t know that a gentleman would never boldly present his manhood—not to a lady. Then again, from the challenge in his expression, she suspected he did know…and didn’t care.

She didn’t feel like a lady, and she didn’t want a gentleman.

She indulged her wanton need to stroke him, vein by pulsing vein. The low and needy sounds he made urged her on. He thought he could challenge, did he? She leaned down and the scent of his musk overwhelmed her senses. She ran her nails lightly around the base of his cock. Then, she dipped her head and brushed the tip with her tongue.

He uttered a nonsensical string of consonants.

“Did you like that?” she asked.

“I don’t think,” his voice cracked, “I can wait any longer.”

With a triumphant smile, she settled back into the pillows. “Then don’t.”

He prowled toward her until his thighs were between her legs, and his upper body arched over hers. Holding his gaze, she guided his member into place. His soft moan accompanied the spread of initial entry.

Intrusion—blissful invasion. An end to her separate self. She closed her eyes and rapped her arms around his chest.

“Am I hurting you?” he asked.

She grasped his buttocks and arched to meet his thrust, fully sheathing him. Her body ceded, yielding softness to his hard heat. His eyes went wide—awe with a touch of shock.

Charming…and irresistible.

He withdrew and she urged him back, helping him find the rhythm he instinctively knew he needed, but had yet to learn. Their gazes held in the flickering lamplight—every raw, wordless emotion exposed.

“That’s it,” she whispered.

Sweat beaded at his temple as he increased his pace. He swiveled his hips; she groaned. With a half-smile, he repeated the motion, sending shivers of pleasure up her spine.

She savored this Bellamy—a man pushed outside the confines of everything he understood—and still, as ever, driven to please. She was drunk with him—dazed.

She raked her nails down his back; He lost control.

His eyes glimmered. His nostrils flared. Again, and again he drove into her very center, until the panting repetition drove her to weightlessness. He filled her. Claimed her. Made her his. And she didn’t care about anything else in the world.

They were no longer employer and employed—they were simply a man and a woman, fatefully and beautifully joined.

When he thrust his deepest and held, fingers digging into her sides, she was so lost in her own implosion, she barely heard his guttural cry.


Chapter Nine

WAS THIS HOW EVERY MAN FELT after shaking the proverbial sheets for the first time? Impossible. Because the expansive, ocean-like adoration drifting in Matthew’s chest had to be specific to Amelia—the woman he loved.

The woman who meant everything to him.

He hadn’t any way to describe that moment—the moment of release. Ecstasy, perhaps? Rapture? In any case, his trance-like state had yet to lift. Clearly, his feelings for her had acquired a new aspect.

Part of him lay on his back, aware of a beautiful woman—his beautiful woman—draped across his chest. She was heavy, but her cherished weight could never be a burden. He stroked her back—the softest thing he’d ever touched. Yet, softness and weight only described the sensations experienced by his physical body.

Another part of him floated in a realm both above, beneath, and within the tangible world. Not through the air, mind you, but through a magical dimension. A spiritual dimension.

Corporeal Matthew snorted.

Had one coupling with Amelia turned him into a mystic?

She stirred, easily changing positions as if lying beside a naked man was perfectly normal. Maybe—he inhaled sharply—such a thing was perfectly normal between wedded couples.

Her breasts skimmed his torso. What a feeling! What a damned delight! He almost chuckled. Why hadn’t he wooed her before? Why hadn’t he wed her before?

She sat her fist atop his rips and rested her chin against her hand. Her blond curls spilled around her face. Lamplight illuminated fine wrinkles running outward from the edges of her eyes. Laugh lines. Adorable.

He liked when she smiled.

She frowned. “What are you thinking?”

The truth? Nothing. Also the truth? Everything.

“I only wish,” a near-drunken slur softened his vowels, “I was able to form a single, coherent thought.”

His answer made her shoulders doughy and pliant once again. Good.

“Are you floating, too?” Everything was just so dream-like.

“No.” She chuckled. “Not anymore.”

He attempted to sit up.

“No, no, no.” She pushed him back down. “You don’t have to move. I’m content.” She splayed her hand over his heart and rested her cheek against his muscle. “Happy, even.”

“Good,” he repeated, this time, aloud. Amelia. Happy. Like a newly cut quill, shiny and smooth. All he could want, really.

