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Dedication











To everyone who thinks anxiety will
forever keep you from the good things in life. Just have faith
everything meant to be will find its way to you.







Blurb






He’s tormented by guilt and
memories, but cannot forget... Evan
Michael Sedgewyck, ninth Earl of Coventry, is doomed to walk the
earth as a dragon-shifter, but it’s his actions that have caused
his own personal hell. Beastly half aside, he’s been a widower for
seven years, and the moment he decides to attend a ball and perhaps
enter the Marriage Mart again, he stumbles into a woman he once
thought dead—his wife. Yet the anger he carries doesn’t
diminish.






She’s searching for
answers, but doesn’t remember... Miss
Damaris Sheffield—Victoria—

is looking forward to her
next paid position as a governess, but when a handsome stranger
pulls her aside at a masquerade, calls her by another woman’s name
and kisses her soundly, she begins to wonder. After rebuffing him
and denying his claims, she discovers she truly is the earl’s wife,
has a young son, and has been essentially missing for years. The
knowledge does nothing to soothe her anxiety attacks.






Finding love a second time
in order to save their marriage… As Evan
and Victoria butt heads during a new courtship period, they’re both
forced to delve into secrets of their past and confront old fears.
Heat between them grows, bringing acceptance and understanding, but
only deep, abiding love can fix what’s broken. They’ll have to
defeat a surprising threat and fight for a happily ever after… if
they believe the romance is worth healing the pain.






















The Legend of the Cursed
Lords
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At least a hundred years ago, a
handful of irreverent, spoiled lords had their way with female
gypsy travelers in the countryside of England. In a fit of spoiled,
drunken revelry, they set fire to a wagon and laughed as it burned
while the remainder of the caravan fled in terror. That vehicle was
owned by an ancient witch, existing through the years from the
magic flowing through her veins. She took high exception to the
destruction, as well as the uncaring attitudes of those English
lords, and under the light of a full moon, the gypsy witch brought
forth a powerful curse onto those unfortunate men.






From here to eternity, you
will never know peace, never live the life of a full human man. You
will always be a slave to the shifter, the beast, or anomaly
within. All women who look upon your face will turn away in
disgust, for in moments of high emotion, they will see the truth;
there is no hiding from that. You will be held in terror once your
secret is revealed—for tell them you must. And though you might
marry, you are destined for the coldness of a joyless union, unless
you find the very heart and secret of life. You will carry the
burden alone, for this curse will only belong to you and cannot be
transferred or shared with a mate.






But I am benevolent, men
with no hearts, no morals, and less feelings. Every five years,
during one full moon each quarter, the curse might be broken, if
you are wise enough to come out of the shadows and see the error of
your ways. Beneath the light of that one full moon when the kiss of
unselfish, pure love crosses your lips, and pride, fear, and ego
falls, then you might know the freedom of living as a full human
with your affliction broken and your offspring unhindered. For yes,
unless the curse lifts, any male children you might have will
suffer too.






Tread carefully, accursed
ones, else you will forever go through life cold, unloved, feared,
and isolated.






To this day, those men are referred to
as the Cursed Lords of England—the Lords of the Night—and until
they find themselves hopelessly and helplessly in love so deep that
they cannot survive without winning the heart of their lady, they
are doomed to walk the earth hand in hand with their beastly
halves, alone.







CHAPTER ONE
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March 19, 1816

London, England






What a bore this crush
is. Evan Michael Sedgewyck, ninth Earl of
Coventry, stifled a yawn and resisted the urge to flee the ball
room. He rested a shoulder against the wall while idly glancing
over the assemblage as they moved and swirled about the dance
floor.

You only consider it so
because you’ve buried yourself in your study with
work, came the sarcastic and quite
unhelpful response from his ever-present other half, the beast that
lurked within and would never leave him alone.

At least for the foreseeable
future.

He ignored his dragon in favor of
locating his friends, the other Cursed Lords of England, the men
who, like him, struggled with a being inside them that made them
somewhat less than fully human.

You cannot ignore me
forever. Let us leave this place and shift instead.

I can try, but shifting is
not an option, at least not for a while. Damned dragon and his rather insistent demands. It was easy
with his friends, for their inner beasts were manageable. They
could skulk about the shadows and midnight darkness of London,
relatively unseen, but him? What the devil did one do to conceal a
bloody dragon who also had wings?

Damn you, gypsy witch and
your curse. He was but one of a long line
of men who’d held the title of Coventry that had been cursed
generations ago, and now he must pay for an ancestor’s night of
ill-advised debauchery. His eyes narrowed. Bah! It would do no good to dwell on
that bit of misfortune; it never did. Long ago he’d accepted what
he was. Made peace with it? Not exactly, for the dragon and his
foibles and demands left Evan unaccountably angry more often than
not, which was not good when one was a dragon-shifter who happened
to breathe fire the more upset he grew.

And that caused even more
problems.

Victoria.
The ache that hadn’t quite faded over the years
twinged in his chest, and he grunted. His wife, dead these past
seven years, had perished in an inferno of his own making.
I’m so terribly sorry… Never would he cease seeking forgiveness.

There is no excuse for
weakness, human, his dragon reminded
him. We cannot escape what we truly are,
and if the rest of your circle won’t accept us, then to hell with
them.

That may be so, but the
guilt persists. And she’d been on the
verge of accepting all of him when tragedy had struck. He plucked
at the edges of the domino mask he wore. What would life have been
like had she lived? Would love have grown from their union enough
for them to break the curse as they’d planned?

Stiff upper lip and all of
that, human. Our mate is gone. You have me. That is all.

Yes… And I have my
son—Victoria’s son. I am grateful for that.

He was, yet at times, he was lonely;
he was human. And there was only so much solace found in the
pleasures at his club that could make him forget what he’d had and
foolishly lost. Thank God the work of a solicitor kept him well and
truly busy—kept him from dwelling on things he couldn’t
change.

Shoving such maudlin thoughts from his
mind, once more, Evan scanned the brightly-colored gathering and
then his attention settled upon his hosts for the evening—the Earl
and Countess of Devon. His lips tugged into a grin, for there was
no mistaking Rogue even in the guise of a storybook hero with a
cavalier slant, a sheathed sword at his side, lace-trimmed shirt
doublet and… He stifled a snort of amusement. Devon had chosen to
wear hose and fancy, old-fashioned buckled shoes. The garments no
doubt gleaned from a tucked-away trunk in his garret, for the man
had a penchant toward flashy elegance.

Yes, the newly married
Astleys—returned from their honeymoon in the last few weeks—had
decided to introduce themselves as a couple to the
ton in the form of a
clever masquerade ball. Masks that hid a person’s features acted as
a security of sorts, but it also rendered everyone equal in
anonymity… and allowed a man laboring beneath a curse to relax a
fraction on keeping his true self contained.

Ah, this should be
amusing, if nothing else. Not that
greeting his friend would lift the growing ennui intent on swallowing Evan
whole. As much as he attempted to forget about Victoria and the
past they had shared, there were times when the memories insisted
on intruding. Perhaps it was due to the knowledge that his wife had
adored masquerades and dressing up, making believe she was someone
else for a time… to escape.

From me. Damn, but that
still stings.

Pushing off the wall, Evan sauntered
along the fringes until he reached their location. Then he executed
a half-bow from the waist. “How wonderful you look tonight, Lady
Devon,” he said with a smile as he straightened.

“And how charming you
are,” she murmured with a slight laugh. Dressed as a fairytale
princess of old, her hat featured gauzy veils, her dress had
bell-shaped sleeves, and the skirts of her flowing gown shimmered
bronze and green with her every movement. Her chestnut hair,
upswept beneath the hat, gleamed in the candlelight. “Good to see
you again, Lord Coventry.”

“And you. I trust you
enjoyed your wedding trip?”

A blush stained her cheeks, slight,
but betraying, nonetheless. “I did.” The countess glanced at Rogue,
her husband. “I met Rafe’s mother and his sister. Afterward, we
lingered in Bath for before coming home.”

The Earl of Devon took one of her
hands in his. There was no mistaking the gleam of adoration and
love in his eyes. “The whole experience was beyond my
expectations.” A faint red ring glowed around his irises, the only
outward indication of his own beast—the vampire. “I still cannot
believe I won her.”

Evan cleared his throat as a sudden
feeling of awkwardness fell over him. “Yes, well, good for you, my
friend.” And the story was fit for the fairytales the countess
favored. He extended his hand. “Congratulations once again. You
deserve all the happiness in the world.” That much was the truth.
Whenever one of their own found that elusive love and had it
returned despite the beasts they dealt with, it was a reason to
celebrate.

“Thank you, Coventry.” The
earl shook hands heartily before releasing him. “I’m glad you came
tonight. I began to wonder since I haven’t seen you around Bête
Noire these past weeks since I returned home, let alone
town.”

Bête Noire, the gentleman’s club he
and the other Cursed Lords had founded as a refuge from the slings
and arrows of London society.

He waved away the concern as if it was
naught but a gnat. “Perhaps the hours I keep no longer correspond
to those you realize now that you have other… interests to occupy
your time,” he said in a quiet voice.

“Touché,” Rogue drawled
with a smile he didn’t try to hide.

“Truly, this time of year
brings out the litigious side of men. Spring means new beginnings.”
The strains from a string quintet snatched them up and scattered
them with the opening strains to a country dance.

“Work has kept you
busy?”

“Always. My services are
in high demand by those who can afford my time.” His grin felt as
toothy as his dragon’s. Inside his head, his beast chortled in
amusement. “Who am I to turn away good coin on foolish
endeavors?”

“Now that sounds like a
man who is doing his best to either forget his inner torment or to
separate hardworking men from their treasures.” Another of his
friends added to the conversation.

“You make me out to be a
villain. Quite the opposite, and neither are these men hardworking,
but they are fools, content to swindle others under the shelter of the
law.” He shrugged. “Yet, silver and gold are tempting to one such
as myself.” Evan turned and greeted the newcomer with a wide grin.
“Ah, Manchester.”

The Duke of Manchester clasped his
hand. “Except gold is your downfall. Be mindful of that. I don’t
want to see you stumble.”

“As if I could forget,
which is why I expect payment for services rendered in silver or
paper bills these days.” Too much gold under the right
circumstances would render him powerless and unable to shift. And
that made him vulnerable. Only he and his friends knew that
dreadful secret. “When did you arrive?”

Dressed as a Greek god, the duke’s
bearing and aquiline features backed up that make believe claim.
Though his brown hair was longer than current fashion dictated, it
didn’t detract from the figure of power he represented this night.
“I have been here from the start, Coventry, but have circulated
through the room, unlike you who’ve been lounging and scowling at
the lot of us.”

“Do not try to shame me
into more polite behavior,” Evan responded with a trace of a growl
in his voice. He transferred his attention to the duchess. “My
lady.” When he caught her fingers and placed a kiss upon her bare
knuckle, an answering growl from the duke made him laugh. Such
jealousy was unfounded. “Good to see you looking well, Lady
Manchester.”

“Thank you.” Dressed to
resemble the goddess Aphrodite, the loose drape of her simple gown
fell softly over curves enhanced with her six-month pregnancy.
Though blind, when she rested her silvery gaze on Evan, he’d swear
she saw right through to his soul and left his secrets exposed. “I
am glad you decided to attend this event. We all have much to
celebrate, and this spring masquerade is just the
thing.”

“Indeed, my love.” The
duke slid an arm about her waist.

When she snuggled into his hold, Evan
stifled the need to roll his eyes. “Aren’t you all a cheerful,
romantic bunch?” he asked instead, for there was no other way to
describe it. His friends and their wives had fought through hell
and back for their happiness. They’d earned the right to luxuriate
in that love. Still, a thread of envy tugged through him. He didn’t
begrudge any of them their romance, but it did make a man deuced
uncomfortable knowing he was on the outside looking in.

“I’d like to think so,”
the duchess said in a soft voice and the smile on her face was
nothing short of angelic.

I had that once… or
thought I did.

You had lust and
affection, nothing more, his dragon was
quick to remind him. Otherwise, the curse
would have lifted and I’d be nothing more than a dream.

A nightmare, you
mean.

Perspective, old
chap.

Yet, he had been married for seven
years and two months. He and his wife had had a child together.
That had to account for some sort of romance, didn’t it? Too bad he
could never manage to control his damned temper any time the
conversation drifted to his dragon.

Don’t lie and remember
things not as they were, his beast huffed
with a fair amount of ire. “Your temper
raises its head on a myriad of subjects that have nothing to do
with me.

You are the reason for the
ever-present anger. Evan gritted his
teeth. With an effort, he forced himself to concentrate on the
banter happening between the couples, but his focus drifted again.
He had been part of that romantic world, before it was ruthlessly
taken from him, leaving him with a two-month-old newborn and a
being filled with guilt and self-loathing, as well as long periods
of absence when he’d taken refuge as the dragon while unable to
control his rampant emotions. Eventually, he’d curbed the need to
ignore the world while in the shift, and he’d returned to his life.
The child had grown, of course, but the emotions were merely banked
and dust-covered, but always there, forever keeping company with
his ire.

Inside his head, the
dragon paced, smoke curling from the nostril holes in his black
snout. I want for nothing more than
solitude and riches. Why must you yearn for things that don’t
matter?

Coin and jewels make
rather poor bed mates, Evan quickly
reminded his darker side. I need more than
such material things. But, deep down
inside, he would never again allow another woman access into his
heart, for such organs were frail and fragile, and when they broke,
they nearly killed a man when love crumbled. You were wrong, dragon. I loved her. At least I thought
so.

It matters not
now.

A jostle at his elbow brought Evan
back into the present and the conversation. Rogue looked at him
with speculation in his expression. “Do you attend tonight in the
hopes of finding a lady to court?”

“That hasn’t been on my
schedule for many years, and well you know it.” He shook his head
in the event the other man didn’t grasp the meaning of his words.
For his son, he had to remain strong and calm. If something were to
happen to that boy, he’d never forgive himself, and his ire would
turn on his beast until neither he or the dragon would come out
alive. “I am content enough with my life.” His son was the last
link he had to Victoria.

“Are you, though?” the
earl continued in a quiet voice. “You cannot lie to your friends;
we have all been where you are now. Some of us have struggled more
fiercely than others.”

Evan didn’t know the more intimate
details of how Rogue had won his lady, but it must have been life
changing. “I am well enough. I have Cecil.” A muscle in his jaw
ticked. He ignored it in favor of smoothing a hand down the black
clothing he’d chosen as his highwayman’s guise.

“If you should change your
mind, I’m here to assist.” Rogue’s smile briefly lifted Evan’s
spirits. “Finding love again isn’t as terrible as you might
think.”

“Thank you. I had that
once; it ended in disaster, so I’m leery of doing it again.” He
sent his gaze around the crowded ball room once more. There was
something intriguing about seeing guests in costume with their
identities obscured. It almost made him believe that anything could
happen and that magic might linger in the air. “By the by, have
either of you heard from Mountgarret? I thought he would have sent
word by now.”

His friend the viscount had been out
of pocket since his hasty wedding in January. Afterward, he’d set
sail for parts unknown with a new bride, who was much a stranger,
while he’d wrestled with the call of the sea and the pull from his
merman half.

Manchester nodded. “I have, actually.”
His piercing stare landed on Evan. “Since I haven’t seen you about
recently, I haven’t been able to tell you. The brief letter was
dated late February, posted from somewhere in Jamaica.”

“And?”

The duke shrugged but his grin was
dazzling. “Apparently the pair have found their way and are
enjoying married life. He alluded to an adventure concerning his
beast. I suppose we’ll hear about it when they return to
England.”

“That is all to the good.”
Evan’s chest tightened, for the news could have gone either way.
“Was there words of their plans?” He missed being able to talk
about personal matters with the viscount, for it had long been him
and Valentine against the other two in views and
beliefs.

“They intend to spend time
at Mountgarret’s estate in Ireland for a bit. Intend to come back
to London mid-April.”

“Oh, I do hope their story
brims with romance,” the duchess said as her eyes twinkled. “It’s
wonderful when you men find a happily ever after.”

Lady Devon promptly nodded. “I agree.
And no doubt it will be a tale for the ages. I’ve always wondered
at the viscount’s life.” Her smile was enchanting and Evan all at
once understood why the earl had become entranced. “I cannot wait
to hear how the viscountess came to terms with his
beast.”

Because life—their life—always boiled
down to that. Their beasts must always take precedence, and the
women they chose had to accept the darker part of the Cursed
Lords.

And when they didn’t… Evan shoved that
thought from his mind. “I am sure he’ll enjoy regaling us with the
stories.”

“He left you a private
word,” Manchester continued. He pulled a small ivory envelope from
a clever pocket sewn into the lining of his costume.
“Here.”

“Thank you.” Pleasure
swelled within Evan as he took the missive and then tucked it away
into a pocket of his own. “I look forward to reading it.” At least
his friend hadn’t forgotten him.

“The Cursed Lords must
stick together,” the duke reminded him with a slight twinkle in his
eyes. “Should you need to talk…”

“As I told Devon, I am
well enough for the moment,” Evan said with a bit more bite in his
voice than he’d intended.

But the duke had never been one to
take a hint, and was a meddler besides. Rather a fatal flaw, that.
He pressed on. “Perhaps you’ll find a woman to warm your bed this
rainy night, Coventry.” Manchester swept out an arm, presumably to
encompass the spirited gathering. “Or rather a shadowy corner for
kissing until the unmasking at midnight?” He arched an
eyebrow.

Warmth crept up the back of Evan’s
neck. As much as he adored his friends, sometimes they quite
warranted a facer or two. “I can have that at Bête
Noire.”

Devon launched into the teasing, with
apparent glee that had his wife rolling her eyes. “Better caliber
of ladies here though.”

“Behave, Rafe.” The
countess rapped the earl’s arm with her fan. “I see Felicity across
the room and I intend to chat with her, so don’t cause a scandal
while I’m gone.” The look she exchanged with her husband brimmed
with such heat that Evan retreated a step. “Come, Alice.” She
linked her arm with the duchess. “Let us leave the men to their
argument. And if your husband has matchmaking on his mind, I do not
wish to bear witness.”

“Don’t I always behave?”
Rogue rejoined, much to the laughter of both the duke and Evan. He
blew his wife a kiss.

Manchester exchanged a glance with
Evan once the countess departed with the duchess in tow.
“Sisters.”

“A necessary evil,
wouldn’t you say?” Evan adored his sister, Felicity, but there were
times when she drove him to distraction, which is why he’d tried to
host enough ton events in recent months in the hopes she’d find a husband and
his responsibility toward her would end.

And she’d no longer be under foot or
in his house in case something destructive happened. Yet she held
onto the belief that he couldn’t care for himself and needed a
female to look after him, had said she wouldn’t accept any man’s
suit until he found himself settled.

A deuced check mate, that.

“My opinion on that
changes daily.” The duke’s grin held a long-suffering edge that
Evan completely understood, for everyone in their set knew that the
duke’s sister—Devon’s new wife—had a strong will of her own and
wouldn’t let either man bully her. Then the duke sobered. Concern
shadowed his eyes. “You’re the last of us, the last who have held
out against marriage.”

“I had a marriage.” Evan
crossed his arms over his chest. Why the devil wouldn’t his friends
leave off? “Fate chose to end it.”

“Be that as it may.”
Manchester blew out a breath. “It wouldn’t be amiss if you should
begin courting again. Enough time has passed, and it would remove
that loneliness I spy deep at the backs of your eyes, the looks of
envy you bestow on Rogue and I.”

Damn it all to
hell. Of course Manchester would know;
he’d experienced the same. “No.” Evan shook his head and pushed his
heart behind the wall for its own protection. “My capacity for love
died that day with my wife.”

“Are you certain or has
time softened the reality?” The duke’s whispered question was no
less commanding than if he’d shouted it. “Was your heart truly
engaged? Time twists perceptions to soothe the ragged feelings left
behind.”

The heat of embarrassment surged
through Evan’s chest as he stared back at the duke, his friend for
so many years while they wrestled their beasts together. “I loved
her, after a fashion. Perhaps loved the idea of romance, I’m not
certain. However, I’m better off by myself with Cecil, keeping him
safe, guiding him, preparing him for when it’s his
time.”

For that was his child’s lot in life
with the curse as well.

“Then don’t look for
forever. Enjoy yourself in the now.”

Evan snorted. “I’ve had my fill of
empty liaisons, Manchester. They are meaningless. I have my books,
my work, and bourbon and wine if things turn desperate. Life, for
now, is tolerable.”

“But is it happy?” The
duke’s glance stopped just short of pity.

“That is irrelevant.” Evan
unbent enough to wave a hand. “You and Devon have found love and
romance. That doesn’t mean such states are for everyone, no matter
that we might long for them.” He sighed. “Besides, what is the
point when the curse cannot break for another four years and nine
months?”

Manchester rolled his. “There is more
to consider than the curse. I learned that in the most horrid of
ways and almost lost Alice.”

“I remember.” The duke’s
story was both heartbreaking and inspiring. “Perhaps I am not that
man.”

“What of your beast?”
Apparently, the duke wouldn’t let it go.

“He is the one constant in
my life, and the reason my anger remains at a low simmer.” His
voice wavered. “He is the reason I am a widower, and perhaps if I
have the chance, I will kill him myself.”

Inside his head, the
dragon laughed and the sound echoed about the chambers of his
mind. You can try, human, but I will
always win. I am stronger in all the ways that matter.

The duke looked at him for
long moments. Then he finally nodded. “In any event, you are here,
Coventry, and you must make peace with the beast within. We all do.
And in the doing, you might as well live your life instead of survive
it.”

Perhaps his friend had a
point. And Cecil could do well with a mother. Without the presence
of a gentle female, would he turn out more warped as an adult than
his father? He took a deep breath and let it ease out between his
teeth. “Fine. If a lady catches my eye, I could manage a mild flirtation until
the unmasking at midnight,” he finally conceded.

“Capital.” The duke
clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Circumstances change and fate can
surprise us.” His satisfied grin didn’t bode well.

“Bastard.” Evan rolled his
eyes. “I’d rather have my sister settled and—”

“Felicity can worry about
herself for a time. Find a woman, whisk her into a shadowy alcove
and return to the business of enjoying what you’ve been given,
man.”

Evan made a crude gesture that set the
duke to laughing, but he took the first steps into mingling with
the crowd.

Throughout the course of the next
hour, he danced with a few ladies, all beautiful and intelligent in
their own rights, but none of them interested him longer than the
few minutes he’d partnered them.

During a lull when the string quintet
took a much needed refreshment break and the crowds thinned, Evan
caught his breath. One of the ladies standing with her back to him
near a grouping of gilt chairs seemed as familiar as the lines on
his palm. His heart froze and then thumped back to painful life a
moment later as she turned, but her intricate Venetian mask of
bronze and black obscured her face. Yet, those lips! He knew the
shape of that mouth intimately as well as the graceful lines of
that ivory neck.

Victoria.

Ghost from the past? Or perhaps it was
nothing more than wishful thinking. Could a miracle have happened
after all this time? Barely acknowledging the questions as he
moved, he stepped in her direction. The hair color was all wrong,
though. Where his wife had possessed waves of gold, this woman had
tresses so silvery white they resembled platinum.

Such adornments don’t
matter when there are other points of the body to
satisfy.

He ignored his dragon’s crass comment.
One thing was certain: he refused to wait for the unmasking before
he discovered her identity.

When Evan reached her side, he dared
to grab her hand. “Such a lovely woman shouldn’t remain alone for
the rest of the evening.” He raised her fingers to his lips and
kissed the back of her wrist, right where her glove ended. She used
to adore when he did that.

The unnamed lady gasped. Behind her
mask, her blue gray eyes widened—the same eyes he’d dreamed of for
seven years. “I’m waiting for someone. He went to fetch
punch…”

Those dulcet tones, oh so familiar,
flowed over him and awakened parts of him he’d thought long
dormant. “Then he can wait until I’m finished.”

Our mate!
There was no mistaking the wonder in the dragon’s
tone.

Excitement climbed Evan’s spine while
he escorted the lady in the Renaissance-style gown behind a
grouping of potted hothouse plants and ferns. How was such a thing
possible? Did it even matter? Once sufficiently hidden from
eavesdropping couples, he dropped his hands on her shoulders and
peered into her eyes. “Good God, Victoria. Is that truly you after
all this time?”

The woman pulled from his hold and
retreated until the wall against her back prevented further
movement.

Of course her skittishness
after so many years was understandable. “Oh, I think yes.” Almost
shaking with need and surprise, he advanced upon her. Daring much
once more, he touched a finger to the black satin ribbon behind her
head that secured her mask, and with a flick of his wrist, he
tugged and the knot unraveled. When the mask fell away and she
scrambled to catch it, he sucked in a breath and caught it before
she could. “It is you.” Joy flooded him, swamped him in heated waves as he
stared. “I thought you dead.”

“I’m not…” She shook her
head, her eyes wide with confusion and fear. “You are
mistaken.”

“No.” Forgetting himself
and the fact they were in public with the potential for discovery,
Evan framed her face with his hands. Damnation but he wanted her,
wished to reacquaint himself with her body. “Ah, Victoria.” He
lowered his head, claimed her lips, and proceeded to soundly kiss
her. After all, he hadn’t seen his wife for seven years and he’d
sorely missed her.

The woman in his arms stilled at
first, but then she struggled and fought as if she were a trapped
tigress. She planted both palms against his chest and shoved until
he stumbled backward. Her body shook like a leaf in the wind.
Terror lined her expression and shadowed her eyes that were so
round the pupils almost swallowed the irises. Then she raised a
hand. Seconds later she delivered a hard slap to his cheek and the
sound of that movement resounded in the space that did much to cool
his ardor.

Her breath was labored, harsh and
ragged as she stared, horror evident in her posture and the tremble
of her lips. “I don’t know who you speak of, but I am not
her.”


CHAPTER TWO
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Miss Damaris Sheffield gaped at the
man who stood before her, the man who’d dared to kiss her without
introduction, the man who had called her by a completely different
name that had darkened his brilliant and arresting emerald
eyes.

Even now he hadn’t moved from their
location relatively hidden behind a grouping of potted plants. He
watched her with his head tilted slightly as if he didn’t quite
know what to make of her, but he was determined to prevail against
the puzzle she represented.

Who was he?

Because she couldn’t quite believe
what was happening, Damaris forced a swallow into her suddenly
tight throat. She shoved the marvelous sensations that had
accompanied that kiss to the deepest recesses of her mind, and she
said, “You need to leave.” If she wasn’t careful, the anxiety that
rose in a chilling tide within her would completely overwhelm, and
she’d embarrass herself in front of this stranger who threatened
her world.

“I need to take you home,” he replied.
His well-modulated voice sent warning tremors up her spine and his
presence filled the small space they both occupied. He was both
terrifying and intriguing. “Where you belong.”

The shaking that always accompanied
the anxiety moved through her limbs. She clasped her hands to quell
the worst of it. Oh, where was her aunt? Only she had the knack to
calm her. The more Damaris attempted to glance beyond the man’s
wide shoulders, the more he glued himself into her line of vision
until all she saw was him, dressed in black, a domino mask
obscuring his face.

Like a nightmare.

Beyond the imposing feeling, the man
towered over her average height. Perhaps standing at six feet, his
raven hair—glinting with strands of silver throughout—gleamed in
the candlelight, his body trim and tensed. His jaw, strong with a
hint of dark stubble clinging to it, distracted her, as did the
chiseled, sensuous lips that had so recently been pressed to hers.
There was no doubt the man was pleasing to the eye, and the heated
feelings he’d invoked in her were nice. The longer he stood there,
the greater his scent wafted to her—leather, spices, and a
smokiness reminiscent of fireplaces.

How very… odd and… comforting at the
same time. She’d known that blend before.

Retreating as far as she
could without trying to claw her way through the wall, she
moistened her lips and then frowned. “I am deeply sorry, but you
have me mistaken for another.” Yet a tiny niggle of
something had occurred
upon seeing him. What was it and why did she feel almost
disappointed when it didn’t come to fruition?

He flicked his bright gaze up and down
her person, and she shivered. It was almost as if he’d physically
caressed her, so intimate was the gesture. “I am very rarely
mistaken on anything. To that end, your name is
Victoria.”

“No.” She shook her head
so vigorously that a lock of her hair tumbled from its coiffure to
drift over her left shoulder. “It is not.”

When he yanked off the domino mask and
let it drift to the floor at his booted feet, a stricken expression
crossed his handsome face. For one second, shock and
disillusionment warred for dominance in his eyes before both
emotions fled and determination took their place. Absently, he
stroked long, gloved fingers over his cheek where she’d slapped
him. “I was so certain you were Victoria…”

Her chest tightened at his
obvious distress. Poor man.
Perhaps his confusion was genuine if somewhat
misplaced coupled with that enthusiasm he’d shown with the kiss.
“Again, I am not.” Her voice wavered, but she cleared her throat
and strove for a stronger showing this time. “My name is Miss
Damaris Sheffield. I came tonight with my aunt; she is a friend of
the Earl of Devon’s mother.”

Stop talking,
Damaris! Why was she babbling? This man
was nothing to her, and he surely didn’t care about anything in her
life.

“I don’t accept that for
the truth.” The man stepped toward her once more and clutched at
her hand. When she yanked it from his grasp, he sighed but
retreated, widening the gulf between them. “Where do you
live?”

“What an extremely
personal question from one who hasn’t been yet formally
acquainted,” she hedged. Why should she reveal anything about
herself when being so close to this man had gooseflesh sailing over
her skin and need throbbing deep inside?

“You know me already. This
is not outside the bounds of propriety.” His deep voice rumbled
into the silence and tickled her insides.

How is this possible, for
I’m adamant I do not know him? She would
have remembered one such as him. But he sounded so sure they had
enjoyed a prior association. A sliver of inquisitiveness flared
deep inside her. “I don’t.” Her repeated protests didn’t sway him.
He continued to stare at her with those compelling eyes, and she
added to her story. “I reside in rooms near Piccadilly Circus with
my aunt.”

Nary a flicker of interest lit his
gaze but his focus remained glued to her. Was he finally coming to
the realization that she wasn’t who he assumed? “Have you a paid
position?” Apparently, he wasn’t.

“Why do you
ask?”

“Since you do not retain a
title I assume you must do something in order to remain on the
fringes of society. Perhaps you are here for other reasons.” Was
that a note of accusation? Too difficult to tell for certain, but
why would he care?

When it put so baldly, it sounded as
if she were here in the guise of a grasping female. Despite the
suffocating worry that still gripped her, Damaris narrowed her
eyes. “I am not in the market for a husband, if that’s what you’re
insinuating.”

His lips twitched but that movement
didn’t mature into a grin. What would he look like if he were to
let himself relax? “It was not, but thank you for the
clarification.”

At least there was that. “I am between
positions, actually.” Again, silence brewed between them, broken
when the string quintet began to play once more. And the man
continued to stare, his emerald gaze boring into her as if
searching out her every secret. “In a month’s time, I’ll be
governess to the Marquess of Linden’s children.” And that fact made
her straighten to her full height with pride. “In Mayfair, to
boot,” she tacked on to add prestige to the position. A chuckle
escaped her before she could bite it back. “Rather a lofty address,
and I’m excited to begin.”

The man in front of her frowned, the
gesture made even more fierce by his bushy eyebrows slanting down
at harsh angles. “Yet you are in Mayfair now, so you must enjoy
some connection.”

“Only through my aunt, as
I mentioned before.” Where was that austere lady anyway?
I do so want to return home and escape this
bizarre situation… and this man who makes me afraid but fires my
curiosity by turns.

The man came close once more, his eyes
darkening slightly. He dared to cup her cheek, and though she
shivered as terror quaked through her, the heat of him through his
glove brought a measure of calm she hadn’t anticipated. Her
heartbeat quickened. His scent wafted to her nose, inviting her
closer, urging her to touch him if she dared. “You’re different
than when I knew you. So very different yet in some ways the same.”
Conjecture lingered in his expression while doubt and sadness
shadowed his gaze, but at the backs of his eyes, heat burned. “How
is that possible?”

“I have no idea.” Who did
he think she was? Her courage failed her and prevented her from
asking. For a few seconds, the urge to nuzzle into his palm
reigned, but then common sense returned. Damaris huffed and knocked
his touch away. Once their connection broke, the wont to curl
herself into a little ball on the floor and cry swept in stronger
than before. The grief surrounding him was almost palpable, and
because it apparently centered around her—or someone who looked
like her—her heart squeezed in sympathy, for she couldn’t help him.
“You never knew me, and for that I am sorry. That’s what I’ve been
trying to tell you.” She pushed at his shoulder but his bulk didn’t
budge. What would it feel like to have those strong arms around
her, holding her, protecting her? Silly
widget. That will never happen. Undaunted
by the delay and her thoughts, she tried again with assertion.
“Now, if you will excuse me?”

“Wait. Victoria, please.”
He caught her hand again but this time he pressed her mask into it.
A flutter of something danced through her lower belly, for they would never see each
other again after this meeting. “Can you not remember anything
about your past—our past?” he asked in a barely-there voice
strained with emotion she couldn’t identify but very much wished
to.

Somewhere deep down
inside, this man was broken. What had occurred in his life to bring
him to this pass? That is not my
concern. Her breath stalled as she crushed
the mask in her fingers. “I know who I am, but not who you are or
how we know each other… if we do.” Perhaps the man wasn’t right in
his upper story and she merely reminded him of a lady he once knew.
Or perhaps… No, she couldn’t dwell on whatever it was, for she had
enough to worry about keeping her own existence grounded in
reality. “I am sorry, truly. I must go.”

This time, when she pushed
at his shoulder, he stepped aside. She took advantage and fled the
quiet area with a pounding heart and warm cheeks, but when she
chanced a glance over her shoulder, the shock and grief that lined
his face tore at her heart and she didn’t know why.
I am a stranger to him. Why do I have such a
reaction?

Twenty minutes later, Damaris located
her aunt in a retiring room where she held full court with a
handful of other ladies about her age.

“Aunt Nancy, I need you,”
she choked out through a tight throat and vision blurred with
welling tears.

As soon as her aunt saw her, the older
woman surged to her feet and the color drained from her face. “What
has happened? You seem quite discomfited, my dear. Shocked
even.”

If only she knew.
“It was never my intent to alarm you, Auntie,”
Damaris murmured as she flew into the older lady’s arms and
indulged in a much needed hug. A few tears fell to her cheeks. No
doubt from the strain of the surprising scene she’d just left.
“There is a man out there. He took me aside, called me by another
woman’s name and he…” She glanced about the room, met the curious
eyes of the occupants and heat fired in her cheeks. “…he kissed me,
demanded that I return home with him. He assumed I was someone he’d
known before.” Her words tripped over themselves in her haste to
tell the story. Drat. She hadn’t asked him any questions, and now she regretted
that choice, for she didn’t know who she resembled or how that lady
fit into his life or even who he was. Yet kissing assumed an
intimate connection. Why didn’t I
inquire?

“Dear Lord. After all this
time, is it even possible?” Her aunt pulled away. A trace of panic
reflected in her faded blue eyes.

What did she refer to? “Do you know
something about this?”

The other woman wouldn’t meet her
gaze. “Let us return home without delay.” The quiet voice brooked
no argument, which wasn’t like her elegant, dainty aunt at
all.

“I would like that.” She
clutched at the wrinkled hand and gained strength from the familiar
slight weight of her aunt’s arm around her waist. The sooner they
went home, the sooner she could collapse and react to what had
happened. “Quickly, please.”
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When they reached the rooms they
shared, Damaris went directly into hers and exchanged her
masquerade clothing for a soft and well-worn night dress. As she
let down her hair, her hands shook so badly she couldn’t hold the
brush to smooth her wheat blonde, or rather the platinum,
strands.

Images of the man flitted through her
mind, and she couldn’t forget the haunted look in his eyes when
she’d reiterated the fact she wasn’t the lady he searched
for.

I wasn’t the answer to his
problem.

The worry continued, prompting her to
sink down on the foot of her bed and wrap her arms about her
midsection. “Aunt Nancy, please come in. I need you.” Her aunt
could always make things better. She left the wood-handled brush in
her lap.

But the touch of the stranger’s hand
upon her cheek had oh so briefly calmed the storm within. Why and
how?

Was it true that she shared a history
with him?

“Of course, dear.” The
older lady bustled into the room. She handed Damaris a mug of
warmed milk, just as she always did when something had occurred to
bring her anxiety high. “Drink this. You look like you need
it.”

“I do.” Her hand shook
slightly, so she wrapped both of them around the mug and contented
herself with absorbing the heat. It was just the thing to forget
about the steady rain outside the window and the disturbing
meeting. “Aunt Nancy, please tell me why I cannot banish this man
and his grief-stricken eyes from my mind.”

“Oh, I know absolutely
nothing about him, but I might have information that will help.”
Sadness and a trace of guilt lined her wrinkled face as she sat
beside Damaris on the bed. “I’m afraid I must make a confession to
you, dear girl. I have dreaded it since the day I found you, but
these years have been too wonderful to ruin.”

“Found me?” Her stomach
cramped and she gripped the mug tighter. “What does that mean?”
Despite the cold foreboding that played her spine, curiosity ran
rampant. For so long she’d felt as if there were missing pieces of
her life, hidden from her. Perhaps now she would learn why. She
gave into a shiver.

Her aunt heaved a sigh that could have
come from her toes. “Hand me your brush. At least I can soothe your
worries while I talk.”

It was one of the few actions that
calmed her when the nerves of anxiety began to crawl and overtake
her. Damaris gave the brush into her aunt’s keeping. She turned
slightly so the other woman could better reach her flowing tresses.
“Don’t keep me in suspense. I don’t know that I can bear
it.”

“Oh, dear girl, your whole
life is mired in suspense, I suspect.”

But why? This morning, she was a woman
happy with her lot, had a favorable position in the offing and her
horizon filled with possibilities. Now? She shivered again. Clouds
had moved in to obscure everything.

After another sigh, her aunt began.
“When I said found, I literally meant it.” The rhythmic glide of
the stiff bristles through Damaris’ hair and the slight tug on the
strands worked to send the spinning, skittering anxiety away even
if the words didn’t. “Seven years ago, you were wandering the
streets of London after dark. Near to Mayfair but not quite in
it.”

“Wandering? Did I have no
direction?”

“Not that I could discern.
You were dirty, covered in soot and ash, burned in places. Your
clothing was ragged, your hair nearly gone.” Emotion rasped through
her aunt’s voice. “In short, you were in a terrible state and I had
to help.”

Damaris gasped. “I don’t remember
that.”

“No, I don’t suppose you
would. There was a rather large bump at the back of your head.” Her
aunt kept brushing. “You have no memories of what happened to you.
Neither do you recall your life before that particular incident, no
doubt because of that whack to your brain.” She stroked her free
hand over Damaris’ hair. “You were a poor, lost waif, and I
couldn’t leave you there as prey to the darker side of
London.”

“I was… lost,” Damaris
repeated. Her memory was gone. Threads of shock moved through her
insides. “How is that possible?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know,
my dear.” Her aunt finished the task and then laid the brush on the
bed. She tapped Damaris’ shoulder and continued to story once their
gazes connected. “I had been coming back from an event with the
family I worked for when I saw you through the window. I ordered
the carriage stopped, and when I inquired of you and discovered you
were in immediate peril, I took you into the carriage and brought
you home with me.”

“Your employer didn’t
mind?”

Her aunt waved a hand. “I was at the
end of my tenure with that household. The event was to celebrate
the Come Out of my last charge. I was well on my way to retirement,
for the duke and duchess had given me quite a generous stipend with
which I rented these rooms.” She smiled and her eyes were clouded
with memories that brought a small smile to her thin lips. “After
all, at one time I was a much sought after governess.”

“And you trained me to be
such as well.” It was one piece of a larger puzzle, but so many
other pieces remained missing.

“Yes, I suppose I did.”
Her aunt took the forgotten mug of milk from Damaris’ hand. She
stood and drifted over the scuffed hardwood to lay the cup on the
top of a bureau. “In a way, I was grateful to have found you, for
you were my new project. It helped ease my ragged feelings of not
being needed for service any longer. Too many households wish to
hire young, pretty governesses, you see.”

“You have retained your
looks, though,” Damaris said with a smile. The once brown hair had
now turned almost completely snow white, and her aunt’s figure was
as slim as any younger woman could hope for. “Such elegance you
have. I am often envious.”

“You are too kind, my
dear.” An expression of pleasure crossed her face. “In any event,
your rehabilitation took months. I’d left word with my previous
employer as to what I’d done in the hopes that he or his wife might
hear of someone missing within the ton.” She blew out a breath.
“Despite my best intentions, no one came to claim you. No one came
around looking for you.” She shook her head and the long, white
braid slid over her shoulder. “Your origins remained a mystery, as
did everything else about you.”

Absently, Damaris glanced her fingers
over the sleeve of her night rail that covered the few patches of
puckered, scarred skin. No doubt a souvenir from whatever horror
had taken away her memories. At last she could now explain those
marks that had always vexed her and had prompted her to wear
long-sleeved gowns, even in the summer months, for the scars were
angry and ugly.

Her aunt resumed the tale with a
faraway look in her eyes. “Eventually, not knowing what else to do
and needing an explanation for all the questions my friends and
neighbors kept asking, I more or less adopted you after a fashion.
I invented a story for you, determined to give you a life and a
chance.” A soft laugh escaped her. “So, you became my long lost
niece who’d escaped tragic circumstances—I conveniently left those
vague since it made you mysterious, you see—and I wished to see
what would happen to you.”

“How old was I when I came
to you?” It felt odd not knowing her age.

A shrug only lifted one of her aunt’s
shoulders. “You were young, perhaps not more than two and twenty,
three and twenty.” Her faded blue gazed roved over Damaris’ person.
“I’m sorry, I don’t know specifics, and…”

“…and I don’t remember
them, anyway,” she said with a forced laugh. How horrible to live
one’s life and then to find out that existence was naught but a lie
out of necessity. Once more, her stomach muscles cramped.
Who am I and where do I belong?

“Yes.” Her aunt returned
to the edge of the bed and sat beside her. “I hope you don’t mind
my actions. I truly wanted the best for you—still do—and I was
lonely. I quite enjoyed having a companion so full of life. You
made me feel young and needed again.”

Damaris struggled with the shock of it
all. She wanted to cry or rage or do something, but nothing was
appropriate, for her circumstances had been quite dire. “You saved
me, Auntie, when no one else would. If you hadn’t come along when
you did, I cannot contemplate what would have happened to me.”
Would she even now be dead or toiling on the streets, making a
living on her back or forced to turn to thievery?

She gave into another shiver, this one
more violent than before, and wrapped her arms about her middle.
Why had her people not searched for her? Did she not matter to
anyone?

Panic built and bubbled through her
chest until it exploded into confusion and horror. “Why did you lie
to me for so long? Was I not worth the truth?” Hot tears sprang to
her eyes and crowded her throat. Terrible thoughts and warnings
darted about her mind, as was per usual when anxiety grew high. “Am
I such a dismal case that no one cares for me except out of pity?”
Surely she had a family at one time. Where were they?

Then another, more
chilling thought occurred. The stranger, the man from tonight who
had kissed her and called her by another name… Do I belong to him in some way after all?

“Oh, my dear girl, of
course I cared about you, so much.” A tear slid down her aunt’s
wrinkled cheek. “I kept the truth from you because it would have
upset you like it’s done right now.” She clutched at one of
Damaris’ hands. “I took you in because I cared when no one else
did. That’s why I helped you.” Another tear fell. “Truly, I
apologize if this has hurt you more than I’d intended, but I felt
I’d done the right thing at the time.”

“Oh, Auntie. Don’t cry.”
Tears fell to her own cheeks to see her aunt—who wasn’t really—in
such distress. She clung to the older lady’s hands, took comfort in
the familiar pressure of that touch as she willed her fears to
settle. “We have each other now. You are the only family I have
that matters, for if my blood relatives couldn’t bother to claim
me, I don’t need them.”

Yet, what of that stranger who seemed
to know her, and intimately at that? Did he not care enough to
mount a search for her? She forced a swallow through the tightness
of her throat. But if he’d assumed she’d died, would that explain
his lack of attendance?

I need more
answers. Instead of the puzzle that was
her life coming together, she’d only ascertained she was missing
even more pieces than she’d originally thought.

“That is a nice way of
putting it, my dear,” her aunt agreed.

Then Damaris gasped as she sought out
the other lady’s gaze. She needed advice. “Do you think I’m truly
the woman that man said I was earlier in the evening?”

“Of that, I am no more
certain than who you really are.” Her expression reflected a
seriousness Damaris had never known before. “Are you interested in
discovering if that is true?”

“I don’t know.” The
uncertainty frightened her but so did finding out her real
identity. What if she didn’t like the woman she’d been or hated the
life she’d come from? “I need time to think.” She held onto her
aunt’s hands, the only lifeline she had in a suddenly turbulent sea
of doubt. “You won’t leave me, will you?”

“No, my darling girl.
We’ll see things through together, no matter what happens.” Her
aunt hugged her and Damaris sighed from the safety the gesture
brought. “You truly are my niece and I refuse to let anything bad
happen to you again.”

“Good.” She clung to the
only family member she’d ever known—her rescuer. Perhaps that
restless feeling that never left her, that tiny niggle that
something wasn’t quite right about her life would finally have an
answer or have the chance to fade.

“Whatever you decide, I
shall endeavor to make it happen. For good or for ill,” her aunt
continued as she set Damaris away and peered into her eyes. “But I
will never leave you, not until you have no more need of
me.”

“Oh, dearest of aunts, I
shall always need you, for you wanted me when no one else did. That
means the world to me.”

Please God let me be
strong enough to survive what knowledge is coming to me.