“Night two,” she exhaled heavily, “halfway through the magic.”

Now that couldn’t be right. Absently, he wound one of her curls around his finger. The magic between them was endless. Without limits. Didn’t she understand? He’d just been inside of her, for goodness sake.

Inside.

How strange a thought. His face relaxed. His lips turned up. How wonderful an adventure.

She giggled. “Now what are you thinking?”

Inquisitive little thing, his sweet. His thoughts weren’t the kind of thoughts capable of being tied up in letters, pinned down and wrestled into vowels and consonants. His thoughts were amorphous ideas, and they were multiplying like bubbles, enclosing the very air in shimmering iridescence.

“If two can become one.” He brushed his knuckle up her back. “Two can become anything.”

Her breath tickled his throat. “Is that so?”

He closed his eyes and nodded. Behind his lids, circles broke into circles broke into circles, froth enough to prove his point, if only she could see them, too. Two into one…and then one into infinity… And suddenly he was thinking of planets. Of vast distances. Of mysteries and mortality.

He tightened his hold on her shoulder and then rolled his head toward her ear. “I have a secret.”

Only silence answered—a special sort of silence, though. Silence awash in effervescence…in hope. And, his thoughts found the perfect words. The only possible words.

“I love you.” He sighed. “I want to marry you.”

There. He’d said it. All the parted feather barbs in the universe reknitted, their veins once again smooth, everything properly ordered and ready to take flight. Only…

“Amelia?”

Silence again. This time not so bubbly.

He lifted his laden lids.

Well, something had gone wrong. Her lashes were damp and pink veins branched into the whites around her iris.

“Amelia—are you? Is everything?” He wasn’t sure what he should be asking.

“Shh.” She kissed one of his eyes closed. “Sleep.” She kissed the other.

He tried—and failed—to reopen his eyes.

When an angel said sleep, you slept…especially, an angel of light.

Of love.

He surrendered to sleep, remembering nothing more.
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By the time the morning sun spilled through the skylight, Amelia was already awake. Awake and thinking about the look in Matthews eyes the moment he’d released his seed.

She did not believe herself to be a vain woman, but Matthew’s intent, near-tearful gaze had made her feel beyond beautiful… ravishing, in fact. His gaze had promised she was his answer, not just to a prayer he’d once uttered, but to every prayer—the sum of a lifetime of his desires.

She tucked away the memory for the lonely nights to come.

His reaction had been an aberration, of course. She’d heard about men who turned tender and affectionate after their little death. Caught in the post copulation haze, they spouted eternal devotion.

Matthew’s words of love had seemed sincere, but, without him having any prior experience, how could she trust that he had been serious?

Imagine. He’d never been with a woman before.

She shook her head, still both a little flattered, and a little stunned, to have been Matthew’s first. Her first time had been her wedding night with George, and she, too, had ended the night more than a little weepy. She’d wanted to cling to George, certain she’d never again feel such exquisite kinship, such flawless, physical trust.

She’d been wrong.

Her marriage had been a font of sensual pleasure—of loving union. And the act hadn’t brought her to tears again.

Not until tonight.

She imagined—just for a moment—she could become Matthew’s wife, that they could spiral through the rest of her days as one, loving and learning together, taking life’s inevitable bumps in stride.

She’d told Matthew he was a fine man. Truth was, he was the best. She never imagined she’d love again. Never. Yet, here she was, heart spilling out all over the rumpled sheets of his impossibly small bed, spinning mad dreams through the foggy blur of tears.

Mrs. Matthew Bellamy.

How utterly perfect—for her.

But for him?

Matthew deserved so much more. The children she’d be unlikely to bear, for instance. The place in Society she could never help him achieve. If she truly cared for him, she’d leave, no matter how much she wished she could stay.

She ran her fingers through his hair, and then down the sharp angle of his dear, sweet, cheek. “Matthew,” she whispered, “I have to go.”

He groaned, eyes closed.

“Matthew…”

He raised one lid. He squeezed her shoulder. “No.”

Sadness weighted her smile. “I have to leave.”

He tensed. “Do you?”

Her gaze slipped away. “I promised to meet Constance.”

He relaxed. “But you’ll return.”

She couldn’t return.

Could she?

Right now, she was a flat rock skipping across the surface of a pond. Soon—much too soon—she would sink. She’d fall into the thick, airless depths. Tangled in weeds. Unable to breathe…

“What happens next?” he asked, fully awake now.