CHAPTER THREE
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Evan woke the next morning still
reeling. How was any of it possible? He remained silent as his
valet, Drayton, helped him into a tight-fitting jacket of jade
superfine.

“Is there something amiss,
my lord?” the other man asked as he brushed non-existent lint from
the shoulders of the garment. “You look a bit at sixes and
sevens.”

“That is an
understatement.” He moved away, striding across the dressing room
until he came to the one window. Though the drapes had been opened,
the scene that met his eyes was nothing but depressing. Gloomy,
gray, cloud-covered and raining, as it had been for too many days.
“Something strange happened last night and I’m not sure what to
make of it.”

“Perhaps if you share, I
can add insight to your current quagmire of indecision.”

The cheek of the man, but then, they
had been friends for more years than Evan could remember. He turned
and regarded his valet, the man who’d fought alongside him in the
war, the man who’d lived on the property next door to his family’s
seat, Croome Court in south Worcestershire. Drayton, the sixth son
of a baron, had been forced to find purpose to his life since his
father’s pockets were rather on the thin side, so Evan had
befriended him. They’d been close ever since.

“Last night at the ball I
swore I ran into a woman who is Victoria.” It sounded insane once
spoken aloud.

Inside his head, his
dragon stirred. That was our mate. I felt
it.

There is too much doubt at
play to be certain, he argued.

Drayton stared. His
lake-blue eyes rounded. “Your dead wife, at a ball within
the ton without
your knowledge?” He crossed his arms at his chest. “How much did
you drink?”

A grudging laugh escaped
Evan. “I was completely sober at the time, old chap. Neither did I
indulge when I returned home.” He shrugged. He’d been in too much
shock. “I followed her and then relieved her of her mask without
her permission.” Those actions had been the height of scandal, but
what had he cared when the stakes had been raised exponentially,
and a glimmer of hope had suddenly bloomed into the darkness he’d
dwelled in for so long? “It was
her, by God, but she acted as if she didn’t
recall me or the life she’d had before. Plus, she referred to
herself by a different name.” He frowned as thoughts crowded
through his brain he didn’t wish to give life to. “Her hair was all
wrong as well, and she didn’t smell the way I
remembered.”

Did I mistake
her?

“Time changes all of
us.”

“Perhaps, but wouldn’t she
at least have recalled how a kiss from me made her feel?” The
ever-present simmering anger flared for a second.
No one forgets me.

You have no need of me,
for you cover yourself with too much arrogance,
human, his dragon inserted with a heavy
dose of sarcasm.

Well, you tell me I’m a
pompous arse enough times…

“A kiss?” The valet forgot
himself enough to gawk as the internal conversation went on. Then
he closed his hanging jaw with an audible snap. “What happened
after the unmasking? Did you explain all?”

“No. I was in too much
disbelief.” Heat crept up the back of Evan’s neck. He ignored it.
“I kissed her, made rather a cake of myself, or provided enough
fodder to land me in the gossip rags.” When the valet said nothing,
only continued to stare, he sighed. “She slapped me, and after a
brief conversation where she maintained her identity was not my
wife, she fled.”

“Did you give chase? I
well remember your obsession with her.”

Was it obsession? Seven
years ago he’d been desperate to lift the curse. He and Victoria
had talked about it during the year when the window of chances had
opened, but without her fully accepting his beast, nothing came of
those talks. Perhaps his intense vigilance did translate to a mania
of sorts to the outside observer. I rather
think it was passion.

“I did not. I let her go,
for after all what would I say? The truth is rather overwhelming.”
For seven years he’d thought Victoria dead, perished in a horrible
fire of his own making. If it was true that she’d been alive and
well this whole time, albeit without a memory of the events that
had occurred or the life they’d shared, what did that mean for
his—their—future?

“And? Knowing you, you
didn’t leave it at that.” When his valet looked at him, clearly
expecting more, Evan delivered.

“I’d experienced
uncharacteristic confusion and I’m afraid I let maudlin emotions
get the better of me.” He shrugged, willing those clinging feelings
to leave. Having had no choice but to survive for seven years
without her, did he truly wish to invite her back into his life?
“I’m not certain what to do at this point. She’s had a different
existence away from me and our son, yet we are, by rights, still
legally wed, and she belongs here.”

She is our mate. Go claim
her, make her remember.

I cannot do that. Such
things are… delicate.

“But such a thing might
run contrary to what she wants from her life now,” Drayton added in
a quiet voice that scattered the conversation with the
dragon.

“Yes.” Evan shoved the
fingers of one hand through his hair, upsetting the valet’s
styling. “A conundrum indeed.”

She. Is.
Ours, his dragon reasserted.
You would let another man lay claim with your
inaction?

A swift stab of hot
jealousy speared through his chest, for she had been waiting for
punch from another man. Of course not, but
I must think. I simply cannot throw her over my shoulder and spirit
her away, lock her in a room here. Though,
the idea held more merit than it should. He snorted.
I am more sophisticated than that.

Are you?

Do shut up,
beast.

Drayton softly cleared his throat,
which brought Evan back to the present. The valet was well used to
the beast Evan struggled with. “What will you do?”

“I’m not certain yet. I
must ponder further.” He grimaced. “My dragon wishes to kidnap her,
hold her hostage until she remembers.”

The valet rolled his eyes. “In today’s
day and age? Not well done. Besides, there’s no guarantee she’ll
ever recover those memories if she suffered trauma after the fire.”
He met Evan’s gaze. “It is fortunate she wasn’t institutionalized,
or left for Bedlam.”

“I know.” He nodded and
his chest ached with the knowledge she’d been away from him for
seven years, not knowing who she was or where she’d come from or
what they’d shared, outside of his protection. “If nothing else, I
must investigate all angles of this before a decision can be
made.”

“That would be the best
course of action.” Drayton offered a small smile. “If you should
need to talk, I’m always here.”

“Thank you, my friend.”
With a sigh, Evan headed toward the door. “For now, there is my son
to consider. His needs—his happiness—must come first.”

A few minutes later, he stopped by the
schoolroom to visit with the boy. He needed the reassurance that he
wasn’t fit for Bedlam by seeing Victoria in the face of that woman
at the ball. If she truly hadn’t been his wife, he owed the lady an
apology at the very least.

“Good morning, Cecil. I
trust you will attend your lessons well today,” Evan said as he
advanced into the room that hosted the comforting smells of chalk
dust and oil paints. The governess smiled from a corner where she
fussed over a tea tray. The older woman had been with them since
the boy was a baby. “Good morning, Miss Nottingwold.”

“Good morning, my lord,”
she promptly answered.

The boy glanced up from the sums he
worked and a delighted grin split his face. “Have you come to take
me on an outing, Papa?” His eyes, blue-gray and slightly
almond-shaped like his mother’s, twinkled. The easy smile belonged
to Victoria as well. As Evan’s heart squeezed, the boy clapped his
hands in glee, which was something else she had done… when she’d
been Victoria and not that Damaris person.

“Not today. I have
business to attend, but perhaps later in the week I will.” It had
been an age since he’d taken the boy on an adventure.
I need to rectify that. He clasped his hands behind his back and glanced toward the
windows. “If it stops raining.” Rain in London wasn’t unusual, but
the chilly temperatures and volatile weather they’d experienced of
late was.

What the devil does that
portend?

“I enjoy the rain,” Cecil
said as he returned his attention to his figures.

“Oh? Why is that?” He
glanced out the windows once more. Water droplets chased each other
down the panes of glass in an unending monotony. “I find it sad, a
reminder that things were once glorious and cheerful, but now they
are not… and might not ever be again.” His voice failed him and he
stopped talking, continuing to stare at the windows while he
regained control of himself.

“That is quite a terrible
way of looking at things, Papa.” The sound of a chair scraping
across the hardwood filled the room. “Without the rain, the flowers
and grass and trees wouldn’t grow. Everything alive needs
water.”

“Very smart of you to
notice such a thing.” His heart gave a mighty thump. The child
possessed good intelligence, and if he was anything like this
mother, he would practice kindness as well.

“My governess is a nice
teacher.” Cecil tugged at the back of Evan’s jacket, and when their
gazes connected as Evan turned, he continued. “The rain brings life
and gives hope. Without it, everything would die.”

Without hope or the water,
child? Perhaps it didn’t matter, for he
caught his son’s intent. “You can certainly teach me.” When the boy
lifted a hand, Evan caught the small appendage in his and gently
wrapped his fingers around the smaller ones. “Show me what Miss
Nottingwold has taught you recently.”

“Ever so many things,
Papa.” Cecil tugged him back to the table where he’d been working.
He squirmed away from Evan’s grip to clamber into his abandoned
chair. “There are sums and alphabet letters—which I’ve already
mastered—and…”

Evan tuned out his son and listened
only to the rise and fall of his voice, for matter uppermost in his
mind demanded his attention. What the devil should he tell Cecil
regarding Victoria? He stared at the boy with the black hair—one of
the only things he’d inherited from him. The lad had been two
months old when his mother had perished. He’d never known
her.

A boy should have a mother. It was
essential to development, and if Cecil only had him in his life,
would he grow hard and jaded and angry? Evan’s chest tightened. The
boy’s existence would turn upside down soon enough when his own
dragon awakened. Living without a mother shouldn’t add to the
drama.

Yet, Victoria didn’t remember that she
had a son, let alone had enjoyed a married life. How would she
react, if convinced to reside beneath this roof, to the fact that
she was, indeed, a mother and that her son was seven years old with
rampant curiosity and interest in the world around him? His
incessant questions bedeviled even his hardy governess. How would
they affect a woman was who essentially a stranger with no memory
of him?

With a start, he shook
himself free of the thoughts. I have to
tread carefully, for this decision will affect him as well as
me.

Why do you give him
consideration? The woman is ours. Claim her.

He imagined thumping his
dragon in the snout. Victoria is more than
a wife and a lover. She is a mother—or
would have been had she been given the chance. His chest ached. Because of him and his temper and
irresponsible actions, he’d taken all of that from her.
He is my son, my flesh and blood, as well as my
heir. I want him to find happiness without having this mar his
childhood.

“Papa?” Cecil touched his
hand, further pulling him back to the moment. “You are wool
gathering. Miss Nottingwold says that is a nasty habit.”

Despite the thoughts still swirling
through his head, Evan grinned. “Perhaps it is, but it happens to
the best of us.” He tousled the child’s hair, much to the boy’s
annoyance. “Are you happy, Cecil? Do you enjoy your
life?”

Eyes so like hers stared up at him,
questions in those depths. How many times had Victoria gazed at him
just like that when she didn’t understand the complexities of his
beast? “Yes, of course I am, Papa.” A frown curved down the child’s
lips, and again shades of Victoria haunted the air around them.
“Are you? I think you scowl too much.”

“I…” His throat
constricted as he held his son’s gaze. “I’m not certain.” At least
it was an honest answer.

Cecil nodded, his expression solemn.
“It is you and me. Ourselves only. We get on all right.” Then his
eyes twinkled with mischief. “If you take me on more
outings.”

“I promise to do better in
that regard.” He pressed a hand to his heart. What had he ever done
right in his life to have been given such a gift as that child? But
he couldn’t resist teasing the boy. “What about Aunt Felicity?
She’s in it with us, don’t you think?”

“She’s a girl.” Cecil
rolled his eyes. “She kisses too much. And squeezes my cheeks.” He
heaved a sigh. “And is always hugging me.”

Evan snickered, for well he knew how
his sister doted on Cecil. “You don’t like that?”

The boy shook his head while his
governess attempted to stifle her laughter. “If she was a mother, I
might overlook it.” He took on a thoughtful look. “Will you ever
bring me a new mother?”

Dear Lord.
He threw a glance across the schoolroom but Miss
Nottingwold was busy stirring a lump of sugar into a cup of tea.
There’d be no help from that quarter. With nothing for it, he
regarded his son. “I can promise you I will not bring you a new mother.” For the
old one still lived, which brought his thoughts circling back
around to his current conundrum. What did he do about his son and
Victoria?

“Ah.” With an air of
solemnity one as young as he should never have, the boy nodded. “It
is for the best, but there are times when it might be nice to have
a mother about.”

“Yes, it might indeed,”
Evan said softly, almost to himself. Then he sighed as the
governess stood with teacup and saucer in hand. Clearly, it was
time to resume the schedule. “I need to meet your aunt for
breakfast. Would you care to join me?”

“No thank you, Papa.”
Cecil smiled and it was as if Victoria were there in the room with
them. “Miss Nottingwold has promised her special spiced porridge
with my tea.” He cocked a black eyebrow. “And Aunt Felicity’s
kisses disturb the digestion, you see.”
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Midway through breakfast, his sister
had apparently had enough of his brooding.

“There is something on
your mind. Best tell me now.” Calmly, as if nothing rocked her
world, she buttered a slice of toast. A gold ring, done in a
Byzantine style, glimmered from the middle finger of her right
hand. Where the devil had she gotten that? She knew he didn’t allow
anything gold in the house.

It had been one of the things he and
Victoria had argued about. She adored it, but the precious metal
was his downfall.

Steal it. Hide it. Add it
to our collection. It’s treasure, his
dragon crooned.

Devil take it all.
He shoved his weakness for gold to the side in
favor of meeting Felicity’s gaze, as green as his own. “Last night
I saw a woman I believe is Victoria.”

“As in your dead wife,
Victoria?” His sister’s eyebrow soared and her eyes widened. “Here,
in London?”

“Yes.” He waved a hand. “I
do not have the time nor the inclination to discuss it at length
right now. Suffice it to say, I pulled her aside and called her by
that name. She disabused me of the notion with alacrity.” No need
to tell Felicity about the kiss.

“Ah.” His sister’s look
was sly. “I’ll wager she slapped you.”

“She did.” And where the
deuce had that spirit come from? She’d certainly hadn’t had it when
he knew her.

“Did she walk out on you?”
The toast fell from her hand to land half on her plate and half
off. “I’d rather think you would have scowled her into
submission.”

“Surely I don’t scowl as
much as everyone in this household claims.” When Felicity didn’t
answer, he sighed. “Victoria doesn’t know me. Cannot remember
anything about her life before the fire.” He couldn’t shake his
shock, even now. Was it a miracle or a nightmare?

“How horrible. For both of
you.” Felicity wiped her fingers on a linen napkin. “She suffers
from amnesia, which means she was no doubt hurt in the fire. Poor
woman.”

His chest tightened. Had she been
injured, hurt, damaged due to his irresponsible actions, left to
suffer alone? “Perhaps, but she lives, which presents problems.
What should I do when there is nothing between us?”

Felicity held his gaze with her own,
those emerald depths cool but curious. “Do you still harbor
feelings for your wife?”

My wife. After everything,
she is still that. “It has been a long
time. I have made peace with her death and her absence from my
life. I have had to learn to exist without her.” The words felt
pulled from him, for he never spoke of Victoria with anyone. “But I
will always care for her.”

His sister clicked her tongue. “Be
that as it may, have you made peace with your guilt? Your anger?
Only you and I know the truth of that night and what started the
fire. Do you still torture yourself?”

Bloody sibling ties that let her see
right through him. “No. I haven’t been successful in banishing
those feelings. They haunt me still.” He remained angry each day;
that emotion simmered below the surface, always ready to spring
into a full rage. It created havoc with the beast, calling to him,
fueling him, giving him hope that Evan would someday soon shift and
remain the dragon forever.

I cannot let that
happen.

“I thought as much.”
Felicity patted his hand. “Do you wish to revisit that chapter of
your life? For as you said, having her alive does present unique
problems as well as interesting challenges.”

“Indeed it does.” He
nodded. “However, it would be a whole new chapter, wouldn’t it? Due
to the circumstances, she and I would need to start
anew.”

“Yet you have the
memories. Some are not pleasant and you would undoubtedly have to
recall every one of them, measure it against your guilt, dredge
everything up again for reexamination, and then forget it in the
face of renewal.”

“While this is true, it
isn’t as if I don’t do that anyway.” He frowned. “The one good
thing about it is that Victoria will not remember.”

“This is so, and perhaps a
blessing in disguise.” Felicity tilted her head to one side as she
thought it over. “Consider this. She has a whole new life without
you. Is it fair to disrupt that?”

No, it wasn’t, but she was still tied
to their old life. “Is it fair to me to ignore what we shared
before, or the child we had together?”

Felicity flicked up an eyebrow. “There
are merits to both sides of the argument. However, tread carefully,
brother. Don’t hurt her again. Perhaps what happened to you both
was for the best, all things considered.”

Which meant his beast and his temper.
Evan pulled a face. “I don’t believe that—cannot. Victoria has
resurfaced in my life for a reason.”

She nodded. “Then proceed with
caution. You won’t remain the same person at the end, for you’ll
need to change this time around.”

That is what terrifies me
the most.
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Later that morning, being compelled to
see Victoria again and hopefully solidify a decision he’d need to
make, Evan made his way to Piccadilly Circus. After a few discreet
inquiries, he found the rooms she shared with her aunt easily
enough.

With tense muscles and a racing heart,
he lifted a gloved hand and knocked on the gray-painted door.
Yellow and violet flowers in a red pot rested on the floor, tucked
into a corner—the only evidence that anyone lived beyond the
panel.

After several seconds of waiting, life
stirred inside and the door swung inward. A tall, older woman stood
in the frame, her eyes narrowed, her lips drawn and
pinched.

“Go away. We are not
receiving visitors.” When she moved to close the door, Evan grabbed
onto the edge of the wood.

“Please. I understand your
hesitation and the need to protect your… niece.” How had the lie
come about and why perpetuate it? “However, I must speak with
Victoria. It is quite urgent.”

She snorted. “There is no one by that
name here.” Again, she attempted to close the door, but Evan pushed
his way into the tiny room that served as a parlor and general
living space.

“It matters not what name
she goes by. That woman,” he gestured with his chin toward
Victoria, who had entered from what was probably a bedroom and now
stood, her eyes wide, her body rigid as if ready for flight, “calls
herself.” Hot anger licked through his bloodstream, much to his
beast’s delight. “She is my wife, and I’m here to take her
home.”

The temperature in the room seemed to
drop ten degrees as both women stared at him as if he’d rampage
through their home and eat them alive.

So much for wishing to
mull over a decision with a level head, human.

A tiny gasp escaped the older woman.
“You are the man she met last night.”

“Yes.” He ignored his
dragon in favor of shoving past the aunt and addressing Victoria
directly. “If you need proof, I have brought a copy of the marriage
license as well as a copy of the marriage contract between your
father and me. Both are signed.” For the moment, he would keep
their son a secret. Too much time had passed. It wouldn’t do to
pile so much information upon her at one time.

And above all, Cecil needed protected
if this didn’t work.

“Since it appears you will
do what you please, make yourself comfortable,” the older lady said
and waved him toward a threadbare sofa peppered with embroidered
pillows. “If you are interested, you may call me Mrs.
Sheffield.”

“Charmed,” he ground
through from around gritted teeth. He didn’t care who this deceiver
was or why she’d assumed a relationship with Victoria. Bit by bit,
he willed himself to relax and to not give into the anger swirling
through his being. “I am the Earl of Coventry.”

Both women gasped. The aunt fluttered
a hand and finally rested it on her chest. “Welcome to our home, my
lord. Would you like tea?”

“No, thank you. I do not
intend to linger long.” With stiff movements, Evan crossed the room
and then sank onto the sofa. He glanced about the room with a
critical eye. Bands of shock encased his chest, for the women lived
in shabby elegance, but the room’s furnishings were frugal instead
of the well-appointed and opulent trappings a countess should have.
Again, he rested his attention on his wife. “Will you speak with
me?”

“Yes.” The word sounded
dragged from her throat. With hesitant steps, Victoria came into
the room. She perched on the very edge of a chair near his
position. Long ago, some of the gilt paint had chipped off exposing
the wood below. “You are an earl.” It wasn’t a question.

“I am.”

“And you are certain I am
your wife.”

“Indeed.”

She visibly swallowed and waved off
the older woman, who’d come close and hovered at her elbow. “May I
see the paperwork?”

“Absolutely.” Evan
withdrew the requested documents from an interior pocket of his
jacket. When he offered them to Victoria, her fingers brushed his,
and even through his gloves, the jolt of awareness danced up his
arm. “I can assure you it’s all above board.”

For long moments marked only by the
insistent ticking of a longcase clock in one corner of the room,
Victoria examined the papers with shaking hands. She traced his
signature on both documents, touched her father’s signature as well
and then gave them back to him.

After drawing a shuddering breath, she
said, “This means nothing to me. I don’t remember you or anything
about that life.” Confusion shadowed her expression eyes, now more
gray than blue.

“I understand, but that
doesn’t make our union less valid.” He tucked the papers into his
pocket as questions hurtled through his mind. How did her hair
change colors? Why did that horrible fear and worry rack her
person? Why the devil couldn’t she recall who he was and what
they’d meant to each other? “I believe the best course of action is
for you to return to your former existence as my countess,
Victoria.”

“Victoria,” she said in a
sing-song voice. Even her tone sounded different from the woman
he’d married. “Such a pretty name but not mine. I am Damaris.” She
shot a speaking glance to her aunt. “Unless you gave me that name
when you rescued me?”

Guilt jumped into the older woman’s
eyes. “I did.” A blue-veined hand dropped onto Victoria’s shoulder.
“I’m truly sorry all of this has come to light in such a jarring
way.”

“I suppose it was bound
to, for London isn’t all that vast.” She clasped her hands in her
lap. Twin spots of color blazed in her pale cheeks as she found his
gaze with hers. “Can you not just let me be? I’m happy with who I
am.”

A spurt of white-hot rage shot through
his veins. How dare this woman dismiss him as if he didn’t matter
and grind their marriage beneath her heel. “I apologize, but I
cannot.” Still gripped with a rage that threatened to blind him,
Evan bounded to his feet. “Your name is Victoria, so put any other
make believe moniker behind you.” He curled a hand into a fist, and
when she stared at it, he made a concentrated effort to relax and
unclench the fingers. “You are my wife; nothing can change that,
not even the years spent apart.”

“But, we—”

He held up a hand to interrupt her. “I
will not, in good conscience, let you remain here when you belong
in Mayfair with me. When we married, I accepted responsibility for
you, and will not renege on that promise.”

“Oh, no, no, this cannot
be happening.” Her whispered words rang in the sudden overwhelming
silence blanketing the room. Victoria rocked back and forth while
wrapping her arms about her midsection.

Concern for her well-being churned
through Evan’s gut. “Do you require assistance?”

“She’ll be right as rain
straightaway, my lord,” the aunt murmured. She rubbed a hand up and
down Victoria’s back. “Trust me on this.” There was no accusation
in her eyes as she stared at him, only a deep sadness and
resignation.

Victoria’s breath had diminished to
short pants as if she couldn’t breathe properly. What the devil
ailed her? “I need time to think. A wife to an earl.” She shook her
head and moaned. “It’s all too much at once.”

When Evan took a step toward her,
intent on offering support, the aunt sharply shook her head. He
straightened and tugged on the bottom hem of his jacket. “Very
well. I’m not such a monster as to spirit you away in the
night.”

No, but are you are making
a case for being an arrogant fool, his
dragon was quick to remind him.

“I shall give you a day to
make peace with the new direction your life needs to take. Please
send a note ‘round and I’ll have all the arrangements in place.” He
glanced first at Victoria then at her aunt, hardening his heart to
the knowledge that with his order he’d destroy and uproot two
lives. “Good day, ladies.”

What the bloody hell am I
supposed to do? She is my wife, and I want her back.
For then perhaps his own life would return to
normal and the empty void in his chest might finally stop
aching.

He took his leave, cursing himself to
the devil for his boorish behavior.


CHAPTER FOUR
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Victoria yawned as she paced the floor
of her bedroom. After passing a largely sleepless night, racked
with crushing anxiety, worry and speculation, it was with relief
that morning had finally come.

What do I do about the
earl?

She padded to the small window and
moved aside the yellowed lace curtains. Another day of dismal rain
and cloudy skies. The weather suited her mood almost too well, for
her future was as obscured as the atmosphere. Tracing a raindrop’s
progress down the pane of glass, she let her thoughts filter
through her mind.

Yesterday, the Earl of
Coventry had come by on an unannounced visit. Like the evening
she’d been cornered by him at the ball, his commanding presence had
filled the small apartment. Even now, the scent of him clung to her
nostrils, the leather, spice and smoky aroma permeating her senses.
When her fingers had brushed his, something had passed between them,
and that connected had sparked a niggle deep at the back of her
brain, as if her consciousness wished to pull something forward but
couldn’t.

Do I owe it to myself to
explore that?

Despite the fact he’d been adamant in
his assertion that she was his wife, coupled with the damning
evidence of the paperwork he’d brought, she didn’t remember
anything beyond waking in this room years ago with her aunt—who
really wasn’t her aunt—hovering nearby.

Who am I if I’m not
Damaris Sheffield?

She dug her fingernails into the wood
of the windowsill and pressed her cheek to the cold glass. The
contrast against her skin calmed the storm that swirled inside her.
Her heart beat out a rapid tattoo while her mind spun. Ever since
the day she’d learned she was the niece of Nancy Sheffield, she’d
always felt as if a vital piece of herself had been missing, but
without knowing she was someone else, she never knew
why.

Now she did, but that didn’t alleviate
the curiosity. If anything, the need to know who she was burned
stronger. If she agreed to the earl’s demands—for he certainly
hadn’t asked nicely—would she finally learn her background and
history, find where she belonged, set her own worries to
rest?

A sigh escaped her. Did she want to
after seeing the haunted shadows in the earl’s eyes or witnessing a
flare of his temper? He could be a monster hiding beneath the
façade of a gentleman. Finding herself trapped in his house and
bound to him legally was a nightmare she was loath to take
on.

At least now I enjoy
certain freedoms.

Yet, if he were correct,
and how could she not agree that he was, she was a countess,
missing these last seven years. Her place was within the
ton. It was a lofty
position she’d never aspired to. She trembled from the
implications. What if she wasn’t worthy of that task? Yet, she must
have been, for why else would the earl have chosen her to wed years
ago?

Plus, the signatures on the documents
the earl had given her contained another man’s as well as her
husband’s—he’d said her father’s. The fact she might have a father
accelerated her heartbeat, and that parent had more or less sold
her to the earl for the staggering sum of thirty thousand pounds.
What had occurred to warrant such a transaction, and why the devil
had the earl paid a king’s ransom to wed her?

So many questions I need
answered.

After several more moments
spent in contemplation, Damaris—or rather
Victoria—I suppose I should begin to refer
to myself by that name, pushed off from
the window and began the task of dressing for the day.
I have to see where all of this leads.

Even if the thought of a murky future
terrified her and sent cold sweats down her back. For if she didn’t
try, she would always regret it.

Once her morning toilet was finished,
Victoria met her aunt in the other room. Inhaling deeply, she let
the fortifying breath ease out. “Auntie, I’ve come to a
decision.”

“I thought you might,” the
older lady said after a sip of her regular morning tea.

She smiled, but sadness tugged at her
chest. “Instead of sending the earl a missive, I intend to call
upon him, ask more questions before I can definitively give him my
answer.” When her aunt said nothing, Victoria rushed onward, her
words spilling out in her haste. “Only then can know which way I
should go, but I must move forward from here.”

Her aunt set the teacup into a saucer
and laid them both on a low table in front of her. “You’re
certain?” Concern clouded her eyes.

“Yes.” Victoria nodded. “I
believe he has the answers I need to stop this horrible doubt and
wonder and the feeling of misconnection I have.” She worried her
bottom lip with her teeth. “Perhaps, given time in his company, my
memories of the past will return.”

“Are you ready for that?
You might not like what you find, for the earl seems a rather
forceful and powerful man.”

“I know.” A shiver ripped
up her spine as she recalled the barely checked rage in his eyes
and the tenseness of his body as he’d sat on the cushion her aunt
now occupied. She grasped one of her aunt’s hands. “But to possibly
recover those memories that belong exclusively to me might help
ease my mind and soothe the anxiety that holds me captive. Surely
it isn’t normal to fear the future or any sort of
change.”

“Perhaps that ailment
occurred after whatever trauma happened to take away your
memories.”

Victoria nodded. “I suspect as much,
which is why I need to try to heal myself.” She forced a swallow.
“If he knows my history, I want him to tell me, and if I truly
belong in his world…” There was no need to finish the
statement.

“Very well.” Her aunt’s
smile was a shadow of what it usually was. “We shall go this
afternoon, but I refuse to leave you, no matter what that pompous
earl says.”

“I wouldn’t have it any
other way.” She held the wrinkled hand tighter. “It’s you and me
against the world, Auntie. If we have to rout the earl to meet our
goals, I have no qualms of bringing out the artillery.”

They both dissolved into
giggles.

“You are braver than you
believe, my dear. Never be afraid of showing your spirit if the
occasion demands. You must fight for what you want from
life.”

“I will.”
And I want to know who I was—am.
On impulse, she gave the older woman a
hug. What would I do without you?
“Thank you. I appreciate your words and your
support.” She sat back and wiped at a tear that had escaped to her
cheek. “Please, let us have our customary tea and read the gossip
sheets. I suspect we’ll need both for fortification.”

“Absolutely, and take
heart.” Amusement danced in her aunt’s faded blue eyes. “For as
long as we’ve been enjoying the scandals printed in
The Times, I have never
seen the earl’s name mentioned. For all his harshness and
thundercloud expressions, there must be some nobility and honor
about him.”

At least there was that.

It remains to be seen, but
pray let it be so. Why else would I have consented to marry
him?
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As soon as the red-painted door to the
townhouse in Grosvenor Square swung open and the butler of
indeterminate years showed Victoria and her aunt into the entry
hall, nerves beset her, for the man gawked at her as if he were
seeing a ghost.

Perhaps he was.

“May I take your outer
garments?” the man asked in a tremulous voice. All the while he
never removed his gaze from her. “Lady Coventry, is that truly
you?” He stretched out an arm when they both offered their pelisses
as well as their dripping umbrellas and bonnets.

“My name is…” Victoria
trailed off, for the evidence was rapidly mounting that would place
her here. “I suppose it is true.”

“I… it’s wonderful to have
you back, my lady.” When a young footman joined them, the butler
shoved his armful at the man. “Allow me to show you into the
drawing room.”

“Not a parlor?” she asked
before she could stop herself. Thank goodness the butler didn’t
question her absence. Neither did she offer the information. That
information didn’t need bandied about the servants. Already, her
face heated from his scrutiny and interest.

“Lord Coventry asked that
I show you into the drawing room instead.”

She gasped. “How did he know I would
call on him? I sent no word.”

A brief shrug of the man’s shoulders
didn’t reveal much. “Who can say, my lady? The earl often
anticipates things. It is as if he sees the world from an eagle’s
height, knows the movements of everyone in his life.” The man
glanced back at her from over his shoulder. His brown eyes were
hooded. “He has always been mysterious.”

“I see.” Even though she
didn’t. Victoria cast a glance at her aunt, who shrugged and kept
her own counsel.

Silence accompanied them down two
corridors before the butler paused at a doorway.

“I’ll notify the earl
you’ve arrived. Would you enjoy tea?”

“No,” she said in a
whisper. At the thought of any sort of refreshment, her stomach
rebelled. “I am fine.” The sensation of teetering on a ledge
assailed her. If she fell, would anyone rush to catch her? Did she
want them to?

“Very well.” He gestured
into the room. “Please, make yourself comfortable.”

She nodded. “I beg your pardon, but
what is your name?” Hot embarrassment flowed through her.
Obviously, this man had been with the household for quite some
time, and he’d vanished with all the other memories. When he looked
sharply at her, she rushed to explain. “This house is unfamiliar,
and I find myself at sixes and sevens, you see, and for the life of
me I cannot recall your name.”

“Understandable, my lady.
You can call me Winston,” His expression cleared. “You wouldn’t
remember the house, of course. The earl had it built anew after the
accident, but all is well now since you’re home.”

“Thank you.” That remained
to be seen.

As she entered the drawing room, she
frowned at a leather-bound trunk that waited near one of the
groupings of settees, sofas and chairs. All the furniture was
delicate and gilt-trimmed, the cushions done in pleasing shades of
blues that ranged from navy to delicate sky blue. Oil paintings
graced the walls, which were papered with gentle ivory and beige
stripes. Navy drapes hung at the floor to ceiling
windows.

“It’s so plush here,” she
whispered while her aunt settled herself on an ivory settee of
crushed velvet. “Quite intimidating.”

“Best acclimate yourself
to it, my dear. Soon, you’ll mingle in this life.”

“Oh…” Victoria’s stomach
cramped. To distract herself, she wandered about the room,
examining paintings and knick knacks as she went.

Did I choose the
furniture, the bric-a-brac, the objets d’art? Did I direct their
placement? But of course she didn’t, for
the butler had said the house was built new. So was this, then, a
product of the earl’s taste, or had he clung to how the old house
was decorated? She brushed her gloved fingers along the slender
neck of a marble swan resting on a low table. How had she
interacted with the people beneath on the staff? Did they know her
story, of who she was?

Rustling at the door yanked her
attention to that location. Her heart beat faster in anticipation
of the earl’s arrival. When she saw Winston bearing a silver tray
with a tea service on it, she forced herself to relax, but only
slightly.

“I realize you declined
tea, my lady, but you always enjoyed it during the midday, so I
thought that perhaps you’d forgotten in your absence,” he said by
way of apology as he laid the tray on a low table amidst the
grouping of furniture where her aunt waited.

“Thank you. I appreciate
that.” Victoria rested a hand at her throat while the butler stared
at her. “Is there, uh, something else?”

“No, my lady,” Winston
stammered with a flush of mottled color in his cheeks. “The earl
should be down directly. He is ending a meeting with his man of
affairs.”

Man of affairs sounded very stodgy and
smacked of legalities. Tremors of foreboding climbed her spine.
When the butler continued to linger, her tenuous grasp on patience
snapped. “What is it, Winston?”

He cleared his throat. “Nothing, my
lady.” A besotted grin curved his lips. “I am extremely glad you
are home and alive after we all thought…”

Heat fired in her cheeks. It appeared
the servants did already know who she was… and they knew more of
her history than she did. “Thank you.” She nodded and the butler
slipped away, surreptitiously wiping at an eye. “Aunt Nancy, I’m
not certain I can do this. What if, after all, I cannot be who they
hope I am?”

“You won’t know until you
try, my dear.” The older lady calmly poured out a cup of tea and
began filling a small plate with tiny seed cakes.

No sooner had Victoria
turned back to contemplate an oil painting of a London cityscape
than the sound of a male throat clearing at the door had her
pivoting about once more. She sucked in a breath.
He’s here.

And she could think of absolutely
nothing erudite to say.

He was no more imposing today than
he’d been the other two times she’d seen him as he quickly surveyed
the room, lingering his gaze first on her aunt then on her. The
bottle green of his jacket matched his eyes perfectly and enhanced
their color. Had he chosen that garment on purpose for the effect?
Something about that emerald stare held her frozen to the spot.
“Can I assume by your presence here that you’ve agreed to my
suggestion?” The deep timbre of his voice filled the room and
vibrated through her chest.

The delivery yanked her from her
temporary immobile state and she snorted in annoyance. “You could
practice niceties, my lord, before ordering me about. It would
soften your influence.” Truly, did the man have no manners? Prior
association aside, she was worthy of respect.

His lips twitched but a smile never
emerged. “Fair enough.” He came further into the room and then
executed a half bow directed at her. “How do you fare this
day?”

“Honestly, I am confused,
my lord.” She couldn’t breathe he was so close, which was odd, for
there was five feet of space between them. He’d assumed much more
on their first meeting, so why now did she suffer this reaction?
Perhaps it had much to do with seeing him in the daylight—gloomy as
it was—and him not in costume. “Lamentably puzzled.”

“Understandable.”

Awkward silence brewed between them.
No matter that she attempted to look anywhere but at him, her
attention invariably returned; one simply couldn’t ignore him, for
his essence filled whatever room he inhabited. Without the darkness
shadowing him, the silver in his hair was more noticeable. Fine
lines framed the corners of his eyes—from worry or laughter?
Somehow, she couldn’t imagine the earl indulging in mirth let alone
smiling.

Before Victoria could say
something—anything—into the terrible void that had developed, he
spoke first.

“You are quite different
from when I knew you.”

She wrenched her gaze away from his or
else he’d overwhelm her. “Is that good or bad?”

“It’s too early to
tell.”

That didn’t help at all. Once more her
gaze swung back to him. “Different, how?” Perhaps she’d finally
gain a few more missing pieces of her life.

A shrug only lifted one of his broad
shoulders. “Physically, for one. Come.” He moved, gesturing toward
the settee where her aunt sipped tea and watched them both. “Let me
show you.”

“Show me?” She sounded
like a particularly dull parrot, but when he didn’t answer and
instead seated himself on a chair, Victoria had no choice but to
follow. While she settled beside her aunt, the earl opened the
trunk, and an ominous groan emanated from it as if it hadn’t been
used for years. A faint burned scent wafted into the air once the
trunk gaped.

“These were done shortly
after we married. Unfortunately, we didn’t have a chance to sit for
more.” The earl handed both oil paintings to her. Neither had
frames and both were on heavy canvas.

Victoria’s hands shook as she peered
at the portraits. This was undeniable proof that she’d had a life
previously with him. “Oh my.” She traced the paint swirls with a
gloved fingertip.

In the first portrait, she’d been
seated in a chair while the earl had stood behind her with a hand
on her shoulder. They looked for all the world like any other newly
married young couple dressed in their finest for the sitting. Yet
the most startling thing was her hair. In the portrait, it had been
gloriously golden like molten sunshine. The gown of a rich rose
silk featured gauzy capped sleeves, and without gloves, the ivory
expanse of bare arms gleamed— not marred by the twisted flesh she
currently had. Her hands, clasped in her lap, exuded a sort of
peace she’d never known before. She smoothed a finger over the
rendering of a ring on her left hand. A few tiny burn holes
distracted from the artist’s work, but the bulk of the picture
remained intact.

I was truly married to
him.

The second painting featured her
sitting at a pianoforte, concentrating on a piece of music, while
the earl stood close, leaning down and whispering something into
her ear. Parts of the painting were obscured by black streaks. Of
soot? Rosy color had infused her cheeks while sunlight poured in
through floor to ceiling windows. In both paintings, the artist had
captured life.

Prickles crawled over her skin as she
handed the paintings back to him. “Why are there charred marks on
them?”

His Adam’s apple bobbed with a hard
swallow while he replaced the paintings into the trunk. “There was
a fire in our home.” When he swept his gaze up to catch hers,
horror reflected in his. “We had assumed you’d perished in the
blaze. The night was chaotic, the house nearly engulfed.” He
glanced at her aunt before focusing on her once more. “Once the
flames were put out and I was able to go through the portions of
the townhouse that were safe, I found the remains of a woman I
thought was you.”

“How is that possible? I
am sitting right here before you?” None of it made
sense.

“The badly-burned body of
a woman dressed in the same gown you’d worn that evening was
discovered in the rubble of what were once our rooms.” Guilt
shadowed his expression, gone when he shook his head. “A few
servants were also killed that night. A couple of them came up
missing and when they didn’t return, I believed they’d fled,
perhaps using the fire as a way to vanish and start their lives
anew.”

A fire!
Victoria touched the back of her head where her
aunt had told her she’d suffered an injury. Was that how she’d lost
her memory? Then she smoothed the fingers of her left hand—without
the ring from the portrait—over the sleeve of her right arm where
the scars remained. Had she’d received them while trying to escape
the fire? Yet none of it made sense. “How did you know it was me? A
gown is a poor indicator.”

Haunted shadows remained in his eyes.
“She wore your wedding ring.”

Dear
Lord, how extraordinary and yet so sad.
“Who was the woman that died, for I am obviously here. Why was she
dressed as me?” Cold fingers of anxiety played up and down her
spine. They wrapped themselves around her middle and
squeezed. No, no, no, not now!

“There was no way to know
either of those things,” he murmured and closed the lid of the
trunk with a sharp snap. “I had other, more urgent matters to
attend to at that time than play at a guessing game.”

“It’s horrible, of course,
and I am sorry that you suffered as much as I did.” The more she
tried to hide the oncoming episode, the more it pressed into her.
Sweat formed on her upper lip and plastered her shift to her back.
She clasped her hands tight in her lap, willing herself not to rock
back and forth or attempt to shrink smaller so he couldn’t see her,
look at her with that horrible mix of speculation and
hope.

No longer could she deny a history or
a past with his man. Too much truth was contained in those
paintings and in his words. Her hands shook. Her mind spun. The
life she’d known previously had been a lie yet the life she’d
supposedly led still lay in murky shadows.

Unable to stop herself,
Victoria touched her hair which resembled nothing like what she’d
seen in the portraits, hair that had once been cut as short as a
boy’s due to parts of it being singed away when she’d been
discovered by her aunt. “I don’t know how to play the pianoforte,”
she whispered as she darted a glance from him to her aunt. “My hair
is different.” Everything was changing. “I am not that woman, yet
I am her in other
ways.” Dark spots danced at the edges of her vision and she swayed.
“How very odd.”

Her aunt set down her teacup in favor
of wrapping her arms about her. “Hush, now. Everything will turn
out right. You’ll see.”

The words, delivered in a low,
soothing tone, did nothing to calm the storm raging within her.
Victoria shook her head. “How can this be?” She found the earl’s
gaze once more.

“I only know that it is.”
His frown was fierce. “Life must move forward, so here we are.”
Emotion graveled his voice as if he was caught in the same torrent
that she was. “I apologize for the obvious
inconvenience.”

Switching lives was more than a spot
on a favorite gown or rain on the day of a picnic! “Dear Lord, what
am I to do?” She stared at him and he stared back, but she couldn’t
deny the fact that he was her past and her future. “Please, tell me
about that night… about my life.”

What am I going to
do? It was a thought that bore
repeating.
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“Where do I start?” Evan
fought against the ever-present guilt, grief, and anger that built
in his chest. He hadn’t anticipated he’d be thrust down the long
tunnel of introspection when she’d reappeared in his life or be
forced to relive the moment when he lost her. Why won’t these feelings leave me now that she’s
here?

Because nothing has been
absolved or has really changed, his dragon
was quick to remind him. You more or less
murdered her, and now she’s back to haunt you.

“I’d like to know
everything, from the beginning, but since I suspect that will be a
rather long conversation, tell me what happened the day of the
fire.” The dulcet tones of her voice wavered as her eyes widened.
“Why were you and I not together when I allegedly expired? It
happened at night, correct?”

Yes, human, explain
that, his dragon crooned, and Evan could
almost imagine his toothy grin. Tell her
the truth.

You know I cannot. At
least not now, not when she’d spook and flee. Hell, she’d probably slap his face and walk out on
him.

Then comfort yourself with
the lies and denial. You have become an expert in that.

“Yes, the fire occurred at
night.” He ignored his beast in favor of looking at his wife. “I
can barely believe you’re here with me once more,” he said softly.
His mind reeled, frantically trying to find the words he should say
that she needed to hear. How did one begin a conversation that
would have the other party hating him before she’d ever had a
chance to know him—this second time around? “I never thought I’d
see you again in this lifetime.”

So close yet so far from him. Things
hadn’t changed, not really.

She is here. It is but one
step, his dragon reminded him, suddenly
optimistic, which was a drastic shift for him.

We shall see how she
reacts after this conversation. And why should you care?

I am… lonely.
That was all the beast would give up.

Evan knew the feeling.

“It is rather dumbfounding,” she agreed
with a tremulous smile that had an answering grin tugging at the
corners of his lips. Had she always been that stunning? “Consider
how I feel, knowing absolutely nothing. At least you have the
memories.”

I sometimes wish I do
not. “Yet apparently, all of those are
rendered moot with current knowledge.”

With Victoria and her “aunt” peering
owlishly at him, he cleared his throat. “The origin of the fire is
unclear. Perhaps a candle tipped over. Perhaps something was left
unattended.” Heat from the damning guilt raced through his insides
while the weight of it sat heavy on his shoulders.

Coward.
His dragon paced restlessly.

I am, but she doesn’t
remember and now is not the time to introduce the cause or the fact
I am a monster.

His dragon huffed.
She is our mate—your wife. She will
understand.

Will she?
Evan glanced at her as she attempted to absorb
the little information he’d given her. My
beastly side is the last thing we fought about before I lost my
bloody mind and gave you control.

It was rather satisfying to set fire to
the house and watch it burn. In his mind’s
eye, the dragon grinned, and Evan knew that the beast would do it
again if he wasn’t careful… if he couldn’t manage his
rage.

Bastard. There are times
when I hate you. His anger increased a
notch as strain swirled around him.

At times the feeling is
mutual. Perhaps I will win mastery over you the next
time.

The thought sent chills down Evan’s
spine. He attended his wife as she spoke.

“An unknown cause, yet I
didn’t perish but was assumed dead,” Victoria said in a halting
tone. She rocked back and forth, her eyes wide and clouded with
worry. “That was why you didn’t search for me, why I lived for
years thinking I had no family or no roots.”

Her words cut through him
with the accuracy of daggers. I made a
mistake that day... many of them. “I’m so
sorry. Had I but known… If there had been any indication…” Even if
she’d lived, that night was a haze. He hadn’t been himself, guilt,
grief and anger had ruled him, and he had fled the scene as his
beast shortly after he’d accounted for everyone else in the house,
shoving his baby into Felicity’s arms.

“Now I have this life I
cannot recall,” she whispered, looking at him but not seeing him,
her hands shaking, her cheeks pink. “A life you expect me to slip
back into without incident.”

The reaction, though warranted,
puzzled and concerned him. “Are you well?”

“No.” But she didn’t
elaborate.

Quickly, the aunt scooted close and
once more stroked a hand down Victoria’s back. “Ever since I’ve
known her she’s fought against the demon of anxiety. When it comes
over her, there is naught to do but wait it out and try to bring
her calm.”

Evan frowned. “She never exhibited
this behavior before.” Was it a form of madness? That would add
another obstacle to the pile facing them.

“She is not the same woman
she was before, my lord. She might not ever be,” the older lady
murmured. “It would behoove you to bear that in mind.”

He narrowed his eyes at the
chastisement. Who was this woman to tell him what to do? The hand
resting on his knee curled slowly into a fist and he fought the
urge to lash out in anger. Unclenching the fingers, he clasped his
hands together in his lap. “How did you come into Victoria’s life?”
Perhaps it would bridge the gap between what happened and the now,
so that he could better understand how to proceed.

“I found her that night
while returning home from a ton
event. She was in a bad state with no memories,
and that was a horrible position for a young woman to find herself
in.” A shrug lifted the slight shoulders. “I couldn’t leave her on
the streets, so I took her in. When no one came for her, I adopted
her as my own.” The faded blue eyes met his. There was a trace of
challenge there. “I was there for her when no one else was. For all
intents and purposes, she truly is my niece and I will not leave
her to yet another uncertain future.”

“Fair enough.” Evan worked
not to show the shock that gripped him from the story. How the
deuce had Victoria managed to clear the fire and walk away into the
night in the middle of damned Mayfair with no trace and no
memories? He looked again to his wife, who had her eyes closed as
she rocked. He doubted she even knew they were talking about her,
and that left him stunned. Would she ever be the woman he’d once
known? “Was she injured when you found her?”

“Yes.” The aunt nodded.
“There was a sizable knot on the back of her head, no doubt
received during the fire. I managed to stop the bleeding and patch
her up. She’d also suffered burns to her skin.”

His dragon stirred.
And you, in your temper, flew off without
employing any sort of critical thought. You could have saved
her.

How would that have helped
the situation? She would still be as she is now.
Evan ignored his beast—again. “That was what took
away her memories.”

“I assume so, but even
those events are lost. What happened to her that night remains a
mystery, my lord, until such time as Damaris—”

He growled and glared, so she amended
her statement.

“—Victoria regains her
memory.”

“At this point, that is
rather a large if, as you’ve already speculated.” Evan glanced at
Victoria, who’d opened her eyes and rested her gaze on him,
hopelessness puddled there. His heart ached for her, for them, and
the work ahead. “Perhaps it’s better that she doesn’t, since it was
obviously traumatic for her.”

“Only time will tell, but
being here with you, it might convince her brain to think…
differently,” the aunt said. She brushed her fingers along the side
of Victoria’s face. At least the rocking had stopped and she’d
unfolded herself enough to appear composed upon the settee. “I ask
that you go carefully if you wish to proceed.”

“I do,” he said in a
whisper. His heart thudded hard. He wanted to protect his wife from
life, from the whispers of the ton
when rumors of her mental state got out. But
would shielding her keep her from harm at his hand?

I have to try harder to
keep the beast in check.

Silence reigned in the room for long
moments.

Finally, Victoria roused and poured
out a cup of tea for herself, as if the episode had never happened.
How very odd. “What now, my lord?”

Why wouldn’t she say his
name? Surely deep down she remembered something about him. He heaved a
sigh, leaned forward and rested his forearms on his knees, his
hands dangling between his legs. “We can no longer deny Victoria is
alive and that she is my wife. Agreed?”

Both women nodded.

“She belongs here with me,
by my side. By law, I am still responsible for her, and I won’t go
back on my word.”

Take our mate to bed. Make
her remember, his dragon urged.

As if such a thing was as
easy as a tupping. Do shut up, beast. This
is a delicate process.

It is not. She is
ours.

The aunt shook her head.
“But—”

“Enough arguments.” The
limited patience Evan had come into the room with evaporated.
Between the demands of his dragon, the overt caution of the older
companion, and the potential mental illness of his wife, he had no
more understanding to give. He was an earl, damn it. Holding up a
hand, he said, “I won’t change my mind on this.” When neither woman
said anything, Evan looked at Victoria, willed her to see things
from his perspective. “I want you returned to
home—here—where
you belong. As my countess.”

Fear sprang into those
expressive blue-gray eyes, an emotion he’d put there, and she
didn’t even realize the full truth of it yet. “I know nothing of
how to conduct myself as a countess let alone a member of
the ton. Perhaps
if you let me ease into things?”

“We can do that, but from
this residence,” Evan maintained as he shot to his feet. Guilt
prodded through his chest and he modulated his tone, attempting to
soften the order with a brief smile he certainly didn’t
feel. Why can she not understand I merely
want her back in my life?

This is
true, his dragon agreed.
We have waited long enough. Seven years is an
eternity.

Evan grimaced. Apparently, the wait
wasn’t over, for they couldn’t return to what once was without
mutual understanding. “I will await your arrival. You have two days
to sort things. Everything will be in readiness here by
then.”

But will I be ready to
have my wife under the same roof, a virtual stranger?

Not having the answers and unable to
bear the looks of shock and disappointment in the ladies across
from him, Evan fled the room as if the hounds of hell had given
chase.
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That evening, unable to stand his own
company, Evan escaped to Bête Noire. The club and his friends would
distract him from his ever-present thoughts and
feelings.

As he slipped into his customary chair
at his usual table in the private room, he greeted the Duke of
Manchester and the Earl of Devon.

“I’m surprised to see the
two of you here,” he said while a footman brought over a bottle of
red wine and a crystal glass. “I’d have assumed your wives would
keep you well and truly occupied at this hour.” A trace of
bitterness clung to his words, for he had a wife but they were
fathoms away from doing any sort of activity together.

“It is not so late,
Coventry,” the duke responded. He cradled his snifter of brandy
between his hands. “Never fear. I’ll leave soon enough. No doubt
Alice is resting with her feet up. She and the housekeeper are
happily sewing clothes for the new arrival, and I must say I find
that occupation the height of boring.”

Chuckles went around the
table.

Evan looked at the earl. “And you?
Newly married man yet you’re here and not with your lady love.” A
pang of jealousy assailed him as the expressions of both men
softened.

“Only briefly, for I had
business here since Mountgarret is still out of pocket. We needed
to fill a few positions. I decided to chat with Manchester upon
seeing him.” He grinned, and there was no denying the besotted look
on his face. “Elizabeth is basking in the success of our
masquerade, so she’s happily planning another event for later in
the Season.” Devon rolled his eyes. “I wanted no part of that.
The ton and I are
generally not on speaking terms.” The red ring around his irises
briefly glowed with intensity and then faded.

“It is good to know that
the club remains a haven for the two of you,” Evan said with a
grin. He was one of the original founders along with these men, and
he was the one who looked after legal affairs as well as signing
off on everyone who passed through the doors—servants, employees
and members. “I’m equally glad to know your wives don’t prohibit
your visits.”

The two men exchanged speaking
glances. Then Manchester said, “While it’s true my visits to the
club have slowed considerably since marriage, you are the only one
of us who can legally utilize the services upstairs. Is that why
you’ve come this evening?” A glint of interest appeared in his
eyes. “Taking my advice?”

Heat crept up the back of Evan’s neck.
Of course, it had only been a matter of time before the
conversation rested upon him. “I am not certain the club’s
entertainments are valid for me either.” Let them make of that what
they would.

Both of his friends stared at
him.

“How so? What are you
hiding, Coventry?” Devon asked, his own brandy snifter abandoned.
“The last I saw, you had escorted a lovely lady behind some potted
ferns at my rout. Have you compromised her?” He waggled his
eyebrows.

Good God, is this my
comeuppance for teasing the two of them?

“The woman I met at your
event seemed as familiar to me as the back of my hand. So, I
pursued her and dragged her behind those plants.” He paused and
took a deep draught of his wine. The bite of the alcohol did
nothing to ease his confusion. “When I removed her mask, I
recognized her as Victoria.” He forced a swallow into his tight
throat. “I lost my bloody mind, apparently. I kissed her. She
slapped me, and I’m afraid matters have gone rather south since
then.”

Silence met his succinct recap of
events.

Finally, Manchester stirred. He rested
a hand on the tabletop. “Your wife has returned from the dead?
Where has she been? How are you feeling about all of this?” The
duke shook his head. “This is incredible.”

Before Evan could respond, Devon
sailed in. “Something happened in the fire and she’s lost her
memories.”

How the devil could he even know that?
Evan tightened his fingers on his wine glass. “Yes. But why do you
assume this?”

The earl shrugged. “That’s
the only explanation as to her absence, for you assumed her dead,
as did the ton.”
He held Evan’s gaze and there was no trace of joking in his face.
“You never talk about that time, but knowing you—and knowing our
beasts—I’ll wager your dragon had something to do with the trauma
of that night.”

Some of the pressure in his chest
released. His friends understood. Evan nodded. “It’s true. Victoria
and I had fought that evening, over my giving the beast too much
control, which hindered our relationship from moving forward. She’d
never fully accepted me—or him. In a snit, she went upstairs to our
rooms, I assumed. I remained in my study, full of rage that
eventually exploded into my shifting, and…”

“Breathing fire,” the duke
finished for him in a quiet voice.

“Yes.”

“And that was why the
authorities couldn’t immediately locate you while the fire brigade
worked,” Devon added.

“Yes. I had to calm enough
to shift back. Then I was obliged to find clothing. I emerged with
enough time to grab the infant…”

The earl nodded. “Now we finally know
the horrible secret you’ve been keeping all these years.” He eyed
Evan with a hint of reproach. “The secret you didn’t trust us
with.”

“It is a complicated
situation. Even more so now.” Evan drained the remainder of his
glass and then set the crystal on the table with carefully
controlled movements. “Victoria hasn’t exactly returned. It was
more of an accident that she attended the event at all. She came as
a guest of her aunt—who isn’t really her relation at all—but who is
a friend of Devon’s mother.” Quickly, he explained the woman’s role
in his wife’s life. He blew out a breath when his friends gazed at
him in shock, incredulity and confusion. “I’m afraid my ego took
control and I ordered her back to our home.”

The duke groaned. “Damnation,
Coventry. You rather mucked that up.”

“I know, but it’s too late
to apologize now. I merely want her back,” he defended. Of course,
when he needed the dragon’s advice, the beast chose to remain
quiet. “On the off chance we can repair our union.”
I want that second chance.

“How did she react to your
high handedness?” Devon reclined in his chair. “I’m quite certain
she took exception.”

Evan rolled his eyes. “She
did, but in addition to her missing memories of our life together,
as well as her past, she now suffers from a mental disorder brought
on by fits of anxiety that renders her extremely vulnerable and
fearful.” And it sent his protective instincts into awareness.
“The ton tabbies
will tear her to shreds if she suffers one while out in polite
society.” Victoria didn’t deserve that.

“What of your son?” the
earl continued.

The duke nodded. “She has a
responsibility there, as do you.”

“I haven’t told him nor
have I informed her of his existence. I’m waiting until this bit of
uncertainty is settled first.” He eyed the bottle of wine but
thought the better of a second glass.

“Ah.” Manchester rubbed a
hand along his jaw. “No sense rushing fences. It’s a delicate
balance you’ll need to practice. The two of you have enough to
discuss without adding a child to the mix.”

“Indeed.” Yet how to do
that when they were nothing to each other?

“Do you still have
feelings for her?” the earl asked in a low voice.

How to answer that when he didn’t know
himself? “I’m not entirely certain. I have spent years trying to
forget that night, to live without her.”

“And now she’s a
stranger.” The earl frowned. “Devilish luck, my friend.”

Manchester leaned forward. “You have
to start over with her.”

“Not necessarily. Perhaps
having her in the house will jog her memories.” Or else I’m nothing but a fool of wishful
thinking.

“You’re more arrogant than
me if you assume to take up where you left off.” The duke snorted.
“It’s madness, for everything has changed, even if you have
not.”

And that’s the crux of the
problem. Perhaps I don’t know how. “She is
my wife.”

“Without a memory of you
or your marriage.” Devon pushed his brandy snifter away and then
drummed his fingers on the polished surface of the table. “Do you
wish her to be such again, knowing that she never fully accepted
your beast?”

Damn you, Devon.
Now he understood what his friends had gone
through when he’d teased and questioned them while they struggled
with their romances. “I—”

“You must court her and
treat the relationship as if it was new. She’s not the same person
now as she was then.”

Manchester cut in with a wicked grin.
“Neither are you, Coventry, even if you don’t believe it, but there
is always room for improvement, and perhaps you can do a better job
of it this time. You must strive to truly win her heart this time.”
When Evan glared, the man continued. “Learn from Victoria and grow.
Tame your temper so you don’t lose yourself to the
curse.”

“The curse I have no
chance of breaking for almost five years,” Evan said with
bitterness dripping from the words.

“Then understanding and
acceptance,” Devon added with a shrug. “It’s what we all need above
lifting the curse.”

Evan heaved a sigh.
“Easier said than done, for the anger is always banked and
smoldering.” I fear if it grows too much,
I’ll hurt her.

Manchester rolled his eyes. “I know
what you’re feeling. But if you don’t do this, you’ll lose her
again, and this time forever. Can you live with that?”

“No.” He shook his head.
“Yet I don’t know how to live with her now.” It was a painful
confession, but these men understood the struggle.

The earl clapped a hand on his
shoulder. “You have an unprecedented second chance at fate,
Coventry. Use it wisely because it’s a rare gift indeed.” He met
Evan’s gaze. “I know from experience.”

“Perhaps one day you will
share with me the whole of your story, Rogue.”

“Put your affairs in order
and I will,” he promised.

Evan nodded. “I shall endeavor to try
my best, but I suspect it is a joint effort and much will hinge on
patience.”

“From you both,” the duke
added with a slight smile. “Good luck. Trial by fire.
Literally.”

God help me.


CHAPTER SIX
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It had been two days since her life
had irrevocably changed after looking at the paintings the Earl of
Coventry had presented her. Two days since she’d begun drowning in
circumstances well beyond her control. Two days since she’d packed
up all of her possessions and had them bundled into a black
carriage with the earl’s crest painted on the glossy
door.

Now, Victoria stood with uncertainty
churning in her gut while the earl dismissed her aunt and sent that
good woman upstairs with reassurances that her charge would fare
well. As if she had as much value as a servant. Despite her
half-hearted protest, he remained adamant and sent the woman up
with the butler. All around her, trunks and bags rested as two
footmen began the task of hauling the luggage
abovestairs.

I’m alone with my
husband—a stranger.

“I should go up with Aunt
Nancy,” she said, attempting once more to move out of his
gravitational pull before she went truly mad, for he was
overwhelming on his own without someone to distract his attention.
What would it feel like to relinquish control to him? She shoved
the thought from her mind. When she took a step toward the curving
marble staircase, he grabbed her gloved hand.

“I’d like for you to stay
with me.” The words, delivered in a matter-of-fact manner and
without nuance sent a ripple of foreboding down her spine just as
the heat of his fingers on hers had a butterfly or two awakening in
her belly.

“Why?” The question lacked
intent, so she tried again. “Why do you delay and detain me? Is
this the sort of treatment I can come to expect from
you?”

One corner of his mouth tipped upward
with the beginnings of a smile that didn’t grow to fruition. “I
wanted to be the one who showed you the house, and I wished to do
so alone without a chaperone, for I’m essentially welcoming you
back into my life. It is, after all, somewhat of an
occasion.”

“I see.” Her cheeks
heated. Undoubtedly, that was true. To him, she’d only been absent,
kept from him by horrible circumstances. Without an excuse not to,
she followed after him as he began his tour without further
preamble. They moved through a parlor, past a room he’d designated
as a study…

“Do not go in there
without being invited,” he advised with a scowl. “It is my refuge
from the world when my responsibilities grow too heavy.”

Immediately, her imagination conjured
the worst possible details. Did he keep a mistress in there, the
skulls of his enemies, other damning evidence to make him into a
villain?

A door across the hall from his study
remained closed. “What is in here?”

“Nothing that concerns you
at the moment,” he bit off, not pausing in his march.

She had to run in order to catch him
up at the drawing room where she talked with him that fateful day,
walked past a ladies’ retiring room and then moved on to the second
level where she quickly inspected a lavish dining room as well as a
large ballroom, which hosted a gorgeous crystal chandelier in the
middle of the ceiling. Instead of gilt paint, the chairs and
sideboards in the room were decorated with silver. Interesting
choice, but stunning, nonetheless. The parquet floor gleamed in the
weak afternoon sunlight, and she knew an insane desire to stand in
one of the long rectangles of light merely to bask in
it.

There had been precious little sun of
late. She stifled a sigh. Perhaps it was a good reflection of her
own life too, and she did so love the sunshine. It called to her,
invited her to lift her face to it and revel in it.

Where had that thought come
from?

“Do you have any questions
thus far?” he asked and recalled her attention to the present as
they passed a library that beckoned to her. There was no time right
now to visit and browse the books he’d collected over his
lifetime.

Oh, I do hope there are
adventure romances on those shelves. Those
novels were something of a guilty pleasure she indulged in once the
work of the day was done.

Realizing he waited for a response,
she blurted, “I don’t believe so. Everything has been
straightforward.” Except, questions danced on the tip of her
tongue, but they had nothing to do with the layout of the
townhouse. “Actually, yes. Does this house stand on the site of the
original?”

“Yes.” The word seemed
pulled from him. “It took almost a year to rebuild, but every
detail was recreated.”

“Why not use that
opportunity to start afresh?”

“I didn’t want to,” he all
but roared. When she gawked at him, he modulated his voice. “It is
better this way, so that I don’t forget.”

“Forget what?”

But he didn’t answer. “Shall we ascend
to the third floor?” When he offered his arm, she declined the
nicety. Merely being in his company was enough to send awareness of
him skittering over her skin. She couldn’t imagine what would
happen if she touched him, if her arm and side were pressed against
his. And to think she’d known him intimately once upon a time but
didn’t recall such a thing.

“I cannot fathom a reason
why not.” There was nothing to prevent him from doing anything he
wished, for he was most assuredly lord and master of this domain.
The fact both frightened and intrigued her. What sort of man was he
away from the prying eyes of the ton?

She trailed her palm along the
polished banister as they climbed. Such a wonderful staircase that
might tempt a child to slide down, but as of yet there’d been no
sign that there were children residing beneath this roof. Victoria
cast a glance to her companion. Did he have offspring? Then her
stomach muscles knotted. Did they together?

But the courage to ask such a question
had deserted her. What if the answer was yes and she’d essentially
abandoned them for so many years? The urge to retch grew strong.
She swallowed quickly a few times in succession to keep it at
bay.

When the earl paused at a door resting
in one end of the long corridor, he pressed the handle and with a
fluid motion, he pushed open the polished panel stained a rich
walnut color. “This is where you’ll sleep and dress or spend
private leisure time.”

Panic fluttered along her nerve
endings. “Is this my room?” She peeked inside only long enough to
spy a large four-poster bed dressed in dark colors of maroon and
ivory.

“No, this is our
bedchamber.” His voice rumbled in her ear, and was that a hint of
amusement? Surely not. The man didn’t embody any sort of
humor.

She took several deep breaths to stave
off an attack. It simply wouldn’t do to have one in front of him.
“Ours?”

“Yes.” He gazed down at
her with hooded eyes, the emerald irises no less brilliant. “This
is our shared suite—bed chamber, dressing room and sitting area. Do
you take issue with that?”

“Yes. I mean
no.”

“No?”

“No.” She shook her head.
“I cannot do that.”

“I beg pardon. You need a
place to sleep and retire.”

The panic grew and expanded in her
chest, threatening to become a living entity. “I understand that
but I cannot share a room—a bed—with you. It’s much too soon.” Her
words tripped over themselves, so great was her haste to explain.
“After everything. Just… no.”

“No,” he repeated in a
tone that suggested he couldn’t understand her reticence. The earl
caught and held her gaze with a slight downturn to his sensuous
lips. “We are married, Victoria,” he continued as if that explained
everything, and the sound of her name in his voice sent a different
sort of reaction through her.

Why was that?

Apparently misinterpreting her
silence, he went on. “It isn’t scandalous.”

How could it not be? “We
are strangers,” she said in a strangled tone, but she couldn’t tear
her gaze away from his. Did he mean to challenge her? She drew
herself up to her full height and dug deep for courage she didn’t
know if she possessed. When he offered no response, she sighed. “I
have only just met you, my lord, and I refuse to sleep in the same
bed as you, share a room with you, do anything… else with you until I know more
about you, regardless of what you have known before.” Her tone had
risen higher with each sentence until she was nearly
shouting.

Whatever she’d expected from him,
anger wasn’t it.

“Meaning?” The one-word
question was fairly growled into being. Mottled red color crept up
his neck above his cravat and his eyes flashed, no doubt a dire
warning to lesser mortals in his circle, but she couldn’t recall
her words—wouldn’t.

I have no choice but to
weather the storm. She stood her ground,
tipping her head back and returning his glare without shame. This
was her life as well as his, and she’d fight to live it the way she
wished. “Meaning…” Her mind spun. What exactly did she mean? Then the answer came
to her. “I require my own room, and I…” Was it too bold? She was
about to find out. “I want you to court me properly if you wish for
such intimacies.”

His stare didn’t lessen, but his jaw
did slightly drop. “I married you.”

She ignored the fierce heat burning
her cheeks. “Yet I have no memories of this.”

“That doesn’t make it less
so.” One of his hands curled into a fist. “This is your new
reality, or rather a return to your old life.” His eyes resembled
hard sea glass.

As if a veil had dissolved in front of
her vision, she saw him clearly for the first time. Beneath the
façade of anger, he was as terrified as she, probably for different
reasons, but his arrogance and pride wouldn’t let him retreat. Her
heart softened a tiny bit toward him. It didn’t mean that she’d let
him bully her. “Did you and I enjoy a courtship period before we
married?” She’d seen the marriage contract signed by both him and
her father, and the sum exchanged had been exorbitant, yet the earl
had paid it. There must have been a reason, and she had too much
common sense to believe in love at first sight.

The tips of his ears went red and he
jogged his gaze away. “No.” A muscle in his jaw ticked. “Our union
was arranged between your father and myself. You and I, ah, grew in
affection for each other with time.”

Affection, not love. Victoria snorted
at the absurdity. She’d read enough romantic novels to know that
love was an essential element to any relationship, and it was
something she’d hoped to have in her own life. “That is not a
romantic story.”

“It is not a story; it is
life.”

How disappointing to discover she’d
never achieved love in her marriage, yet here he was, intent on
recovering the past and resuming a life they’d shared, perhaps
happily enough. Why, if love hadn’t been present? What had gone
wrong?

He slammed his attention
back to her face. “Most ton
marriages have nothing to do with love. They are
for position and financial gain.”

“You apparently married me
for reasons that had nothing to do with either,” she was quick to
point out, and with each response, her sense of worth and self
grew. “Care to explain?”

“No.” The earl fairly spat
out the word.

Victoria shrugged. “Perhaps we were an
anomaly.” She narrowed her eyes, intent to rout him in the fight.
Win this battle and the war wouldn’t seem quite as daunting. “My
own room and a courtship. I don’t care if we’re legally married,
nor do I care that we share a history. From my viewpoint, we are
starting fresh. That is the new arrangement, for your proposition,
or rather supposition, is scandalous and quite frankly foolish.”
Her heartbeat pounded so loud she feared he’d hear it and make jest
of her worries. This man sent her dander up without much
provocation, but verbally sparring with him made her feel more
alive than she ever had before.

Why?

His eyes widened. A grudgingly grin
tugged at the corners of his mouth, the gesture small, but it was
growth. “You are rather feistier than you used to be.”

She gave him an answering grin.
“Considering I am not that woman any longer, it’s to be expected,
wouldn’t you agree?” When he said nothing, she continued. “What is
your answer, my lord?”

Coughing slightly to cover a grumble
that sounded suspiciously like, “Damnation,” he led her to a suite
at the opposite end of the corridor. After pressing the brass
handle, he swung open the door that matched his. “Your rooms,
madam.”

She gawked at the private apartment,
done in pleasing colors of pink, light blue and cream, decorated
with lace and more feminine furniture and fripperies. “You had this
readied all along.” It wasn’t a question.

“I did.”

“Why?”

He clasped his hands behind his back.
“I like to prepare for every eventuality. It is the solicitor in
me, I suppose. As much as I would have enjoyed a return to what we
shared before, I had my doubts that my suggestion—”

“Order,” she
interrupted.

“—would fly,” he went on
as if she hadn’t spoken. “So, I told the housekeeper to ready this
suite in the event you’d balk.” His expression softened slightly, a
hint of compassion glowing in his eyes. “Above all, I want you to
feel comfortable under this roof… and with me.”

“Oh.” Her heart skipped a
beat. “I am grateful for the consideration.”

“I live to serve.” Still,
he lingered. “Do you require anything else?”

“Does this mean you agree
to a courtship?”

He nodded. “It does, and if you wish
it, I will tell you about our life, in as much or as little detail
as you want.”

It was more than she could have hoped
for. Perhaps the future wasn’t as terrifying as she had assumed.
“That would be lovely. Thank you.”

“I will leave you to
settle in. Please meet me for tea in a few hours—without your aunt.
We shall utilize the family parlor, which is near the stairs on
this level.” Without waiting for a reply, he turned sharply on his
heel and strode back down the hall.
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Uncomfortable silence rolled over
Victoria as she perched on a settee of brocade in a soft green
color. Her husband sat next to her in a delicate chair. They both
sipped tea but didn’t look at each other. Such a horrible beginning
and worse than a social call, for she didn’t have the luxury of
sending him on his way.

Once more, his presence filled the
room and overwhelmed her. How long had it taken to grow accustomed
to him the last time? She lifted her gaze and studied him in
profile. No less handsome than he’d been the other handful of times
she’d seen him, he kept his body tense as if he, too, were on edge
or uncertain of what to do now that she’d come to live with
him.

At least I don’t suffer
alone.

Yet it would have been better if he’d
talk to her about what he felt. “I… I do have one question,” she
offered into the quiet, and her voice seemed overly loud for the
room.

“Just one?” He peered over
the rim of his teacup at her, his mouth hidden.

“Yes.” She nodded, and
when her hand shook, sloshing the amber liquid perilously close to
the top of her cup, she quickly set the vessel on a low table in
front of her. “Will I find it difficult to learn how to be your
countess again?” She moistened her lips. “What I’m trying to say
is, did I warm to the position last time with a fair amount of
grace?” She sighed. “From reading the marriage contract, I didn’t
come from the ton…”

“You were everything
elegant and pleasing,” he answered as he set down his own teacup.
“I was quite proud of how you conducted yourself.”

“Oh.” Anxiety clawed at
her insides. What if, now that she was a different person, she
couldn’t handle the reins so easily? What if she failed at being a
countess as much as she was failing at being a wife? Panic bubbled
into her chest and throat as she stared at him, his visage swimming
as tears welled in her eyes. What if she didn’t come close to the
idea he had in his head of how she used to be? “Oh,
God.”

“Victoria?”

Her breath came in ragged gasps. Heat
spread through her cheeks and she buried her face in her hands lest
he see the depth of her torment. “I need… my… aunt.”

The earl bounded to his feet. “But I
can—”

“Please!” Desperation
threw the word into being. “She knows how to calm me.” How
humiliation seeped into her being that she would once more be
reduced to a quivering mess in front of him. What must he think of me?

Without comment, the earl crossed the
room and then tugged on a rope. When the butler appeared at the
parlor door, her husband said, “Fetch Mrs. Sheffield post
haste.”

Winston glanced at her, concern
obvious in his expression. “At once, my lord.”

Once the man left, the earl returned
and sat beside her on the settee, even went so far as to rest a
hand on her knee. “I’m truly sorry you suffer from such an
affliction.”

When she glanced into his face, guilt
had shadowed his eyes. Did he assume this was his fault? “Perhaps
it is to keep me humble.” Her attempt at a joke fell flat, so she
concentrated her attention on his hand, on the signet ring that he
wore on the little finger. Made of silver, it bore his crest that
featured a dragon entwined with a shield and a sword.

“I fear it is because of
me and what hap—”

“Oh, dear, she’s gripped
again with an episode.” The arrival of her aunt interrupted
whatever he might have said.

A trace of disappointment twisted with
the anxiety. What would he have confessed to? “Aunt Nancy, I need
you.”

That lady wriggled into a seated
position on the other side of her and stroked a hand up and down
Victoria’s back. “I’m here now, my dear. You needn’t
fear.”

“It’s all too much,” she
whispered and wished she could burrow into the older woman’s arms
like she’d done so many other times, but the earl’s presence
inhibited her. Straightening slightly, she sought out his gaze.
“Please talk to me. Sometimes it helps.”

He removed his hand from her person
and she mourned that brief connection. “About?”

“Tell me of our life
together. Were we happy?” Please let there
have been times when we passed halcyon days. I cannot bear this
otherwise.

A faraway look appeared in his eyes.
“I believe we were.”

That was encouraging. “Did we
argue?”

Shadows crept over his face, hiding
his emotions from her. “Some.”

Her lips curved in a tiny smile. “That
is good to know.”

“Why?” He stared at her as
if searching for answers she didn’t have—or if she did, she didn’t
remember.

She concentrated on the rhythmic
strokes of her aunt’s hand on her back and sighed. “No one wants a
union without friction. Such things make it all the more exciting.”
When her aunt gasped, Victoria chuckled. “At least, that’s what
I’ve always thought. Placid means boring.”

The hint of a smile came
over him, and it lightened his features so much that she stared. It
was criminal how handsome he was. “I would like to reintroduce you
to the ton, or at
least my closest friends.”

Panic squeezed its icy bands around
her chest. “Too soon.”

He frowned, scowled
really. Such a bad habit, and one she hoped he’d break over
time. I much prefer him when he
smiles. “You are my wife.”

Not this argument again. “For all
intents and purposes, we have just met. I need more
time.”

“You can learn as we go
along.” His eyes flashed, a sure sign of his temper
returning.

What would soothe this savage beast?
Finding the notion absurd, Victoria shoved that thought out of her
head. “During our marriage, did you love me?” If he did, and
perhaps still carried a torch, they could start there.

“Yes, or I thought I
did.”

Fair enough. It was a confusing
emotion in the best of circumstances. “Did I love you?”

A muscle worked in his jaw. “At times
it was a strong possibility.”

How could he not
know? Unless we didn’t say the words or
demonstrate it. He was certainly reticent
now. How utterly sad. Summoning her courage once more, she touched
her hand to his. A jolt of awareness skittered up her arm. “You
tell me I’m your wife and you assume I should love you due to that
connection, because I might have done so before, but I don’t
remember any of our life together.” Both the earl and her aunt
looked at her. “If it was true and we did love each other, then the same
will happen again during a courtship period, for I’d like to hope
that the heart will remember where my mind does not.”

“Rather a fanciful way of
explaining it,” he conceded with a slightly tilted head.

“It is, that.” She nodded.
The urge to do something creative circled through her and her
fingers itched. But for what? “Where is the challenge of taking up
where I allegedly left off, my lord?” she asked in a soft voice as
the anxiety lessened. “Shouldn’t true love have hurdles and
pitfalls to overcome before the heart sings?”

He peered at her with a mixture of
speculation, foreboding and amusement. “Perhaps you are right.
Complacency for the sake of comfort isn’t good.”

At last, a bit of understand between
them. “I agree to meet your friends, or even to a formal event,
only after you and I spend time together as a couple.” She held his
gaze. There were secrets in his eyes and she wanted to know what he
didn’t tell her. “Friends first. After a couple of weeks, then a
ball.”

Her aunt sucked in a breath. “Do you
think that is wise?”

Victoria glanced at the older woman.
“None of this is wise, yet I’m doing it anyway,” she replied with a
wobbly grin.

A sound emanated from the earl that
resembled a laugh, gone before she could question it.
“Agreed.”

Then she worried her bottom lip with
her teeth as a new realization occurred. “I don’t know how to
dance.”

“You did before—” At her
raised eyebrow, he cleared his throat and amended, “I’ll teach you
soon.” Then he stood and the haunted shadows were back in his eyes.
“Good afternoon, ladies. I have business to attend.”

She gazed at the empty doorway long
after he’d left. “This should be interesting if nothing
else.”


CHAPTER SEVEN
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Evan paused outside the
parlor. He rested his forehead against the wall and closed his
eyes. Everything in his life was spinning out of control and he
didn’t know what to do about it. His wife was back with him, but
she wasn’t the woman he’d once known. Bloody hell. How had that little
slip of a woman managed to boss him into a courtship period without
so much as a tear or a long argument? Then she’d waxed poetic about
love, when it was one of the things that had hindered the lifting
of his curse.

Yet here they were, with him agreeing
to everything she’d said, as if he could expect different
results.

What the devil is
happening?

Not to mention the briefest of touches
from her sent him hurtling into desire, but was it for her—the
woman she was now—or for the remembrance of who she’d
been?

Does it matter,
human? The dragon’s drawl in his mind set
his teeth on edge. She is ours and she’s
beneath your roof.

I don’t know anymore. I
thought the dynamic would change once I had her here…
He lifted his head and ran a shaking hand through
his hair. Victoria’s mental episodes concerned him more that he
liked. I need more information.

Wheeling about, Evan marched back into
the parlor and frowned when both ladies flinched. “If you don’t
mind, Victoria, I would like to talk privately with your
aunt.”

“Go ahead, my dear. It
will all work out,” the older woman encouraged.

“It’s an unusual request,”
Victoria rose to her feet. Confusion lined her expression. “Is
there something amiss?”

“I haven’t decided yet.”
When she didn’t make a move to vacate the parlor, he arched an
eyebrow. “Please, do this for me. I promise I have nothing
nefarious in mind.”

She held his gaze for long moments,
searching for God only knew what, but Evan hoped she found it
within him. Then she nodded, looked again at her aunt, before
finally leaving the room without a word.

Evan blew out a breath. It had been a
long time indeed since he’d encountered such resistance.

You have missed it, human,
this verbal bantering with a female. With her.

He couldn’t deny that some aspects of
arguing with his wife had been most satisfying, but for far too
long he’d lived his life alone and unimpeded; his household ran
like clockwork, the servants didn’t question his commands, even his
clients deferred immediately to his suggestions. Why, then, did the
arrival of his wife affect such an imbalance?

Perhaps it is time for a
change, his dragon suggested with a
smirk.

Too damn bad that change
isn’t a banishment of you.

Evan chose to ignore his dragon’s
rejoinder and instead crossed the room and sat beside his wife’s
aunt—or the woman who claimed to be such. “You think my request
odd?”

“Not at all.” She laid her
teacup onto the table. “It’s obvious you are a man conflicted, and
rightly so. As much as this situation has sent
Damaris—Victoria—into a morass of self-doubt and confusion, it has
hugely discomfited you, though you might not show it.”

“Yes.” He sat with his
back ramrod straight, his hands on his knees. “It is quite… I never
thought my life would become this… messy and helter
skelter.”

“Even the most
well-ordered existences require a curve or two, my lord.” Her faded
blue gaze bored into his. “What do you want of me? But first, I
will say that if you wish me to vacate the house, I refuse. You and
Victoria are wed, this is true, but she is still my charge, and
until she is happy and secure, I remain where she does.”

He couldn’t help a grudging grin.
“Despite what you and she and my sister apparently think, I am not
in the habit of playing the monster.”

“I will reserve judgment
until I witness your interaction with Victoria,” the woman
responded with a fair amount of archness in her voice.

“You have my promise that
you can remain with her for as long as she needs you.” By
fractions, he relaxed his posture. “Tell me about her while she was
in your care. I wish to understand my wife—the woman she is now.”
He cleared his throat. “It is a shock as well as a struggle to
remember who she was but only see her as a stranger.”

“As difficult as current
circumstances are, perhaps fate conspired to put you back in her
life for a reason.” The older lady offered a smile and then waved a
hand as if to clear the air. “Victoria is determined. She’s
spirited. She refuses to let discouragement drag her down, no
matter what decision.” Her smile widened and it gave her lined face
vibrancy. “She and I have butted heads a few times, but she thinks
matters through with grace and common sense.”

“She is much different
than the wife I once knew,” he said softly while staring at the
teapot on the silver tray. “During our married years, Victoria was
meek, hesitant. Wouldn’t make a decision without hearing my opinion
on the subject. She hated conflict and would do anything to avoid
it.” Except acknowledge my beast and
accept him.

She didn’t like
me, his dragon agreed. She never gave me a chance.

Perhaps I didn’t give her
the same. That didn’t lessen the guilt
that weighed down his shoulders.

His companion flashed an amused grin.
“I never knew the old Victoria, but the woman she is now will turn
heads and enact change. Whatever occurred to cause her memory lapse
also forged her into a new person.”

I caused the fire, so how
do I protect her from me? “A better
person?” he forced out from a tight throat.

“That remains to be seen,
but the foundation is there.” Her expression sobered. “Perhaps
you’ll both learn from each other.”

Evan nodded. “There is one concerning
aspect to her now.” He searched his brain for words that wouldn’t
offend. “Is she strong in her mind?”

“As far as I know.”
Enlightenment lined her expression. “You refer to her mental
episodes.”

“Yes. They are…
disconcerting and leave me helpless.”

“They would at that.” She
sighed. “When she is faced with circumstances she feels are out of
her control, anxiety swoops in and holds her in its
grip.”

“She never used to fear
the future or change.”

The aunt shrugged. “Who can say what
is happening in her head, but these are the facts. Perhaps they
will change as time goes go. Perhaps they won’t, but while she has
these episodes, it’s best to try and soothe her however you
can.”

“Such as? You won’t always
be there with her.”

A faint curved her lips. “True. Stroke
a hand up and down her back. At times, brushing her hair calms her,
but that isn’t practical at all times. The longer you are in her
company, I’m confident you will find a way to bring her out of the
episodes. She has let you touch her, which is something she doesn’t
do with everyone.”

What if I cannot? What if
I’m the unconscious reason she knows fear now? In some anguish, Evan looked at the woman beside him. “I hope
you are right.”

“Why are you concerned
about her mental capacity?” She followed the inquiry with a frown
and peered more intently into his face enough that he fought the
urge to squirm. “It goes beyond her episodes, doesn’t
it?”

Damnation, was he so easy to read?
Evan tugged at his cravat. “I would like to tell Victoria of our
son.”

The older woman’s jaw dropped. “She
has a child?” She blinked a few times. “I had no idea. She never
acted as if she’d birthed a babe.”

“She wouldn’t, though.”
His heart ached from the confession. “Yes, she has a child. When
Victoria perished—left—the boy was only two months old.”

“Dear God.” She clutched
her hands together in her lap. “Well, I don’t see that the
knowledge can hurt. She’s already suffered a few shocks, one after
the one in quick succession. Best get them all out together, I
suppose.”

“Thank you.” Of course,
there was one shock he couldn’t—wouldn’t—reveal until he’d once
more secured her affection. His dragon was his secret for
now.

Want to
shift, his beast whined.

Tonight. I promise.
He, too, needed to release the tension, and
without a return to bed sport with his wife in the offing, shifting
into the dragon would have to do.

“My lord?” The tentative
question recalled him to the present.

“Yes?”

“Would it be possible for
me to meet your young one?” Such hope rode on those words and
sparkled in her eyes that his hear went out to her. “I am finding
that retirement from the business of being a governess leaves my
arms itching to hug children.”

“Of course, but let me
tell Victoria first. Then you’ll be free to spend time with him.”
Restless, he stood. “If you’ll excuse me? There is some paperwork I
must attend to.”

Once he left the parlor, he went
directly to his study, compelled to inform at least one other
person that Victoria had indeed come home.

Taking up his pen, he
began to scratch words onto a piece of stationery.
My dear Mr. Cockrell, it is with great pleasure
that I tell you that Victoria is, in fact, not dead. She is very
much alive and has come to me…






[image: ]






After a night spent as his beast,
flying high over the English countryside and eating a sheep or two,
Evan’s mind had cleared. He strode into the breakfast room with a
new determination in his step.

“Ah, Victoria. Just the
person I wanted to see.” The sight she made sitting primly at the
intimate round table, clad in a modest gown of jonquil yellow had a
grin tugging at the corners of his mouth, but he didn’t let himself
fully grin. Relations were too unsettled between them, and it
wouldn’t do to raise his hopes. However, she did resemble spring
personified, even on this cool morning, and he appreciated the
splash of color ordinarily missing from his life.

She glanced up from
reading his copy of The
Times. “Your surprise is confusing, my
lord, since I am here under your order. It’s only logical that we’d
see each other at breakfast sooner or later.”

Inside his head, his
dragon sat straight up. Your wife is
rather tart-mouthed. What a refreshing change.

Indeed.
Evan came around the table and then slipped into
the chair next to hers. “This is true. Where is your
aunt?”

“She’ll be down
presently.”

“Ah.” He eyed the
newspaper that she perused with apparent interest while a footman
filled a cup with coffee—his preferred morning beverage. “You enjoy
reading the news of the day?”

“It is good to stay
informed.” She calmly buttered a slice of toast. “I believe it’s
unwise for women to remain ignorant of current affairs just because
such activity is frowned upon in society.”

“Oh, I agree, which is why
I usually indulge in the paper with my breakfast.” The fact she’d
appropriated his copy without asking had the heat of annoyance
licking through his veins. Perhaps he didn’t do well with change
either.

“A wonderful pastime. You
are free to read it when I’m finished.” So saying, she took a bite
of her toast and returned her attention to the copy in front of
her. “Unless you’d like the scandal sheets? I have no use for
them.”

At least she didn’t involve herself in
fripperies and gossip. Still, it rankled. He had a certain routine
in the morning and when that was interrupted, it didn’t sit
well.

Try not to antagonize her
more than you can help, human.

Evan ignored his beast. “I’d like for
you to come out on a drive with me after breakfast.” He nodded his
thanks as the footman placed a plate loaded with his favorite foods
in front of him. Two fried eggs sat next to a hamsteak, and both
were nestled against a few kippers. His stomach growled, for sheep
were well and good—if one was a dragon—but nothing could beat a
hearty English breakfast.

“Thank you for the offer,
but I thought to meet the staff this morning.” She glanced at him.
Interest winked in her blue-gray eyes. “I also understand you have
a sister? Will she join us?”

“I’ve not been privy to
Felicity’s schedule for today.”

“I see. I would like to
meet her this morning as well.” She tilted her head and the weak
sunlight that filtered in through the window glimmered off her
silvery blonde hair, upswept with a combination of tortoiseshell
combs and pins.

“All in good time.” He
spread his napkin over his lap. “However, I wish to take you
driving first.” It was a reasonable outing that shouldn’t set her
off into an episode.

“What is your hurry, my
lord?” Victoria took another bite of her toast and then reached for
the marmalade bowl. After she’d chewed and swallowed, she said,
“There is time enough for everything. Familiarizing myself with the
staff is something I wish to do, as well as hiring a lady’s maid. I
don’t want to keep asking my aunt to assist me in
dressing.”

Why couldn’t she agree to his plans?
Flames of annoyance grew into burning fires of anger. “No.” He
slammed a fisted hand onto the tabletop. Crystal clinked.
Silverware rattled. Coffee splashed over the rim of his cup to run
over the lace tablecloth. “We are not doing any of that right now.
You will come driving with me and that’s final.”

Not exactly witty or
charming, human. You’ve lost your touch for courting.

Near the door, the footman gaped, with
his eyes wide. The butler ran into the room, no doubt alerted by
the commotion.

“Is all well, my lord?”
Winston questioned with a quick glance at the footman, who
shrugged.

What was it about the woman that
quickened his anger? “Leave us, Winston, and take Young Peter with
you.” The designation was needed, for his father—Old Peter—was one
of the carriage drivers.

Once alone, Victoria daintily wiped
her fingers on her napkin and then laid the fabric square over her
empty plate. She narrowed her eyes on him but not before he caught
the shadow of fear in those blue-gray depths. “Is that how you
conduct yourself on a daily basis? If so, I refuse to go anywhere
with you on general principal.”

“Don’t…” Evan made a
concentrated effort to uncurl his fist. He heaved a sigh but didn’t
drop his gaze even as his heart pounded out a rapid rhythm.
“Damnation. I am mucking this up before it even starts.”

“I agree.” Victoria
scooted her chair back slightly. “You are two breaths away from
becoming medieval, my lord.” Twin spots of color blazed on her
ivory cheeks. “Will you lock me in my rooms until I agree to your
demands?”

The new version of your
wife is quite pleasing, human. See that you patch things up with
her. She’ll make life around here more lively.

He grunted, whether in response to her
comment or what his dragon inserted, he couldn’t say.
“Evan.”

Victoria arched an eyebrow. “I beg
your pardon?”

“Address me as Evan. That
is my name.” Despite his annoyance, he wished to hear his name from
her lips. “Or you may call me any number of endearments since we
are married: darling, sweetheart, dearest…”

“Very well.” She nodded
with a poorly concealed snicker. “Evan.”

In the silence that followed, he
briefly closed his eyes. It sounded as musical as he’d hoped, and
it had been a long time indeed since he’d heard from her. “Thank
you. No more ‘my lording’. Understood?”

“Yes.” She studied his
face, and then nodded again. “Now, tell me why we must accomplish
this drive with such haste?”

“The weather has
temporarily cleared,” he growled as he mopped at the spilled coffee
with his napkin. “I’d hoped to take advantage of that after being
stuck in the house, and I thought you might enjoy fresh air as well
after… everything else.” He shrugged. “Besides, this is what a man
does when he’s courting a woman. It is proper
entertainment.”

“Ah.” A small smile curved
her lips. The gesture tugged at something deep inside him. Had he
managed to please her? A small victory. “Do you require a
chaperone?”

“No. Let your aunt put her
feet up here. She has deserved the rest.”

The smile widened and he fought the
urge to gawk at her. “Was that so difficult?” Victoria rose and
shook the crumbs from her gown. “No need to resort to beastly
behavior to obtain what you want.”