“What do you mean?”

“Between us.” He frowned. “What happens next?”

“The ball is over.” She moved out of his circle of warmth. “We go back to our lives.”

“You”—His voice cracked. He cleared his throat—“You promised me one more night.”

She shook her head no. “The game has become too dangerous.”

“Game?” His voice sharpened, discharging shards. “You can’t mean you’re leaving for good.”

She didn’t answer. How could she answer when her cracking heart rendered her mute?

“We had,” he growled, “an agreement.”

Anger. She swallowed. Anger was better than hurt. Anger she could survive.

She pulled her shift over her head. “I’ve changed my mind.”

She’d intended to follow her declaration with something equally flippant—something that would conceal how much she cared. But she couldn’t breathe. So instead, she wrapped her dress and tied the lacing tight.

“Stay with me.” A command, not a plea.

She wouldn’t look at him. She couldn’t. Where the devil were her stockings? She pressed a hand to her forehead as she swiveled around. Where?

“Please stay.”

Heavens. How much was she supposed to bear?

She spotted one stocking draped over the back of the headboard and snatched it against her chest. Then, she spotted the other at the foot of the bed. They turned toward one another at the same time, then they both dove for the stocking in unison.

Matthew was bigger. He got there first and then he hid her stocking behind his back.

She held out her hand. “Give me my stocking.”

“Not until you tell me why you are leaving. And this time, I want the truth.”

“I want to stay but I can’t.” She made a sound of frustration. “It’s impossible. We’re impossible. This cannot last.”

“Marry me and I’ll prove you wrong. I will make it last, I swear.”

“Matthew! Must you make me point out the obvious?” She sunk down onto the mattress, her hard gaze on her stupid, aging hands. “I’m old. You aren’t.”

“Old? You can’t be more than ten years my senior.”

She sent him a narrow, side-eyed glance. “It’s insulting to state a lady’s age.”

“You’re the one who brought up the topic. I certainly never would.” Confusion ruffled his brow. “Is thirty-seven so old?”

“The Duchess of Devonshire died at forty-five.”

He exhaled slowly. “And so did Mr. Sartin.”

She chewed her lip, nodding reluctantly. “And so did George.”

The ghost of George Sartin drifted between them. But no matter how real the ache in her heart, the ‘ghost’ was nothing more than a figment born of her own guilt and fear. If George could communicate anything, she’d no doubt he would tell her he wanted her to be happy. And, George had loved Matthew.

“There isn’t any rhyme nor reason to the length of time we’re given.” Matthew touched her hair. “And no guarantees.”

She looked up into his eyes. She wished she could hand him the burden of this decision, let him sweep aside her concerns and take charge.

A wish unfair to them both.

He hadn’t any different answers than she had. They were both beings suspended in an experience they could never fully comprehend—just like every other person who’d ever lived. With no easy answers, no Society-approved path, neither of them could know, really know, how best to proceed.

He placed her other stocking in her hands, pressed her palms together, and then held them between his own. A lock of soft brown hair cascaded over his forehead, making her long to brush it back into place.

“Go if you must.” Hurt shone in his eyes. “But go knowing I love you, and I will be waiting for you to return. I know my mind. I thought you knew yours.”


Chapter Ten

AMELIA STROLLED ALONG THE SERPENTINE beside Lady Constance for their habitual Sunday afternoon outing. Constance regaled Amelia with every on dit she’d missed by not attending the musicale at the home of the Duke and Duchess of Shepthorpe the prior night. As usual, Constance required little commentary, which, this time, suited Amelia just fine.

I love you.

She still couldn’t believe Matthew had uttered the words. Twice.

Of course, the first time he’d been exhausted and well on his way to slumber’s oblivion. Which was understandable. A man didn’t lose his virginity every day.

And she’d been enthusiastic…right up to his final confession.

How could she not?

Matthew Bellamy was...

He was…

Matchless. Irreplaceable.

Which was why she could not return to his bed.

She could not give him another night. She’d already given him her heart—not that she had any intention of letting him know.

If she were young, she’d make him her own. But she was not young.

No matter what he said now, he’d regret missing out on the opportunity to have children, she was sure. More importantly, were they to wed, anyone associated with Sartin Trading Company, from the suppliers to the customers to the investors, would naturally be appalled.