If only you know how
beastly I can be. “I will endeavor to curb
my temper in the future. It is something I grapple with and have
for a while.” Why did he feel a need to tell her that?

Instead of another smart response, she
rested a hand on his shoulder. The warmth of her touch and the
subtle scent of lilacs worked to further confuse him, for that had
not been the scent she’d favored before. “I know what it’s like to
struggle with something I fear could go beyond my control if I’m
not careful.”

Slowly, his pulse receded, but when he
reached up to take her hand, she backed away. Would she ever trust
him?

Not if you cannot keep
your temper in check, his dragon
cheerfully reminded him with a toothy grin. You killed her before because of it. How will this time go, I
wonder?

His gaze faltered and he forced a hard
swallow into his suddenly tight throat. “Perhaps we can help each
other through them.”

“I would like that.” She
tapped the edge of his plate with a forefinger. “Do you intend to
finish your meal? If so, I would enjoy having a tour of my home and
an introduction to our staff by you, then I will accompany you for a
drive.”

“An acceptable
compromise.” He took up his fork and gestured at her chair.
“Please, keep me company while I eat.” When she did as instructed
without comment, a soft sigh shuddered from him. Learning how to
interact with a female again—with her— apparently wouldn’t come
easy.

Inside his head, Evan’s
dragon laughed and laughed. Never would I
see the day that you would allow yourself to become so managed,
human. The mirth continued to bounce
around his mind. Where is the dominance
you pride yourself with?

Evan had no answers. As he
ate, he surreptitiously watched the woman beside him while she read
from the paper once more. He was more than a little in awe of her.
How could she accept so much change in so little time without
succumbing to rage or complaint? Teach me
how to be that accepting, able to take the extraordinary in stride,
Victoria.

Her life might well depend upon
it.
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The subject wouldn’t leave him alone
as they began their drive in an open carriage. Too muddy for him to
risk the flashier of his vehicles, the staid contraption pulled by
two matched bays would do well enough.

Since Hyde Park wasn’t jammed with
traffic at the time of morning, Evan didn’t need to pay much
attention to his horseflesh. He went slow enough, for he meant to
enjoy the sun upon his face. What the deuce was happening with the
weather to cause it to rain most of the time and the temperatures
to remain decidedly cold?

“You have handled recent
events and changes with amazing aplomb,” he said as an opening
conversation. Mostly, he wished to hear her voice. He didn’t
realize how much he missed such a little thing.

“I have had no choice, but
I do wish for answers about my life.” Her shoulder brushed his with
her shrug. The ivory pelisse, trimmed in white rabbit fur, and
matched her gown added another layer of cheer to the outing. She
turned her head and regarded him from beneath an ivory bonnet
trimmed with yellow ribbon and a spray of silk lilacs that
reinforced her scent. “I feel there has always been something
missing and now I have the opportunity to discover what. Perhaps it
will help to restore my memory.”

“It must have been
difficult for you, being transplanted. I apologize for the alacrity
of recent events. Everything is… bizarre at best.”

“Yes.” She nodded. “But
also interesting, wouldn’t you say? Imagine having a life you knew
nothing about and with a simple interaction at a ball, a whole new
world opened before you. Terrifying, to be sure.”

“I cannot imagine what I
would do in your position,” he murmured into the silence that
brewed between them.

You would shift into the
beast and rampage your way through life,
his dragon maintained.

Victoria gasped. “My position as
governess! Oh, what should I do?”

“Obviously, you don’t
require a post now,” he responded quietly as he manipulated the
reins and guided the horses around a curve in the path.

“But I promised the
marquess and his wife.”

Evan bit back harsh
words. Don’t be a prick.
“You are a countess. I am sorry, but you must
give up the post, for you are above such things and do not need to
work for a wage.” He frowned. She was his wife. Why couldn’t she
understand her position was more elevated than that?

Her huff ruffled a few curls on her
forehead. “Are you ordering me not to fulfil my promise?” A hint of
frost clung to her words.

“Yes.” When she narrowed
her eyes, he amended his statement. “No. I am asking you not to go through with
it.”

She nodded and her features softened.
“I will consider the request over the next few days.”

Another swath of silence fell over
them that he was loathe to break. It was enough to sit beside her
in the sunlight. It could have been much worse.

Eventually, the reason for the outing
pressed upon him and he couldn’t delay the confession any longer.
Apprehension gripped his chest and squeezed with tight bands.
“Since you have a natural affinity for children, it might interest
you to know that you and I have a son together. You can nurture him
instead of the marquess’ children.”

“What?” She turned bodily
to face him, her expression registering shock and slight
panic.

“When you died—left—our
son was only two months old. You and I had been married just over a
year…” His words trailed off, for her face had paled and her eyes
grew as round as saucers.

“This is…” Victoria gasped
and lurched forward, clutching at the edge of the carriage. “It’s
my worst fear. That poor boy…” She pressed a gloved hand to her
mouth as she regarded him with horror in her gaze. “What must he
think of me? How could I forget I was a mother, that I’d birthed a
child?” Tears welled in her eyes, which magnified the blue. “Dear
God.” In her agitation, she pulled at the ribbon behind her chin.
The bonnet slipped from her head and tumbled to the floorboards,
forgotten.

“Victoria?”

Help
her, his dragon implored.
Our mate is in distress, you great
dolt.

Why the hell did I blurt
out something like that? Evan guided the
horses off the path and brought them to a halt behind a copse of
evergreen trees. They were content to graze upon the new spring
grass.

Because you have no grasp
on how your words or actions affect others. You have been alone for
too long.

Ignoring his beast, and with his
heartbeat racing, he regarded his wife. Then he recalled her aunt’s
words. “Victoria, listen to me. I’m here and I’m not going
anywhere.” He stroked a gloved hand up and down her back, but that
didn’t still the wild tremors that racked her body, nor did it
quell her horrible, gasping breath.

Botheration.

Not knowing what else to do, Evan
scooted close and gently took her into his arms. He held her head
against his shoulder while rubbing abstract circles along her
spine. “Shh. It will turn out right. You must have faith.” Would
that he could take his own advice. Over and over he crooned what he
hoped were soothing words into her ear.

Eventually, her shaking subsided and
she curled the fingers of one hand into his lapel, but she didn’t
stir. “What is his name?”

“Cecil, after my father.”
The light scent of her surrounded him, the softness of her in his
arms sent awareness of her through him. How she fit into his
embrace was as he’d remembered it and desire for her came to life.
“He is seven years old and full of life. He adores exploring the
house, always asks to go on outings, is always curious. Has a good
grasp of common sense and possesses keen intelligence.” Daring
much, he pressed a kiss into the top of her hair.

A slight inhalation of breath was her
only response for several seconds. “Does he ever talk of me?” His
cravat muffled her words.

“Every once in a while.
He…” Evan sighed. “He wishes to have a mother in his life, for he
says my sister kisses him too much and he will only tolerate that
behavior from a mother.” But how would he react to having a
mother—his mother—back in his life?

“Have you told him I am
alive?”

“Not yet. I wanted to talk
to you first.” Now that she’d calmed somewhat, he settled her more
comfortably in his arms, feeding off her warmth. “You may see him
at your own pace, whenever you’d like.” For the first time in what
felt too long, his grin was genuine. It felt right, holding her.
“Your aunt would like to meet him.”

“Oh, she’s such a dear.”
She moved slightly. Her lips, now against his neck above his
cravat, brushed his skin with every word. “She misses caring for
children.”

He stilled when his length stirred.
“Did you do that on purpose?” It was a trick she’d used to employ
when she wanted amorous attention.

“Do what?”

“Put your lips against my
skin. You used to do that very thing.”

Slowly, she shook her head. “I didn’t
know…” Victoria pulled away in order to meet his gaze. “Being here
like this feels… familiar. I rather like it.” She searched his
eyes, but for what? “Did I marry you for your looks?”

“I would have no idea. We
didn’t discuss such a thing.” Hell, we
rarely talked. Heat slid through his veins
and he vowed he’d make a better effort in that regard, too. “Do you
find me attractive?”

“Yes.” Her eyes never left
his face as she studied him. Yearning clouded those depths, a
longing that echoed deep in his soul. She touched his temple. “The
silver gives you a distinguished air.”

Evan swallowed. He couldn’t breathe,
couldn’t remember his own name. “Would you like me to kiss you,
Victoria? I can see it in your eyes,” he whispered, hardly daring
to believe they’d made such an advance so soon. Back then she’d
never asked him to touch her, didn’t initiate intimacy, so this was
quite the turnabout.

The delicate tendons in her throat
worked. “Very much so.”

“Splendid.” He cupped her
cheek and gently touched his lips to hers in a kiss that didn’t
force the issue. Neither did he take. Instead, he sipped from her
as if she were made of spun sugar; it was a sweet introduction and
it left him reeling as he pulled away. If his heart beat any
faster, it would surely fly out of his chest. “Do you remember
me—us together?”

“No.” She swept her gaze
downward, the blonde fringe of her lashes lying upon her cheeks
like delicate, transparent butterfly wings. A tiny frown tugged at
her petal soft lips and he wished he could kiss away everything
that bothered her, until she remembered, until they were both
healed. “But that is all right.”

“Why?” How could she not
recall what they’d been to each other? And be fine with
that?

When she lifted her regard and met his
eyes once more, he almost dove into those gray-blue pools that
sparkled in the weak sunlight. “It gives you the opportunity to
leave better memories.” She patted the side of his face with a tiny
sigh. “This is an encouraging start, is it not?”

Evan stared at her as if he’d never
seen her before. Perhaps he hadn’t. This was a new world for them
both, and in that kiss, with her snippets of conversation, she’d
offered him a glimpse inside. In a daze, he nodded. “Indeed it is.”
Then he once more gathered the reins in his hands.
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Victoria sighed. Yet another morning
greeted with rain and gray skies. Her aunt was stuck in bed,
battling a nasty head cold, so there wasn’t any entertainment or
distraction from that quarter. Which meant she was left with her
thoughts. Most of them centered around Evan and their life
together.

He had been away from the house for
three days on business, of which he had refused to inform her of or
even talk to her about. She had no idea who he was meeting or what
they’d discuss. In the end, it didn’t matter, for he was an earl
and a solicitor besides. She supposed he served clients from all
over London as well as England, and that would necessitate travel,
but why would he not at least give her a courtesy statement or a
glimpse at his schedule? The fact that he hadn’t rankled. If they
were married, where was the trust?

Do I trust him?
At the moment, besides the flashes of temper, she
had no reason not to.

Perhaps he wished to give her time to
acclimate to all the changes that had so rapidly occurred in her
life recently. She blew out a breath of frustration that ruffled a
few curls on her forehead. If that was so, why couldn’t he just say
that?

Bah. That wasn’t the reason for her restlessness though, and if
she insisted that it was, it was a lie. In truth, she missed the
man. These last several days she had been awash in confusion and
shock. However, Evan had been the one constant within the change…
even if he was the reason for the change. Though he wasn’t a man of
many words and she often couldn’t discern what he was thinking,
having him near brought her a measure of peace. Which was odd in
and of itself, for shouldn’t having a husband who was nearly a
stranger unsettle her more than it did?

I need to know why.
Living this life but not having memories of the
past made things difficult.

The drive through Hyde Park they’d
shared the day before he’d left had been enlightening in many ways.
Heat seeped into Victoria’s cheeks as she recalled how he’d tried
to soothe her when another bout of anxiety had taken over. She’d
felt protected in his embrace, pressed against the hard wall of his
chest with his strong arms around her. To say nothing of the tender
kiss he’d given her that had awoken a need she’d never know
before.

Flutters bounced through her lower
belly. Yes, he was an attractive man and intriguing, but there was
so much more about him that she hadn’t discovered yet and
desperately wanted to. Things he kept hidden from the world, from
her—perhaps even himself.

What made him laugh until he was in
tears? What did he abhor over everything else? Had he always wished
to be a solicitor, and what had brought him to that pass? And above
all, if he had loved her before, did that love still burn? How had
he passed these last years without going insane?

Then another darker though
occurred to her. What if his absence indicated that he’d taken a
mistress? Her heartbeat accelerated and her breathing hastened. She
clasped her hands together as she gazed out the window from her
bedchamber. The rain-wet garden below met her gaze but she stood
unseeing the new greenery. Now that he’d been successful in
installing her back into his household, had he decided she wasn’t
worth the trouble, and since she hadn’t returned willingly into his
arms and his bed, did he intend to wash his hands of her? Surely a
man as dynamic and arrogant and imposing as the earl would require
a beautiful woman on his arm as he moved through the
ton, and not someone
like her with twisted skin and a mental deficiency.

The muscles of her stomach
knotted in worry. Stop thinking about him,
Victoria. That path is strewn with heartache, and Lord knows yours
doesn’t need such things. Concentrate on the things that bring you
joy instead.

She snorted. Joy. Such an arbitrary
emotion, and just as elusive. For years she’d assumed she’d been
happy in her life. It had been a good enough existence, but she
hadn’t had suitors nor had she actively encouraged such. Her heart
had yearned for more, of course, yet she’d always known something
vital had been missing from her existence, and now she knew
why.

It was Evan. His presence lingered in
her mind, moved beneath her skin and left heat behind. Did her
heart remember from before? And now that she was back with him, how
the devil was she to make a relationship work after being
interrupted for so long due to tragedy? A tragedy he relived every
day if the haunted shadows in his eyes was any
indication.

Shaking her head, she turned from the
window and the dreariness beyond. There was enough good that had
come from her marriage to make the fight worthwhile.

True, she still hadn’t amassed enough
courage to seek out their child, but knowing he resided beneath the
same roof that she did brought a certain level of comfort. Soon,
though, she would introduce herself and she hoped to God that the
boy would forgive her for the long absence from his
life.

If I spend much more time
in this bedchamber alone, I shall go mad with thinking.

The rumbling in her belly provided an
incentive to leave her room. After a satisfying meal, eaten alone
and dwelling on her husband, Victoria fled that area as well. Her
thoughts and demons chased after her, so when she accidentally came
upon a charming morning room and spied Felicity behind a delicate,
gilt-painted secretary, she sighed with relief.

“Good morning. Am I
intruding?” She’d met her sister-in-law briefly a few days ago, but
since both of them had been en route to other errands and
commitments, they hadn’t had a chance to truly bond.

“Absolutely not.” The
other woman waved her into the room. Her emerald eyes, so much like
Evan’s, twinkled and the smile that curved her lips was genuine.
“Please, join me. I wished for a break from letter writing, and
you’ve provided the perfect excuse.” Her laugh tinkled through the
air. “I detest writing letters, especially to vile people, but one
must do the pretty, and I have put this task off for far too
long.”

“I’m so glad,” Victoria
said as she slipped into an equally delicate chair in front of the
desk. “I’m afraid with Evan’s absence and my aunt’s sickness and
the ongoing rain, I have been slowly going mad with
boredom.”

“You speak the truth.”
Felicity tidied up the papers and envelopes in front of her. “I am
ready for the spring flowers and to feel the warm breeze upon my
face, but this weather is wretched, even for London’s standards.”
When she met Victoria’s gaze, hers gleamed with interest. “My
brother told me that you enjoyed the drive he took you on the other
day.”

Heat infused her cheeks,
and she willed the reaction away. I’m a
married woman. I shouldn’t feel such a ridiculous thing at the
mention of spending time with my husband. Except, with the forced separation of intimacy from her own
order, was she truly a wife? Once more she slammed the door upon
her thoughts. “It was quite pleasant and the weather was fine
enough.”

“Well, he certainly
returned to the house in a better mood, and that has been a long
time coming.”

A curl of pleasure
unfurled in her belly. I made an
impression on him? “Even better.” She
worried her bottom lip with her teeth. “He, ah, told me about our
son.”

“Good!” Felicity’s
expression radiated happiness. “Oh, Cecil is such a charming,
lovely boy. He heavily resembles you.” She folded her hands on top
of her correspondence. “Have you met him yet?”

“No.” Victoria shook her
head. “I have been rather a coward about that.” She frowned and
then choked out in a whisper. “What if he despises me for missing
the whole of his life?”

“Nonsense. Circumstances
were out of your control. No one faults you for that.” The other
woman waved a hand. “The boy has a good head on his shoulders.
Cecil understands more than you might think. Evan has seen to that.
For all his other faults, my brother is a wonderful
father.”

The words sent hope into her heart.
Tears pricked the backs of her eyes, and she quickly blinked them
away. “I shall endeavor to meet him soon.” Yet, would it wound the
child more if the marriage between his parents crumbled and Evan
sent her away in favor of installing a mistress? Fear clawed its
way through her insides, but she fought off the incoming attack as
best she could.

“You’ll find that Cecil is
much like you, and that will help him as he grows old.” Felicity
ran her gaze over Victoria’s face, her own reflecting compassion.
“Please, try not to worry. I know it sounds trite and is probably
the height of annoying coming from someone who doesn’t grapple with
the mental anguish that you do, but I mean nothing by it. I fully
believe that you are here for a reason.”

“I wish I could believe
that,” Victoria managed to gasp out, and then needing to move, she
launched from the chair in order to pace the Oriental rug in front
of the desk. “This world is so different from the one I’d become
accustomed to.” She threw a glance about the room decorated in
rose, green, and ivory accents. Side tables were inlaid with rose;
drapes of mauve brocade framed the windows. Everywhere she turned,
the trappings of wealth met the eye. “I fear one day soon, all of
you will see me for the fraud that I am, see me as the bedraggled
woman who’d been lost on the street, the woman with no memories,
the woman who is masquerading as a countess.” Eventually, she
returned to her chair.

“Nonsense.” Felicity stood
and came around the desk. She settled into the chair beside
Victoria’s amidst a cloud of mint green satin. “It is a new life.
That is all. As with anything unfamiliar, feeling comfortable takes
time. We all understand, so there is no rush.”

“I appreciate that.”
Victoria clasped her hands in her lap to hide their shaking. “I am
trying.” She sighed as she looked at her sister-in-law. “Tell me
about Evan.”

“What would you like to
know?” She shrugged. Her gaze jogged away. “He struggles with
arrogance and anger, but treats his responsibilities with honor and
respect.”

“How does he vote in the
House of Lords?”

Felicity’s gaze grew shuttered. “I am
not privy to that information, but I’m quite certain his seat in
parliament was revoked long ago, several earls back,” she
hedged.

“Why?” That was
shocking.

“You would need to ask
him. Gossip from the servants say you routed his temper the other
day with experience and grace as if you’d been doing it for
years.”

“It felt… right to meet
him with equal strength,” Victoria said with a smile, letting the
abrupt change in subject go. “I cannot help but think he hides
behind that emotion.”

“Perhaps.”

“I wish he would talk to
me, voice what is going on inside his head that causes him
torment.”

Felicity snorted. “Evan has never been
the demonstrative or chatty type, but give him time. You might have
better luck in that regard than the rest of us.”

“Let us hope.”

The other woman nodded and smiled.
“You are learning well. It will help when he tells you…” She sucked
in a breath. “Nevermind.”

“There are more secrets he
keeps.” It wasn’t a question.

“Yes.” Sadness crept into
Felicity’s expression. “He told you of the one that holds him
captive before. You don’t remember?”

Though Victoria searched her mind,
nothing beyond her time with her aunt showed itself. “Sadly, it was
lost with the rest.”

“Evan is… He acts as the
beast at times because…” She sighed and shook her head. “Well,
don’t let him bully you. He isn’t as bad as he seems. He’s grown
that way since…”

“Since I died,” Victoria
finished, overlooking the annoyance of her companion’s penchant not
to finish sentences.

“Yes.”

“Did he love me?” Why did
she always circle back to that?

Felicity’s countenance brightened. “I
believe so, or was nearly there when things… happened.”

She couldn’t help the thread of
excitement that twisted up her spine. If he’d loved her once then
surely he would again. But what about her? Did she wish to fall in
love with one as troubled as him? “How did the fire
start?”

“I cannot tell
you.”

Another wall of secrets. Victoria
tried again. “He mourned for me.” She knew he did, for she’d seen
in in his eyes.

“For a long time, yes.”
Felicity looked softly at her. “For many months following, he was
inconsolable, but he carried on for his son. In the years since, he
has buried everything inside, thinking he must present a strong
front, but I know he’s hurting, and I can do nothing to help him,
for the problem is his alone. He won’t let me in.”

“How very sad.”
If I can, I’ll try to ease his burden.
She still needed answers. “Have there been women
in the interim? Surely he would have wished to marry again.” At the
thought of that, her heart squeezed. Why, if she didn’t harbor deep
feelings for him?

“As far as I know, Evan
isn’t celibate, but he hasn’t taken a mistress. He couldn’t.
Neither did he wish to court another or remarry.” Felicity
shrugged. “The title makes him a good catch and many ladies have
wished for a match, but he rarely attends ton events. Refuses to mingle in
society.”

Interesting.
“Does he love me still?”

“Only you can know that,
but for his sake and yours, I hope so.”

“Why?”

“My brother deserves
happiness and peace in his life.” Felicity reached across the small
space between them and grasped her hand. “I suspect you do,
too.”

Another round of tears
welled in Victoria’s eyes. “It would be nice. There is a
restlessness in me that I’ve known for a while now. I didn’t know
what it was before I met Evan, but yet it persists. It’s as if
something needs to come out, like something niggles just out of my
reach to tickle my mind, taunting me with what I’ve forgotten.” She
lowered her voice. “Or tell me what it is I fear, that is the root
of my anxiety.” Lud, but it was so freeing to discuss such things.

A trace of guilt sprang into
Felicity’s eyes, gone with her next blink. “Please know that Evan
is a good man. He is doing his best.”

She nodded. “We all are, I suppose. My
resurrection has affected everyone, it seems.”

“In the most wonderful of
ways, I want to believe.” Felicity stood and tugged Victoria to her
feet. She gave her an impromptu hug. Then she glanced at a carriage
clock on her desk. “Oh, but I need to return to my duties. I’ve put
things off for far too long, and I’d rather not have Evan’s
displeasure directed at me. And,” she held up one finger, “the
modiste is due to visit later this afternoon to fit us both for
ball gowns, and you for a whole new wardrobe. Perhaps I shall see
you later for tea?”

Oh, dear. I had
forgotten. It was something Evan had
mentioned, but had been lost in the deluge of information she’d
taken in upon arriving at the town house. “I’d like that.” With a
smile and a wave, Victoria left the morning room in favor of
wandering through the house.

When childlike laughter echoed through
the air, she followed the sound through the corridors until she
came to the ballroom. With her heart feeling lodged in her throat,
she stepped into the room and froze. A young boy ran with all his
might through the empty room then he would slide, on sock-clad
feet, over the polished flooring, a grin on his face and
uninhibited laughter ringing through the space.

Merciful heavens, this is
my son. She was sure of it. Something in
her called out to him.

She watched his antics for a few
minutes, and when a chuckle escaped before she could recall it, he
turned his head and his gaze met hers.

“Hallo,” he said with a
wide smile.

“Good day,” she greeted in
response.

“I say, this is jolly good
fun. Would you like to slide with me?”

Victoria crept closer, as close as she
dared. His eyes, his smile, the tilt of his head… it was like
looking into a miniature mirror, and her heartbeat thudded fast to
know that she’d created this small person—she and Evan together.
She swallowed heavily to keep tears of gratitude at bay. If the
earl hadn’t had seen her that night at the masquerade, she would
never have known of the boy. “I would enjoy that very much,” she
finally managed to choke out in a whisper.

“Splendid.” He clapped his
hands and his smiled widened. “Best remove the shoes. You can get
up a better slide without ‘em. Watch me.” The boy demonstrated his
skill, and there was no doubt he’d worked at the talent for a long
time.

Quickly, Victoria slipped out of her
shoes and followed his example. The trick took a few attempts until
she, too, was sliding across the dance floor, feeling every inch a
child again.

She lost herself to time and to the
company of the boy. Over and over they both slid over the highly
polished wood. Again and again they crisscrossed the floor until
finally they collapsed in dual heaps, their laughter
blending.

“Oh, you were so right. It
was great fun.” Without thinking, she hugged the boy to her,
inhaling the little boy scents of sweat and the soap he no doubt
was bathed with. “Thank you.”

He sucked in a breath and struggled
out of her hold, but he didn’t move away. Instead, he peered into
her eyes while a puzzled expression lined his face. “You smell
nice. Different from Aunt Felicity.”

His words confirmed what she’d
thought. “Thank you.” She smiled even though her chin quivered.
“It’s lilacs. I like it because it reminds me of summer and
sunshine.”

“Yes, that’s exactly it.”
The boy nodded. “You smell like a mother should.”

She pressed her lips tightly together
while her throat worked and she searched for words as she rested on
her knees, the skirts of her gown puddling around her. Finally, she
said, “Do you know who I am?”

A solemn look came upon him. He
nodded. “Papa told me before he left.” For long moments, Cecil held
her gaze. “He told me you are my mother.”

“He told me about you
too.” She waited; so did he. “My name is Victoria.”

“I am Cecil, but do you
mind terribly if I call you Mother? I’ve wanted one for ever so
long.”

Despite wishing to put on a brave
face, a tear fell to her cheek. She brushed it away. “I don’t mind
at all. Or Mama if you so desire.”

He tilted his head to one side. “But
you didn’t come to see me while you have been here?” Such
vulnerability lingered in those blue-gray eyes that it near broke
her heart.

“I was afraid.” Victoria
attempted a laugh, but it fell far short. “You didn’t come to see
me either.”

For long moments they stared at each
other and finally exchanged smiles.

She lifted a hand and touched his
hair, his cheek. “I was in an accident so I don’t remember you.
That’s why I was away. I’m sorry.”

The boy shrugged. “I fall into
accidents all the time. My governess says I go through enough
sticking plaster to outfit all of Britain’s army.”

Victoria snickered. “Then you must
have many adventures to go along with those scrapes.”

“Oh yes.” He thumped his
chest and pulled himself up to his full height. “I am small, but I
can tell you what I know, so then we’ll be the same.”

“I’d like
that.”

They laid on the floor, side by side,
beneath the beautiful crystal chandelier while Cecil talked of
everything that filled his world: from schooling and lessons, to
the foods he disliked that Cook insisted on making, to his near
hero-worship of his father and all the places he hoped to visit
while on outings.

The sound of his young voice and the
warmth of his little body lulled her into a cocoon that she was
loathe to leave. Then the oddest thing popped into her mind,
seemingly out of nowhere. “You had very little hair when you were a
baby, but what you did have was as soft as rabbit fur and I loved
rubbing my cheek against it.”

Heavy silence met her
statement.

The boy rolled to his side and looked
at her. “If you cannot remember me, how do you know that?” His eyes
were as wide as hers felt.

“I don’t know.” She shook
her head. “Perhaps spending time with you helped?” That and the
fact she’d been in such a relaxed state without worry or fear
crowding her mind.

“Papa will be pleased.”
Cecil scrambled to his feet. “He says I’ll be the earl
someday.”

“Yes, you will.” She stood
and smoothed out her skirting. “No doubt you’ll do the title
proud.”

He nodded. “Earls are polite to
ladies.” With a serious expression, he held out a small hand. “Do
you want to dance?”

Victoria’s mind reeled with the abrupt
change in subject matter as much as the memory that had seeped
through. She smiled. “As much as I would adore that, I don’t know
how.”

The boy giggled. “Neither do
I.”

“Then by all means let me
teach you, Countess.” The deep rumble of Evan’s voice shattered the
peaceful interlude.

“Papa!” Cecil ran to meet
him and threw his arms about the earl’s legs.

“Evan, you’re home,” was
all she could think to say as her heartbeat picked up when she saw
him. Then heat poured over her. How much had he seen and
overheard?

“Only just,” he replied.
Then he came forward with Cecil in tow. “You look refreshed.” An
inscrutable expression crossed his face. “It is good to
see.”

“Yes.” Tremors chased down
her spine, but they didn’t foretell an oncoming episode. No, that
sensation was pure excitement, and merely because her husband had
returned.

Evan glanced down at his son. “Shall I
cut into your dance?”

“Oh, yes.” Cecil beamed as
he peered at her. “Papa is a skilled dancer. I’ve seen
him.”

When her husband held out a hand with
an arched eyebrow, Victoria had no recourse but to slip her fingers
into his palm. She emitted a tiny gasp when he maneuvered her into
the proper position for a waltz.

“Do have a care, Papa.
Mama isn’t wearing shoes. Don’t squish her toes,” Cecil
warned.

“I shall endeavor to take
the greatest care of her,” Evan responded in a whisper that
resonated in her chest.

Before she was ready, he urged them
into the first few steps of the dance. Never once did he reprimand
her when she stumbled. He merely corrected her posture and
instructed her on how to move. More often than not, she fumbled and
crashed into him, but he held her all the tighter until she was
more or less loosely pressed against him.

“Do not worry over it,” he
said with a smile that lit his eyes and took years from his face.
“It is an easy dance to learn.”

Her heart fluttered in time to a silly
sensation deep in her belly. She returned his smile, gazing up at
him while hanging onto his shoulder and hand as if she’d melt into
a puddle at any second. He was so approachable when he smiled, and
she wished he’d do it more often. “You dance as if you were born to
it,” she murmured, and once more she stumbled and he caught
her.

Evan’s eyes widened. Shock clouded his
gaze. “How did you know to say that?” He brought them to a rather
abrupt halt and her skirts twisted about their legs.

“I… I don’t know. It just
came to mind.” She frowned. “Why?”

“It was something you
always said to me each time we indulged in a dance.” He gave her a
rueful smile that held a trace of sadness. “Became something of a
running joke between us.”

“Oh.” Again, another
memory had snuck through without her realizing it. Was there a
connection between spending time with him and their son and her
remembering? “I’m… sorry?” What did he want her to say?

“No. Please don’t
apologize.” He squeezed her fingers but then dropped his hold. “It
was a lovely thing to remember.” His eyes bore into hers with an
intensity that made her breath catch. “And it’s a good
start.”

Cecil clapped. “Don’t worry, Mama. You
shall do better with practice.”

“Indeed,” Evan agreed with
a glance to the boy. A soft smile curved his lips that pulled at
her heart. Then he returned his full attention to her. “Every
evening until the ball we will set aside an hour after dinner for
instruction. In no time you’ll be flawless on the
floor.”

Before she could respond, an older
lady appeared at the doorway.

“There you are, you little
monkey,” she said.

Evan quickly made the introductions.
“Miss Nottingwold, this is my wife, Victoria. Countess, Cecil’s
governess.”

“My lady.” The woman
dropped a shallow curtsey. “I’m pleased to meet you.” Then she
leveled a mock-stern look on the boy. “Come, you. It’s well past
time for your afternoon lessons.”

He giggled, waved to them and then
bounded after the governess.

Alone, Victoria stared at her husband.
She didn’t know what to think, what to do with him so close, for he
hadn’t moved away once the dance had ended. Her heart still beat as
quickly as if she’d run about the house. “He is a lovely
boy.”

Again, Evan smiled, and the skin at
the corners of his eyes crinkled. “That comes from you.”

“No.” The heat of
embarrassment infused her cheeks. “You raised him. Perhaps sometime
you will tell me stories?”

“I will.” He nodded. “It
was trying at times, but we both prevailed.”

“I’m glad.” He’d made all
of this possible, from his determination alone. “I should thank
you.”

“Why?”

“For giving me back the
gift of our son, for showing me pieces of the life I missed.” Her
chin quivered. “I can never repay you.”

“Ah, Victoria.” He caught
her hand and raised it to his lips. “I don’t require one. I merely
wish for you to find happiness again, feel comfortable with me. To
remember.” His eyes darkened slightly. “Today, you’ve made great
strides.”

“Yes.” Oh, dear heavens. His presence
filled the room, wrapped around her, called out to her. “Never lose
hope, Evan.” On impulse, she raised onto her toes and kissed his
cheek. “Life is sometimes trying, but meeting the challenge is how
we grow and succeed. I trust we’ll meet them together.”

Before he could embrace her, she
slipped away. It was much too soon and he too overwhelming to give
herself over to him right now. She grabbed up her shoes and then
fled the room, but she couldn’t help the smile curving her
lips.

The progress she’d made this day was
enough and it was more than she’d had yesterday.
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Evan flapped his dragon wings and then
glided on the air currents. The long length of his serpent-like
tail acted as a rudder as he steered and dipped through the
rain-laden gray clouds. Far down below, more or less obscured with
the inky darkness of midnight, the outline of London appeared when
there was a break. Despite the lateness of the hour, lights
glimmered in many of the windows, blending with the other golden
softness of the gas lamps on the streets.

Here, when he flew above the clouds,
the rain was absent and provided better accuracy for speed. The
freedoms allowed in flight blew away the cares and concerns that
always weighed upon his shoulders. In the skies, surrounded by the
blackness, he blended in, for no one could discern the night from
his onyx scales or the deeper green flesh of his underbelly. He was
one with the dark, far away from the stifling dictates and rules of
polite society. When he allowed himself the joy of flying, the
business of being cursed as a dragon-shifter didn’t bother him, for
with wings, he could go anywhere, propel himself far, far away from
anything that could hurt him.

It was during the times when he’d
shifted and his belly was full of enough sheep to keep the beast
satiated, that Evan didn’t mind sharing his life with his dragon
half. As long as there was balance, surely he could
endure.

She will not hurt
you, his dragon inserted into his mind,
temporarily stronger that Evan’s human mind.

I am not thinking of
her, he responded, and just like that, his
muscles tightened as stress rode down his spine.

He snuffled as the dragon.
The sensation tickled through his long snout. Apparently, the beast
was amused. You are always thinking of
her—our mate.

Perhaps. How could he not? She’d been
installed in his house for a week. Some of that time he’d spent
away as the beast, for he wanted her so much it hurt. Resorting to
shifting provided the physical outlet he needed to keep desire at
bay, but that didn’t curb the raw need for her. Seven years was a
long time to dangle after anyone, let alone a wife he’d assumed
dead.

When he was home, however, he’d
endeavored to spend as much time as he could in her company. She’d
become a fast favorite with his staff, for they looked upon her
with the same level of awe that he felt. Essentially, the woman had
come back from the grave, changed, yes, but more beautiful and
infinitely more animated than she’d been before. Certainly more
outgoing and assertive. There was no hesitation in her demeanor
when she made her wants and wishes known. And damn if his staff
didn’t scramble to do her bidding with more devotion than they’d
ever shown him.

But every time he’d attempted to get
close and initiate a kiss, she spooked and fled, effectively
putting him at arm’s length whenever a hint of intimacy was in the
offing. During their dance lessons, there was a certain level of
heat between them. Did that frighten her or were her memories
trickling in, memories of him that terrified her? He couldn’t
guess, for she didn’t talk of such things with him.

The afternoon he’d come home from a
business trip coupled with giving the beast his head, and he’d seen
Victoria interacting with their son, he’d lost a piece of his heart
to her, but in doing so, would he be the one burned in the long run
this time?

He shook his dragon head
and executed a dive into the moisture-bearing clouds.
I do not like being vulnerable. It makes me the
same as prey.

In this you won’t find
argument with me, his beast agreed.
However, you cannot let the estrangement
continue.

Evan gritted his teeth
against his dragon’s logic. How do I win
her over when she is afraid of the future without knowing the true
reason for the fear? When she either
remembered his beast or he told her of his hidden self, what then?
She didn’t accept him the last time. Regardless of how much she’d
changed, he rather doubted her mindset would budge.

Talk to her.

I have.

This time when he snorted
as the dragon, twin spirals of smoke curled from his nostrils,
dissipating quickly as he flew through the chilly night sky.
Not like the arrogant arse that you are. Find out
what she enjoys doing, what her hobbies are, what she fills her
time with.

Evan circled his Mayfair
townhouse, but didn’t drop altitude. The windows of Victoria’s
rooms glowed with soft golden light. What the deuce kept her up so
late? Did she think of him? Not having answers, he winged his way
through the inky darkness toward Hyde Park. I did that once.

Everything has changed
since then, human. She is not the same. You must not be
also.

Obviously, he’d gain no
sympathy from his beast. It is a daunting
task at best. Too much potential for heart break.
He attempted to clear his throat, forgot he was
in dragon form, which meant heat and fire rushed up his elongated
neck. He had no choice but to release it and prayed that no one in
London was looking into the heavens at that moment.
I wish her to meet my friends, but if she cannot
tolerate being alone with me for more than a dancing
lesson…

You put too much pressure
on her and yourself.

Was that true?
How so?

Forget about how life was
before with you and her. That no longer exists, so stop assuming
she will do the same things she did when you knew her. All of that
is gone. It may never return. She is our mate. Deep down, she knows
this, knows you. She will remember when the time is
right.

Evan didn’t answer as he
scanned the dark park for the perfect place to alight.
I hope you are right, beast. I cannot live with the continued uncertainty.

He landed in a small clearing ringed
by trees, and once his feet were on the ground, he called forth the
shift. Excruciating agony invaded each bone, muscle and nerve as
his body morphed from the beast to that of a human. Damn, but it
was something he never acclimated to, even after all these
years.

Inside his mind as Evan
crouched on the cold, wet ground, his dragon stood at
attention. Someone is here.

I sense no one.
He rose to his full height, still and naked in
the chilly rain, his ears pricked to any nocturnal activity that
wasn’t part of the park. As his human eyes adjusted to the gloom,
no threat came out of the trees. Had someone seen him shift?
Prickles of alarm crept down his spine. There is no one here now.

We must practice better
camouflage with our next flight, his
dragon warned.

Agreed.
He wouldn’t shift again for another few nights
merely to err on the side of caution. Then, rooting around beneath
a pile of rotting leaves, Evan pulled a set of replacement clothing
from the rubbish. “Let’s go home,” he whispered. “There is a bath
and a bed in my immediate future.”

The problem of his wife could wait
another day, but he would mull over what his dragon had said. At
this point, he needed a change in tactics.
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He dressed with care for tea that
afternoon, for he was determined to make headway into drawing his
wife closer. Buff colored trousers were paired with a light blue
waistcoat embroidered with a pair of peacocks that had his valet
chuckling. When Drayton helped him into a tight-fitting jacket of
dove gray, Evan bit back the urge to snap at the man.

“Enjoy yourself, my lord,”
the valet said with a nod. “And relax. It is tea, not a trip to the
gallows.”

“Cheeky bastard.” The
slightly charred taste of fire lingered on his palate. “Perhaps I
should brush my teeth one more time.”

Drayton rolled his eyes. “Stop
delaying. Go down and meet with the countess. She is quite
adorable.”

A growl escaped his throat. “I didn’t
give you leave to form an opinion about her.” Why the devil was she
friendly with everyone except him?

“Have a care, my lord.
Your arrogance is showing.” With a laugh, the valet exited the
dressing room.

By the time he entered the private
parlor, he was desperate to make inroads, for he missed having his
wife by his side and the intimate conversations they used to
indulge in, sometimes about nothing in particular.

Inside his mind, Evan’s
dragon snorted. Do the same now and
surprise yourself.

“Good afternoon,
Victoria.” His greeting sounded overly loud in the quiet of the
room.

She glanced up from the book spread
open on her lap and offered him a smile that seemed genuine enough.
“Hello, Evan.” She rested a hand upon the pages. “I’ve asked
Winston to bring in tea. I hope you don’t mind.”

“It’s an excellent idea.”
He sat heavily in a chair near her position. “I’m rather
peckish.”

“I am, too. Especially
since Cook insists on tempting me with all sorts of sweets.” Her
laughter tinkled through the air to wrap around him. “If I continue
to indulge, my figure will suffer.”

“Ah, I rather think you
are in no danger of that, love,” he said without thinking, but he
did cast an appreciative glance over her form, clad today in a sky
blue gown that almost matched the shade of his waistcoat. “Is that
one of your new frocks?”

“Yes.” Amusement flashed
in her slightly almond-shaped eyes. “And thank you for the
generosity. All of them except the ball gown were delivered
yesterday.”

He nodded. “If you’d let me, I’d give
you so much more,” he said in a soft voice.

“It’s too
much.”

“Actually, it’s not nearly
enough.” He allowed a small grin. “You deserve splendid, wonderful
things, and eventually, I will persuade you to see your worth.” His
chest tightened. Yet had he seen her value seven years ago when
he’d lost control of his temper and burned the townhouse down,
essentially snuffing out her life?

“Stop, Evan. I do not wish
for material things from you.” When she continued with the faint
smile and turned her attention back to her book, she practically
handed him the opening that he needed.

“What is it that you want
from me over all else?”

Again, she looked at him. “Your
company. Where do you go for days on end?”

“At times, my practice
requires that I travel.” He stared at her with his jaw clenched so
hard a muscle ticked. In increments, he relaxed. “At other times, I
either ride into the country or have secondary interests to
attend.” What would happen if he blurted out the truth, told her of
his dragon?

A hint of disappointment clouded her
eyes. “Will you ever trust me enough to inform me of these
absences?”

“It is rather a sticky
wicket.”

Nothing more was said, for the butler
brought in a tea tray and then the next few minutes were spent as
Victoria prepared a cup of tea the exact way he liked it—a splash
of milk and one lump of sugar. When she handed it to him, their
fingers brushed and awareness swept over him.

“Thank you.”

She nodded and set about pouring out a
cup for herself, obliged to move the book from her lap to the low
table in front of her.

“What are you reading?”
Evan peered at the pages, but couldn’t decipher the subject matter
upside down.

“Currently, it is a
history of the titles in the upper ten thousand.”

Chills rippled down his back. “Oh?”
Would she discover that his and a handful of others had been cursed
a hundred years or so ago? “Find anything interesting or thought
provoking?”

“No.” She took a cautious
sip of tea while regarding him over the rim of her cup. “It is
rather dry reading, but I wished to familiarize myself with your
peers, so I won’t appear such a bumpkin when I meet your
friends.”

Her thoughtfulness tugged at his
heart. “You will never be seen as less than.” When she smiled, he
forgot the gloom of the day outside the windows. “Do you enjoy
reading?” He already knew she did, for he had yet another secret,
one he wasn’t sure she needed to know at this point.

“I do.” Victoria sipped
again and then laid her teacup on the table. “It feels as if I’ve
always read, though I cannot recall doing so.” An embarrassed laugh
escaped her. “I suppose memory loss affords me the joy of reading
all the stories again.”

“That’s one way of looking
at it.” He sipped his tea in silence while she rooted around in the
sofa cushions.

Finally, she held up a book bound in
navy linen. “I found this gem in your library. I hope you don’t
mind my poking around in there, but I’ve had precious little to do
here while you’re out of pocket and when Cecil is otherwise
occupied.”

Oh, God.
Evan nearly choked on his swallow. He coughed a
few times and laid his teacup on the table. “Feel free to utilize
my library as much as you want.” Of course he recognized that
book—she’d written it once upon a time. Shortly after they’d
married, he’d discovered her penchant for writing fiction. With his
influence and assistance, he’d matched her work with a publisher,
who’d agreed to print her works if she used a nom de plume that
wouldn’t identify her as a female, for the adventure stories she
salivated over would be more widely accepted if the literary world
thought the author male. “Do you, ah, enjoy that
author?”

“Oh, yes.” She traced a
finger over the gilt lettering of the title and her name—V.C.
Abingdon. The “C” meant her maiden name. The surname they’d
invented together. “Adventure. Danger. Romance.” Her smile could
light the room. “He writes so well I feel I’m inside the
book.”

“That is all to the good.”
Evan’s chest ached. His wife had always maintained that any story
worth its salt needed romance, for she believed the world was a
much better place if people would only show love for each other, as
well as find and experience the joy that comes with a satisfying
romance.

Victoria nodded. “I cannot imagine how
exciting it would be to adventure through the world. What would it
feel like to visit far-flung countries and see people from
different cultures?” Her eyes sparkled while he died a little
inside, for she would never be the writer with a passion for words
again.

“I confess, I haven’t done
much traveling, for I didn’t wish to leave Cecil for long
periods.”

“Your doting on him shows.
He is growing into a strong and noble boy.” She brought the book to
her nose, sniffed the pages before setting it gently on the table
next to her teacup. “But it’s so sad about this author.”

“Why is that?” His pulse
pounded hard in his temples. Would she suspect the
truth?

“Though I have visited a
few booksellers while in Mayfair and even before wherever I could,
it appears the author has either perished or has decided to stop
writing.”

A sharp stab of guilt
speared through him. I destroyed that,
too. “Why do you say that?”

Her shrug pulled the pretty gown
tighter over her modest breasts. “There hasn’t been a new book out
for a handful of years.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,”
he finally managed to force out from a tight throat. “Perhaps the
author has experienced trauma in… his life that prevents further
writing.”

“How sad.” Briefly, a
frown tugged at her kissable lips. “I hope, if that’s true, he can
find his way back.”

“As do I.” Evan took a
shuddering breath as he looked at her. Should I tell her? Would the
knowledge help or harm? “As do I.” Would that her memories return
and she could resume doing the creation that she adored, for it had
made her uncommonly happy.

What will you do?
his dragon asked with a trace of
interest.

I haven’t
decided.
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He barely attended conversations at
dinner or during dancing lessons that followed. The remainder of
the time Evan spent pacing about his chamber after retiring
debating with himself—as well as Drayton—the cons and merits of
opening Victoria up to this missing portion of her life.

Drifting close to his bureau, he spied
an ivory envelope—the same one Manchester had given him days before
from Mountgarret. Damn, in the all drama of having Victoria beneath
his roof, he’d forgotten about the viscount.

“What have you to say for
yourself, old chap?” he murmured into the silence as he snatched up
the missive, ripped open the envelope and yanked the folded paper
out.

The note was brief. Evan scanned it as
soon as he smoothed it open.