Suspicious, too.

She’d probably have to face scores of clerks demanding to check Matthew’s books. She couldn’t put George’s legacy at risk. And Jeremy—good lord—Jeremy would never understand.

“Amelia!”

She halted. “Yes?”

“You weren’t listening. Again.” Constance frowned. “Should I be concerned?”

“I’m not feeling myself today.”

“Only today? Less than a fortnight ago, you disappeared from Lady Darlington’s soiree without a word, and then, you declined an invitation to the duchess’s musicale. You’ve been entirely too distracted.” She lifted a brow. “I’ve told you my mouse story three times in the last three weeks—adding impossible details each time—and you haven’t noticed.”

She frowned. “I noticed.”

“You could have fooled me.” She lowered her voice. “Is this about Markham and his rumored engagement? Because I heard there is trouble in paradise…you may have another chance with him yet.”

“Trouble? Between Lord Markham and Lady Clarissa?” So much for her fairy godmother credentials. “I am sincerely sorry to hear that. They appeared to be besotted with one another.”

Constance smirked. “You cannot convince me you were cheering on your former lover’s betrothal.”

“I was, in fact. Why would I begrudge a young person an excellent match?” She thought of Matthew. “Especially one I admire.”

To her horror, tears clogged her throat, fountaining up until they spilled onto her cheeks. Amelia retrieved a handkerchief and pressed it to her face. Constance simply blinked.

Well, she’d finally been reduced to a weeping mess—awash in the kind of frantic confusion she would have once attributed to her courses. But this was no moon-inspired madness. This was just one, very sad truth.

She’d been in love once. And she’d fallen in love again.

Love was rare. Precious.

And she wasn’t only resisting the emotion because she thought Matthew could find better. Nor did she truly care what proof of her past integrity her investors might want her to provide, or whether or not Jeremy would be offended.

She was resisting because she didn’t have the courage to face heartbreak and grief again.

She sobbed.

“Good heavens, Amelia. What’s gotten into you?” Constance whipped her arm beneath Amelia’s, called to her servant for a parasol and, when said parasol arrived, hid them both under the broad canopy as she marched straight back to the carriage.

“I apologize.” Amelia hiccupped. “I didn’t mean to embarrass—”

“Shush. I’m not embarrassed, but you can’t go bursting into tears in Hyde Park on a Sunday afternoon. Why, you’re considered a tower of strength. It just wouldn’t do to have people second guess!”

Tower of strength? Pfft.

Constance bundled Amelia inside and then quickly drew the curtains.

“Now,” she said, “what in heavens name is going on?”

Amelia rubbed the handkerchief beneath her nose. “I cannot tell you.”

“Me? But I’m your closest friend.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Are you, Constance?”

Constance’s jaw dropped.

“I mean,” Amelia continued, “I appreciate you lowering yourself enough to be seen with a woman of trade, but we aren’t truly friends, are we?”

Constance made a frightening noise in the back of her throat. “Whyever would you say such a thing?”

“You distain trade. My living is trade.”

Constance blinked. “True.”

“Constance.”

“I need a moment to think, thank you.” Constance straightened. “I hadn’t thought of it in quite those terms. I’m terribly high in the instep, aren’t I? Quite the Lady Catherine, through and through.” She closed one eye. “Must I change?”

Amelia snorted. “Only if you wish to be a real friend.”

“I’ll have to think about this one.” Constance drummed her fingers against the bench. “You know, I have always thought of you as someone who didn’t care much for the opinions of others—including my own.”

Amelia lifted her chin. “I don’t.”

“So what has you all feathered up, then? And none of that lips are sealed nonsense.”

Amelia rubbed her forehead. “As my nephew says—I am in a devil of a pickle.”

“Sounds terrible.” Constance shuddered. “A man is involved, I’m sure. Perhaps not Markham, but if you give me a moment, I bet I can—”

“Do you remember the gentleman I introduced you to at Lady Darlington’s soiree?” She hadn’t the patience for one of Constance’s guessing games.

“Your secretary, you mean?”

Amelia’s shoulders sagged. “Yes, him.”

“Him? Well, obviously, you are in love with him.”

Amelia’s gaze shot back to Constance. “How did you know?”

“Friends. Remember?” She rolled her eyes. “If you hadn’t any attachment to him you would have teased me about him for weeks. I’ve just been waiting for you to realize your sorry state.”