Coventry,






I am alive and I am well.
In the event you’d wondered. And, much to my surprise, marriage is…
wonderful. Let me amend that. Marriage is wonderful when the woman
you’re wed to is exactly who you’ve longed for. But it’s hell at
the same time. I’ll be honest. If you want that fabled happily ever
after, you have to be willing to fight like hell for it. Love
doesn’t come easy, but it will come, when you’re ready and you
throw your whole self into it.






Sounds like a bunch of
damn smoke and mirrors, I know. We have talked at length of the
impossibility of love coming to men such as us. But it exists, and
the women who risk all to love us? It’s a humbling experience, my
friend.






Promise me that if you
have a chance at it—or second chance in your case—you take hold of
it and see it through, no matter what. You deserve happiness, we
all do. And know that being a Lord of the Night is not the death
sentence we once thought, not with the right person by our
side.






Expect my arrival by the
end of April, unless I become all too curious about your life—you
are the last unmarried of us, my friend—and then I might set foot
back in London sooner. Besides, I wish for you to meet Phoebe.
She’s… well, she’s mine.






Mountgarret






Evan returned the note to
the envelope and tossed it back onto the bureau.
I’ll be damned. Valentine’s in love.
Perhaps if it was possible in his friend’s life,
there was hope in his as well.

Near midnight, clad in his
shirtsleeves, with his jacket, cravat, collar and cuffs long
discarded, he ceased his movement. Suddenly, his mind was clear. He
glanced at the valet, who unsuccessfully managed to stifle a yawn.
“Go to bed, Drayton. I have made a decision.”

“Which is what, my lord?”
the valet asked with a fair amount of suspicion.

“I mean to tell her. For
good or for ill, she has a right to know.”

Drayton nodded on his way out of the
room. “Good luck. I am sure I’ll hear if she begins to throw things
at you.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t
come to that.” But a grin tugged at the corners of his mouth. As
far as he knew, she didn’t possess a violent temper.

He left his room and strode with
purpose down the hall until he came to her door. Rapping softly on
the panel, he waited. If she’d retired for the night, he’d leave
the task for the morning, but he’d rather do it—

The door swung open, and instead of
the maid’s face that he expected, Victoria appeared in the frame,
her hair in a long braid that hung over her left shoulder. “Evan.”
Surprise and delight lit her eyes, and he stifled a groan. “Is
something amiss?” The lilac scent of her wafted to his nose. He
couldn’t take his gaze from her night attire of rose silk trimmed
with inches of Belgian lace.

“No.” Before he lost his
nerve, he held out a hand. “Come. There is something I wish to show
you.” The second she slipped her hand into his, he drew her along
the corridor and then down the stairs to the lower level. “I
realize this isn’t the opportune time, but I didn’t think it could
wait.”

“Where are we going?” The
heat of her hand in his brought a level of comfort and familiarity,
as did the thrill of sneaking about the house in the dark. Often
they’d done the same before Cecil had been born for the express
purpose of consecrating their new marriage by making love in as
many rooms as possible.

Heat danced over his skin from the
memories, but he shoved them aside. “Here.” They’d arrived at the
closed door across from his study. “Originally, this was a sunroom
intended for reading or embroidery or whatever the hell ladies do
with their free time.”

“And now?” she asked in a
quiet voice as he pushed open the door. “You told me I was never to
go in here.”

“For good reason, which
you’ll discover as soon as I can light a candle.” He released her
hand and entered the room ahead of her. Knowing the layout as well
as he did, Evan went directly to the pinewood desk inlaid with a
marble top. Easily he found the candle in its brass holder, and
quickly he had it lit. Golden light bounced about the feminine
space. “After the fire, I had this room built into an exact copy of
your study.”

“Mine?” She came into the
room as he set about lighting a few more candles. Her pink toes
peeked out from beneath the hem of her night clothes. “What are you
saying?”

“Victoria,
you are the author of
those adventure tales you adore so much. The fire was the reason
the author stopped writing.” He cleared his throat as his heartbeat
thudded overly loud. “You’d begun writing before we married. Once
we wed and I read your work, I made steps to help your books find
publication.”

“I’m the writer…” Wonder
filled her voice as she wandered to the various shelves that lined
one wall and touched her fingertips to the spines of the books
she’d authored. “All these years I’d read the books never
realizing…” She sniffed and wiped at the tears on her cheeks. “I
wrote these books. Seven books.”

Uncomfortable with her emotion, he set
the candle down on her desktop. “I recovered what I could from the
fire. There wasn’t much, but I did manage to find a half-completed
manuscript that had been your latest. It’s in one of the drawers.”
When the tears continued, he frowned. “Are you quite well?” Would
she fall into an episode?

“Oh yes.” Victoria turned
to fully face him. Again she wiped at her tears but pure happiness
reflected on her face. “This is the most marvelous gift, and it
seems you keep giving them to me.” She came toward the desk.
Moisture spiked her lashes. “I cannot tell you how much this
means.”

“I am glad it pleases
you.”

“More than that, it gives
me back a piece of my life.” Victoria twirled around and her skirts
flared enough to show off trim ankles. She roved her glance about
the room, and he saw it as if for the first time.

The feminine desk with silver-handled
pens and silver topped inkwells. Plush Aubusson carpeting in pastel
colors. Delicate curtains at the windows in pink and green damask.
Every bit of the room had been decorated for her, and what he hoped
would always linger in his memories.

“I often come in here to
remember you.” And to beg forgiveness for his part in her death.
“Please say that you’ll make use of it again.”

“I will.” She drifted
close to him and her expression changed to one of sadness. “It is a
wonderful gift that I cannot wait to explore, but at the same time
it’s horrible.”

“How so?” Evan eyed her as
if she’d suddenly burst into hysterics that might require smelling
salts. Did he have any close at hand?

“To know that I wrote
these books but cannot remember them is torture.” She moistened her
lips and he couldn’t help but follow the gesture with his gaze.
“What if I never do recall my own words? Will I still
write?”

“Only fate can give you
those answers.” She seemed so delicate, so lost that he wanted to
scoop her up into his arms and protect her from possible hurt.
“Perhaps if you spend time here with your creations, it will
help.”

She nodded, her eyes still luminous
but the tears had stemmed. “What if I’m not as brilliant when I try
again?”

“What if you are even more
so?” he countered.

For long moments they stared at each
other from across the desk. Candlelight flickered and danced,
flirting with the shadows and softening everything in the
room.

Then, she took in a shuddering sigh
and released the breath. “Why do you believe in me when you know I
am not the same woman that I once was?”

Why indeed? It certainly wasn’t a ploy
to draw her back into his bed, for the talent she’d once possessed
had no equal. The world deserved her unique brand of magic again,
and if he could give her back that confidence… “You are my wife. I
know what you are capable of. What I hope you will aspire to.” That
was the most truth he’d ever told her.

“Oh.” The tendons of her
neck worked with a hard swallow. “These years have been dreadful
for you.”

“Yes.” His chest tightened
beneath the familiar emotions of guilt and grief that he couldn’t
manage to banish now that she’d returned. “It is not easy now
knowing you from the past and learning who you are in the present.
Two variations of the same woman, but you are still managing to
shake the foundations of my life.” Another truth. If he wasn’t
careful, he’d turn over a new leaf, and all because of
her.

In his head, his dragon wheezed with
laughter.

Victoria smiled and his heart
squeezed. “I wish I could remember.” She shrugged. “Beyond those
two slivers the day I met Cecil, I haven’t had any more
flashes.”

“Perhaps it’s better this
way,” he whispered and wrenched his gaze from hers. If she were to
recall their life together and they became close again, would he
always be a threat to her? He shook his head, not knowing. “While
you are different, I’m the same, and I cannot help but think that’s
the real tragedy.”

“No. Grief changes a
person in ways you cannot imagine.” She came around the desk, but
he remained rooted to the floor. “Perhaps you are even now
evolving. Give it time.”

Since she’d arrived, he’d made a
concentrated effort to manage his anger, but then, nothing had
really occurred to challenge that other than her opposition.
Perhaps he was failing but didn’t know it, and once he did, what
then? “We shall see.”

“For as much as you
believe in me, Evan, I’d ask that you believe in yourself and what
we are working to build.” The look she sent him had fires starting
in his blood. “We are both doing the best we can, and I’m rather
enjoying the journey.”

He groaned. Did she know how tempting
a picture she made? Then she arched an eyebrow like she used to do
when she wished to tease him, and his hold on control slipped a
fraction. His heart pounded. Words danced on the tip of his tongue.
Dare he utter them? Another look into her eyes, and he did. Perhaps
he would have no other chance. “I need to kiss you so baldly,
Victoria,” he all but whispered. “One of those kisses where I’m
pressing against you as much as possible with my hands in your
hair, or moving down your back, or clutching you to me in any way
that I can.” He swallowed as her eyes widened. “I want to kiss you
deeply and think, if only to myself, that you are mine.”

“You are a wonderful
wordsmith. Perhaps it is you who should write the
books.”

“I did used to provide
input occasionally for you.” He shrugged, almost holding his breath
to see how she’d react. “I am a solicitor. It comes
naturally.”

“It suits you.” Again, the
delicate tendons of her throat worked with a hard swallow. “And
Evan?”

“Yes?” It was insanity,
this balancing as if on a razor’s blade, not knowing which way he
would fall.

“There is nothing stopping
you if you wish such a thing as a kiss.” She smiled, but her chin
wobbled. “For I want that, too,” she whispered.

Lord help me.
And then he fell, and for the moment, he didn’t
mind where he’d land. “It seems there is one thing that hasn’t
changed.”

Closing the distance between them, he
caught her in his embrace and brought his mouth crashing down upon
hers. With this kiss, he didn’t wish for an introduction. Oh no. He
wanted to make it undeniably clear that he needed to claim her as
his own, just as he’d said. When a tiny moan escaped her and she
rested her palms on his chest, he was lost.

“Ah, Victoria.” He lifted
her, shuttled her over the floor until he pinned her between the
wall and his chest. “So long I have missed this, missed
you.”

With passion-heavy eyes she looked at
him. The same desire flowing through him darkened her gaze. “Is
that all you have to say for yourself?”

He stilled, suddenly leery, for that’s
what she used to say when she tried to hurry him along during
foreplay, but then with a growl he renewed his quest to see her
undone. Her petal-soft lips cradled his and welcomed him home like
nothing else could. When she lifted on tiptoe and encircled his
shoulders with her arms, he held her closer against him, dared to
caress his hands up and down her back, went so far as to cup her
breasts and tease her pebbled nipples through the silky material of
her night wear.

“Evan…” Need graveled that
one word. She moved a hand to his nape, furrowing her fingers
through his hair and tugged him closer. “Oh, Evan.”

The longer he kissed her, the more he
fell down a slippery slope into something new and unfamiliar and…
hopeful. How long had it been since he’d felt that? And he was
wrong. So, so wrong, for this wasn’t the same at all, this holding
her in his arms and kissing her senseless. No longer did she let
him take what he wanted. She participated, matched him, fed his
desires and then took from them for herself.

It would be so easy to
seduce her right here in her study, but he didn’t want her like
this, when she was grateful for what he’d given her and not in the
proper frame of mind. He needed her to come to him of her own
freewill and not because of gifts or other considerations.
I want her to want me for me.

“Victoria.” With regret,
he pulled away, striving to ignore the insistent ache in his
hardened length. “You should return to your rooms. There is plenty
of time to continue this.”

Her pout nearly undid the last of his
control, but he ignored those tempting, kiss-swollen lips. “Are you
certain?”

No, he wasn’t certain about anything.
She’d upended his world simply by being herself, and this time he
vowed to pay more attention, to treasure her as he should have done
all along. Unable to fully part from her, he wrapped a hand around
her nape and drew her to him so that he could place a gentle kiss
on her forehead. “This relationship is still new and I don’t wish
to rush either of us into something that might complicate what
we’re working toward.”

Inside his head, his
dragon’s eyes widened. Bloody hell, human,
you are learning.

Victoria looked up at him with an
innocent expression that both humbled him and sent his desire into
the boughs. “Don’t linger too long; otherwise you’ll be lost in
your own head.” She patted his shoulder as she moved away. “I know
from experience that can be a rather lonely place where the sun
doesn’t shine. Neither of us needs to grow in the dark any
longer.”

Evan stood there, gazing at the spot
she’d just vacated for long moments after she was gone, and
realized with a start that he’d given another piece of his heart
into her keeping.


CHAPTER TEN
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April 1, 1816






Victoria couldn’t help her smile as
she surreptitiously watched Evan teasing and joking with Cecil.
They’d both drifted into her private sitting room, and had adopted
the habit since her husband had given her the gift of her writing
study. For two wonderful days, the three of them had been thick as
thieves with none of the awkwardness of new
acquaintances.

We are becoming a true
family.

Her heart squeezed when
Cecil giggled and he took off running through the room. Evan gave
chase with a laugh of his own, and she stared at him, for since
she’d been with him, she’d never heard him express mirth, let alone
forget himself enough to indulge. Merciful
heavens, he was extraordinarily handsome
when he enjoyed life. The harsh lines usually filling his face
disappeared. Happiness twinkled in his eyes as he caught their son
up and swung Cecil onto his shoulders.

“Behave, the both of you,
else Rose will think you’ve become terrors,” she gently admonished
while her maid put the finishing touches on her hair.

“Mama, you are a lady so
you cannot understand why it is necessary for Papa and I to act
this way,” Cecil responded with a screech of delight when Even made
him tumble from his perch to land on a well-cushioned
sofa.

“Don’t I?” She murmured
thanks to the maid, and as the young lady slipped away, Victoria
approached the offenders. “You don’t think I’m as restless as the
two of you for an outing?” Today, they’d made plans to visit the
British Museum and then go driving in Hyde Park with a stop at
Gunter’s if the weather allowed. As of yet, the gray skies hadn’t
given them rain and she hoped the trend would continue.

A wicked gleam appeared in Evan’s eye.
“Cecil, perhaps we should kidnap your mama and spirit her away for
all sorts of adventures. What say you?”

“It’s a splendid idea.”
The boy dared to stand upon the sofa and bounce a couple of times.
Never had she seen him as blissfully happy as he was
now.

Her heart skipped a beat
as she looked at them. Had the two of them been so very lost during
her absence? To think I had no idea of
their existence. So much time was wasted
away from them. But when Evan came toward her with prowling
footsteps, she caught her breath and darted over the floor with a
squeak of her own. After so many years, I
have a family…

Then the earl was upon her. He moved
so quickly she had no time to escape, and before she knew what he
was about, he’d picked her up into his arms, as if he truly
intended to carry her away. “Tell me where you’ve always fancied
going, my lady, and I will endeavor to make it so,” he whispered,
his breath warming her cheek as his gaze held hers.

Flutters moved through her belly.
Victoria clung to his shoulders. The sensation of being his arms,
protected and wanted if the emotion deep in the depths of his eyes
was any indication, wrapped around her. She lost a piece of her
heart to him in that moment, for when he forgot to be the earl,
when he forgot all the things that haunted him and allowed himself
to be who he was, she was powerless to resist him. “Oh, the
possibilities.”

Cecil ran over and wrapped his arms
around them both. “May we travel, Papa? Go on adventures, just the
three of us?” The innocent inquiry had tears crowding her
throat.

“I suspect you’ve awakened
us all from slumber now that you’ve come back to us,” Evan
whispered. The delicate skin at the corners of his eyes crinkled
with a grin.

“Are you saying I have a
special sort of magic that princesses in fairy stories possess?”
she responded in an equally low voice, for in that moment, there
was only her and him.

“Indeed I am.” Then he
cleared his throat and addressed Cecil. “I think adventures are a
splendid idea, my boy.”

“May we go away soon?” the
child wished to know next.

Even Victoria looked into Evan’s face.
The excitement filling the room was palpable.

“I think if we plan we
could manage it,” he finally conceded. And then, with a wink, he
said, “If your mama makes up her mind where she wants to
go.”

Cecil clapped his hands. “There is a
globe in the schoolroom we can consult, Mama.”

Before she could form a reply, a faint
scratching at the door shattered the warm web that had bound them
all together. Winston stood in the frame, his face wreathed in
consternation.

“My lord, my lady, there
is a Mr. and Mrs. Cockrell here to see you both.”

“Well, damn,” Evan
breathed as he set Victoria on her feet. He then addressed the
butler but not before she caught an odd expression on his face. Why
did he look like he might retch? “Thank you. Show them into the
Green Parlor. We shall be down directly.”

“What is amiss?” The name
sound familiar, but she couldn’t place it. Evan had turned to
Cecil.

He kneeled to peer into the boy’s
eyes. “Go find Cook. Ask her nicely for a treat. I’m certain she
won’t mind your company.”

“What about our
outing?”

“Your mama and I will take
you out tomorrow, for there is something unexpected we must attend
at the moment.” Regret dripped from the words, and once more his
eyes were shuttered.

Cecil stuck out a hand. “Promise?” The
trust in his gaze tore at her heart.

Evan shook the offered appendage.
“Absolutely I do.”

They shook and then Cecil moved in
front of her, taking her hand. He kissed the back of it. “Good
afternoon, Mama. I had a jolly time.”

“So formal.” She winked,
and when he grinned, a dimple flashed in his left cheek. “I shall
await you in the ballroom tonight, my lord.” It was a particular
joke of theirs, for Evan had agreed to let the boy attend the
dancing lessons, and she always took a turn about the room with her
son as if he were the earl.

“I look forward to it as
well.” Then he giggled. “I hope we slide about the floor again.
Perhaps Papa shall join us.”

“Perhaps he will,” she
murmured and she bent down, for he had that certain look. Once
Cecil had kissed her cheek, she sighed as he skipped out of the
room. With cold dread trickling down her spine, she regarded Evan.
“Who are the visitors?”

“Another piece of your
past.” He held her shoulders in a gentle grip, his face haggard,
his eyes once more haunted. “They are your parents.”

“My parents,” she parroted
while shock filtered through her insides. “I have parents.” She
blinked. Parents who had thought her dead. “Do they often come
visit Cecil and you?”

“No.” The word was clipped
and didn’t invite further inquiry.

“Why are they
here?”

“I wrote to your father
when you came to live here again.” His expression suggested it had
been the worst idea he’d ever had.

Not knowing what else to do, Victoria
touched his arm. “Why?” She could think of nothing else more
erudite to say, for shock clouded her mind and the secrets he still
kept intimidated her.

Evan patted her hand, kept her
connected to him. “I thought they needed to know you lived, so I
invited them here when they were ready to see you.” He peered into
her eyes. “But if you aren’t ready, I will send them away. I…”
Emotion she couldn’t read clouded his gaze. “I’d rather not do
anything that will compromise what we have currently… together.” A
trace of redness crept up his neck over his cravat. “I mean, what
we’re sharing with Cecil.”

“I know what you mean.” It
was a start, and the closest he’d come to talking about anything
personal. Victoria’s head spun. Her parents were downstairs, yet
she and her husband were bonding. She squeezed his arm. “I want to
go down, for I’m curious.” The words of the marriage contract swam
before her mind’s eye. “I wish to see the man who basically sold me
to you for such a princely sum.”

“If you’re certain.” When
he attempted to pull away, she grasped at his hand.

Panic clawed at her insides, which was
strange. She hadn’t suffered an attack for over a week. “I cannot
do this alone.” With a concentrated effort, Victoria kept her
breathing even. “Please come with me.” How odd, that. She’d come to
depend on him more than she had thought, but they had become close
in the times he’d attended her.

“I’m here and at your
disposal for as long as you have need of me.” Though his smile was
strained at the edges, it gave her a measure of peace, and she lost
a fragment of her heart to him.

“Thank you.” She managed a
grin even as her chin quivered. “I like it when you’re
charming.”

“I have my moments.” He
threaded their fingers together. “Shall we?”

Victoria didn’t know what to think as
she stepped into the parlor downstairs with Evan at her side, but
she was thankful that he was there.

A couple sat ramrod straight on a
settee, and she looked her fill of these people who were her blood
family. She focused on the woman—her mother. Her dress of a brown
lightweight wool was devoid of frippery or anything else that
showed a personal flair. Blonde hair pulled severely back in a
knobby knot at her nape did nothing for her high cheekbones and
eyes the same shape as hers. The beauty the woman did have was
lost. As plain and austere as she was, the second she saw Victoria,
she did offer a smile that took years from her face.

When she glanced at the man—her
father—she was taken aback at his frown, or rather his near glare
as he looked at her hand clasped with Evan’s. Why the animosity? As
he rose to his feet, it became apparent he was of average height
and rather round in the stomach area. His eyes, the same color as
hers, flashed annoyance, and the scowling expression pulled all of
his features downward.

These are the people who
belong to me?

She forced a swallow into her throat,
and since no one in the room spoke, she took the chance to open the
conversation. “Mother, Father. How lovely to see you
again.”

Why did they not seem excited to know
that she wasn’t dead after all?

“Mr. Cockrell.” The rumble
of Evan’s voice washed over her and reinforced the calm he brought
with his touch. “I’m pleased you dropped by.”

“I could hardly believe
the news when you wrote me.” He flicked his gaze to Victoria then
just as quickly dismissed her. “How is this possible?”

“Perhaps it is truly a
miracle,” Evan said quietly, and through it all, he held her hand,
the constant force in a bizarre situation.

“Humph. That remains to be
seen.” Her father crossed his arms at his chest. “What are we
supposed to do now?”

Victoria’s shock gave way to the slow
burn of anger. Why wasn’t he overjoyed to see her? “Do? I’d think
you might be happy to see your daughter.”

“Don’t mind him,” her
mother said as she, too, rose to her feet. “Of course we are
thankful that you aren’t dead after all.” She made no effort to
touch Victoria or even to hug her. Instead, she clasped her hands,
clad in fingerless lace gloves, in front of her at her waist. “It
is a shock, I suppose.” Her smile was small. “We have been
accustomed to thinking of you as gone.”

The urge to cry grew strong. She
concentrated on the strength of Evan’s fingers around hers. “But
I’m back, and I’d very much enjoy having you in my life again.”
That was if they’d played a big part in her life before. She had no
idea.

“Oh, well that is entirely
up to your father.” Her mother dropped her gaze and left it glued
to the Aubusson carpet.

“Father, are you not happy
to see me?” Shouldn’t family give a warm reception upon hearing
joyous news? Anxiety welled and fear wrapped icy fingers around her
heart. What had her life been like before she’d married
Evan?

“Of course, poppet.” He
finally looked at her, but his expression softened only slightly.
“As your mother said, it is rather shocking news. Once you’re home
with us, you’ll realize we’ve missed you.”

Poppet. The word bounced about her brain like a ball frantically
attempting to escape a prison. Once upon a time he’d called her
that, and usually when he wanted her to use her in some scheme or
another that would line his pockets with coin.

My father is nothing more
than a petty thief, a swindler, and a con man.

Before she could speak again, Evan
cleared his throat. “Victoria has a home. It’s here with me and her
son. I will not give her up to someone who doesn’t have her best
interests at heart.”

“As if she is safe here
with you.” Her father glared at Evan, while her husband scowled
back, as if this same argument had been in progress for more years
than she could know. “You, with so many rumors and whispers
attached to your name.” He threw himself into a chair.

What did that mean? She glanced at
Evan. A muscle in his cheek worked. “I was good enough for you
almost nine years ago, when you agreed to me marrying your
daughter.”

Tension snapped between the two
men.

To head off a bout of his temper,
Victoria quickly asked, “Do I have siblings?” She offered a smile
in the hopes of diffusing a potentially volatile episode. “I only
ask because I retain no memories of my life before the fire. I
didn’t know if Evan told you of this in his letter.”

Her mother nodded. “He did tell us,
and no. You are our only child.”

Then it was true. These two were her
the one connection to blood relatives she had. “Do you maintain
contact with Evan?”

“We do not move in the
same social circles. I am a merchant with distant connections to
the ton through
your mother’s people.” Her father waved a hand as if it didn’t
matter. “We were not welcomed here after you wed the most arrogant
earl.”

Beside her, Evan stiffened. She held
his hand between both of hers even as the muscles in her stomach
knotted with foreboding. “He is a good man.”

“He is a monster, and
more’s the pity you’ll have to find that out twice,” her father
spat out.

“So says the man who
couldn’t wait to take the coin I offered.” Evan pulled out of her
grip. Almost immediately, her anxiety increased. He snapped his
gaze to her. Storms flashed in his emerald eyes. “Your father
dangled you in front of me like a prize to be won. He knew how
desperate I was to marry.”

“And you snatched her up,
for only one far removed from the ton would look twice at aligning
themselves with you.” Her father sprang to his feet. “That fire
wasn’t an accident.”

Victoria trembled from the accusations
flying about things she didn’t understand or couldn’t comprehend
due to faulty memories. Needing the conversation to return to more
staid topics, she asked, “Mother, do you and Father spend time with
Cecil? He’s a wonderful boy.” She smiled. “My son is a bright light
in the midst of this confusing time.” When she slid a glance at
Evan, she smiled. “He and Evan. I’m coming to suspect, regardless
of how we came to be wed, that he and I shared something… wonderful
before that fire that took away so many years.” She might not have
memories of her past, but the ones she’d made in the last two weeks
sparkled like the brightest jewels.

For a brief moment, Evan’s countenance
reflected surprise and a trace of happiness she’d not spied there
before, but then his customary scowl crashed down and wiped it away
when her father spoke.

“Your son was turned
against both of us by the earl.” His sneer sent frissons of panic
skittering through her veins. “The ton doesn’t like sharing anything
with mere gentry, treats us as if we were worth less than their
esteemed positions of nobility.” He sniffed. “It wasn’t as if he
dropped in to visit with us.”

“I shielded my son from
you because I didn’t wish him to become part of your machinations,
you fool,” Evan all but bellowed. The room rang with his elevated
tone. “You gave Victoria up and wanted the stronger connection to
the ton with her
marriage; she’s under my protection now.”

Her mother stood. She darted her gaze
between the two men with an expression of fear. “Horace, you know
that the earl was grieving.” When she reached for him, her father
stalked away, getting dangerously close to Evan. “He wouldn’t come
calling, would he? He’s got responsibilities here, and his son is
his heir.” She looked at Victoria. “Your husband took your death
hard. Whatever else he is, he did right by the child.”

Dear
God, what exactly had happened when she’d
married Evan? What was the truth, and if there were lies embedded
in the stories, what was the reason?

The men exchanged angry words that
sounded garbled to Victoria’s ears. Her breath came in fast pants.
Why exactly had Evan wanted her enough to sign over such a large
sum of money?

An episode was upon her. Sweat
plastered her shift to her back. Trembling in her limbs threatened
to send her to the floor, so she wrapped her arms around herself to
still the worst of it. Had her marriage been based in half-truths?
It was too difficult to sort out her frazzled thoughts in front of
strangers.

“Evan…” She stumbled,
wiping at the perspiration on her upper lip, wanting to lean into
his strength. I need him.

Immediately, he crossed the floor to
her side. “Do you need assistance? Shall I ring for your aunt?”
When he stroked a hand down her back, his touch didn’t calm her
this time. Oh no. Instead, heightened awareness raced over her
skin. How, in the middle of the mess that she’d become could she
feel such things for him?

“No.” To which question
was she answering? It was all too much, too big, too overwhelming.
She needed time to think before taking the next step in her life—a
step that would change everything again. “I must leave.”

“What is wrong with her?
Her mother stepped toward her. “Victoria, wait.”

She ran from the room, ran from
outraged and pitiful stares of her parents, ran from the man whose
very presence confused, frightened, and filled her with desire. As
she went, the rumble of Evan’s voice reached her ears.

“Let her go, Mrs.
Cockrell. Your daughter suffers from an ailment of the mind, a
complication given to her in the fire. If you both sit down, I’ll
endeavor to explain…”

Victoria pelted through the corridors.
Not once did she look back. She couldn’t, not while the foundations
of her life were shifting yet again, but this time, she could
control where fate would drop her.
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Victoria settled for the darkened
ballroom as her refuge. It was where she’d spent happy, halcyon
hours in recent days with the males in her life and where she’d
felt most calm. Now, she wanted a return of those
feelings.

Trembling and with tears wetting her
cheeks, she laid on the floor beneath the crystal chandelier and
gave herself over to the silence. Would there always be another
secret lurking in the shadows to spring at her and try to undermine
the bit of peace she’d tried so hard to win for herself? Panic
clutched at her insides, for the unknown had the power to take away
the new closeness and security she had for Evan. It was always
there, circling like some sort of winged beast, waiting to pounce
on her newfound happiness. There must be a terrible truth Evan
hadn’t told her, the one her father had alluded to, for she’d seen
the haunted darkness in her husband’s eyes.

Would that be the final piece of her
past that destroyed her future?

She closed her eyes and imagined a
place where nothing ugly could hurt her.

Teatime came and went. Still she lay
on the cool floor, unmoving, watching the play of shadows on the
sparkling crystals, on the ceiling and walls. She remained in that
position sometimes dozing, so long that when Cecil entered, mild
shock speared through her. It must be time for the dancing
lesson.

“Mama? Why are you here in
the dark?” The sound of his shoes striking the floor echoed through
the silence as he ran toward her. When he reached her side, he
dropped to his knees. “Are you well?” A trace of alarm ran through
his voice. “You aren’t going to leave me again, are
you?”

Her heart constricted and she clutched
his hand. “Of course I won’t. I’m here always.”

He leaned into her line of vision, his
face pale, his eyes huge and glittering in the shadows. “Shall I
fetch Papa or Aunt Nancy?”

“No. Your aunt attends an
engagement dinner for one of her former charges this evening.” Ever
since they’d removed to Mayfair, that lady’s social calendar had
expanded. “I’m certain your father will be along shortly.” She
ignored the tremors of excitement twisting up her spine, but she
was in no mood for instruction on intricate dance steps.

“Then I shall lay here
with you so you don’t feel alone.” He stretched out on the floor on
his side facing her.

“Do you often feel alone?”
Victoria rolled onto her side so she could easily look at
him.

“Not any longer.” He
patted her cheek. “Before you came, I was dreadfully lonely with
only my governess for company. But now, you are here, and Papa is
much less grouchy.” In the gloom, his grin was all too evident. “He
wishes to be in the same room as you, just like I do.” He held her
gaze. “You fixed us.”

Her chin quivered but she gave him a
small smile. “I don’t believe the both of you were broken.” But
perhaps they were. Like her, did they have missing
pieces?

“We were raggedy, but you
came and loved us anyway, because you were raggedy,
too.”

“You are very wise,” she
whispered and squeezed his hand.

“I come by it from Papa,”
he responded in such a matter-of-fact, guileless way that a laugh
escaped her despite the morass of confusion she’d fallen
into.

“What would I do without
both of you?”

“You would still be lost.
Now you’re not.”

How was it that the words of a child
were sometimes the most profound? Evan and this child had somehow
grounded her.

They lapsed into silence for long
moments, broken only when Cecil’s governess called for him at the
doorway. If she thought it odd they lay on the floor in the dark,
she said nothing, only wished Victoria a good night and gently
scolded the boy for wrinkling his good clothing.

She felt Evan’s presence long before
he said a word. Golden candlelight bounced over the floor and walls
as he approached. When he reached her location, he kneeled in front
of her and placed a lit candelabra nearby. In the soft light, the
silver in his hair glinted. The lines of strain and stress in his
face had softened, but there was no mistaking the concern in his
green eyes.

“Your parents have gone
home,” he said without preamble. “We spent an hour talking, but
have yet to reach a compromise.”

“Do they intend to
return?”

“Only if you wish to see
them.” His lips pressed into a thin line. “They left before tea,
couldn’t stand to be in my company, so I let them go, but I didn’t
want to intrude on your space, which is why I didn’t immediately
come after you. I figured you valued your privacy, so I left you to
it. Now I’ve grown concerned.”

She met his gaze and her breath
caught. Never had she seen him look more powerful or protective as
he loomed over her. In his own way, he’d taken on the role of hero,
defending her from what he thought was harmful. No one had ever
done that for her. Not even her aunt. Right now, in this moment,
she felt valued in the eyes of the earl, as if she was a treasure
he’d always sought. But how far would he go to keep her, and did
she want that? “I’ll wager you wished to regain control of your
temper as well.” What drove him deep inside that sent him into such
easy rage?

Even in the shadows, the flush on his
neck was evident. It made him more approachable. “Perhaps.” He
brushed an escaped tendril of hair off her cheek. “I looked in your
study, hoping you’d retreat there. But you are here.”

“I thought about going
there, amidst my books and papers, thought about taking up my pen
again, but that was not what my mind needed.” Warmth lingered on
her skin where his finger had been. “I feel safe here. There are
happy memories here I’ve made with Cecil and you. They bring me
comfort. Help me when my thoughts are scattered and
fragile.”

“Are you still gripped
with anxiety?” The rumble of his voice flowed over her and gave her
another layer of calm.

“Not as much as
before.”

“Do you wish for me to
find your aunt? I believe she returned not long ago. Perhaps I can
catch her before she retires for the night.”

“No.” She didn’t know when
the shift had happened, but it was there, in smallish ways yet, but
now, when she needed peace and a lifeline in her confusing world,
she required his company. “Honestly, I only want you.”

There was no mistaking the
astonishment in his expression. “You want… me.” Awe threaded
through his voice.

“Yes.” At the moment,
there was nothing more to say.

“Well.” Still bemused, he
stood then offered her a hand. “Come.”

“Where?” She slipped her
hand into his and he effortlessly brought her into a standing
position.

“Indulge me in a dance,
Countess.” Evan took her into his arms, encouraged her into the
correct position for a waltz. He held her gaze with his, and
something in the depths pulled her in. “Without instruction, for
you are beyond that now. Dance with me, as a wife would with her
husband.”

“All right.” As they
began, she concentrated on him as a man and not a dancing
instructor or an earl. Tonight, he was the man she’d married years
ago, the man she now depended upon to bring order back when her
mind was in chaos.

Around and around he whisked them over
the floor. They circled the candelabra; the flames flickered and
bounced from the air they disturbed. She matched each of his steps,
for she’d learned how he moved over the course of their lessons.
The swish of her skirts over the wood and about her ankles lent a
touch of a dream to it all. His hand on the small of her back
caused tremors to play up and down her spine. Every glide of their
feet over the polished floor brought her closer and closer to his
body until her thighs, her torso, her chest brushed his with a
delicious, heated friction that had nothing to do with the
dance.

Through it all, her gaze never left
his, and the longer she stared, the deeper she fell into those
emerald pools. “Did we dance much… before?” Her whispered words
sounded over loud in the hush of the room.

“When there was an
opportunity, for you enjoyed the exercise, and I don’t mind telling
you we looked splendid together.” His smile, so intimate and
exclusively for her, was devastating to her insides.

“Did you enjoy
dancing?”

“Only with you, love.” His
eyes twinkled and she trembled as need circled through her. “There
is something about holding a woman close on the dance floor, moving
with her in such a way as to make it seem as effortless as flying,
to feel the same rush as that activity…”

“How do you know what
flying feels like, my lord?”

“I just know.” His reply
was as enigmatic as he.

She trailed her hand along his
shoulder, noted the strength in the muscles beneath her fingertips,
held onto his hand tighter. Despite what it had said on the
marriage contract, she had wedded his man of her own free will and
they’d had a life together.

Now, she wanted that life and believed
it could only become better.

Eventually, Evan brought them to a
halt near the candelabra. He fit his lips to the shell of her ear.
“Victoria, if you continue to look at me like that, we’ll both be
in the drink.”

“How am I looking at you?”
Awareness of him rushed over her in a heated tide, but she
knew. She wanted this
man in the basest of ways.

“As if you wish to do
unspeakable things to me.” His eyes darkened. Did he wish that as
well?

Feeling more lighthearted
than she had in recent memory, Victoria laughed.
“With you.”
Tilting up her chin, she cupped his cheek. “Take me upstairs, Evan.
I would be your wife tonight.”

“Are you certain?” The
hand at the small of her back tightened ever so slightly. “There is
no going back.” The same desire licking through her veins clouded
his eyes. Perhaps it was a trick of the candlelight, but for a
second he appeared vulnerable and without his customary mask of
arrogance; he was magnificent.

“I’ve never been more sure
of anything.”

“So long I have waited for
those words.”

She squealed when he swept her into
his arms as he’d done earlier as they’d planned adventures with
Cecil. In the full spirit of the moment, Victoria wrapped her arms
about his neck and gave herself up sensations of letting someone
else take control. But when he carried her upstairs and into his
rooms, she asked, “Why here?”

“It is closer than your
suite,” he answered with an arched eyebrow and closed the door with
a foot. Over the floor he strode and into the bedchamber beyond.
Then he gently deposited her on the wide four-poster bed and
followed her down. He covered her body with his, treating her to
long, drugging kisses that left her heated and floating in a cloud
of passion.

She adored his weight on top of her,
enjoyed the rugged scent of him in her nose, loved the glide of his
hands over her skin as he easily divested her of her clothes,
stockings and slippers. The appreciative gleam in his eyes as he
devoured her naked form with his gaze sent chills of anticipation
over her skin.

But it wasn’t fair that she was the
only one nude. Victoria plucked at the buttons on his waistcoat.
“Show me what you’ve been hiding from me beneath all of these
clothes.”

His eyes were hooded. “If only my form
was my singular secret,” he whispered, yet he followed her command
with alacrity.

“You are beautiful.” It
was criminal a man could look like that, and she couldn’t take her
attention from him. His body was lean and muscled like marble
statues of Greek gods, but he wasn’t the perfection of those golden
men. Oh no. Her husband was as rugged as his scent, with his broad
shoulders, the ridged, chiseled lines of his chest and abdomen. A
heavy mat of black hair covered his pectorals, and it narrowed as
it went down his body ending in a thick nest of curls at the root
of his swelling manhood, uncovered when he shoved down his
trousers.

“The sentiment is
appreciated.” His grin was genuine as he removed his boots and
remainder of his clothing. “But I rather think you are the stunning
one in our pair.” When he returned to her, he lay on his back. “You
wish to explore; I can see it in your eyes.” He cocked an eyebrow
in challenge. “You have permission.”

Victoria’s heartbeat accelerated. She
smoothed her palms over his chest, dragged them down the length of
his body. His muscles clenched beneath her touch and still she
caressed him, moving lower and lower until she glanced her
fingertips over the rampant part of him. He was so… big. She
slammed her gaze to his, and her breath caught at his smug
grin.

“How…?”

He pounced with a growl, knocking her
onto her back and covering her body with his much larger one. “That
is one of God’s greatest glories, Countess. Don’t worry. We fit.”
When he proceeded to kiss her until she couldn’t remember her own
name, Victoria surrendered with a sigh.

A memory flashed of another time with
Evan, much like this, but she was younger, as was he. There was a
certain level of excitement present, but she’d been fearful,
too—their wedding night.

Heat prickled over her as she planted
her palms against his chest and held him off. The strength of him
strained her hold. This time was much the same as that one. Was it
possible to be twice a virgin, for she didn’t remember being with
him before.

“Are you having second
thoughts?” Desire graveled his voice but he didn’t push his
advantage.

“No.” She slid her fingers
through the crisp hair on his chest. “This is what I want. I merely
saw a snippet of memory.”

Shadows clouded his eyes. “Was it a
good one?”

“Yes.” Victoria brushed a
lock of hair from his forehead. “Of us. Doing this for the first
time.”

“Ah.” His grin sent
flutters into her lower belly. “I shall endeavor to make this time
even more memorable so you won’t have cause to forget.”

Then he proceeded to kiss and caress
every inch of her body. With each touch and lick and nibble, she
was lifted higher and higher. His hot mouth on her breasts, his
tongue teasing her sensitized nipples, his experienced fingers
between her thighs all left her gasping and wriggling with
excitement and fairly humming in heightened need.

“I cannot survive much
more of your torture.”

“That is too bad, for I
have much to give you still.” His breath steamed her skin as he
kissed a blazing path between her breasts, along her torso, over
her stomach, past her mons, and when he put his mouth over the
place, the very center of her heat where his fingers had just
teased, she shattered into a million pieces of light with a moan
mixed with a muffled squeal.

“Evan!”

He ignored her in favor of drawing out
her pleasure with tongue and teeth. When she tugged on his hair as
contractions rocked her core, he finally lifted his head. His
chuckle further heightened her need. “Now who is the beautiful
one?” With a wicked gleam in his eyes, her husband came back up to
kiss her lips. “Did you need something further, Countess?” His
whispered question rumbled in her chest, and he fit the wide head
of his member to her opening.

The flutters inside her channel
throbbed ever harder as she clutched his arms. “Finish me, and
please hurry.” A restless feeling coursed through her, made
stronger by his delay.

He brushed his lips over hers. “It
will go quickly, for it has been some time,” he said, and with a
flex of his hips, he entered her in a long, smooth glide. He filled
her, stretched her, fitted himself to her like a lost puzzle
piece.

A sigh shuddered from her. “Then we
shall have another go of it.” Victoria canted her hips and took him
deeper, and the sensation was so exquisite, another moan
escaped.

Evan held his weight on his forearms
as he stroked into her, slowly at first, the thrusts leisurely and
tender. When she looped her arms about the breadth of his
shoulders, clinging to him, her legs twined about his, he increased
his pace. Over and over he pushed, harder and harder he moved as if
he wished to join them permanently with such enthusiasm that he
scooted them up the mattress.

With each pass, the band of need
stacking within her grew until she feared her insides wouldn’t be
able to hold them. She lifted her arms over her head and braced her
hands against the headboard to prevent her head from smacking into
it as his thrusting grew ever faster and more urgent.

Release came upon her before she was
ready, and it roared with veracity through her already primed
system. He’d talked about flying, but in this moment, she truly
felt as if she flew away from her body on a trail of white,
sparkling light. Pleasure crashed over her, pulled her down beneath
its waves and she was powerless to resist. She drowned in it,
giving herself up to the vortex swirling within and she shattered
for the second time that night.

Evan succumbed to his own bliss with a
shout of her name and a muted roar. His length pulsed within her as
he collapsed on top of her, his breathing ragged in her ear, the
strong bands of his arms around her.

As her breathing returned to normal
and the residual tremors faded, Victoria snuggled into his embrace.
Sated and stunned from their joining, it felt right, as if this was
where she was meant to be all along. “Oh, Evan, that was… indeed
memorable.” Her eyes fluttered closed and she smiled. This was one
decision that held no regret or anxiety.

Many moments later, when the shadows
shifted in the dark and the sound of the rain softly falling
against the windows invaded their haven, he stirred and rolled off
her.

“There is something I must
say to you.” He hung his legs over the side of the bed, his back to
her.

“You will finally reveal
your secret.” Her throat tightened, but she refused to let an
episode take over and rob her of the wonderful coupling she’d just
had with him.

“Yes.” His shoulders
slumped and he bowed his head.

She frowned while her pulse slammed
into a fast rhythm. “Will I like it?”

“That is difficult to
say.” He glanced over his shoulder at her, and in the gloom and
shadows, that haunted look fell over his face once more. “I am
hoping it goes better this time.”

Interesting.
She’d not taken the news well before. “Let me
hear it then, and I will decide how I’ll react.” How bad could his
secret be, for she’d already seen his flashes of temper.
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The time had come to reveal his
innermost truth. Of course it had. That’s how the curse worked.
Once the bliss following coitus faded, a Cursed Lord was compelled
to tell the lady of his beastly side.

Evan’s nerves crawled, and a slightly
panicky feeling rushed over him. Not for years had he been this
afraid. He couldn’t look at his wife, though what he wanted more
than anything was to lay beside her and luxuriate in her warmth,
revel in the new bonds they were forging.

I do not see the reason
for alarm. Inside his head, the dragon
paced about, the long length of his powerful tail slithering after
him. You have done it once
before.

This time is
different.

How? I am the same
beast.

He allowed a small grin as
he strove to pull together words for her benefit.
It feels more urgent, more… defining perhaps, and
I am not the same man.

Ah. The dragon smirked. His laughter tickled the edges of Evan’s
mind. You have feelings for her this time.
Love, real love, is in the offing instead of lust and
affection.

Was that true? He was
certainly coming to rely on her, and having her close seemed to
take the edge off his anger. What if I
lose her again?

Then you will know this
was never fated to last, and you must move forward.

I don’t believe that.
She’s nearly perfect… and she didn’t
belong with one such as him. Still, this was the hand that fate had
dealt him, and he had no recourse but to play it to the
hilt.

“Evan.” His name brought
him out of his internal debate. Rustling fabric indicated she’d
moved, and then she was before him, in all her naked glory. She
held his head between her palms and the warmth of her seeped into
him. Gently, she tipped his head until their gazes connected. “It
cannot be so bad that you are struggling with fear. You are the
strongest man I know.”

If only that were
true. I exist behind a carefully-crafted
façade to keep from being hurt. He nearly
lost himself in her eyes. They reminded him of shimmering moonlight
during a rare, full moon in a clear, midnight navy sky, moonlight
with a hint of the twinkle of stars.

Save me, Victoria. Save me
from myself before it’s too late.

“Would that my strength
holds this time.” After everything that had happened in her life,
here she was, standing before him willing to hear him out despite
the terror of the unknown probably coursing through her. Did she
even now fight off an episode in the face of his revelation?
God, she was the
strong one in the relationship.

“Tell me what puts those
haunted shadows in your eyes. If I can take away some of your pain,
I will do so gladly, for you have given me back so
much.”

For the space of a few heartbeats,
Evan stared at her, amazed she’d become his lifeline, humbled that
she now depended upon him to lead her from the brink when all too
often he teetered there. Then he took her hands in his, pressed a
kiss into first one of her palms and did the same with the other.
“I do not deserve you,” he whispered more to himself than to
her.

“I shall be the judge of
that,” she said with the faint trace of a smile.

For the first time he noticed the
twisted, scarred tissue on her right arm. In all the other times
he’d seen her, she’d worn long sleeves. “This was received in the
fire?” He held onto that arm and lightly ran his fingers over the
old injury.

“As far as I know, along
with the wound on my head that took my memories.” With her free
hand, she touched the back of her head as if the knot remained
after all these years.

I did that to her, hurt
her. As guilt weighed down his shoulders
and anger toward his beast slashed at his insides, Evan pressed his
lips to the scarred tissue. “I am so, so sorry.”

“It was not your fault, so
don’t add this to what you struggle with.” She pulled out of his
hold and attempted to cover the skin with her hand. “You can see
why I don’t wish to have others see me like this. I cannot bear the
stares, the whispers.”

“How well I understand.”
The guilt deepened, for she didn’t know the extent of his
involvement, the depth of nightmare. She wasn’t the same woman he’d
married because of him and his damned beast. “I am sorry just the
same.”

Tell her the whole of it
and see if she feels empathy for you. His
dragon leered, for it would only benefit him if Evan lost his
temper and himself to the shift.

Do shut up. If given half
the chance, I would rid myself of you in a heartbeat.
Unlike his friend Manchester, Evan had no qualms
of morality in ending the beast’s existence.

Victoria softly cleared her throat and
recalled his attention. “Forget about my disfigurements. Begin your
tale.”

If only I could
forget. “Unfortunately, this story is only
where a portion of my demons hide.” Unable to face her, perhaps
catch the condemnation or even pity she’d adopt once he told his
tale, Evan stood. He padded around the bed, retrieved his discarded
shirt and drew it over his head, shoving his arms into the sleeves.
When the garment was on, he paced in front of the windows where the
drapes remained open and the drops of rain shimmered on the
glass.

You are stalling, human.
Get on with it. I look forward to living days in my
form.

Evan blew out a breath. “You heard
your father allude to rumors attached to my name.” When she nodded,
he continued, making a concentrated effort not to stare directly at
her, for she distracted him like no other in her current state. “A
hundred years ago, perhaps more, no one is quite certain, this
title was cursed by a gypsy witch when my forbearer acted with
conduct unbecoming toward an innocent woman.”

“You are
cursed?”

“Yes.” He nodded in the
event she didn’t understand. “I and a handful of peers—we are known
as the Cursed Lords of England—are doomed to walk the earth as
beasts, slaves to anomalies of the flesh or even soul, as it were,
not quite fully human.” How would she react to that? He
purposefully gave her the bald truth, for sugar-coating such a
thing was worse than the lie.

A frown pulled her kissable lips
downward. “I don’t understand. What does it mean to not be fully
human?”

“I am a dragon-shifter.”
Evan continued to pace, keeping his gaze on the rain-speckled
windows. “At night, and especially when the moon is full, I am
compelled to transform into my beast. When I am the dragon, I fly,
rampage, eat livestock, and create havoc on occasion.” Finally, he
turned and faced her, steeling himself for her reaction. “I also
have the tendency to hoard gold and gems, any sort of shiny
trinket, really.”

Inside his head, the
dragon snorted. You make it sound as if
I’m a petty thief instead of seeking to build up my treasure
trove.

As if there’s a
difference, beast, he countered while
dying a little inside waiting for his wife’s reaction.

She pressed her lips together in a
thin line while looking at him with a fair amount of speculation.
“You are a… dragon.” A note of the fantastical had entered her
voice. “An honest to goodness, straight out of a fairy story with
knights in shining armor dragon?”

“Yes.” Except there was
nothing romantic about his beast. He was all too real and extremely
raw; beyond redemption.

“You shift into another
being.” It wasn’t a question. She tilted her head slightly to one
side as if that gesture would help in understanding.

“Yes.” What had happened
to the vocabulary he’d prided himself on, the language he used
while a solicitor, the skill he possessed when putting together
legal paperwork that had won him countless clients and had earned
him a fortune in his own right not attached to his
title?

Why wouldn’t she say anything, rail
against this truth, do anything that would give him a clue as to
her mindset?

“What does this
mean?”

He frowned and anger mixed hot in his
blood. “It means exactly what I said it does.” Really, there was no
more specific way to describe a dragon shifter.

“Are you
dangerous?”

That depended on perspective, didn’t
it? While his beast chuckled into his mind, Evan answered her
question. “I can be.” He met her gaze, searching for the acceptance
he desperately craved from the one person who should give it—love
him—without hesitation. “If I give up complete control of my free
will to my beast he can—and has—hurt people. Destroy lives.” Under
no circumstances would he tell her of his ability to breathe fire.
He couldn’t, not now, not when the situation was so delicate, and
the remains of her injuries so stark. “Which is why it’s imperative
that I regulate my temper, for if I don’t…”

“You become the beast more
easily.”

“Yes, and for longer.” He
searched her face for a sign, a clue, anything that would ease the
painful tightness in his chest. “I fear that during one of those
times I might not find it possible to fight against him and regain
my human half.”

It always has been you
against me, hasn’t it? his beast asked
with hunger in the words. Why are you more
important than me and spend more hours walking as a human than I am
given?

Evan shuddered at the cold fingers of
fear that played up and down his spine.

Shock lined Victoria’s expression. Her
eyes rounded, confusion and horror clouding those pretty depths.
She clasped her hands together. Would she have an episode? For the
space of an eternity or so it seemed, she stared at him, regarded
him with a mix of concern and caution. Finally, she spoke and he
released the breath he hadn’t realized he held. “Will you hurt
me?”

More than I already
have? He rubbed a hand over his heart that
ached, had never stopped aching since that horrible night when he’d
burned their house down and had destroyed both her life and his in
the process.

“I don’t know.” At least
he was honest. He couldn’t promise something he didn’t know if he
could control.

“I see.” Victoria
moistened her lips and he followed the gesture with his gaze,
barely managing to stifle a moan. “Did you hurt me
before?”

Oh, God.
Briefly, he flicked his attention to her arm and
just as quickly looked back at her face. “Yes.” The word was pulled
from him. “And for that I deeply apologize.”

“How? Will you tell me?”
The softened tone and innocent countenance gave her the air of a
young child that was in direct contrast to her woman’s body still
fully on display.

He concentrated on her
hair that was rapidly slipping its combs and pins, falling like a
shimmering waterfall of spilled moonbeams over her shoulders. “I
prefer not to tell you… at least not at this time. It will
prejudice you against what we share now.” I cannot bear that confession. To
have her come at him with hate and accusation again would break
him.

“I can understand that. It
gives me hope that you are beginning to recognize what is happening
between us.” With a sigh and a little shake of her head, Victoria
snagged his Oriental-style dressing gown from the foot of the bed.
She donned it and the rich colors of red, yellow and black were
stunning against her porcelain skin. His chest, his length both
tightened to see her in his clothing. He wanted her, wished to lie
with her again and make her forget the entirety of this
conversation. “Is the dragon the reason for your anger?”

Oh, his wife was intelligent if she
was already linking those things. Despite the topic of discussion,
a grin tugged at one corner of his mouth. “Some of it.”

She plucked the remaining pins and
combs from her hair. Once she’d dropped them onto the bed, she ran
her fingers through the platinum mass and shook it out with a moan
of relief. “When you told me before that you possessed a beast, how
did I react?” The terror in her eyes was no longer present. In its
place was interest and determination.

For what?

“With a lot less grace
than you are showing now.” His respect for her rose. Fate couldn’t
have been wrong when they’d wed. She was the right choice—the only
choice. No one else would have met his announcement with such
decorum.

Ah, but there are too many
obstacles still ahead that you’ll need to overcome if you want this
life to work, his beast was quick to
remind him. If you don’t prevail, I
will.

I would rather die than
let that happen.

Victoria waved a hand. “I was immature
and young. Only three and twenty, if what Aunt Nancy told me was
correct. I knew nothing of the world.”

“It was correct.” He
nodded. “Perhaps I was reckless and arrogant when I told you. I
could have set up the conversation better, but there was a certain
amount of pride involved, for I was young, too, and brash. Thought
I knew everything of the world.”

A smile curved her mouth and he wished
they were lying in bed so that he could kiss her, lose himself in
her, convince himself there was hope. “You are still arrogant, and
I’ll wager reckless.”

He grinned back at her. “I am, and for
that I’ll make no apologies.”

“Nor should you. It is
part and parcel of your personality, and some of it makes you the
strong man that I said you were. Flawed, perhaps, but then I have
had some success in routing you.” Victoria moved to one of the
windows. She rested a palm on the glass. “Have you killed a person
while in dragon form? I don’t know that I could live with having a
murderer as a husband.”

“Not by choice.” Evan
contemplated the street below where closed carriages made their
slow, ponderous way through Mayfair, for there were many events
throughout the ton despite the foul weather; as always, the Season was a busy
time. “Perhaps by accident I have. My memory is rather murky when I
am the beast, but there have been no excessive reports in the
papers of a wealth of missing persons, so I assume I’ve erred on
the side of caution.”

“Or else your beast is
skilled in leaving no trace,” she inserted.

“This is true. He is quite
cunning.” Shifting his gaze slightly, he beheld himself in the
window’s reflection. With his disheveled hair, the black stubble
covering his jaws, his dark eyes, he indeed appeared as haunted as
she’d claimed. “If I were to give the beast full control, that
might not always be the case. He would grow careless in his
abandon. Imagine, a dragon terrorizing London, a throwback to a
lost era. I shudder at the scandal.”

“And your inevitable
death, for the authorities would endeavor to stop you by killing
you,” she whispered. “Please don’t put yourself into that
position.”

Did that mean she was beginning to
care for him? “Every damn day I try my hardest not to, but some
days are more difficult than others.”

“So is anything we
struggle with. I know that perhaps all too well.” A swath of
silence fell over the room. Victoria didn’t turn away from the
window, but she did trace the path of a raindrop with her
fingertip. “Why did you choose me as your bride?”

Evan welcomed the change
in topic, not that it was much of a deviation, for they went hand
in hand. “You were not part of the ton, which meant you wouldn’t have
heard the rumors about me or my friends. Every once in a while,
someone comes sniffing around looking for proof to substantiate the
gossip. They’re run off with a sharp dressing down. I thought it
best to wed a woman removed from the upper ten thousand if our
union were to have a chance.”

“You didn’t trust me to
show discretion even if I did move in the same circles as
you?”

“No. I didn’t trust
myself, and I wanted my marriage to last, endure better than that
of my parents.”

“They were
unhappy?”

“Oh, yes. It is a product
of the curse, I’m afraid. Destined to live in strife and never know
happiness unless true love is exchanged.” He shook his head.
“Father couldn’t reconcile with his beast. He was often away from
London wrangling with his dragon, keeping himself hidden, I assume.
When he was home,
he didn’t speak of the beast.” Evan glanced again out the window.
How could London go about their daily lives as if he wasn’t bearing
his soul to the woman he needed by his side? “Mother was lonely.
She took a lover, found happiness with him where she couldn’t with
my father.”

“I’m so sorry to hear
that. Everyone deserves peace and love. But if she found it
eventually…” She sighed. “Did she die of a broken
heart?”

“No.” Evan shook his head
and followed the path of single rider as he wound his way through
Mayfair, dodging carriages. Where was the poor devil going? “She
died later in her life along with her lover while abroad in Spain.
A carriage accident.” The sting had long ago gone away from her
absence in his life.

“At least she died with
the man she loved.”

“Yes.” He frowned at his
reflection. His life history sounded sordid and complicated.
Perhaps it was. “I also married you in the hopes that you could
help break the curse that binds me.”

“What? Were we working
toward that?”

“Yes, but we missed the
window.”

“More secrets.” Victoria
turned her head and found his gaze. “How so?”

He recited the words of the ancient
curse he’d memorized so long ago. “The gypsy witch left
instructions. ’Every five years, during one full moon each quarter,
the curse might be broken, if you are wise enough to come out of
the shadows and see the error of your ways. Beneath the light of
that one full moon when the kiss of unselfish, pure love crosses
your lips, and pride, fear, and ego falls, then you might know the
freedom of living as a full human with your affliction
broken…’”

“I… I don’t know what to
say.” Her lower jaw hung slightly open as she gawked at him.
Questions crowded her eyes. “Obviously, your curse wasn’t broken.
Did…” The tendons in her throat worked with a hard swallow. “Did I
accept your beast?”

“No.” Another round of hot
anger circled through his insides, and the dragon paced restlessly
through his head. “It was the crux of our arguments and the
impediment to you falling in love with me.” He couldn’t quite keep
the bitterness from his voice. In summing up his history so
succinctly, he realized he’d failed at every aspect.

“Again, I am so sorry.”
Her tone wavered on the last word.

He snapped his gaze to
hers, caught the well of tears in her eyes. None of it was her
fault, not directly. The entire blame fell on his shoulders, yet
another burden that weighed him down. “So am I.”
For all of it.

“And now?”

It was such a Drury Lane production,
them each standing at a window, wishing for an escape but bound
together by life. “Now what?”

Her huff of frustration ruffled the
wisps of hair on her forehead. “Do you still wish to break the
curse?”

“I do, but it will need to
wait for another four years and nine months.” He lowered his voice
to a mere whisper. “And we both need to love each other
wholeheartedly.”

An impossible task.

Which means I
win, his dragon concluded with
glee.

“If we aren’t in love?” A
tear fell to her cheek, and the vulnerability of it almost sent him
to his knees, pleading with her to overlook what he was. “Will you
rage into the dragon?”

“I don’t know.” Evan
sighed. “It’s a delicate balance always. For Cecil’s sake, I try,
and now that you are here, I need to try harder.” The two of them
were his life and he should start acting like it.

Her soft inhalation of breath cut
through his thoughts. “My boy, is he a dragon, too?” Another few
tears fell to her cheeks.

“Time will tell, but yes,
when he is of age, he will suffer. Such is the reach of the curse,
written down so many years ago.” The pain in her eyes became his
undoing and mirrored the pain he forever carried in his
heart. I don’t have to be the dragon to
destroy lives. He wrenched his gaze from
her and turned back to the window. “If you hate me, if you want to
run, if you wish to stay away for your own peace and sanity, I
understand.” Evan gripped the sill with both hands, his fingernails
embedding into the soft wood. “I might even encourage it, to keep
you safe.”

In the silence, the rustle of silk
scratched loud as she moved. “No.” Then she slipped her arms around
his middle, laid her cheek against his back, and the prickle of
tears hit him from grateful surprise. “I am broken. So are you, but
together our pieces can make something beautiful.”

“I don’t deserve you,” he
whispered and rested his forehead against the cool window glass. “I
have done things, will still do them. I am not the man you need. I
see that now.” The pain in his heart intensified and he gasped with
the hurt. “I’ll let you go—”

“Stop.” Victoria moved and
then prodded him until he turned about and faced her. “At some
point in your life, Evan, you have to decide that you want to be
the hero in your own story—this life we both share.” She paused,
her head slightly tilted as she thought. “I know this from
experience. Things happen beyond our control. No one else can make
your life better or worse. No one can take away your anger, or any
of the other feelings you carry around with you. Set your own self
free.”

“How?” In that, he was
failing too.

“Time will show you.”
Gently, she tapped his chest with a forefinger. “I know you keep
something else from me, but I respect your privacy right
now.”

“Victoria, I—”

She continued as if he hadn’t spoken.
“You cannot blame your behavior on your beast. At the end of the
day, you have to square with yourself, take responsibility, and
make the conscious effort to grow, to change, to be a better man
than you were yesterday.” She lifted onto her toes and held his
face between her palms, staring deep into his eyes. “Only you can
decide what kind of man you want to be, so I will tell you this: be
the man I know you are deep down under all those layers you hide
in.”

Could it be so simple?
“What sort of man is that?” If she held all the answers, why
wouldn’t she share? Please tell me so I
don’t repeat those horrible mistakes, because this time, I want you
forever. The thought surprised him and he
felt his eyes widen. Yes, he wanted her love and to give all of
what he was to her without remorse, guilt or
self-loathing.

A soft smile curved her lips, and he
tumbled farther down that slippery slope. “A man who does the right
thing no matter what. A man who is noble and would be even if there
wasn’t nobility in his blood. A man who protects the people he
loves and would do anything for them because he cannot help it; he
thinks of them over his own needs.”

Cold disappointment
stabbed through him as his dragon laughed. “I don’t... that is not
me.” Not when I’m tied to the
beast.

“Oh, Evan, if only you
could see yourself as I’m beginning to.” She brushed the hair away
from his forehead and he delighted in her fleeting touch. “Give
yourself half the chance to move forward out of the past.” She rose
on tiptoe once more and brushed her lips over his. “For me, for us…
but above all for you.”

His chest heaved with an excess of
emotions he didn’t know how to live with. Down, down, down he fell
into love with her, but knowing she didn’t return that regard,
didn’t know if she would, added weight to that free fall. She
wouldn't be there to catch him.

What would happen to him
then?

Evan steeled himself for another
onslaught of pain. “Why should I play the hero you think I
am?”

“Why not?” She stepped
away from him, and he mourned her warmth, her strength.

“The hero always wins his
lady’s heart in the end. I don’t have that guarantee.” He grimaced
at the truth reflected in her eyes, magnified by tears. Again, the
anger inside him flared, but he tamped down on it. A constant
struggle, but if winning the battle made him more worthy in her
eyes…

Despite the fear and confusion in her
expression and the quiver of her chin, she offered a tiny grin. It
might as well have been the lifeline he desperately wished for, and
he hung onto it with all his might. “Perhaps it’s not the end just
yet,” she whispered and then she turned around and fled from the
room. The door closed softly behind her.

At least she didn’t hate
him.

Bloody hell.
Evan shoved his fingers through his hair. Did
that mean she was beginning to fall for him too? He straightened
his spine. It’s time to renew the fight,
dragon, and to win the heart of my lady fair.

The dragon
snorted. Humans are too fanciful and too
worried about feelings when they don’t matter.

“You’re wrong,” he said
aloud. “For the first time, you are wrong. Feelings and emotions
are what lift a man when he has no more chances, when he thinks he
cannot go on another day.” He couldn’t help his grin. “Love is what
keeps him fighting, and I’ll be damned if I’m giving up when
there’s a glimmer of hope.”

I will win Victoria’s
heart or I will die trying.
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After another few days of rain and
chilly temperatures, the sun came out to shine bravely on, so they
took advantage of the rarity. Evan escorted Victoria and Cecil
outside for a stroll along the Serpentine in Hyde Park. After, they
would indulge in a picnic lunch that Cook had only been too happy
to prepare.

Cecil was beside himself. He chattered
non-stop about anything and everything. Currently, he skipped ahead
and poked at interesting things with a long stick. Evan maintained
a smile throughout the walk. He kept her close to his side with her
hand threaded through his crooked elbow.

There was so much she didn’t know
about him, but wished to. Her husband had told her his secret—he
was a dragon shifter, a paranormal being who wasn’t quite human, an
entity straight out of a story book or her imagination.

Victoria glanced at his face in
profile. Relaxed, his faint grin awakened butterflies in her belly.
Did it matter what he said he was? She wasn’t certain. He certainly
hadn’t shown proof of it. Perhaps he made jest of her by telling a
fantastical tale. But she didn’t think so. The angst and fretting
she’d seen in his eyes had been only too real.

“May I ask you a
question?”

“I would be surprised if
you had just the one,” he murmured without looking at her. “After
all, I told you what I am a full day and a half ago and you’ve yet
to challenge that information.”

“Why should I? You have
not lied to me apart from withholding that truth.”

A muscle in his cheek twitched. “You
don’t find what I am strange, odd, terrifying?”

“I don’t know how I feel
about it.” She smiled as Cecil hopped after a frog he’d roused from
a hiding spot. “You could have told me you were the Lord Mayor of
London, and I’d have been none the wiser.” Slowing her steps, she
caught his gaze. “Show me your beastly side.”

“Perhaps in
time.”

“Are you afraid of what I
might do when I see you?”

He remained silent.

Victoria sighed. “How old were you
when you knew you were… different?”

“Thirteen. Perhaps
fourteen.” He turned fully toward her, and her hold on his arm fell
away. “I’d become annoyed at a slight from a school chum. Shortly
following, my insides felt on fire with pain. I had no idea what
was happening to me, so I ran over the school grounds until I found
somewhere private. That’s when I shifted for the first
time.”

“You poor thing.” Victoria
grabbed his gloved hand and squeezed. “Was it horrible?” She
couldn’t imagine facing such a thing alone and scared, hiding away
from everyone.

“It wasn’t pleasant, but
then, it doesn’t improve with age.”

“Did your father condition
you? Did he not warn you?”

“He mentioned it in
passing, but not in great detail, and in such vague terms that it
was rather more of a puzzle than anything else. I was quite on my
own. It took many years of shifting to figure out the process.”
Evan shrugged. A slight frown tugged at his sensual lips. “Why do
you ask?”

She glanced at Cecil and then back at
her husband. “I want your promise that you will remain around when
it’s Cecil’s turn.” A shiver rippled down her spine. “Help him
where you didn’t receive the same.”

“Do you think so little of
me that you assume I’d abandon my child to the ravages of the
shift?” When he attempted to pull his hand away, she held on
tighter. “Of course I will assist him. No one should have to go
through that alone.”

“Does that apply to your
life now, Evan?” Victoria asked in low tones, for she was coming to
understand him. “Are you afraid of going forward by yourself, so
you retreat behind anger, keeping people away before they can hurt
you?”

Shadows sprang into his eyes. “I
haven’t given it much thought.”

“Trust requires trust in
return.”

Silence brewed between them, broken by
the rustle of a breeze through the trees and the occasional bird
song. In the distance, the grind of carriage wheels on the gravel
path carried to her ears.

“Do you trust me,
Victoria, after what I’ve told you? After what happened…
before?”

Was there something else he hadn’t
told her? She didn’t drop her gaze. “Yes.” Daring much in such a
public venue, she came closer to him a few steps and placed a palm
against his chest. “But I wish to know more about you. The next
time you shift, if you wish for company, please keep me in mind. It
might inspire creativity on the page. Beyond that, I have a
sympathetic ear.”

“I’m quite partial to your
other… attributes, actually,” he whispered in response. A tiny grin
flirted with his mouth, and she dropped her gaze, imagining when he
might kiss her again as heat languidly flowed into her blood. “You
won’t enjoy it, watching me shift.”

“Let me decide that.” She
arched an eyebrow. “I am not as delicate or prone to swooning as
you believe.”

“No, I don’t think you
are. You’ve more than proven your mettle.” His grin widened and he
held up the rolled quilt beneath his arm. “Shall we find a spot for
our repast? I’ve also brought a kite for Cecil.”

“It is good you spend time
with him.” Victoria looked about her and finally selected a spot
that hosted a good-sized boulder. “There.” She pointed to an area
on the banks ten feet away. “If we are fortunate, the boy will grow
to walk in your footsteps.”

Evan scoffed. “Do not think to bestow
attributes on me that don’t exist.”

She rolled her eyes. “Did we not
already talk about this the other night?”

“We did, and while I do
not wish to revisit that conversation, I wouldn’t mind a return of
the other things we indulged in.”

The heat in her cheeks fired more
intensely. “Let us see how today goes. Perhaps I will wish for
company tonight.”

“Dangerous words,
Countess, for you might find a dragon in your bed.” He escorted her
to the area she indicated and then called for Cecil before she
could reply. “However, it will take more convincing to make me
think of myself in such noble terms as you insist. I feel I must
reiterate that I am not a hero.”

“In the boy’s eyes, you
are. He believes you larger than life who can do no wrong. He has
also told me that you help those in need with your work, and what’s
more, you do not charge those less fortunate for those services,”
Victoria said quietly and helped him spread out the yellow and
white quilt. A flush of color appeared on his neck. Was he
embarrassed of his charity work or that she’d found him out? “To
me, you are a hero as well, for you rescued me, when you could have
left me for dead or at least ignorant. Your life would have gone
on, unchanged.”

“It was what
anyone—”

“Anyone didn’t, but
you did, at great
personal pain and turmoil.” She touched his hand. “Don’t discount
your instincts. They set you apart from the beastly tendencies, and
that makes the difference.”

Then Cecil was upon them with all the
energy only a seven-year-old boy could possess. He held up his frog
for inspection, teased her with it until she squealed, and he let
it go to hop away when Evan presented him with the kite.

“Will we fly it now,
Papa?” He drew a finger along the navy and red stripes.

“Of course, once your
mother is settled.” Evan set the basket on one corner of the quilt
while Victoria sat in the middle. He gazed down at her with a
bemused smile.

“What?” She pulled a
small, leather-bound notebook from her reticule. Ever since he’d
shown her the writing study, ideas had crowded through her brain
and she tried to jot them down before they dissolved into the murk
of her memories.

“Seeing you there in your
lavender gown on the quilt, you’re the prettiest vista for miles.
The colors will draw people over here and your solitude will be
forfeit.”

“Hush, you.” But
pleasurable warmth infused her cheeks. “It isn’t in your nature to
try and charm me.”

“Perhaps I am changing,”
he responded in a barely-there voice.

“You are quite lovely, Mama,” Cecil
rushed to add with a nod. “My friend Charles’ mother has a real
horse face.”

Both she and Evan erupted into laugher
before she struggled for some semblance of sobriety. “You two enjoy
flying your kite. I shall wait for you here.”

For a while, she watched the two of
them as they apparently discussed prime locations to launch their
kite. Then her attention shifted and dreams took over and she built
castles in the clouds. Life had become halcyon of late, and she
hated to do anything that might mar the happiness she’d stumbled
upon.

As she lifted her face to the sunshine
and closed her eyes, her thoughts wandered back to Evan and the
night they’d shared together. Their banter just now had hinted at
another coupling, and she smiled. His presence was as big and
overwhelming in the bedroom as it was anywhere else, but she adored
how she’d felt in his arms with his body wrapped around hers.
Nothing could harm her when he was there, and there was something
to be said for that.

Her husband wished for love; she’d
glimpsed it in his eyes, but he didn’t trust himself to love her
again, for fear of what? Being hurt, being alone? It was a valid
concern, of course. She hesitated to give him her whole heart as
well. What if he abandoned her again, caused her harm?

She looked to him as he instructed
their son on how to hold the string in order to guide the kite and
make it swoop or dive. Despite the direction of her thoughts, her
heart trembled. Oh, she was falling for him, of that she was
certain, but how could she allow it when he still hid parts of
himself from her?

I don’t want more secrets.
I want to know him in all his stark reality.

But did she want that
knowledge?

“How fortuitous to see you
here, Victoria.”

The male voice yanked her from her
thoughts and she started. When she opened her eyes, she focused on
her father, who stood at the edge of her quilt, the tips of his
boots touching the hem. “What are you doing here? I wasn’t aware
that you lived near to Mayfair.”

“From what the earl tells
me, you don’t remember most of anything,” he rejoined in a quiet
voice, graveled with emotion she couldn’t identify.

“Yes, my memory has been
lost. At times, I’ll have flashes, but for the most part, I live in
the dark.” She frowned as she looked him up and down. His clothing
wasn’t as finely tailored as Evan’s, but the tweed was clean and
expensive, his boots recently shined. “How is Mother? I apologize
that my episode the other afternoon cut short our
visit.”

“She is well, but
worried.”

“Understandable.” Victoria
worried her bottom lip with her teeth. “You didn’t come here to
discuss my mental state, did you? Nor did you come to see if I was
well.”

“No.” He glanced toward
Evan and Cecil. “I wished to talk with you… without
him hovering.”

She followed his gaze and couldn’t
help her smile. Evan ran after their son while the kite soared in
the afternoon sky. “He is my husband.”

“He is your captor.” The
words were short and clipped. “The man keeps you a prisoner, never
letting you circulate in society.”

“While it’s true he and I
haven’t attended events since I came to live with him, that doesn’t
mean he has ulterior motives.” Victoria focused her attention on
her father once more. “He has reason to remain wary. He doesn’t
trust easily. And it was I who wished to ease into society.” But
those people Evan did, he let into his life with abandon. The
servants in the townhouse would do anything for him, and by
extension, her. They showed healthy respect, of course, but they
doted on him. Was he aware of it?

And what if the
ton knew of his beastly
secret? A cold shiver went down her spine. They would come after
him, possibly kill him for what they didn’t understand, what they
feared—especially if there was proof.

No wonder he is angry more
often than not.

Her father held her gaze. “Do you care
for him?”

Did she? Once more she looked at her
husband. Her heart skipped a beat when he praised Cecil for
something the boy had done. “I am beginning to,” she replied in a
soft voice as she regarded her father. “Why do you frown? This
should make you happy, since you gave me to him in
marriage.”

“Of course I’m not happy,”
he hissed and when he moved a step closer, muddy boot prints marred
the cheerful yellow of the quilt. “He is a monster.”

“He is a man with
challenges to overcome like any other man. Nothing more.” Why did
her father hate Evan so much?

“Ha!” Her father crossed
his arms at his chest. “He is born of darkness.” His eyes narrowed.
“There are options for you, however.”

“Such as?”

“If you remove to the
earl’s country estate, tell him that you need time apart, you can
have a better life away from what he is.”

Threads of annoyance twisted through
her insides. “What do you assume he is?” Did her father truly know
or was he relying on gossip and rumors? “Has anyone ever come right
out and said?”

“He is a horrible beast.”
The words were sharp and thrown from him. “He tried to kill you in
that fire.”

A niggle of doubt lodged in Victoria’s
chest. “I don’t believe you. For whatever reason, you despise him,
when Evan has been nothing but wonderful to me.”

Her father advanced
another step. “You should believe me, girl.” He slashed the air
with one hand. “You were the only who would wed him. Ladies with
titles turned up their noses, and most of the ton avoids him and well as his
demon-spawned contemporaries.”

“That is their loss,” she
murmured and smoothed her hands along the folds of her skirt as
much to calm the tight bands of anxiety wrapping around her. “You
say you know what he is, that he has a secret, yet you basically
sold me to him, anyway. I wonder why that is.”

A hint of a flush rose up his neck to
mottle his skin above his collar. “I needed the funds to expand my
shipping business.”

“All of that coin? It was
a princely sum, to be certain. You could have taken it and lived
like a lord in the location of your choice. Did you use all of it
in that endeavor?”

“I took some to the gaming
hells.”

“That is your faulty
judgment, so do not reprimand me for what I’ve done in my life when
my results differ.”

He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter what I
did with the coin, for at the end of it, I haven’t a title, do I?”
His eyes flashed. “I’m not good enough to rub shoulders with those
high on the instep.”

“That wasn’t your lot in
life, but you kept on.” Victoria snorted. “I was your bargaining
chip. You would have given my hand to the highest bidder as long as
he elevated your station. If it wasn’t Coventry, it would have been
someone else.” What kind of a father did such a thing? The heat of
anger washed over her. “You cared nothing for me.”

His laughter was cold and mocking.
“That is how the world works when one is female.”

Victoria waved a hand. “No, it is not.
Men do not have to act like pricks. It is a choice, like everything
else.” Anger gave way to annoyance and then to courage. She
straightened her spine and fought off the anxiety. “Everyone has a
chance to improve themselves through their thoughts and
actions.”

“I am trying to save you
from the beast right now.” His tone had switched to imploring and
his features softened. “After all, I am still your father. That is
enough.”

“Then act like it. You
might have forced me into marriage, but with the fire, I was given
a second chance. This time around, I chose Evan, and I ask you to
respect that choice.” She held his gaze, dared him to challenge her
on this. “If you wish to repair a relationship with me, you and
Mother may call, but I will not
let you disparage my husband. No matter what he
is or is not, he is mine.” It gave her immense pleasure to say that
out loud. “No one has the right to take that from me. Not
again.”

“Where is his ring, then?
There is no outward claim. That speaks volumes.” A knowing light
appeared in his eyes.

“It was lost in the fire.”
Of its own volition, her gaze strayed to her left hand, free of
adornment. “I do not need such trappings.” But do I have his love?

“Victoria, you must know
that he isn’t good enough for you. Leave him now and regain your
life.”

“I have regained it. Evan has given it
back to me, when no one else would.” After struggling to her feet,
she planted her hands on her hips. “It is I who don’t deserve him.
He didn’t need to do what he did for me, yet he did it. He is
trying and he is kind.” Victoria remembered her writing study and
she smiled. Then she glanced at her husband, who caught sight of
her and immediately headed in her direction. “I suspect I don’t
know the depth of his caring, but eventually I’ll discover it,” she
said, almost to herself. “Even if it takes a lifetime.”

“Bah! He’s turned you
against the truth. The earl is everything wrong with the
ton, the rich. He is
rewarded by birthright even though his soul is dark. He is an
abomination.” Such hatred wove through her father’s voice that
Victoria stumbled back a step, her chest tight with
fear.

“Is there an issue here?”
Evan asked the second he came upon them. The rumble of his voice
echoed in the air, his face a thundercloud. In that moment, she had
no trouble believing his other half was a dragon.

And he was magnificent. Again,
flutters moved through her insides. “My father was just leaving. He
came over to wish us well, but he has other business to
attend.”

“I see.” Evan crossed to
her side. He slipped an arm about her waist. “Mr. Cockrell. How
interesting that you’ve come all the way across town on the off
chance we might be here in the park.”

“Lord Coventry.” Her
father inclined his chin a fraction of an inch. “Providence works
in mysterious ways.” Then he glanced at Cecil as the boy came over.
“Master Cecil.”

The boy frowned and looked an exact
replica of his father. “Have you come to bedevil my mother and
cause her more pain?” And, with more than a passing similarity to
Evan, the boy said, “I’m afraid I do not suffer fools lightly, Mr.
Cockrell, so I must ask you to leave.”

Oh my. Victoria bit her bottom lip to keep from showing
amusement. He has certainly learned
something from his
father.

“She has chosen that path
for herself,” her father replied with a tight
expression.

Despite the ugliness of
the conversation, pity for him wormed its way into her chest. He
could find redemption if only he’d see it. “Come to our ball on the
twelfth. See for yourself that the ton accepts us both and that I am
happy. Then you might feel more at ease with the situation.” How
she hoped that was true.

“Very well.” He nodded.
“Good day.” He left as quickly as he’d arrived.

“The effrontery of the
man.” Evan bristled, his free hand curled into a fist while the
fingers at her waist tightened. “I shall have words privately with
him.”

Victoria smiled. She turned her head
and glanced at him, fully aware that Cecil watched them. “Instead,
let go of your anger and spend the afternoon with me and our son.
The world doesn’t need more strife. Neither do you.” With a laugh,
she caught up his hand and forced him to relax the digits. “Is not
peace the better part of valor when you have an example to
set?”

“Perhaps you are correct.”
With a growl, he led her over to the boulder, and with his hands at
her waist, he hoisted her upon it. Then he lounged near her legs
with a shoulder resting on the side of the rock, a hand on her
ankle. Cecil scrambled up the boulder to perch beside her, his kite
abandoned on the ground.

“Good.” With the two of
them around her, she needed nothing else in the world. How lovely
it was to discover that. “Let us plan our further adventures, shall
we?”

But, Victoria’s mind wandered. Evan’s
hold on her ankle was strong. Would he hurt her if she allowed
herself to fully fall? His temper simmered just below the surface,
ready to explode, even if he’d made strides to control it. How far
did a dragon’s possessiveness go, and would he eventually hide her
from the world in the event she found fulfillment in endeavors not
directly connected to him?

Only time would tell, but she wouldn’t
surrender without a fight.


CHAPTER
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Evan growled at the ledger lying open
as well as the stack of legal documents on his desk. He slammed his
pen into its holder and glared at the closed door to his
study.

Disquiet licked through his
veins.

Need to shift, to stretch,
to feel the air in my wings. His dragon
was gripped with the same restlessness of spirit.

Not now.
He glanced at the ormolu clock on the mantle.
Nearly midnight. The rest of the house was abed, including his
wife. I still have work to do.
Though checking over his man-of-affairs’
arithmetic on the accounts or proofing court briefs didn’t
appeal.

You are bored with this
life.

Was that true?
This life is what keeps me alive.
Concentrating on such had given him the escape
he’d needed when the guilt became too heavy.

You are bored in this
moment. You want the woman.

Evan pushed to his feet.
Though it pained him to agree with his beast, in this he
did. Yes. In
frustration, he shoved every scrap of paperwork from his desk and
watched with a fair amount of satisfaction as it fluttered through
the air to litter the opulent carpet below. With the glee of a
naughty child, he pushed a marble statue of a Greek god off the
corner of his desk. It fell to the floor with a resounding thud and
when he peered over the edge of his desk he frowned. One of the
floorboards had come loose, the edge of the wood stuck up past the
fringe of the rug.

This was what happened when his beast
lurked too close. Things were broken.

After he came around the desk, he bent
down and flipped back the edge of the rug. “What the devil?” A dark
maw yawned beneath the displaced floorboard.

He yanked up the piece of hardwood. In
the space was a rolled piece of paper, tied with a bit of red satin
ribbon and sealed with green wax. In the blob was his own
crest.

Intrigued, Evan retrieved
the paper. He broke the seal, disposed of the ribbon and then
carefully unrolled the document. No sooner had he read a few lines
did he suck in a breath. His heartbeat pounded. “This is…
incredible.” Listed on the letter—from one of his ancestors to one
of his contemporaries within the ton—were the names of a handful of
other peers, titles of men who were also Cursed Lords. Apparently,
there were more cursed men than just him and his three friends. Why
hadn’t any of these men come forward to Bête Noire or at least made
their presences—and beings—known?

Dear
Lord, what if they struggled excessively
with the curse and there was no one to help them?

“I must notify Manchester
immediately.” He swiftly rolled the paper back up and then tucked
it into a desk drawer.

It can wait, human.
His dragon huffed into his mind.
You must make sense of the quagmire surrounding
you and your mate.

This is true.

In the last few days, his existence
had become idyllic, almost predictable in a good way. He’d spent
time with Cecil and Victoria, and with each passing hour, they grew
closer as a family until he couldn’t help but wonder when things
would go horribly awry. It was insanity to court such happiness and
contentment, for that was not his lot in life. His touch destroyed
the ones he held dear.

And still she hadn’t spoken of his
confession. What did she think of his beastly secret, and why
hadn’t it affected her as he’d assumed?

Perhaps it is possible she
doesn’t care one way or the other, his
dragon said with a smirk.

How could that be? Women just didn’t
accept the fact a lord—her husband—was cursed to shift into a
beast. Life wasn’t as simple as that. But she hadn’t uttered a word
about it, so he hadn’t brought it back into
conversation.

They’d continued to meet each evening
in the ballroom for dancing lessons, but Victoria’s skill in the
steps had improved since the beginning. Now they indulged in the
exercise for the joy of the activity. During the dances, they
talked of everything and nothing, centered around Cecil and not.
She’d told him of her dreams to travel around the world merely to
see the landscapes and watch how different peoples interacted, for
research purposes she’d said, for she had an idea for a new
book.

He’d lost another piece of his heart
to her that evening, for though he might have taken away her life
by his actions, he’d also given the creative side back to her with
the writing study, and it seemed that side of her brain hadn’t been
damaged in the fire.

I miss her.

His dragon snorted.
You see her every day.

No, I miss being near her,
feeling the satin of her skin, tasting her…

Careful, human. You might
wax poetic about her, and that’s a dangerous endeavor.

And it was sheer torture
to hold her in his arms during their dances knowing they hadn’t
returned to carnal play. Every brush of her legs against his
heightened his awareness. Did she not want him since knowing what
he really was? His chest constricted. I
thought this time might have been different. Now that he’d had a taste of her, his need of her had
increased exponentially. Beyond that, he wanted her friendship, her
trust, wanted merely her.

Why wouldn’t she give him a clue as to
what went through her mind?

In some ways it would have been better
had she reacted with anger or horror. The silence was
disconcerting, as was spending time with her as if nothing were
amiss. Smelling her lilac scent, reveling in the touch of her hand
when she wanted to comfort him or secure his attention. Hearing the
changes in her voice as her mood dictated. Seeing the sparkle in
her eyes when something he’d said or done pleased her. All of it
worked to further knot his confusion and keep him at sixes and
sevens.

You are in love with your
wife. Inside his head, the dragon howled
with mirth.

A reluctant grin tugged at
the corners of Evan’s mouth as he contemplated the mess on his
floor. Perhaps.
Which was why he prepared to wait for as long as it took for
Victoria to return to his bed, but patience did nothing to relieve
the ache for her now.

And that contributed to his current
agitation.

Then another, more chilling thought
occurred to him. Had the conversation with her father the other day
in Hyde Park somehow poisoned her against him?

The man is a fool, human,
who loves coin more than you do.

When his study door cracked open, he
was spared the need to respond. As the panel moved, he started. No
one dared to interrupt him here let alone come inside. Every
servant in his household knew the rules. Evan sucked in a sharp
breath when the rustle of fabric preceded his wife’s entrance. She
came inside, clad in a gown of rose satin trimmed with lace and
embroidered with rosebuds and green leaves.

“What the devil are you
doing here, Countess, and awake at this time of night?” he barked
out while surprise and a trace of anger held him in its grip. “I
thought I made it perfectly clear this room was off
limits.”

“I’m well aware of your
order. However, I was across the hall, writing. Then I became
curious about your closed door and the crack of light beneath it,
and I wished to see you…” Her eyes widened as her gaze jogged away
from him. Then her jaw dropped as she looked about her at the
treasures he’d surrounded himself with. She pushed the door closed
with a decided click.

For the first time, Evan
saw the room as another would see it. Damnation.

Wooden packing crates with antiquities
peeking through straw lay stacked against the walls. Bags of
coins—both silver and gold—rested on every flat surface, including
the floor. Jewels in velvet-lined coffins were jumbled with baubles
and jewelry. Oil paintings secured in gilt frames hung on the
walls. The rug, done in shades of green shot with golden thread
covered the floor. The green brocade of the settee and chair
cushions gleamed. The emerald velvet curtains at the windows were
trimmed with gold lamé. Riches and statues fairly dripped from each
piece of furniture. Everything within the study glittered and
filled the space with barely enough room on his desk for
paperwork.

Bloody hell. She’ll think
I’m a deranged pirate.

“Dear God, Evan.” Victoria
spun around in a slow circle, her eyes no less wide. She touched a
fingertip to a few of the baubles before facing him. “What does
this mean?”

Heat crept up the back of
his neck. “The, ah, beast hoards treasure and anything that
sparkles. I cannot stop him. At times I don’t remember where he
procured the treasures, so returning them is impossible without
alerting the whole of the ton
to my… proclivities.” When in his beast’s form,
he was powerless to halt the plundering, the crashing through
vaults, homes or institutions under the dark of midnight when the
dragon was after gold.

“You are a thief.” She
looked at him, shock filling her eyes. “I am married to a dragon
and a thief.”

“I am sorry for the
revelation. It was one of the reasons I didn’t wish you to see
this. It doesn’t reflect well on me.” He waved a hand at the stolen
goods. “And why I do so much work to help the unfortunate. It is a
way of giving back or making amends.”

“Ah, I’d wondered how that
part of your life had come about.”

“The whole mess is ironic,
really.” He crossed his arms at his chest, the hot, quick anger
that had filled him when she’d entered fading. Having her close
worked to calm him, and he endeavored to stay in her company as
much as he could. “Though stealing all of this gold is the height
of scandal, this study is the safest room in the house.”

“How?”

Evan went to a small chest containing
coins. He delved a hand into it and let the metal pieces sift
between his fingers, cool against his skin. “Dragons cannot help
hoarding gold, but it is their weakness, the only metal that
prevents a shift.”

“Do you mean that here, in
this room, you are always human?” She peeked into a golden urn.
Nothing in her demeanor indicated that she was horrified. Only
curious.

“Oh, yes. It works the
opposite way as well. If I am the beast surrounded by gold, I
cannot become a man again.” He gave into the shiver that rippled up
his spine. “I must take care, for remaining as the dragon is too
dangerous, so gold is forbidden in this house to prevent
temptation.”

“Except in here.” Again,
she cast her gaze about the room and then shook her head. “Does the
dragon have a lair or cave somewhere close by with a hoard of his
own?”

“Not that I am aware. If
he did, the threat of him remaining in control would be much
stronger than it is.”

Again, Victoria looked over the study
and its largess. “I am… gobsmacked.”

“You look it.” In fact,
her cheeks glowed with healthy, rosy color to almost match her
frock.

Give her a gift. Females
enjoy that sort of thing.

Evan smiled. He foraged through the
trinkets and treasures near one of the windows and finally opened a
small wooden box. “That color of gown is quite complimentary to
your skin tone.” Once he’d withdrawn a thin golden chain from the
box, he brought the necklace over to her position. A square-shaped
ruby, gleaming blood red in the candlelight, set in a delicate
golden cage dangled from the chain. “Allow me to enhance your
ensemble.”

“A gift from your
ill-gotten gain?” She eyed the bauble as he slipped behind her,
draped the chain around her neck, and secured the clasp at her
nape.

“Call it the whim of the
dragon. He wishes to impress you.” Gently, Evan turned her about so
that she faced him. The ruby rested in the hollow between her
collarbones, looking for all the world as if it belonged there. He
desperately wished to kiss that skin but didn’t want her to leave.
“Now that you know this deplorable and most embarrassing secret, I
shall ask again. Why are you here?”

A slow smile curved her lips and he
couldn’t help but stare at her mouth. “I want to see your beast.”
She fingered the ruby at her neck. “Please.”

Evan gawked at her. Did she truly ask
that? Not one lady had ever been interested in his dragon before.
Neither had she when they’d first been married. “That is not
advisable.”

“If you wish for me to
fully understand and accept you—”

“It would turn you off,
make you despise me,” he quickly interrupted. He dared to cup her
cheek. “I’d rather things between us remain like this, for it is
pleasant enough.”

“Evan.” Victoria placed a
hand on his chest. Determination swirled through her blue-gray
eyes. She turned her head and kissed his palm. “Show me your
beast.” Authority of a countess rang in her soft
command.