“Happy to be so obvious.”

Constance shrugged. “I hadn’t considered the possibility you’d act on your feelings. Does he care for you in the way you care for him?”

“Yes.” A searing pain clenched her stomach. “He told me he wants to marry me. What should I do? ”

“What should you do?” Constance clapped in front of Amelia’s face. “Why you should marry him, of course.” She clapped again. “Wake up.”

Amelia pushed Constance away. “You, of all people, know how impossible—”

Constance tsk ed. “Why should I know such a thing?”

“You said I should relish my freedom or some such nonsense.”

“Did I? Well, then. I must have been confusing you with me.”

“I’m Matthew Bellamy’s employer.”

“Yes,” she sighed. “There is that.”

“Although he intends to leave Sartin Trading Company once Mr. Pritchett is settled.”

“Ah! There you have it.” Constance smiled. “Problem solved.”

“Hardly. That only takes care of one reason why he is not suitable for me. It doesn’t solve any of the reasons I am not suitable for him. You saw his mother making the rounds at Lady Darlington’s soiree. She was dangling him beneath the nose of every young lady in possession of connections and a sizable dowry. She would be horrified if he soiled his lofty chances on me.”

“Soiled?”

“Yes, soiled. She’s Lady Dorothy. Do you’d think she’d celebrate her son’s marriage to me when I’m ten years his senior, his employer, and in trade?”

“Perhaps not.” She harrumphed. “How very rude of Lady Dorothy.”

Amelia arched a brow. “You distain marriages between pedigree and trade.”

Constance tilted her head. “I might have said a derogatory thing or two in the past. How appalling of me…not-to-mention terribly pompous. Especially when I do so appreciate the fruits of trade.” She adjusted her fur. “Consider me chastened.”

“Chastened?” Amelia chuckled. “You?”

“Is it so unbelievable that I could see and correct my faults?” Constance lifted a brow. “I love you. I’m willing to change. And that, as they say, is the end of that.”

“I’m astonished.”

“Are you?” Constance looked genuinely pleased. “I live to astonish.”

She slanted Constance a glance. “I know.”

“Now back to your pickle. Wait—the pickle had a name…what was it?”

“Bellamy. Mr. Matthew Bellamy.”

“Mrs. Bellamy.” Constance nodded to herself. “I could get used to that.”

So could Amelia.

“Do you really think I should agree to become his wife?”

“Would I have said so if I did not?” Constance shrugged. “I’m willing to change. The question is—are you?”

Amelia lifted the curtain and cast her gaze out the window. Two by two, couples strolled along the Serpentine. Talking, laughing, sharing the fine autumn afternoon.

The seen was lovely, and yet every single one of the couples were as vulnerable as Amelia felt. And, every single one of them had chosen joy.

If all these strangers—and Matthew—could find the courage to follow their hearts, then so could she.
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When Amelia departed, Matthew had told her he’d wait. In fact, however, once she’d gone, he’d been unable to sit still.

And since neither careening through London in desperate search for Amelia, nor sitting in his chamber in a self-indulgent sulk would do anything to hasten her final decision, he did the only rational thing he could think of—he acted as if the future he’d chosen for himself was already a certainty. He acted as if she’d said yes.

His first stop? Lady Dorothy.

He paced the length of the drawing room of Wentworth house.

Again.

When his uncle had been earl, his mother had a suite of rooms, including a sitting room adequate to entertain guests. However, since the new earl had taken the helm, his mother had been relegated to a higher floor, and thus had to receive without the benefit of privacy.

He stared out the window into the rear garden, where the new countess was holding court, surrounded by her fashionable friends—the kind of young people who would laugh at aging widows, as if the elderly no longer mattered, as if they themselves, would never age.

One day—he lifted his brows—they’d be in for an unhappy shock.

“Why, Mr. Bellamy,” his mother entered the room, “what a surprise!”

“Mother.” He kissed her delicate, pale cheek.

“Shall I ring for tea, then?” she asked.

“No need.” They both took seats. “I daresay I won’t be long.”

“What could you possibly have to say in such a hurry?”

“Well,” he cleared his throat, “this part should cheer you…I have found a wife.”

“Found a wife?” His mother tilted her head. “My dear boy, a wife is not something one finds like a lost handkerchief. Proper candidates must be vetted, their pedigrees carefully considered.”