It sent queer tremors down his spine
to lodge in his length and tighten it. When had she become so
confident?

What could go wrong,
human? If she wants to meet me, let her. His dragon gloated.

I could lose everything I
have now.

Perhaps you might gain
even more. The beast stomped.
Show her. She didn’t consent to this the last
time.

Fear tightened his chest
as he stared at her. Promise me that you
won’t harm her.

You know I cannot make
such guarantees.

Evan gritted his
teeth. I won’t shift unless you
swear.

The dragon huffed into his
mind. Fine. I will not do her
harm.

“Very well.” He brushed
the pad of his thumb along her bottom lip. When her eyelids
fluttered, nearly closed, he sighed. “I will show you the dragon,
but not here. The ceiling is too confining.”

The light of excitement sprang into
her eyes. “Where?”

“Hyde Park. I’ll have the
carriage readied.” In reluctance, he eased away from her and moved
toward the door. Why did it feel as if his doom waited for them at
the end of the journey?
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Once at their destination, Evan
instructed the driver to return for them in three hours with no
questions asked. He offered Old Peter a leather purse filled with
enough coin to ensure the man’s allegiance and silence, which the
man accepted with a nod. All of his employees were well-versed in
his peculiarities; some knew of his affliction. Every last one of
them was loyal. For that he was appreciative, would fight for any
of them in return.

“Thank you,” he said into
the dark.

“A pleasure, my lord. At
least it ain’t raining. Enjoy the night.” Touching the brim of his
slouched cap, Old Peter pulled the equipage away from the curb,
leaving Evan and Victoria standing side by side with the quiet of
the air around them.

Evan guided her through the park,
following the marked path, and then with a furtive glance about, he
tugged her into the trees, not speaking as they tramped through the
vegetation. Worry clawed at his insides. Would showing her his
beast destroy the goodness they’d found in each other?

I cannot lose her
again.

“Do not fret, my lord,”
she said in a soft voice that sounded overly loud in the hush of
the park. Did she now possess the power to read minds? “I don’t
fear your beast—”

“You haven’t seen it
yet—”

“—unless it plans to
devour me,” she continued as if he hadn’t broken in. “Then I might
hope my spirit returns to haunt you for the rest of your cursed
life, for there is still much I wish to do with my
existence.”

Ah, you haunt me
already. But the spirited assertion
brought a grin to his lips despite the apprehension churning in his
gut. “What if I told you that I do, indeed, plan to devour you,
just not in the horrific way you envision?” A faint inhalation of
breath was her only response, but her hand trembled in
his.

Rather cheeky, aren’t
you? his dragon wished to know with a howl
of laughter. This assumes she’ll want to
warm your bed after she sees me. The beast
shook his head. Humans put too much
emphasis on emotions when the physical is enough.

You’re wrong, beast. So
very wrong. Again. There is a certain loveliness in being with a
female without needing to copulate with her.

Evan reeled from the thought. How much
he’d changed since having her in his life once more. So far he
needed to go to continue to keep her safe.

Eventually, they reached a spot that
was deserted and semi-concealed. “This will do nicely.” He’d used
this same section of the park to shift many times.

She squeezed his hand before letting
him go. “Will it be terrible?” A slight waver had entered her
voice.

There was no sense in lying to her.
“It is never pleasant, and the pain is quite significant. I have no
idea what it feels like to a person watching, for I’ve not shifted
in company.” Evan put a few feet of distance between them. “No
sudden moves when it’s completed. Do not do anything that will call
undue attention to yourself. Understand?”

“Yes.” Victoria nodded,
concern clouding her eyes. She wrapped her arms around her middle,
a telling testament that her anxiety was high.

Then he called forth the
shift.

Agony shot through Evan’s body as his
bones reordered themselves. Blood vessels and internal organs grew
and expanded. His nose elongated into a snout. Pain ricocheted
through his backside as a long, serpentine tail sprouted out of
nowhere. Everything hurt as he dropped to all fours; his arms and
legs becoming stout dragon legs with deadly claws. His neck
lengthened. Two knobby horns popped through his forehead. Skin
transformed into scales—black everywhere except for light green on
his underbelly. Black leathery wings unfurled and he shook them
out, flapping once and stretching.

When it was over, he stood before
her—towered over her really, for he now stood at ten feet—blinking,
his eyes much larger, his night vision as sharp as an eagle. He
swished his tail as he looked at his wife, and still, fear coiled
in his stomach. Did she think him too hideous?

Does it matter?
His dragon’s voice echoed through the bigger
head. This is what you are, what you will
always be.

“Dear God.” Victoria’s jaw
hung open for the space of a few heartbeats as she gawked at him.
“It’s true. You are a dragon.” She shook her head. “I assumed you were having me
on this whole time…”

Evan’s heart plummeted at
her words. She’d not believed him. And
now? But, of course, in his dragon form,
he couldn’t speak aloud. What if she suffered an episode? Dragons
didn’t do comforting.

“Oh, Evan,” she breathed
as she came forward with a hand extended, her eyes wide with
wonder. “This is incredible.” She laid a palm flat to one of his
front legs and his muscles flinched. “To think a creature exists
out of fantasy and story books.”

Was that… awe in her voice?

Perhaps it was you who was
wrong, his dragon gently chided
him.

In some trepidation, Evan stood as
still as he could while his wife ran her fingers over his scales.
Sharp awareness trailed in her wake.

“May I
explore?”

He nodded, not daring to hope that
she’d accept him, and he lowered his head enough that his gaze was
level to hers.

“I can hardly believe
this,” she whispered almost to herself. She put a hand on either
side of his triangular-shaped head and peered into his dragon face.
“The eyes are mostly the same. I can see you in them, recognize
your humanity.” Then she traced her fingers along the stubby horns,
stroked him over the ridges where his eyebrows used to be. “Never
lose that, for with it you still have hope.”

Victoria moved, caressing his scales
down one side of his body to his tail. Then she exclaimed over it,
touching, feeling, stroking it, dancing those magical fingers along
the raised fins. Before he could do anything, she’d darted to his
other side beneath his wing, running her palms over him. “The
wings. My goodness, I’ve never seen anything like this
before.”

In a bit of vanity, Evan held them out
for her inspection, and when she touched the thin leather, need and
desire barreled through him. Even in the form of a dragon, he
wanted her. How utterly odd. His heart thudded with
anticipation.

Show her what else we can
do, his dragon urged. He, too, grew
excited for her approval.

Snaking his neck back, Evan flicked
out his forked tongue and touched her cheek. He folded his wings,
more or less tucking her beneath one as a sort of hug, and then he
kneeled with his head cocked to the side, imploring her with his
eyes that she should climb upon his back.

No one in the whole of his history had
he trusted with such a thing. But in Victoria, it felt… right. As
if he was meant for this moment.

“You wish to fly with me?”
Victoria glanced up and down the length of him with wide eyes
filled with too many emotions for him to identify. When he nodded
his massive head, she sucked in a breath. “No wonder you spoke of
flying with such experience. I can hardly wait to feel it too.” She
hiked up her skirting, giving him a fantastic view of her
well-turned ankles and her slim calves encased in ivory silk
stockings. All too soon she’d put a foot on his leg and attempted
to hoist herself onto his back where his neck joined with his
shoulders. She faltered, slid down, but he shrugged and jostled his
body until she was more or less seated.

Damnation, but this feels
weird yet wonderful.

She wrapped each hand about a spine.
When she wriggled into a more comfortable position, Evan was
convinced he might die of ecstasy right there in Hyde Park as the
beast. “Show me something I’ve never seen before,” she urged, her
voice low and throaty and oh so tempting.

Evan snorted. He rose to his full
height, mindful of his precious cargo, but her squeal of delight
spurred him onward. Flapping his massive wings and charging through
the underbrush, he finally found enough lift to glide into the
air.

Higher and higher he went until
finally he soared over Mayfair through the midnight sky. Once he’d
gained the altitude he desired, he flew over London, hoping she
could see through the wisps of clouds.

“This is the most
incredible thing I’ve ever experienced!” Victoria hugged his neck
and clung to him. “How wonderful this is, to see the city from this
vantage point. Such a new perspective. I feel so tiny.” Her
exclamations and squeals bolstered his ego and made even his dragon
pleased with her.

While he flew past London and toward
the country, she continued her delighted babble. “You are so
powerful as you move beneath me. And all muscle. I had no idea. And
the wings! No wonder your shoulders are so broad, your presence so
commanding, the strength alone required to do this is amazing.
Keeping a whole dragon a secret in a human body must be quite a
feat.”

You have no idea,
love.

The longer he flew with her on his
back, the more hopeful he grew. Perhaps a future with her was not
only possible but was welcomed, for this time was different. There
was no trace of fear in her voice or demeanor. It appeared she
embraced his beastly side wholeheartedly.

Of course, he hadn’t shown her that he
could breathe fire and that he had been the one to ruin her life…
But then, for whatever reason this second time, when she was with
him, his anger quieted to its lowest point.

You cannot worry about
that now, human. Don’t spoil what you have. She likes me. That is
something.

Yes, indeed it was.

Eventually, Evan alighted in a meadow
somewhere in the Derbyshire countryside. He couldn’t wait another
moment to talk with his wife and see what she thought of his beast.
When she slid off his back, he called forth the shift. Moments
later, when he stood naked before her, she gawked at him again.
This time there was something at the back of her eyes that he
couldn’t quite identify but it gave him hope just the
same.

“Tell me the truth. What
do you think of my beastly half?” If, after all of this, she
rejected him soundly, he’d let her go, and this time, when he
picked up the pieces of his shattered life, he wouldn’t look
back.

“That flight… It was
amazing.” She shook her head but her grin was as bright as the sun.
“You are marvelous, Evan. Quite frankly, I’m a bit jealous that
you’re so magnificent.”

“I beg your pardon?” He
couldn’t reconcile her attitude to his own dismal thoughts, so
different were they.

Victoria snorted. “You can fly, you
great dolt. You have the means to go anywhere you wish, see the
world from fantastic heights, while I…” She shrugged. “I am
committed to remain on the ground; my only power is in my pen—I
hope. The ideas are coming, but I haven’t attempted to write in
narrative form—”

He stopped her flow of
words by taking her in his arms and crushing his mouth to hers in a
searing kiss that left them both breathless. “You may fly with me
anytime that you wish. And, by the by, the ability to pen a tale is
no slouch accomplishment. I have much faith in you. It is a special
kind of magic you possess that I don’t.” Dear God, how he needed her. Once
more he kissed her, and when she did the same to him, twining her
arms around his shoulders and layering herself against him, he
applied himself with more enthusiasm than finesse.

“Evan,” she said when he
allowed her to catch her breath. With eyes drugged and heavy with
the same passion coursing through him, she clung to him. “I
wouldn’t say nay if you wished to devour me right now.”

Bloody hell.
He lost another piece of his heart to her in that
moment. Words sat at the tip of his tongue, but his courage failed
him and he didn’t utter them. Couldn’t, for what if he was hurt
again? Instead, he laid his wife down on the dew-damp grass amidst
the fragrant grasses and wildflowers, covering her body with
his.

“What the devil did I ever
do right in my life that I was given you?” he murmured, and unable
to remain parted from her, he set about to kiss his wife senseless.
Pressed into her embrace, with her fingers furrowing through the
hair at his nape and her body soft and pliant beneath his, the
sensation of falling once more assailed him. No longer did he fear
the crash at the bottom, for she was here and she would catch
him.

She doesn’t love
you, his dragon was quick to remind
him.

There is time enough for
that. Then Evan pushed the beast from his
mind.

In those frantic kisses as he tugged
her bodice down and cupped her breasts, need and something else
flashed in her eyes, and he didn’t dare try to decipher what that
meant. With her in his life, he’d changed even if he hadn’t been
aware of it. Everything looked sharper, more colorful, washed anew,
and it was because of the woman in his arms.

He broke the kiss to trail his lips
along the underside of her jaw, over her collarbones, past the ruby
necklace to close his lips over a pert nipple. At her mewl of
pleasure, he switched his attention to the other bud and then
nipped and nibbled a path over her satiny skin until he claimed her
lips once more.

“Evan.” Victoria danced
her fingers along his shoulders, swept them over his chest to
tangle in the mat of hair there. “Love me.” The barely-there
whisper could have been lost to the breeze, so soft it was, but he
heard it and he nodded.

As if I have a choice, for
that is where is fall will end.

He returned to kissing her, making
love to her mouth, hoping that he’d made an indelible impression
upon her. As he did, he drew her skirts upward until the fabric
bunched at her waist. She wriggled beneath him, splaying her
thighs. His rampant member surged. The tip of his length glanced
over her opening, and he sucked in a steadying breath. Oh, she
wanted him and was all too primed. It was urgent he join with her
lest he find release without being buried in her honeyed
heat.

Unable to wait, Evan took possession
of her mouth once more and at the same time, he thrust into her
tight passage. He couldn’t help the sigh of contentment that left
his lips.

Her moan blended with his. She
adjusted position beneath him, pulling him to her as she wrapped
herself around him, the cradle of her hips welcoming, the warmth of
her holding him in a cocoon, shielded from the world. Only he and
she existed in this one, perfect moment. Her ragged breathing
spurred him onward, and when she arched her back, she canted her
hips and moved with him to create a dance as old as time, he was
lost.

Evan communed with her without words;
none were needed. They understood each other. She held onto him as
he concentrated on stroking into her heat with slow, measured
precision, wishing to draw the act out for as long as he could.
Deeper and deeper he plunged until they were one, joined far better
than just the mere press of bodies together.

When her cries of enjoyment
heightened, she dug her fingernails into his back, moved her hands
down his spine and clutched his arse cheeks, holding him impossibly
closer. And with every thrust, every push, tingling sensation raced
up his member and settled into his stones. Release wasn’t far off.
Victoria opened her eyes, gave him such a sultry, inviting look
that his control wavered and he increased his rhythm.

Damn but he adored his
wife.

Over and over he moved
into her body, rocking them both, crushing the fragrant grasses,
the midnight air cooling his overheated skin. In an effort to join
their souls, he drove into her oh so deep, stroking in and out in
the hopes he would be all she ever needed. She held his gaze. The
level of trust he found there left him at sixes and sevens. No
longer was there any doubt that something unfamiliar and treasured
was exchanged in that look. Then the urgency riding him changed
into voracious hunger and undeniable need. And still he thrust, his
hands on her hips as he claimed her.

Victoria’s moans blended with his; she
held him close, so close as if she wished to become one with him.
Then she shattered in his hold, and he watched her face as she
attained bliss. It was life-changing to capture that joy, see it
light her from within as she fell into release. She uttered his
name over and over like a litany, and as her inner walls contracted
around his length, he pushed through those waves, but all too soon
he surrendered to the siren song of his wife. A heated tide of
bliss washed over him so intensely that he caught his breath and
gave himself up to it.

Loath to have the exquisite pleasure
between them end, he thrust once more in an effort to prolong the
act, but he was done for. As his pulse pounded in his temples and
roared in his ears, Evan collapsed into the softness of her. He
wrapped his arms around her, rolling them both to their sides. Her
ragged breath, the wild beating of her heart, the warm silkiness of
her lulled him into a state of drowsiness and euphoria he’d never
known before with her.

How long they lay there he didn’t
know, but eventually he stirred. It wouldn’t do for a farmer or a
flock of sheep to come upon them lying in the meadow. “Come. We
must fly back to London while it remains dark.”

She stretched, her skin still flushed
from lovemaking, her hair hopelessly mused and tumbling down around
her shoulders in a picture more beautiful than anything the masters
had created. “I’m quite sad this night has to end.” Her pout nearly
became his undoing.

“Ah, Victoria, the night
is young yet.” He silently promised her that upon their return,
he’d pleasure her all over again.

Then he called for the shift, but
oddly it wasn’t as painful as it usually was, and once more he
marveled at the change of having her in his life again.
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Victoria stared unseeing into the
full-length cheval mirror as Felicity and her lady’s maid fawned at
her looks.

It had been a full week since she’d
gone flying with Evan when he’d been the dragon. A week since that
exquisite night they’d made love in the flower-filled meadow. A
week since her life had shifted yet again.

In the time since then, she and her
husband had fallen into a pattern of contentment. They would have
luncheon with Cecil and then walk with him in Hyde Park if it
wasn’t raining. If the weather was nasty, they’d slide through the
ballroom as was his wont. When he returned to the schoolroom, she
and Evan would each retire to their respective studies but would
take tea together. Afterward, he returned to work and she would
spend time with her aunt. Following dinner, there were dancing
lessons, and once the household had retired and midnight fell, Evan
would visit her rooms where they spent copious amounts of time
doing what newly married—or newly remembered—married couples did
while in varying stages of undress.

A few nights, he would take her flying
on his dragon’s back. They wandered far afield during those
rambles; never could she have enough of that exquisite sensation
when she hugged his dragon’s neck and they hurtled through the inky
darkness. Rain or fine weather, they’d fly, and she imagined all
sorts of adventures they could embark upon.

At no time during that
glorious week did she experience an episode of anxiety. Neither did
his anger bubble over. Despite their differences, they were good
for each other. No longer could she deny that she didn’t feel
anything for Evan. Was she in love with him? She hadn’t analyzed
her feelings, but the foundation had been laid. Life had been
nothing short of perfect, but now, the night of the ball had
finally arrived and she would be on display for his friends as well
as the ton.

Happiness so profound always required
payment. When would hers come due?

“My lady,” the sound of
Rose’s voice yanked her from her thoughts. “Why do you frown? Your
gown is the most wonderful thing I’ve ever seen.”

Victoria smiled for the maid’s benefit
then she turned her attention to her reflection. “Yes, it is rather
becoming, isn’t it?” Done in shades of greens, roses, and browns
and made of silk, taffeta and tulle shot with golden thread, the
fabric shimmered with each movement. The bodice dipped low but the
ivory tulle hugged her modest bosom and gave it the illusion of
being fuller. Capped sleeves fluttered at her shoulders, but with
the short sleeves, there was no hiding the burn marks and ravaged
skin. A sheer length of ivory silk fell from the shoulders to flow
like the most elegant cape. “It was worth every farthing.” The cost
had seemed scandalous during the fittings, but even she couldn’t
deny the result made her look as if she belonged on the earl’s
arm.

The maid nodded. She slipped golden
pins into Victoria’s twisted, braided, and upswept hair. The ends
of the pins featured tiny golden butterflies with diamond accents.
“What must it feel like to wear such finery,” she
murmured.

That struck Victoria as funny. She
giggled. “Perhaps later I shall let you put it on so you can
experience this, too.” Something clicked over in her brain but
didn’t wriggle into her consciousness. Why did it feel as if she’d
said that to someone before?

“I couldn’t, my lady.” The
maid’s eyes were large.

Beside her, Felicity chuckled. “That
will be all, Rose.” When the maid slipped from the room, the other
woman continued. “You are everything lovely.”

“Thank you.” Victoria
smiled. “I adore your gown, too.” Felicity had chosen a gown with
simple lines made of gold satin and organdy. “Your brother will
scowl at the color.”

“Most assuredly he will,
but I learned long ago not to let him bully me.” Her eyes, so much
like her brother’s, twinkled. “He told you his secret?”

“Yes.”

“I assumed that he did,
for the two of you have been thick as thieves in recent days.” Her
smile was full of pleasure. “You are not put off by the revelation?
I did hope that you and Evan would have a different outcome this
time in your union.”

“While I’ll admit it was
rather a shock seeing him transform, his beast is nothing short of
magnificent.” She returned the smile. “He takes me on flights
sometimes.”

“How fortunate you are,
and he must trust you with his life. When Evan was a young man, I
begged him to take me flying, but he refused, fearing my safety.”
Felicity fussed with the back of Victoria’s gown. “What does such a
thing feel like?”

“There are truly no
words.” She glanced in the mirror. Her eyes shone with the raptures
found in soaring above the clouds and reflected more blue than
gray. “What care I for the rumors about it when he gifts me with
such an experience?” Her heart skipped a beat. He didn’t have to
share that world with her, but he had, and it humbled
her.

“Oh, I knew the moment you
returned that things would go differently this time.” Felicity
hugged her. “It has been pleasant not having him grumble or scowl
over the breakfast table. You will turn heads tonight, and not just
for the gown.”

Victoria’s grin died. She
held Felicity’s gaze in the cheval glass. “What if Evan’s friends
don’t like me, or I don’t fit into the world of the
ton? After all, these
last past weeks I’ve basically remained in this house or gone out
with Cecil.” Fingers of worry tightened around her throat. “What if
being his countess is not for me?” Anxiety clawed at her insides
and her breathing accelerated.

“Shh.” Felicity stroked a
hand down her back. Obviously Evan had told his sister how to
soothe her. “If any of that were true, you would have felt it early
on.”

Before Victoria could respond, her
aunt entered the dressing room.

“My dear, you shall do
splendidly like you have all along.” She came close and placed a
light kiss on her cheek. “Which means you don’t need me
underfoot.”

“You’re leaving me?” The
news added to the panic swirling through Victoria’s body.
“But…”

“Hush now.” Her aunt
exchanged a look with Felicity. “After the ball tonight, I am going
home. It’s rather staid around here and you have other… matters to
occupy your attention.” She winked and heat went through Victoria’s
cheeks. “I miss my rooms and the ladies of my set. And…” Guilt
lined her wrinkled face. “I have taken one last post.”

“Oh?” She grabbed onto the
lady’s hand. “Where?”

“The marquess you were
slated for.” Her aunt smiled. “I miss the work and having charges.
A life of leisure, like I have here, isn’t for me.” She patted
Victoria’s cheek. “Forgive me?”

“Always.” Victoria hugged
the older lady. Perhaps she hadn’t relied on her aunt as much in
recent days, for Evan had filled the role without her realizing it.
“Enjoy yourself tonight, but visit me often.”

“I will, on both counts.”
Her aunt pulled away. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I want to go
downstairs and look over the refreshment table before the crowds
pick it clean.”

Once she left, Victoria blinked to
keep tears at bay. She picked up a pair of white, elbow-length
gloves from a nearby table. “Everything is changing so quickly,”
she murmured as she began the process of drawing on the garments.
“How am I to survive?”

“As you’ve always done,
with determination and bravery,” Felicity promptly responded. “You
shall be the toast of the ton
tonight. And in much demand. Everyone will wish
for a dance with the countess who returned from the dead. Mark my
words.”

“I quite agree.” Their
attention bounced to Evan as he entered the room. “However, I’m not
certain I shall relinquish her for that many dances. She’s mine.”
His voice rumbled through the air and tickled Victoria’s inside. As
always, his presence overtook the space until all she saw was him,
and his rugged, outdoors scent filled her nose. When he joined them
at the mirror, he looked at his sister. “I require a moment alone
with my wife.”

For a fraction of a second, no one
else existed in the room except him. Dressed in requisite black
evening clothes, the dark trousers and tailcoat made him even more
handsome and highlighted the virile planes and angles of his form.
The ivory and rust satin of his waistcoat fairly gleamed in
contrast. He’d tamed his raven hair with a light touch of pomade,
parted to the side and above his collar points, the rugged cut of
his jaw fairly begged for her touch.

“Evan,” she breathed,
awareness for him rippling over her skin and throbbing between her
thighs.

“Very well. I’ll do as you
ask, but only because my presence here is suddenly not wanted.”
Felicity grinned, squeezed Victoria’s arm and then left. The door
quietly clicked closed behind her.

“Do not worry over
tonight,” Evan said in a soft voice. He led her away from the
mirror and took her into his arms. Immediately, a sense of peace
and safety enveloped her. He surrounded her, protected her. “We
have practiced dancing enough times that you are a natural. I
promise not to leave your side unless you will it.” Gently, he
claimed her lips, the kiss so tender and feather-weighted it
brought tears to her eyes. All the while, he stroked his hands up
and down her back. The anxiety melted away as it always did when he
came near.

“I wish we didn’t have to
go downstairs.” Victoria clung to him and kissed him with every
ounce of feeling currently surging through her. “Too many things
can go wrong.”

“Instead, consider all of
those that can go right.” He pulled away, but his eyes were dark
with need. “You need jewelry to complete your ensemble.” Emotions
graveled his voice as he swept his gaze up and down her person. “In
the event you wondered, you are exquisite in that mix of
colors.”

Warm pleasure slid over
her. “I had the gown done in these colors to match your eyes… at
least the green parts.” The confession had heat stinging her
cheeks. “They are truly captivating.” Good
heavens, girl, now you’re mooning about your husband’s eyes?
She laughed, but it sounded nervous to her own
ears. Suspecting she might love him, she opened her mouth to speak,
but her anxiety kept her from uttering the words sitting at the tip
of her tongue. Fear and doubt were too strong. What if he abandoned
her again?

“Ah, if you are waxing
poetic about my eyes, then relations between us must have turned a
corner.” His hand shook as he tugged a silver necklace from the
pocket of his waistcoat. Three oval-shaped emeralds, each a half
inch in height, winked in the candlelight, and all were nestled in
delicate silver settings.

Victoria stared at it, dwarfed in his
large hand then she shifted her gaze to his face. “Is that from
your ill-gotten gains?”

“No.” He moved behind her
and slipped the trinket around her neck. The metal and stones were
cool against her skin. “Felicity told me what color your gown was.
I had the piece commission on a rush, exclusively for you.” His
voice caught. “I should have given you such things the last
time…”

“Oh, Evan.” Victoria
turned. She threw her arms around him and hugged him. “I don’t
require jewels. I only want your love.” It wasn’t something they’d
discussed during their time together, but it hovered on the
periphery.

His Adam’s apple bobbed. “I think you
know how I feel about you. Or at least you can guess after this
last week.”

Fear and doubt kept her mouth shut.
Why wouldn’t he just say what he felt aloud? Perhaps it would allow
her to do the same. How could she be so uninhibited with her praise
when he was the dragon, but to him as a man she was
mute?

Without an answer and knowing words
failed her, Victoria lifted on her toes and kissed him. “Thank you.
These past weeks… Nothing I can say is good enough.”

Evan nodded. “This is also for you.”
He held up a matching bracelet, and taking her arm, he clasped it
around her right wrist. “It is beautiful, but it is no comparison
to you.”

Her heart skipped a beat as she held
out her wrist to admire the bauble. “Until everyone downstairs
looks at my skin above the edge of my glove.” She glanced at the
part of her scarring visible between her glove and the capped
sleeve. “They will whisper and stare. They will remember what
happened all those years ago and wonder.” Panic rose in her throat,
threatening to strangle her. The edges of her memory tingled as if
trying to poke through a fog, but nothing came to light.

“My friends are not like
that. Your imperfections are nonexistent. They will only see you—my
wife, the woman I cannot wait to present.”

The confidence in his voice and
demeanor didn’t transfer to her. “I don’t think I can do this.”
With a moan, she pressed her gloved fingers to her mouth. She
stared at him as her chest tightened. “I don’t wish to disappoint
you.”

“There is never a danger
of that.” Evan cupped her cheek and tilted her head back until
their gazes connected. “Whenever you feel anxious, keep your focus
on me. I won’t let you fall.”

Victoria trembled from his touch. The
longer she peered into his eyes, the more she wanted to drown in
those cool, green depths. “Somehow, I believe you.” She curled the
fingers of one hand into his cravat. “Are you quite certain you
wouldn’t rather take me flying over London, far from here and the
crush and the noise and the whispers?”

His laughter swept away the clinging
panic. “You know me well, love. And I promise, once we’ve made
enough of an appearance at this event, I shall spirit you from the
ballroom and under cover of the night, I will shift. We will take
to the skies, and I will fly you anywhere you wish to
go.”

“I look forward to it.”
Then she sighed. “Shall we go down?”

“It is expected since the ball cannot
officially open until we lead the assembly out in a dance.” He held
out an arm. “It will all turn out right.”

“I trust you.” Victoria
slipped her hand into the crook of his elbow. “I only wish I
trusted myself.”

They opened the ball with a waltz, and
once she was in Evan’s arms, the world disappeared as he whisked
her over the floor with her skirts swirling about them and the
soothing rumble of his voice in her ear.

When it was over, he drew her to the
top of the dance floor and called for attention.

“I am pleased to announce
that my wife has returned to me after many years thought deceased.
Please welcome her back into the ton and know there is nothing I
treasure more than my bride, Victoria.”

As polite applause broke out around
the room, heat slapped at her cheeks from the attention as much as
Evan’s truthful words. Then the crowd surged around them offering
congratulations.

Evan beamed as two couples lingered
when the rest fell away. “Victoria, this is the Duke and Duchess of
Manchester, as well as the Earl and Countess of Devon. They are
some of my dearest friends.” Her mind reeled trying to memorize the
names. “The men are also fellow Lords of the Night.”

She gawked at the people standing
before her. In a lowered voice, she asked, “You are cursed the same
as Evan?”

“We are,” the duke with
chestnut hair confirmed with a smile. “However, I think of it as an
affliction rather than a curse, for life is grand enough even with
that designation.”

When Evan smiled and nodded, she was
lost. Perhaps she might fit into his world after all.
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Evan’s chest swelled with pleasure as
Victoria chatted with his friends and their wives. The ladies
seemed to take to her with alacrity while the men, though curious,
remained polite, no doubt wishing to question her at
length.

“Manchester is expecting
his first child in late spring,” Evan explained in a whisper near
her ear. “He is a wolf shifter while Devon is a
vampire.”

“I can hardly believe it.”
She smiled up at him while he slipped an arm about her
waist.

On the dance floor behind him, a
country reel struck up and couples moved through the opening steps.
He ignored the commotion in favor of watching his wife interact
with his friends.

“Out of all the men here,
you two are the only ones I’ll grant permission to for dancing with
my wife,” he said with a smile.

The duke snorted. “Showing your
possession rather early in the conversation, aren’t you, Coventry?”
He jostled Evan’s shoulder. “Have you forgotten that I am a duke
and can dance with whomever I please…without your
permission?”

“You can try,” Evan said
in what he hoped was a pleasant tone, but then ruined the image of
nonchalance by following the statement with a growl.

“This is one fight I’m not
inserting myself into,” the Earl of Devon said with a wide grin and
a speaking glance at his wife. Then he looked at Victoria.
“Countess, if you can manage to tear yourself away from your
overbearing husband, I would be delighted to take you about the
floor.”

“Thank you. I look forward
to it.” Victoria smiled. Her eyes sparkled in the
candlelight.

“Come. Let us leave the
men to their posturing and questions,” Devon’s wife said and
latched onto Victoria’s arm. “Alice and I will take you under our
wings. We shall also tell you the stories of how we won the hearts
of our heroes.”

With a glance at him, Victoria moved
off with the ladies, and in their colored gowns they resembled a
bouquet of flowers. Their blended laughter drifted back to his
location.

“I see you’ve both
corrupted your women and now they think to do the same to mine,” he
joked and plucked a flute of champagne from the silver tray of a
passing servant.

The duke snorted with hilarity. “The
ladies possess strong wills of their own. There is no corruption
there, only genuine concern for your wife’s welfare.”

From the corner of his eye, Evan spied
a familiar duo. He turned his head and bit back a groan. Victoria’s
parents had arrived. “Damnation.”

“What?” Devon came closer
and followed his gaze. “Trouble?”

“Probably not. Just an
annoyance.” He narrowed his eyes. “Victoria’s parents.”

“Ah, so then the family is
back together and rejoicing?”

Evan watched the couple until they
disappeared into the drawing room. “Not exactly. Mr. Cockrell
doesn’t trust me or like me by half. And what’s more, from the
hints Victoria has given me, I fear he knows of my true
nature.”

A worried expression lined the duke’s
face. “Has he threatened you?”

“Not outright.” He shook
his head. “Though I believe he works to undermine my authority and
my relationship with Victoria.”

“Then don’t let him. Rout
him instead.” The familiar voice distracted Evan enough that he
turned around.

“Mountgarret! How
wonderful to see you.” Evan extended a hand to his friend, and the
viscount heartily shook it. “I didn’t think you’d return to Town
for at least another two weeks.”

The redheaded man shrugged. Gone was
the melancholy he’d had before he’d left London. “I heard some
scuttlebutt that your wife came back from the grave. I couldn’t
miss that, now could I?”

“So, the prospect of a
ghost has brought you into the ton’s fold when nothing else could
accomplish that?” Evan arched an eyebrow but he grinned.

“Ha! Hardly.” The
viscount’s turquoise eyes gleamed with wicked intent. “I mainly
wished to make certain you’d made the right decision and that you
don’t intend to repeat a past mistake.” Then he moved, revealing a
dainty, pretty blonde—his wife. “You remember Phoebe?”

“I do.” He took possession
of the woman’s hand and brought it to his lips. “Nice to see you
again, Viscountess.” When his friend had married the woman after
knowing absolutely nothing about her other than she’d held a
position at Bête Noire, Evan had been shocked and had reserved a
fair amount of wariness in the logic, but their smiles convinced
him the match was successful. “My wife is the one in green and
brown, surrounded by the handful of ladies over there.” He waved a
hand in the direction the woman had moved.

“Thank you, Lord Coventry.
I shall introduce myself.” She moved away, her yellow gown clinging
to her voluptuous form, and causing more than a few male gazes to
follow her progress.

These are not
men, his dragon complained.
These… humans who go soft at the sight of a
woman, who put their needs above all others.

Evan tamped down on the
urge to roll his eyes. That is what
happens when one finds their mate, beast. It is one of the best
things of being human.

Mates are for bedding, for
furthering the line.

Oh, no. Mates—life
mates—are for standing beside you through thick and thin,
supporting you no matter what, working to become better people…
together.

The dragon huffed into his
mind. I grow bored with this. You are on
your own.

Once the viscountess left and his
dragon went silent, Evan caught the eye of his closest friend, who
smirked. “What?”

“You say ‘my wife’ with
enough pride that you might burst from it.”

Devon was quick to agree. “There is a
certain attitude present with you now. A look, a way of standing,
the tendency for your gaze to stray to her.” He winked. “Methinks
something grand is afoot.”

For the first time, Evan felt as if he
fit in with his married chums. No longer was he on the outside
looking in. He couldn’t help his grin or the heat on the back of
his neck. “Perhaps.” They didn’t need to know the details or the
fact that he still harbored doubts and fears.

Mountgarret made a show of
peering into his face. He laughed and the smile lit his whole face.
“You are in love
with her.” His laughter increased. “The sullen and moody Lord
Coventry is in love with his wife.”

“I won’t deny it.” It felt
exceedingly good to finally have the secret out and his friends
know. “But it also terrifies me. For I wasn’t the last time. I know
that now, which raises the stakes exponentially. It’s a rather
weighty responsibility and there’s every reason the whole thing
could go wrong.”

Manchester clapped a hand on his
shoulder. “The terror passes. Let it go. Embrace what else love
brings instead.”

The viscount nodded. “Does she return
the sentiment? Accept your beast?”

“It is my hope that she
does.” Briefly, he told them of the times he took her flying as the
dragon, how she utterly adored the beast, couldn’t get enough of
it, but there had been no words of love exchanged between them.
Every time he thought she might say something, or he felt the need
to, she ran from him or the moment passed. “If the weather remains
clear tonight, I’ll take her outside, beneath the full moon and
tell her everything that is in my heart.” She deserved that, but
the prospect of appearing so vulnerable before her had sweat
plastering his shirt to his back.

“For the romance factor?
The moon is wasted if you think to break the curse now.”

Evan snorted. “I know that. And yes,
for the romance of it all. Perhaps we shall practice for the night
I can truly lift the curse.”

Devon’s eyes widened. “That is still
your plan?”

“Oh yes. On this I won’t
budge. For my son’s sake and to keep Victoria as well as my sister
safe, I will prevail.” Strangely, his dragon remained
silent.

The earl nodded. “I wish you
well.”

“Thank you.” Then he
shifted his attention to the duke. “By the by, Manchester, I came
upon something quite odd the other day in my study. I found a paper
hidden away beneath a floorboard. The document contained the names
of additional cursed men in the ton, another handful of Cursed
Lords.”

His friends all stared at him in
varying degrees of shock and disbelief.

“How is this possible?”
Manchester asked. “I suppose it could be, of course, but why
haven’t they come forward or visited Bête Noire?”

“There could be many
reasons. But the more pressing concern is that these men are out
there, perhaps struggling with the curse, perhaps living in the
darker shadow of it without the support that we have known. Do we
have an obligation to help them, bring them into our segment of
society?”

Mountgarret shrugged. “And can they be
rehabilitated if they’ve let their beasts take over?”

The duke frowned. “Let me ponder the
possibilities. Now that Mountgarret has returned to Town, we shall
call a meeting soon and discuss it. If we all will it, I shall
begin sending out letters of invitation.”

One by one, the men nodded.

Fearing that maudlin thoughts would
overtake them, Evan waved a hand. “This night is for celebration.
Go, enjoy yourselves. Take your wives out on the floor and charm
them with a dance or two. Imbibe on fine spirits.” He glanced at
his own spouse. She stood apart from the other ladies—who chatted
gaily near the refreshment table—her attention was riveted on a
candle that had caught a lady’s trailing sleeve on fire. A couple
of footmen promptly put out the threat with no disruption to the
room at large, but the damage had been done.

He saw it in Victoria’s posture as her
eyes grew wide and emotions flitted over her face with rapid-fire
precision and she pressed a hand to her heart.

His own heart sank. “Devil
take it. Her memories are returning…” And she knew. His whole life began to
crumble at the foundation, and this time the sensation of falling
wasn’t pleasant, for he hurtled toward the ground and she wouldn’t
be there to break his fall.

“Stay strong and
committed,” Mountgarret urged as he followed Evan’s gaze. “If you
think what you share is worthy, fight for it—fight for
her.”

“I will, but I had hoped
to avoid this particular bit.”

Devon snorted. “Don’t we all? Perhaps
episodes like these try our mettle, and if we are worthy, we win
the lady and the life.”

“Perhaps.” Of course it
had all been too easy. As she’d said before, early in the
relationship, why have a union with no friction? When he’d married
her, they argued almost constantly and his anger was always
simmering. Since she’d come back with a certain confidence and
direction, they somehow understood each other, and there was an
acceptance there that had been missing before. The difference was
pleasant. Is this what love did,
then? Threaten to break a man when he’d
finally found peace? “I must go.”

“I’m hoping for the best
of outcomes,” the viscount murmured quietly.

“As am I.” With cold
tendrils of fear twisting through his gut, Evan navigated his way
through the ballroom until he reached her side. “Victoria?” He put
a hand to the small of her back, but she flinched and stepped away.
She was too pale, her eyes too large and haunted. “Are you
well?”

She faced him, the truth
in her gaze, in the quiver of her chin. “You.” The accusation in her
low-pitched voice cut through him with the accuracy of a heated
knife. “You caused the fire that nearly killed me. You are the
reason my skin is scarred and my memories scattered.” Her voice
went shrill, scraping over the notes of the music. More than a few
heads turned in their direction.

“I won’t discuss this
here.” Evan grabbed her upper arm in a tight grip and shuttled her
from the room, ignoring questioning glances from the couples he
passed. There was no time to waste; he had to effect damage
control. “It is not what you think,” he whispered even as his heart
shriveled and hid behind the ruins of the wall he’d once erected
around it. While she attempted to pull from his grasp, he escorted
her into the drawing room—the same room that he’d given her the
damning evidence of their union. Then he released her but found her
gaze with his. “Hear me out, please. Let me explain.”

She scuttled away from him a few
steps. “You can breathe fire while you’re the beast, Evan.” Horror
shadowed her eyes. “That makes all the difference.”

“Yes, but—”

“You didn’t tell me. Not
once during any of the times I was present when you shifted.” Her
voice ramped up another notch.

He cringed. This wasn’t going well. “I
didn’t want to turn you against me by—”

“You didn’t want me to
remember!” Her chest heaved with the force of her outburst. Tears
sparkled in her eyes.

Annoyance flared in his blood. “No,
I’d hoped you wouldn’t recall that particular incident, for it
didn’t reflect well on either of us, and after these last few
weeks, when everything was better, I—”

“No.” She shook her head,
the diamonds on the butterfly pins in her hair twinkling the in
candlelight. “The fact is I do
remember, at least some of that night.” Pain
clouded her eyes and her hands shook so that she clasped them in
front of her. “When I saw that fire just now in the ballroom,
something in my brain clicked. Pieces of scenes, like dreams,
flitted through my head.”

“Victoria, please stop.
None of it matters now.” Evan approached her, ever cautious, but
she held up a hand and he halted.

“Oh, it matters enough
that you lied about it.” Her breath came hard and fast, rasping
into the quiet. Her eyes were wide as she stared at him but looked
inward. “Your temper flared that night. We argued; we always
fought. You refused to calm.”

The annoyance flowing through his
veins turned to white hot anger. Evan curled a hand into a fist as
rage welled in his chest. “We argued that night because you
wouldn’t accept all me—beast included. You told me we’d made a
mistake by marrying and that you hated me for dooming our brand new
son to the curse.” Fear clawed at his heart for even uttering the
words. They’d both been at fault for the events that night, but the
years between hadn’t softened what had happened.

Would he lose her again, this time
forever?

Twin spots of color blazed on her
cheeks. “Earlier that night, you had showed me your beast…” Her
chin quivered. “You’d stormed through Hyde Park. Went after a horse
and rider… When the man fell off the animal, you ate the horse…”
She clutched at her neck and retreated a few steps.

Damnation.
When laid out like that, it sounded demented,
horrible. His world spun. He clutched the wood trim on the back of
a sofa to remain upright. “You refused to listen to me regarding my
beast so I took you out, showed you so you would understand.” He
forced a hard swallow into his throat. “My dragon took over. I
couldn’t control him. After he’d devoured the horse…” He shook his
head. That portion of the night was fuzzy. “I don’t know, but you’d
fled. I had to give chase.”

“I was frightened.
Terrified, really. I thought you meant me harm, that I would die in
the park.” She swayed on her feet, and despite their conversation,
Evan closed the distance, willing his anger to fade.
I’m not that man any longer. He meant to protect her from the world, from herself—from
him, but he let her continue working through those memories. “I ran
back here, but I hated you for putting our newborn son—and me—in
harm’s way, for it would only take one time. If the beast was more
powerful…”

“Don’t you think it is
terrifying for me as well?” he asked in a soft voice. “I worry over
that every day I’m alive, and I try to do everything in my power to
prevent such a scenario.”

She blinked and refocused
on him. Did she truly see him this time? “Oh, Evan.” Then she
gasped and once more her eyes held that vacant stare as if she were
looking inward. “It was my
fault.” Horror rode that statement and it chilled
his blood.

“Tell me.” They might as
well make a full confession.

“I…” Her whole body shook.
Tears fell to her cheeks as she stared at him, her breathing
labored as she battled an anxiety attack. “The night of the fire…
what happened afterward. It was my fault.”

“Victoria, please.”
Emotions graveled his voice. The notes of music and gaiety drifted
to his ears from the party down the hall—a startling juxtaposition
from what occurred in this room. “Tell me, for I’ve long wondered
about that night too.” He grabbed her gloved hands and held
tight.

Perhaps now he’d have his answers and
the memories would cease to haunt him.

She panted, still shaking, and a thin
sheen of perspiration formed on her upper lip, but she clung to his
hands, so that had to mean something. “I’d befriended my maid. She
was the only one who kept me company when you were gone on business
or…”

“…away from home letting
the beast have his head,” he finished quietly. A quick glance at
the door made him pause. He hadn’t closed it. Anyone passing
through the corridor could hear their conversation.

“Yes.” Victoria nodded.
The emeralds in her bracelet winked as her hands shook in his. “We
enjoyed exchanging clothes and pretending to swap lives. It was a
private joke between us that no one knew.” Briefly, she closed her
eyes. The delicate tendons in her throat worked with a hard
swallow. “We indulged in play acting that night after I’d returned
home from the park and needed a distraction. As the baby slept, we
switched clothing.” Another torrent of tears fell at her
confession.

Now he understood how the
mistaken identity had come about. His heart went out to her, this
poor lost woman who’d carried the weight of guilt for far too long…
the same as him. “It wasn’t your fault.” His voice was raw,
painful, filled with words he needed to say but couldn’t. Not now.
“It’s my fault. I
started that fire, in my study. It didn’t contain the hoard of
treasure and gold then. When I returned to the house after you, I
was in a rage, couldn’t control it. I once more transformed into
the beast and in my anger, I breathed fire…”

And destroyed
everything.

But her declaration wasn’t over. “The
fire burned so hot, so big, my maid and I didn’t have time to
change back into our own clothing, and we were in the private
parlor besides. I tried, I really did, to return down the hall to
our rooms in order to fetch the baby.” Her words were almost
incoherent due to her tears.

“Hush.” Evan pulled her
into a loose embrace, not knowing what else to do. “We have
survived. That’s what matters.”

But she apparently wished to make a
full confession. “I remember the heat, the incredible heat.” Her
voice was muffled by his jacket. “Debris fell in the hall, burned
my arm. Something heavy hit my head. The world went woozy and
dark.” Panic threaded through her voice and the tears fell. “I
stumbled, spent a few minutes dazed in that burning hall, but I
couldn’t remember what I was doing or where I was—who I was. The
only thing I knew was that the house was burning and I had to
escape.”

His mind reeled with what had happened
and he held her closer. Perhaps the maid, dressed as his wife, had
indeed reached their rooms, but he hadn’t seen her through the
smoke when he’d grabbed the baby. “I am so incredibly sorry,” he
whispered as he stroked a hand down her back. “But it is in the
past. We have something much more valuable between us now. Let’s
focus on that.” Why couldn’t he say the words she needed to
hear?

“No.” Victoria struggled
in his arms. He immediately released her when she pushed at his
chest. “I cannot do this again.” She lifted her watery gaze to his,
the lashes framing those blue-gray eyes spiked with moisture. “You
are too dangerous. You’ll hurt me.” She back away, fear evident in
her expression. “You’ll hurt Cecil. I cannot let that happen.” She
spun about and fled from him, tearing out of the room as if ghosts
of the past haunted her.