“Like livestock, you mean?”

Another narrowed glance. “May I ask the name of this wife you have found?”

He braced. “Amelia Sartin.”

The clock chimed as his mother sat in perfect, frozen stillness. “For heaven’s sake, Mr. Bellamy. Do not be ridiculous.”

“Ridiculous?”

“The sole purpose of marriage is the perpetuation of family.”

“The sole purpose?” His poor father.

“She’s past childbearing age, if you haven’t noticed. Nor can she assist your future any more than she’s already done.”

At least his mother was finally admitting the Sartins had helped him in some capacity. “I don’t know for certain Mrs. Sartin is past childbearing age, actually.” He exhaled harshly. “But, even if she is, my choice would not change. I have no title to confer. I do not need to marry a pedigreed youth to ensure a decent future or secure my happiness.”

“People will talk. And despite what you believe, gossip is not merely malicious, it can very well be ruinous.”

“You care about how the ton perceives me. I do not.”

She stiffened. “And just what is it you care about…if anything at all?”

“Of course, I care. I care about living a life of purpose. A life of integrity. I care about Amelia…and, yes, I even care about you.” Though, if overheard, his tone wouldn’t have convinced anyone he cared. Intentionally, he softened his voice. “In case you have not noticed, your rules belong to a world that is not my world.”

Her already erect spine stretched into perfect alignment. “There is only one world.”

He lifted a porcelain milk maid from the table. “A quaint representation—and one that likely cost more than a year’s salary for most of the members of father’s congregation…not to mention the lady depicted.”

“Do you think I am unaware of the disparity of wealth? Do you think I am a doddering old fool?”

“Of course not.” He sighed. “I just cannot comprehend why you insist I must marry a woman with a proper pedigree. You didn’t.”

She stood and, with a speed at odds with her age, turned away. “I am under no obligation to listen to a lecture from my own son.”

“A lecture was not my intent.” Good lord. Had she started to cry? “Mother—”

She waved him away.

The door opened and the new Lady Wentworth swept into the room. Her impassive gaze raked Matthew from head to toe before moving to Matthew’s mother.

“Oh,” she pouted, “my husband’s aunt has a caller. Well,” she waved her hand in Matthew’s direction, “depart.”

Matthew stalked over to Lady Wentworth.

“Or,” Lady Wentworth’s voice faltered, “find another room.”

“Lady Dorothy and her caller are not finished,” Matthew said. “I suggest you and your friends gather elsewhere.”

“This is my home.”

“Is it?” He looped his arm beneath Lady Wentworth’s, pulled her into the room, and then shut the door firmly in the faces of her friends.

“Why!” Lady Wentworth exclaimed, “I don’t know who you think—”

“Listen. I was happy enough to lend Peter funds while he was waiting for probate to finish. However, if I were to discover that either of you have been treating Lady Dorothy like anything less than family, I’ll be equally happy to call those funds due. Immediately.”

“You’re Mr. Matthew Bellamy?”

He narrowed his eyes. “We’ve been introduced on several occasions.”

She wrinkled her nose. “This time, you don’t look like you’re in trade.”

His mother came to stand beside him. “If you’ll excuse us, Lady Wentworth. My son and I were discussing a private matter.”

Her gaze passed between them. She yanked back her arm and lifted her chin. “Of course.” She swept across the room. “But don’t be long.”

Behind her, the door slammed closed.

“Heaven preserve us from that soured little profiterole,” Matthew breathed.

Beside him, his mother’s shoulders shook.

“Don’t cry again, Mother. I apologize—to you, of course, not to her. I let my temper get the better—”

She looked up and his words stalled.

She had been weeping—but not this time. His mother—his exceedingly proper mother—was laughing. Her eyes sparkled with shocked amusement.

“I don’t understand,” he stammered.

“No,” she sniffed. “I don’t suppose you do. Suffice it to say I have been very worried about you. I’m not worried any longer.”

He shook his head to clear the fog. “Worried?”

She waved her hands. “I thought you—well, there’s no polite way to put this—I thought you had relegated yourself to a low position because I’d failed you. I thought you were hiding in the shadow of that woman and her company. But, just now, I saw…”

“What did you see?”

“It won’t make any sense to you—but I saw the best of my father. He, too, was quiet. But he took no nonsense.” She reached out and touched his cheek. “I don’t know why I didn’t see him in you before.”

She was right. She didn’t make any sense.

“Now, you may tell me more about your Mrs. Sartin. I cannot promise to love the idea of you marrying a widow in trade, but I will listen.” She glanced to the closed door, chuckling to herself. “And do be sure to take your time.”


Chapter Eleven

“MATTHEW?” AMELIA’S VOICE RANG OUT—a line cast into vast, empty depths. She bumped up against Matthew’s desk as she felt her way through the darkness. “Matthew?” She bumbled on, stubbing her toe against the bookcase and then losing her shoe. “Matthew!”

She spoke angrily, this time, and yet she received no answer.

Devilish dark in the office. She felt around for her slipper with her stockinged foot. Hopeless. The dashed slipper was gone. She limped over to the attic doorway and peered beyond the door. Nothing but shadows.

He wasn’t there. Dread bubbled up in her chest. He wasn’t there. She climbed half-way up the stairs and then sunk down onto the steps. He wasn’t there!

She curled over her knees and dropped her head into her hands.

Curse Constance for offering her a stupid, stubborn kernel of hope. Amelia shuddered to think of the coldness she’d shown Matthew just before she’d departed. Her courage had failed. Of course, he had come to his senses and left.

But where could he have gone? His cousin’s perhaps? She couldn’t just show up on Lord Wentworth’s doorstep, tearstained and sobbing, though could she?

She grasped the rail and pulled herself to standing.

What should she do?

Go home?

She pictured her cavernous house, gleaming and expensive…lonely and cold.

To her office?

She wouldn’t be able to concentrate if she tried.

She only wished she could be transported back to this morning. Back to Matthew’s warm embrace and terribly uncomfortable bed. Back into the certainty of his care.

She’d make a different decision this time. She’d choose courage. She’d choose love. The decision she should have made from the start.

One by one, she climbed the steps until she stood in the center of his chamber. Less dark—because of the skylight—but still not clear.

She stumbled over to the bed, losing her other shoe. With a cathartic exhale, she slid between the sheets, happily surrounded by Matthew’s scent.

All could not be lost.

She fluffed the pillow beneath her head and rolled onto her side. The faint outline of the lending library’s copy of Charles Perrault’s fairy tales sat on the bedside table. She reached out and touched the spine as if merely touching the book could release story magic.

She needed magic.

She needed a fairy godmother.

She grasped the blanket and curled the fabric beneath her chin.

If, by some miracle, Matthew were to return, she would apologize. And, she would tell him the truth. He was everything to her. So essential, she hadn’t been able to acknowledge how much she’d come to depend on him—to love him—until her love had grown so big, she feared she would be crushed.

If he were to give her a second chance, she would not allow a day to pass without blessing her good fortune and telling him everything he meant to her.

Because being Mrs. Matthew Bellamy wouldn’t just be good fortune.

It would be the best fortune—better than a duped prince, a pumpkin carriage, and definitely better than a rat-turned-coachmen.

Miracles sometimes happened.

And everyone could use a fairy godmother from time to time.
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Hope carried Matthew back to Sartin Trading Company. Well, hope and a well-sprung hackney carriage. If his mother had such a drastic change of heart, then, surely, anything was possible. However, when he arrived and raised his gaze to the windows, he found no light.

Scowling, he climbed the stairs to Amelia’s office.

Silly to have hoped she would be waiting. Just what had he believed Amelia would do? Come to some reflection-inspired revelation the love between them had been quietly growing for years, built on a more solid foundation than any youthful courtship could be?

A foundation of mutual trust and mutual respect.

Amelia’s office was dark. He swung his lamp from left to right. No coat dangled from the wall hook. And, her desktop remained bare.

If she had spent even a moment in her office, her desktop would have been a mess of papers.

He opened the door between their offices and strode through. Setting down his lamp, he shrugged off his jacket and gloves. How grateful he would be if he could as easily shed his stubborn, clinging anticipation.

But the truth was, she’d rejected him.

Convincing her to change her mind would be neither simple, nor easy. Although he fully intended to try, now was not the time to dash off in desperation.

If bended knee would help, he’d kneel, but he’d create no mortifying moonlit scene in front of her townhouse tonight. Besides, the flower merchants were closed.

Time to admit temporary defeat, climb his stairs and go to bed.

He moved to pick up his lamp and tripped over something on the floor. With a frown, he lowered himself to his haunches.

A shoe.

An impossibly small shoe.

Fragile, too.

He ran his fingers over the silk dotted with tiny, sparkling paste jewels. Jewels clear as glass.

She’d been simply dressed when she’d left this morning. And he certainly hadn’t seen any shoes lying around last week. He lept up and, taking lamp and shoe together, ascended the stairs. Wavy, orange arms of light illuminated the greatest solace he could imagine—a mass of small, blonde curls covering his pillow.

So, no desperate chase.

No bended knee.

No filling her hall with flowers.

Just the two of them, here, together. Precisely as he preferred.

He approached the side of the mattress and set his lamp down on the table, and then the shoe on the floor next to the bed. She stirred.

“May I join you?” he asked.

Her blue eyes opened wide. She searched his expression, revealing nothing. Then, she adjusted her position, scooching to the side so there would be room for him to sit.

He braced himself on the footboard and sat down, stretching his legs opposite hers. “This is…cozy.”

He took her dainty foot into his hands. “Do you object?”

“No.” She reclined against the pillows. “You came back.”

“So did you. Was my return in doubt?”

She nodded, still wide-eyed and serious, as if he might disappear.

“Poor sweet.” He rubbed her sole with his thumb. “I didn’t mean to make you worry.”

“I was worried. I am worried.” She teared. “I’m sorry, Matthew.”

He wouldn’t lie and say she didn’t need to apologize. She’d hurt him. Instead, he pursed his lips and acknowledged her apology with a nod. “Thank you.”

“Can you forgive me?”

“I can.” He stroked the undercurve of her impossibly tiny toes. “Tell me, though…why did you come back?”

“Because I love you.” She leaned forward and laid a hand on his arm in urgent entreaty. “Tell me I haven’t ruined everything. Please.”

“Amelia.” He cupped her cheeks. “Amelia.” He angled his head and tasted her lips. “Was there ever a me without you?”

“Of course, there was.”

“A hazy shadow.” He kissed her again. “I can barely recall the boy.”

She remained still—not unwilling but reticent.

“I remember,” she said quietly. “You were so tall and so thin. So young and so lost. You drank up every word of praise as if you’d been denied admiration your entire life.”

“I had admiration. I had care—after a fashion. What I lacked was an example—someone to look up to, someone whose ideals and ethics inspired.” He smiled. “Then, suddenly, I had two people to look up to.”

“A pedestal is a tricky place to balance.”

“No pedestal. We’ve seen each other at our best…and our worst.” He tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “But enough of the past. All that matters is here. Now.”

“Yes.”

Finally, she kissed him back, wrapping her arms around his shoulders, engulfing him in her delectable scent. Would he ever have enough?

“You make me feel….” Her voice trailed.

“Beautiful?” he suggested.

“Alive. You make me feel alive.” They rested together, cheek to cheek. “But are you sure you want to marry me? You’ve only been with me.”

“Why should I search for something else when I already have everything I could possibly want?

She moved back so she could gaze into his eyes. “I fear I’ve enchanted you.”

“With your fairy godmother powers?”

Her eyes crinkled as she smiled. “I should remind you I have been responsible for at least two love matches—though one might need another subtle nudge.”

“Subtle?” he raised his brows. “You?”

He thrilled to the sound of her laugh.

“Amelia, what makes you so sure you’re the fairy godmother and not the deserving maiden?”

She wrinkled her nose. “I’m far too old to be the maiden.”

“Oh, I don’t know.” He reached down beside the bed. “Shall we see which one of us fits the slipper?” He slipped on her shoe. “You see? Perfect.”

“Pretty.” She tilted her foot this way and that. “Do I win a prince?”

“A husband. If you’ll have me.”

“I will.” She smiled—radiance emerging from a rain-thick cloud. She glanced through her lashes. “I owe you another night.”

“I believe you just promised all your nights to me.”

“Did I?” She straddled him.

The mouth-watering swell of her breasts crushed against him. He went light-headed with desire.

Heaven.

“I want you, Mr. Bellamy.”

“Like this?”

“Oh, Matthew,” she gripped his chin, “You have so much to learn.”

Slowly, he smiled. “I’m looking forward to every minute, Mrs. Bellamy.”

The End
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