Perhaps they did.

“Victoria!” Evan raced
after her, careening down the corridors and scattering party guests
as he went. He passed her mother, considered asking her for help
but then thought the better of it. Best not to involve others that
would add unneeded stress. “We have come so far this time. It’s not
the same.” Fear held his heart in a vice-like grip. The horror of
being abandoned circled through his gut. History would
not repeat itself. He
slammed down the stairs, calling her name. The flash of green
skirting disappeared around a corner and he gave chase.

I have to make her
understand everything has changed, that I love her, and that is the
key.

Bloody hell, human.
His dragon raged into his mind.
I leave you alone for a half hour and when I come
back, all hell has broken loose. You’ve ruined
everything.

I know, but by God, I will
fix it this time or die trying.

“Victoria!”

His forward momentum was brought to a
halt near the entrance hall as Mr. Cockrell stepped into his
path.

“Give the gel space and
time, my lord,” the man cautioned in an unusually solicitous voice.
“Get some air and cool your anger. There’s time enough to patch
things up.”

Evan blinked. He scowled at the man,
but there was a certain amount of sense in what he’d said. “Perhaps
you’re right.”

“Of course I am. She’s
always been headstrong.” Mr. Cockrell guided him down the hall and
then out of the townhouse. When the butler offered a protest, Evan
shook his head.

“Make sure that the
countess is looked after. Tell Felicity or her aunt she’s having an
episode.”

“And please have a
carriage brought ‘round for my wife. She is tired and wishes to go
home,” Mr. Cockrell added.

Once outside, Evan lifted his face to
the inky darkness of the heavens. Yes, the night had remained clear
enough that the full moon shone brightly in the navy expanse. Stars
twinkled like spilled diamonds. The romance of the evening was
wasted, for nothing mattered if he didn’t have his wife.

His chest ached.
I need her as much as she needs me.
Now he knew what their marriage had lacked the
last time beyond love. They both had different strengths that
blanketed the failings and holes they each possessed. Acceptance
and understanding did wonders to build the bridge and glue their
broken pieces together.

“I have to find her,” he
said, and as he turned around to return to the house, pain exploded
at the back of his head. With a moan, he tumbled to his knees, his
vision blurring and his mind spinning.

From somewhere behind him came the
words, “Now I can finally rid myself of the abomination you are. I
have long wished for this day...”

Then, with a faint protest as he
glanced back at the wavering form of Mr. Cockrell, Evan slumped
face forward onto the pavement and darkness claimed him.
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Victoria passed a sleepless night. Now
that the morning had arrived and her head was clear, she wanted to
make amends with Evan.

However, when she crept down the hall
shortly after dawn on the rainy, murky morning following the ball,
she couldn’t shake the cold foreboding that played up and down her
spine. At his door, she paused. No one stirred on this level of the
house. Perhaps that was just as well, for what would she say after
disrupting the ball he’d thrown in her honor?

When she pressed the brass handle and
the door swung open, she peeked inside. His bed was empty and the
room felt cold and barren. Nary a candle burned in the bedchamber
or the sitting room beyond. Neither was there a fire in the
hearth.

Where was he? Perhaps he’d chosen to
spend the night in his study. Stifling a sob, she quickly fled. The
skirts of her night rail and silken wrapper swirled about her
ankles as she hurried downstairs to that most guarded of
sanctuaries.

Just like his bedchamber, the study
was devoid of his presence. Not even a trace of his scent remained;
the papers on his desktop stacked and orderly.

Oh, Evan, where are
you?

Those horrible memories that had
surfaced in her mind the night before mocked her now. They’d both
been responsible for the tragedy of the fire, and knowing he’d
shouldered the burden of guilt for so many years by himself left
her gasping for breath.

This time she’d remained for the
aftermath of the quarrel, only it hadn’t truly been an argument.
She’d relayed the part she’d played that night and he… Victoria
swallowed the lump of tears sitting in her tight throat. He’d been
everything good and kind by trying to comfort her, reiterating that
it wasn’t her fault and that what was between them was worth what
they’d been through.

And she’d run from him anyway out of
fear.

That didn’t change the
fact he was gone, missing from the townhouse, and that most
assuredly was her
fault. She’d rejected his overtures, and she couldn’t imagine how
that made him feel. A sob rose in her chest. Victoria pressed a
hand over her heart where that organ threatened to break. Had he
fled in order to quell and control his anger so history wouldn't
repeat itself? She’d certainly accused him of wishing to do her
harm.

“I’m so sorry,” she
whispered and the sound seemed overly loud in the yawning silence.
“Please come home.”

Lost and worried, Victoria drifted
into the breakfast room, hoping that perhaps Evan had wished for
nourishment and coffee. But her husband wasn’t there. Only the
housekeeper and Drayton, his valet, occupied the cozy space, and
both wore matching expressions of concern.

“Have either of you seen
the earl this morning?” Though she knew the answer, she steeled
herself for the confirmation.

The housekeeper Mrs. Paisley, a short,
stout matron with iron gray curls poking out beneath a mobcap,
shook her head. “I haven’t seen him since yesterday morning. He was
quite busy with preparations for the ball.” She bobbed her head and
her double chin quivered with a grin. “He dotes on you, my lady,
wished for everything to be just so.”

The heat of embarrassment stung
Victoria’s cheeks. “He is missing.” She swayed and the valet rushed
forward to guide her into a chair. “Or at least I suspect he
is.”

Drayton poured her a cup of coffee and
placed it in front of her. The rich aroma, though comforting,
couldn’t entice her into picking it up. “His bed wasn’t slept in. I
haven’t seen him since I helped him dress for the ball.”

“Oh, no.” She plucked at
the end of her braid while her chest tightened. The ache around her
heart intensified. “Do you think he’s out there somewhere as the
dragon?” Then she gasped and shot a look between the two. “Please
tell me you know of his affliction.”

“We do, dearie.” Mrs.
Paisley patted her shoulder. “Do not work yourself into an episode.
I’m sure that wherever he is, the earl is well.”

“But he’s not here, and
that is what concerns me.” Victoria pushed the cup of coffee from
her. “May I have some tea instead?”

“Of course. Would you like
me to fix you a breakfast plate in the meantime?”

“No.” The thought of food
turned her stomach. “But thank you.”

The housekeeper exchanged a look with
Drayton. “I’ll be a minute.”

Victoria glanced at the valet. “Please
sit. I find I’m at sixes and sevens just now, and I don’t wish you
to stand on ceremony.” She waved to a chair next to her at the
round table. “I feel dreadful enough. If you wish to bestow
judgment upon me, at least I can see you do it.”

“I would never do that, my
lady.” The blond man pulled out the chair and slipped into it,
clearly ill at ease with such informality. “Why are you concerned?
Lord Coventry often goes from the house for days at a
time.”

“This is true, but we were
in the middle of an argument, or rather my damning confession about
the night of the fire.” Tears sprang into her eyes and she blinked
them away. “I ran from him when he offered solace.” She stifled a
sob. “I should have trusted him, but I couldn’t think past the fear
that he might lose himself to the beast.”

“There is always that
possibility, my lady, but take it from one who has been with him
since the beginning. He has exerted more control over that side of
himself recently than he ever has before.” Drayton folded his hands
upon the tabletop. “You must understand that the earl is
argumentative by nature and by trade. It is his duty as a solicitor
to unearth every possibility and see every way of looking at a
problem.”

“Is that what I am to him,
a problem?” She slumped in her chair.

“No.” The valet leaned
forward with his hands resting on his knees. “After his confliction
upon finding you alive when he thought you dead, the earl has made
an effort to win you.” He lapsed into silence, finally broken with
a sigh. “This time with you gone have taken a toll on him. He
mourned for many years, not only for you but for the failed
marriage. It cuts him to the quick that you still refuse to accept
him as he is.”

Guilt pressed in on her.
“Meaning?” But she knew. Of course she did. Hadn’t she debated about it with herself
over the last week?

“At the risk of being
sacked, I’m going to speak candidly.” He met her gaze. Concern
clouded those lake blue depths. “My lady, you currently enjoy a
life made from everything the earl has done, every ounce of toil he
does for the title, all the work he gives as a solicitor; he built
this life for you and the boy. He gives freely his protection and
his love—for he’s three sheets to the wind over you despite each
setback. Yet you remain cold toward who he is at the core of his
life—the dragon.”

“No! I don’t—”
I adore the dragon. He knows this.

“You do.” His eyes went
hard and his mouth set into a thin line. “Perhaps the reason he is
missing lies at your feet. What would prompt him to abandon
everything and everyone he holds most dear? He would leave if he
was heartbroken and thought there was no more hope of winning you.”
He cleared his throat. “If that is the case, my lady, I won’t stand
by and watch you destroy him again.”

She gave into a tremble that brought
with it icy fear. Had their tempestuous first marriage hardened his
heart against love? He certainly had never said the words, but
perhaps he had good reason not to. “It isn’t so much that I cannot
accept his beast. In fact, the times I have spent with Evan when
he’d transformed into the dragon were beyond wonderful…”

The valet humped. “Then what is it,
exactly, Countess?”

Her answer was interrupted by the
return of Mrs. Paisley.

“Here you are, dearie.”
The woman bustled over and set a white enamel teapot decorated with
blue-painted flowers in front of her along with a delicate matching
cup. Then she brought over pots with cream and sugar. Without an
invitation, she dropped into the chair on Victoria’s other side.
“Well, have you worked it out?”

“No.” Drayton shook his
head, his eyes still hard and containing doubt. He rested that gaze
on her, and the urge to retch grew strong under his scrutiny. “What
exactly do you feel for the earl, my lady?”

Vaguely, it occurred to her that she
could assert her authority and rank over them both and give them a
dressing down for such familiarity, but she deserved the
inquisition. If she wished to locate Evan, this was no time to shy
away from the truth. Still, heat slapped at her cheeks. “I am
overwhelmed by him.” When neither of her companions answered, she
continued. “His presence is so big it fills a room when he enters.
He has so much life, and his dragon...” She shook her head
remembering their flight through the clouds over London and when
they’d made love in that grass-filled meadow fragrant with early
spring flowers. He didn't have to do that but he did, and the
moment something had passed between them during that session… She
moistened her lips. Did he keep his feelings close to his heart for
fear of her rejecting him? Which is what she’d essentially done by
running. Again. Her eyes welled with tears. “Oh, Drayton, the earl
is magnificent as the beast, and as a man, but I fear I am not
amazing enough to keep his attention or to even match him. How can
we last a lifetime? And what if he weakens and loses control like
he did that last time?”

“I cannot tell you what
the future holds, but trust me when I say I rather doubt it will
present itself like the past.” He exchanged a glanced with Mrs.
Paisley and they both smiled. “Everything is different this time,
and in all the ways that matter.”

The housekeeper heaved to her feet.
“Let me make you a plate.” Despite Victoria’s weak protests, the
woman fussed at the sideboard and then brought a heaping offering
over to the table. “Eat,” she said as she put it down in front of
her. “It’ll make you feel better. Everything will come out right.
You’ll see.”

Victoria played with her fork,
absently stabbing a mound of golden scrambled eggs with the tines.
“How, Mrs. Paisley?” She allowed the other woman to place a linen
napkin in her lap and fix her tea the way she liked it. It was
easier that way than offering a vulgar protest at the insanity of
it all, which was what she sorely wanted to do.

“Only God knows, child. I
must go see to the little master’s breakfast and that of his
governess.”

When the woman bustled off, Victoria
once more looked at Drayton. “Where is he? I’ll go mad with not
knowing.”

“I’m sure I don’t know, my
lady. He usually tells me of his plans, especially when he’ll be
out of pocket for whatever reason, but last night he did not. As I
said, his bed wasn’t slept in, but recently that hasn’t been
odd.”

Another fierce blushed raged in her
cheeks. “He didn’t come to me last night as has been his custom. No
doubt he assumed I wouldn’t welcome his attentions after what
happened in the study.”

The valet glanced away, his own cheeks
stained red. “I can tell you this, the butler said your husband had
lingered in the entry hall but was delayed by your father. They
went outside for some air. The earl ordered Winston to look after
you and his sister.”

“Oh?” She straightened her
spine and tossed the fork to the table where it landed with a
clatter next to the teapot. “Before I retired, I spoke with Mother.
She was fatigued and wished my father would take her home even
before dinner was served.” It was odd, this having parents again.
How long would it take before she grew used to it?

“Perhaps they did leave,
for they were not at dinner. Neither was the earl.”

She frowned. “Did Winston say where
the earl went after that?”

Drayton shrugged. “A carriage was
brought ‘round and your mother escorted inside.”

“But my father and
Evan?”

“There is no information.
Winston didn’t see them outside when the carriage arrived.” He
looked at her with raised eyebrows and wide eyes. “You don’t
think…”

“…that my father had a
hand in Evan’s disappearance?” she asked in a small voice as panic
tightened her chest. Anxiety clawed at her insides. “There is no
love lost between the two. Why, I am still not certain, for my
memories have not returned in full.”

“That was my thought too,
my lady.” Drayton scrambled to his feet. “I will check with Winston
and question him again.”

Victoria fought off the sour bile that
rose at the back of her throat. “Why would my father do such a
thing? He and Evan didn’t move in the same circles. Until recently
they didn’t talk. I don’t understand.”

“Why not?” The valet
shrugged. “The hearts of men are murky at best. Hate has caused
much violence the world over. Even in London for much
less.”

“No, you should amend your
statement, Drayton.”

“I beg your
pardon?”

“Some men have evil in their hearts. Evan has shown, time out of
hand, how noble and wonderful he truly is, and I’ve been too much a
ninny. I’ve foolishly kept him at arm’s length, too afraid to see
that I...” Her breath came faster and this time it wasn’t due to an
impending episode. Victoria gasped. “I love him but didn’t wish to
open myself to hurt again.” She blinked at the valet. “I have to
find him.” She sprang to her feet, upsetting her teacup.

Drayton mopped at the spill with her
abandoned napkin that he’d retrieved from the floor. “If I may
offer a suggestion, my lady?”

“What?” She was frantic,
her mind swirling with too many thoughts and the need to fight off
anxiety. There was no time for that now. How would she find Evan
when she didn’t know what had happened to him?

The valet cleared his throat. “Perhaps
donning clothing more appropriate to the out of doors is a good
first step? It is raining, you see, and quite chilly.”

Why did he blather about clothing when
Evan might be in dire trouble? Then she glanced down at herself.
Heat once more surged through her cheeks. The thin silk and lace
night dress and wrapper wasn’t suited for anything other than the
bedroom, and should never have been seen by the valet. “Oh, dear.”
She gasped and clutched the clothing about her neck. “I deeply
apologize.”

He chuckled, but there was
appreciation in his eyes. “Think nothing of it, my lady. Coventry
has sung your praises often enough that I consider myself lucky to
see that his assessment of you is spot on.”

“Good heavens.” Not
knowing how to answer him, she nodded. “You will come with me,
won’t you Drayton? Er, to find him, not to help me dress.” It
finally occurred to her that she’d need help. “I’m at sixes and
sevens as to how to locate him when there is precious little
evidence as to his disappearance.”

The valet bowed slightly from the
waist. “It would be my honor, my lady. I’ll inform the butler of
our plans. Perhaps he can add some insight.”

“Good.” Victoria padded
toward the door, her bare feet making no sound on the chilly
hardwood. “Also, send a footman to my parent’s house. Tell him to
bring my mother back here. I want to question her myself. It is
time to end this petty stance of theirs against my husband.” Her
command rang in the quietness of the room.

“Spoken like a true
countess.” A grin split the valet’s face. “Give ‘em hell, my
lady.”

“I think I just might
indeed.” With that, she fled upstairs to wake her maid and change
into more suitable clothing.

No matter where Evan was, she would
find him and then she’d tell him the words she should have last
night.







CHAPTER
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Human, wake up! We are in
a rather urgent situation.

Evan’s head lolled on his
shoulder. Go away. I need sleep.
His head ached like the very devil. The last
thing he wanted was to have his dragon bothering him.
I must have drunk myself into oblivion last
night.

You are an idiot if that’s
what you think considering you didn’t taste one drop of spirits at
the ball.

Ball? What ball?
What in the bloody hell are you talking
about? He wished the beast would stop
talking so he could concentrate. Each word uttered bounced through
his mind with a dull roar.

The dragon howled with
frustration inside his mind. Are you daft?
The ball last night was to introduce your wife once more to
the ton and your
friends.

I cannot think for this
pain. He shook his head and was promptly
rewarded with an intense stab of pain throughout his head.
Why the deuce am I wet?

It’s
raining, came the not helpful reply of his
beast.

Shouldn’t he be nestled
within his blankets in his own bed with a goose down quilt and
feather pillows? Perhaps even with the soft body of his wife curled
into him? Evan cracked open first one eye and then the other. No,
he was most decidedly not
in his bed, nor even at his home, and Victoria
was nowhere in sight.

He peered through the
steady precipitation. Where exactly was he then? Attempting to
ignore the pain in his head, he glanced about and then gawked at
the evidence of his own eyes. Never say
this is the London Docks.

His dragon snorted.
It is, and the West India Docks to be
precise.

Then the ache in his
shoulders made itself known, and when Evan tried to move his arms,
the muted rattle of chains reached his ears. Why the deuce am I chained? Determined to figure out how much movement he was allowed,
Evan struggled onto his knees. He could open his arms but the chain
between each manacle at his wrists was only three feet in length.
It severely limited mobility. As did the fact the chain was
threaded around a pylon beneath a wooden railing on one of the
wharves, and since the column was at his back, it further
prohibited mobility. Now that he concentrated, the pound of the
rain on the wooden planks as well as it hitting the undulating
waters reached his ears.

“Damnation.” His breath
clouded in the chilly air. This is
unconscionable.

Of course it is. Did you
think that being kidnapped was a polite affair?

Kidnapped? Evan rolled his
eyes. Water dripped down his face. He felt it on his scalp as it
slid through his hair. The moisture seeping into his soaked
clothing chilled his skin. Pushing past the pain, he racked his
brain for how he’d come to this pass. The
last thing I remember was speaking with Mr. Cockrell. I’d mentioned
to him I needed to find Victoria and tell her how I
felt.

He tugged at the chains.
The rusty manacles bit into his wrists. His evening clothing was
torn and dirty. Did I fight with the
man? Then he gasped. Please tell me I didn’t hurt Victoria. They had certainly had words when her memories of that
terrible night of the fire came back to her.

You did not. She fled the
drawing room when you nearly pledged your life to her.

After that, he’d given
chase. He’d come down the stairs but was distracted by her father,
who’d been uncommonly polite. No wonder. He touched the back of his
head and the chains rattled. When he pulled his hand away from the
matted hair, his fingers were stained dark with blood.
The man attacked me! Annoyance circled hot through his body. What the devil had he
done that had warranted such treatment?

Why does there have to be
a reason? His dragon asked with a touch of
exasperation. He hates you.

I have done nothing to
him.

Except marry his
daughter.

He gave her up willingly,
and she agreed to the match besides.

And you live with a beast.
He’s made no secret of his dislike of that.

Not exactly to my
face.

His dragon remained silent, and Evan
sat on his knees in the inky darkness while the rain poured down on
him, soaking him to the bone. His muscles ached with the need for
action. Another pull on the chains didn’t break them. He stared
about the area. No gaslights burned here, neither was there a
living soul in sight. The scent of rotting wood and fish assailed
his nostrils. Over the sound of the rain, the wind slammed moorings
together and caused a flag somewhere to flap. The dark outlines of
warehouses loomed in the night like threatening goons.

Despite his desperate
situation, his thoughts drifted to his wife. Perhaps this wasn’t
the work of her father. If a deranged individual had skulked to the
townhouse and took him out, was Victoria even now in a similar
situation? His chest tightened. I have to
get out of here. He pulled at his
bonds. I need to find her, protect her,
warn her. Hell, above all he wanted to
tell her how much he adored her.

Inside his head, the beast
rolled his eyes. Set aside the insanity of
loving your wife for one moment, human, and think of other, more
immediate things. His dragon was decidedly
sarcastic this morning and quite annoyed. No doubt your countess will survive, but you will not if you
don’t start thinking clearly.

She has grown, the same as
I. Evan smiled. That’s when he discovered
a cracked bottom lip. He explored the wound with the tip of his
tongue. When the devil had he been punched? But once more you’re wrong. She is
with me always, old chap. In every breath I take, she’s there. In
each thought I have, she is there. Fully and completely. There will
never be a time I don’t think about her. She is a part of me even
when we’re separated.

His dragon made retching
noises that echoed through Evan’s mind. If
you continue on, I vow to kill myself.

Then do it, and I’ll live
my life as a happy man without you. Except, that wasn’t true. As long as he had Victoria, he
would tolerate the beast.

The dragon snorted in his
mind. You know I cannot separate myself
from you any more than you can from me—at least for four years and
a handful of months.

And when the time came,
Evan would cheerfully and without regret, banish the beast
entirely. For the sake of his son and his wife, he would let the
dragon go, for he had learned what he’d needed by having the beast
with him. What should I think about
then?

The very real possibility
that Mr. Cockrell despises you enough to wish you murdered while
out here in this desolate place.

Evan frowned. Was that the
ultimate plan? Dispatch him here on the docks and then knock his
body into the water? He scoffed. Mr.
Cockrell can try. Dragons are quite hearty and
undefeatable.

Are they?

In this moment, he would take full
advantage of his beast in order to free himself. No one would see a
dragon here on the empty docks.

Of course.
Evan pulled at his bonds. I can break through these given enough time. And if I
concentrate on calling forth the shift.

Unless you cannot
shift.

Cold foreboding unfurled
in the pit of his stomach. That is not
possible.

Are you certain? Perhaps
your wound or your arrogance prevents you from seeing the full
picture.

Yes... unless...
Evan held up one hand. He examined the manacles
and then cursed when the unmistakable gleam of gold twinkled in the
dim light. Bloody hell.
The cuffs were lined with gold, a dragon’s
gluttonous downfall. The one thing he couldn’t resist, the one
thing he hoarded to himself... the one metal that rendered his
power to shift useless.

He tugged all the harder
at his bonds. There was a certain futility in his actions now that
he knew he couldn’t call upon the strength of the dragon.
Damnation. His heart
sank. How to remove himself from this sticky wicket.

Indeed. But that is not
the worst of it.

The devil you say.
How much worse could the current situation
be?

What is the best way to
defeat a dragon, his beast went on as if
he were the bloody devil’s own advocate. Harm or threaten what he adores the most.

Evan stared through the
heavy rain with a scowl. What the deuce do
you mean?

The dragon snorted.
What do you think will happen to your beloved
once you expire here? For that is the only reason we are waiting.
Either Mr. Cockrell will arrive soon to dispatch you or he will
send someone else to do the deed.

A trace of fear lanced
through him. He shivered from more than just the chilly
weather. There is no evidence that
Victoria has been threatened or that even her father is involved,
and if he is, you cannot know he has murder in mind.
Yet, doubts played at the back of his mind.
Perhaps all the man had needed was an opportunity. Icy fingers
wrapped around his heart. If he were killed, Victoria was left
defenseless.

Think, human. You are
possessed of intelligence. Her father was the last person you
talked with, so it stands to reason he is responsible for your
circumstances. Why else are you here in this forgotten place in the
dark of night?

Surely he’s not that
deranged. Evan tugged on his bonds with
more conviction. The chains held; the manacles bit into his skin.
Through the pounding of his head, memories surfaced of last night,
of how Mr. Cockrell lashed out at him with a damned brick from the
bloody garden. When Evan had fallen to his knees, Victoria’s father
had said,

“Now I can finally rid
myself of the abomination my name is linked to. I’ve long wished
for this day.”

I must free myself.
Evan struggled with the chains. No matter how
hard he pulled on the bonds, his freedom wasn’t in the offing. His
heartbeat pounded. Through a tight chest, he worked steadily,
attempting to claw the manacles from his wrists. All of his efforts
were for naught.

Then the heavy clump of boots on the
wooden planking rang wetly on the air and a dark shadow fell over
him.

Evan peered through the driving rain
as Mr. Cockrell came toward him, dressed in a black overcoat and
holding an equally black umbrella. The beaver felt top hat looked
out of place in this location. “I had my doubts, yet here you are,
like the vile nightmare that you are.” His breath clouded in the
cold and he willed away the urge to give into a shiver.

“Ah, you’re finally
awake.”

He snorted. “Did you get in your licks
while I was incapacitated, you coward?”

“Perhaps I did, but you
deserved every punch.” The man shrugged as if the conversation as
well as the circumstances were trivial. “It is good that you’ve
regained consciousness.”

“Why?” Evan stared
directly at the man in black. If he wished to see him dead, he
could bloody well know there was no fear in his eyes.

“It’s quite obvious,
really. I’d rather you see and experience your last moments when
you’re sent back to the pits of Hell where you belong.”

Evan’s bark of laughter echoed in the
empty area, slightly muffled by the rain. “Where I belong?” He
strained at his bonds, struggled more fully onto his knees, keeping
his back ramrod straight. “I am not the one plotting murder, you
evil bastard.”

“Murder? How uncivilized.
Think of it instead as ridding London of an imminent threat.” His
tone was conversational, as if they chatted in a drawing
room.

“At the moment, you are
more of a threat than I.” Evan’s muscles tensed, ready for action.
“If you want me gone, let me free and make it a fair fight. That
way you can have the personal satisfaction of killing me
yourself.”

“I never knew you had a
sense of humor, Lord Coventry.” Mr. Cockrell laughed, but no mirth
rang in the sound. He took a step closer. “But I don’t think so. If
I let you go, you would have me on my back in a thrice, and I want
you dead as a doornail.”

Evan glared through the rain at his
father-in-law. “To what purpose? Have I not given you enough?” He
yanked on the chains. “To that end, why not extort more coin out of
me? Why kill me?”

The man’s dark eyes glittered in the
gloom. “A man such as yourself cannot be allowed to live.” He
twirled the handle of the umbrella. Water droplets flew in all
directions. “I thought I was free of the taint from your name when
my daughter died.”

“You cared nothing about
her over and above the coin you exchanged her for.” A muscle
twitched in Evan’s cheek. “I regret that I ever wrote to you and
told you she wasn’t dead after all.” He shook his head. “My poor
Victoria.” Would she always find herself bullied by this
man?

Mr. Cockrell’s lips pressed into a
thin line. He glared at Evan. “You cannot imagine how disturbed I
was when I received your missive.” He paced a short line in front
of Evan’s resting place. “However, after a few days of thinking, I
came up with a plan to salvage this situation.” Again he paused
just out of the range of the chains. “Once my daughter is a
grieving widow, papa dearest will move in and rub elbows with the
nobs in Mayfair, all in the name of comfort, you see. I will live
as the upper crust lives, and will gladly spend your fortune until
there is nothing left. You owe me that.”

Evan gawked. “How do you
figure?”

“The rumors surrounding
your name filtered through the gentry. When my friends and clients
found out my daughter had married the dark and dangerous Lord
Coventry—the man reputed to change into a beast once night
falls—they left me in droves. No one wanted anything to do with my
name or business.”

“Yet you chose to believe
the rumors instead of coming to me and asking for verification.”
His tone had dropped to a deadly whisper.

And what would you tell
him? his dragon asked.

Mr. Cockrell lashed out with the
umbrella and slammed it into the side of Evan’s head. New pain
collided with what already gripped him. “I didn’t need to ask, for
I’ve seen what you truly are.”

Shock filtered through him as his
captor resituated the umbrella above his head. “How?”

“You have grown careless
over the years. Perhaps grief had made you so, but once I realized
that Hyde Park was your spot of choice to transform before you take
flight, I made it a point to hide out there a few times a month and
document what I saw.”

The hair at the back of his neck
prickled. Alarm circled through Evan’s gut. “You… have seen me
transform?”

I told you there was
someone watching us in the park, his
dragon reminded him.

“Oh, yes. I’ve kept
careful notes.” His glare intensified. “Imagine my shock and
disgust when I watched you show my daughter your hellish beast, and
when she embraced your dragon form, I knew what I must do, for
there is no hope of saving her.”

Evan forced a swallow into his
suddenly tight throat. He peered through the rain at the man who’d
lost his mind. “What does that mean?” Surely he wouldn’t harm his
daughter, his own flesh and blood.

Mr. Cockrell shrugged. “Once you are
gone, and Victoria’s mother and I move in, I’m sure your dear,
grieving wife will suffer an accident on the stairs.” His grin took
on a macabre edge in the rain and faint light of the cloud-shrouded
moon. “Your son, still too young to inherit the title, will need
guidance. He will have me, and finally I shall have the life I
deserve.” His laugh rang as eerie and slightly mad. “It’s
ingenious, you must admit.”

“Dear God, you’re insane.”
Evan struggled harder against his bonds. The rattling of the chains
would usher in his death knell if he didn’t do something. “You can
do your worst against me, but you will not harm Victoria. Do you
understand me?” he asked around a growl that ran through is
voice.

“Ha!” The man wagged a
gloved forefinger at him. “And how do you intend to stop me then?
For all your intelligence, you have let love blind you to what is
happening around you.” He kicked out a foot and caught Evan in his
midsection, which sent him toppling backward like a felled
turtle.

“Enough,” he gasped as he
struggled back to his knees.

“During my visit to my
dear, stupid daughter, I managed to bribe one of your footmen into
slipping me information vital to your defeat.”

Do I even want to
know? He peered upward through the rain,
daring the man to come at him again. “Such as?”

“Gold is what prevents you
from becoming the beast.” Mr. Cockrell crowed in triumph. His grin
lent a note of dementia to his expression. “I had those manacles
lined with the stuff, for I want you human when the brigands I’ve
hired come upon you. Once the authorities find your body bobbing in
the harbor here, it will look as if you were set upon by unsavory
thieves. Such an unfortunate end to the great Earl of Coventry.”
His laughter chilled Evan’s blood. “Best make your peace with
whatever deity you believe in, for my men will come upon you
shortly.”

Human, think up a plan
else we’re both dead by this fool.

Evan pulled hard at his bonds. “You
are a coward, Cockrell.” He roared into the rain as much to relieve
his frustration as to intimidate his captor. “But I vow that mere
chains will not hold me back from the wrath I will deliver to
you.”

For the love of Victoria and to keep
her safe, he would move heaven and earth, fight through every
obstacle against him. He just needed time.


CHAPTER
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Victoria and Drayton alighted from the
closed carriage at the West India section of the London Docks. With
each step through the rain, her hands shook in time to the rapid
beat of her heart. Somewhere in this lonely area her husband was in
peril.

“You are certain the earl
is here?” she whispered, the sound snatched by the rain. Already,
it seeped into the cloak she’d worn, but the hood kept it from her
head—for a time.

“I am. Your mother was
adamant this is where your father was headed. Though I don’t
believe all of what he told her was true. No one conducts meetings
with a shipping contact in the dead of night,” the valet responded.
“Surely your mother would know better.”

When the footman had brought
Victoria’s mother to the townhouse, she and Drayton questioned her
immediately. The woman had seemed genuinely confused, but she’d
remained adamant that her husband meant to keep a meeting with a
client.

Perhaps if her husband wished the earl
harm, he didn’t care that he’d given away the vital clue of a
location. He probably assumed his wife wouldn’t talk, and that
Victoria wouldn’t have questioned Evan’s absence.

You know me not at all,
Father.

She had to trot to keep up
with Drayton’s long-legged stride. “Did you believe her though? If we are
working on this far-fetched theory that my father wishes to kill
Evan, then my mother could very well be in on it.” Her breath
clouded in the chilly air. “Perhaps she has given us this location
as a diversion so we’d remain occupied and well away from Evan’s
true location.”

Despite the gravity of the
conversation, the valet chuckled. “My lady, I can do nothing except
hold you in high regard for the imagination you possess. Perhaps
when we have all passed through this disdainful business, you will
indeed pen another adventure.”

She gasped. “You have read my
books?”

“I have. A couple of times
over.” He briefly touched her shoulder. “So tuck all of this away
for future reference.” His nod spurred her onward. “As to your
question, the logical assumption is that you mother is not a part
of this duplicitous plot. Only your father holds a
grudge.”

“How can you know that?”
Her insides quaked with fear and doubt, but she fought through the
anxiety that threatened to immobilize her. If Evan was indeed being
held hostage on these horrible docks, she would find
him.

“There was fear in her
eyes when you told her the earl was missing.” He nudged her
forward. “Not even a skilled actress can manage such a feat, and
your mother has nothing to gain, but only she would know her
husband well enough.”

“Oh, Drayton, I hope
you’re right.” Victoria pulled the cloak more tightly around her
and wished she could snuggle into the rabbit fur lining instead of
trudge through the rain.

“As do I, my lady. I owe
the earl much, and if I can repay him by effecting a rescue now, I
will.”

They crept along the empty road as
they approached the wharves. A handful of berths contained vessels
of all sizes while the dark silhouettes of buildings loomed over
them.

“I know this place.” She
glanced about. White painted letters on a sign over one of the
doors proclaimed the space as “Cockrell Shipping: Exotic Imports
and Exports.” With a nod, she continued. “This is where my father’s
business is located.”

“That makes more sense,”
Drayton whispered back. “He’s not got an original thought in his
head, does he?”

Soon the sound of voices raised in
anger reached her position, and though she strained her ears, she
couldn’t hear what was being said clearly, but she recognized the
deep tenor of her husband’s voice and her heart lodged into her
throat.

“He’s here,” Victoria
whispered. She couldn’t control the tremors playing through her
body. The shivers that racked her shoulders were from more than the
chill. No one stood on the first dock and she clutched at Drayton’s
hand. “They must be on the middle one.”

“Move quietly, my lady,”
he warned and tugged her with him through the rain. “Let us get
closer. Perhaps your father will incriminate himself.”

They kept close to the buildings and
stayed in the shadows as much as possible. All the while, the rain
muffled their footsteps. When they came in sight of the only other
two people on the pier, Victoria sucked in a breath. Evan was in
manacles, as drenched as a drowned rat, and he was chained to a
pylon while her father smacked him on the side of the head with an
umbrella.

Drayton squeezed her fingers. “Do not
give away our position prematurely.”

She nodded her understanding but crept
closer, her cloak pulled around her, confident the black fabric
would keep her hidden. “I need to hear what’s being
said.”

The rain snatched at some of the
conversation. When the clouds moved enough to allow the full moon’s
light to peek through, it revealed the absolute horror of the
situation. Evan’s back was to the water and the pylon he was
chained to while her father faced him and away from her. She didn’t
dare move closer for fear of losing the element of surprise. So she
listened instead.

“Once you are gone, and
Victoria’s mother and I move in, I’m sure your dear, grieving wife
will suffer an accident on the stairs.”

She slammed a hand over
her mouth to prevent any sound. He’s
planning to kill me?

Her father continued. “Your son, still
too young to inherit the title, will need guidance. He will have
me, and finally I shall have the life I deserve.” His laugh rang as
eerie and slightly mad. “It’s ingenious, you must
admit.”

“Dear God, you’re insane.”
Evan struggled harder against his bonds. The chains rattled in the
wet darkness. “You can do your worst against me, but you will not
harm Victoria. Do you understand me?”

As she stared in horror, she couldn’t
help but grin. Even when the odds were against him, his first
thought was for her. She held onto Drayton’s arm. He was as tense
as she. Did he wish to tackle the man? But she couldn’t take her
gaze off her father. “Oh, no. He’s going to leave,” she whispered
to the valet. How was any of this happening? Her father meant to
kill Evan and then possibly her? “How are we to stop this
madness?”

“Are you not an author of
adventure tales, my lady?” His breath steamed her ear. “Use that
amazing imagination of yours and think of something.” Then he
detached her hold on his arm. He pressed a pistol into her hand and
wrapped her fingers around the butt. “When you shoot, make it
true.”

Merciful heavens.
Did she have it in her to kill her own flesh and
blood? She pushed the weapon at Drayton. “I’ve never handled a
pistol before.” It felt awkward in her palm, awkward and cold—the
bite of death.

“I am quite certain you
will figure it out.” The valet shoved the pistol back at her and
once more wrapped her fingers around it. Then he stepped
away.

“No, no, no.” Panic set
in, leaving her cold and shaking. Victoria stopped him with a hand
on his arm. The pistol remained clutched tightly in her right.
“Where are you going?”

“To waylay the two thugs
coming this way.” With a hand on her chin, he redirected her
attention. As she stared down the dock, two burly men moved toward
them. “No doubt that was your father’s plan, for I cannot fathom he
would dirty his own hands in this.” He glanced at her, dropping his
hand. “No offense, my lady.”

“None taken. It is rather
a bother to know I am descended from a murderer.” She tightened her
fingers about the butt of the pistol. With a hard swallow, she
nodded and summoned whatever courage she could manage. “Go,
Drayton. Minimize whatever damage you can. I shall try my best to
free the earl.”

“Best of luck, my lady.”
Then he vanished into the shadows and the rain.

“I shall need it.” With
fear dogging her steps and her heart pounding loud, Victoria crept
along the dock, staying in the shadows as much as possible. The
driving rain muffled her footsteps.

Evan pulled hard at his bonds. “You
are a coward, Cockrell.” His roar of rage vibrated in Victoria’s
chest. “But I vow that mere chains will not hold me back from the
wrath I will deliver to you.” When he raised his head and his gaze
briefly caught hers, her heart leapt.

She forgot about stealth and cried out
in alarm. He didn’t deserve such treatment; he wasn’t the beast, oh
no. He might have to live with one, but he could control it, and it
did not define him. “Evan.” The rain clawed the one-word utterance
away and she settled the pistol more firmly in her hand.

The truth that she’d
hidden from herself for the past week or so burst forth and smashed
into her with the force of a blow. Her steps staggered as her heart
ached. Rain poured down around her while the hood of her cloak
slipped down her head. I love him.
Unequivocally and without reservation. All of
him. Man and beast, they are
mine.

She couldn’t lose him. Not now and
certainly not this way.

Pulling every last scrap of courage
together and praying that it would stick, Victoria marched along
the wooden planking. Then she tapped on her father’s shoulder.
“What is the meaning of this, Father?”

When he swung around to face her,
shock lined his expression. “You are not supposed to be here,
child,” he snarled and shoved at her. “I won’t have you thwart my
intent.”

“And I refuse to have you
do such horrible things to my husband.” She stumbled back a few
steps to regain her balance while Evan growled and strained at his
bonds. How dare this man act as judge against someone else’s life.
“I am not a child, and I demand you stop treating me as such.”
Authority rang in her voice. Where had it come from? Perhaps she’d
finally found her voice and where she belonged. She stamped her
foot, resulting in a splash of pooled rainwater. “Furthermore, I am
a countess, and I demand you release my husband.”

“That’s the ticket,
Victoria,” Evan said. He rallied to his knees.

“You demand?” Her father
bounced his gaze between her and Evan. “Do you hear yourself?” He
turned on her, came toward her, his hands curled into fists,
looking more like a charging rhinoceros than a man. “You are no
more a countess than I am a duke. This marriage is a sham and you
know it.”

Why wouldn’t Evan shift into the beast
and end this farce?

“No, perhaps my first
marriage to Evan might have been just that—a convenience for you
and for him, for you all but sold me off to the earl.” As if the
veil fell away from her eyes, she saw him for the first time as he
was: a grasping man with greed and evil in his heart.

“Ha!” He drew himself up
to his full and average height. “Who was I to argue when the earl,”
he flicked a contemptuous glance over his shoulder at Evan,
“offered so much for your hand? No one else would have him and his
beastly heart. Now, I will do you a favor and rid the world of one
such as him.”

“To what purpose? Dangle
me out again to further your bid to move up within the
ton?” She shook her
head. “What next? Offer me to a marquess, or perhaps a doddering
old duke ready to pop off?” Hot anger filled her chest. “I am not
your pawn.” Despite that fact that fear stabbed at her, she
continued her quest. Willing her hand to stop shaking, she pointed
the pistol at her father. “I will not let you kill him or harm him
in any way.” She gestured with the weapon. “Free my husband and go
on your way, live out your pathetic life, but do not think to call
upon me again, for you are dead to me.”

Her father looked at her with
confusion before annoyance slipped over his face in the rain. “Ah,
so that’s how it will go, eh?” He tossed his umbrella away and then
rubbed his hands together. “You, who were a cowering, wilting
woman, afraid of everything in the world thinks to stand up to me?”
The man scoffed. “Your mind is weak. I can have you
committed.”

Was there no end to her
father’s insanity? “Point of order. I am not afraid of
everything.” Victoria
glanced through the rain at Evan and she couldn’t hold back her
grin. “Some things—some people—allowed me to find my courage
and my identity on my own terms. Evan accepted me as I was, the
broken woman I am due to circumstances beyond my control. He
doesn’t judge me for that, and with him, the episodes lessen. I
am not insane.”

Her father snorted. “You have fallen
in love with him. With that demon.” He spat on the
ground.

She smiled at her husband,
cheered inwardly when he winked. “I suppose I have.” From somewhere
in the distance, the sounds of fighting drifted to her
location. Oh, please let Drayton
prevail. “Shift, Evan. He cannot win
against you in that form.”

“I would if I could.”
Chains rattled. “He’s lined the manacles with gold.”

Which prevented him from transforming.
Finally, she looked again at her father. Perhaps it was best to
drag out the conversation and stall until Drayton came to assist.
“Shouldn’t you congratulate me? I have finally found happiness.”
The look of scorn on his face sent panic careening down her
spine.

“He is a beast and will
never be anything else. I cannot condone this.”

“He is a man who labors
beneath an affliction. That doesn’t mean he’s beastly, but your
actions paint you as such. A monster with death in his heart.”
Again, she raised the pistol. This time her hand didn’t shake, and
she marveled at her courage. “Stand down, Father. I won’t ask
again.”

His eyes widened. “You wouldn’t
dare.”

A sense of peace fell over her. “For
him, what wouldn’t I dare?” She smiled. The anxiety gripping her
melted away. “I can see everything so clearly now.”

“No!” The chains holding
Evan rattled. “Victoria, hold. I am not worth that. If you take a
life, you can never escape it.”

“That is the sacrifice I’m
willing to make on your behalf.” She ignored him and focused on her
father. “This is now a matter of self-defense, for I suspect you
will come after me once Evan is out of the way. Locking me away
into an institution won’t help your cause. I cannot believe you’d
stoop so low as to become a murderer.”

“I have no choice.” His
eyes flashed. “I will have the Coventry fortune. I want to know how folks like you
live, far removed from the life of those of us who must toil for
all that we have, for those of us who must struggle to
survive.”

“Rich or poor, everyone
struggles with something.” Victoria frowned. “There is more to
living than material things. Why cannot you understand
this?”

“I did, when things were
fine. My shipping business has taken a hit. Lost three ships due to
the terrible weather crawling over the world at present. People
have less funds, and that means less call for the goods I deal in.
Without the ships, I cannot compete with others and my gambling
debts are massive. I am nearly bankrupt.”

“Then work harder at
something else. Stealing from another man will not solve your
problems.” The heat of anger rose. “And don’t assume for one second
that Evan doesn’t toil for everything he has.”

“You are still misguided
and naïve.” He threw his top hat onto the ground. “Why couldn’t you
stay dead? Life was so much simpler that way.”

She gasped. “You knew what had become
of me after the fire?”

“You bastard,” Evan
exclaimed. His chains clanked together as he fought to free
himself.

“Of course I did. My
network is large in this city. I have contacts all over London. One
of them saw you in the street. When a man is desperate, he does
desperate things.”

“And you didn’t come to
claim me?” All the time she’d spent with her Aunt Nancy, she had no
idea that she had blood family. Now, the man who’d fathered her
admitted to leaving her to fate as if she’d never mattered. Her
hand shook and the gun wavered.

“Why should I have come
after you? With you gone and him in mourning, locking himself
away,” he jerked a thumb backward to Evan, “the rumors surrounding
his name died.” He waved a hand in dismissal. “I had a chance at
respectability again, could have started my business over, and
could properly forget you’d ever existed.”

Her chin quivered. Tears threatened
but she blinked them away. “You love coin more.” Rage welled up
inside her such as she’d never known before and the tide heated her
so that she forgot her cold, wet state. She trained the gun on him
once more. “What of my son? Surely there must be a shred of
compassion and decency in you.”

“Leave off, Victoria.
Everything he says is a lie,” Evan warned.

The man shrugged. “Your son will prove
helpful, for I will control his fortune until he’s of
age.”

Evan cried out before she could
respond. “And what then? Kill him, too? What’s one more body, eh
Cockrell?”

When her father didn’t answer,
Victoria uttered a cry as power and maternal ire flowed through
her. “Not while I have breath.” She flung herself at him with such
force they both fell to the wet, slippery wooden dock. Barely aware
of Evan’s shouts of alarm and warning, she wrestled with her
father, but he weighed more and she was easily thrown off again and
again. She dropped the pistol in the struggle. But she had proper
rage on her side, and she met him over and over until he tossed her
from him with a mighty heave. She landed on her back, winded, wet
and hurting. At the last second, when her father glanced at the
weapon, she lunged for it, but he was a fraction of a second
quicker.

He grabbed the pistol and stood. Then
he pointed it at her. “This is what fate intended for you all
along.” Despite Victoria raising a hand in pathetic defense and
Evan’s cries of rage, her father pulled the trigger.

Bang!

Pain exploded through her as she
collapsed once more onto the wet dock. Her own father, the person
who should have protected her and loved her unconditionally, had
shot her, and she would die here in the cold and the rain, without
even the comfort of her husband’s arms around her, the man she’d
finally given her heart to, the man who didn’t know how much she
cared.

“Victoria!” The anguish in
Evan’s cry tore at her soul. “Please God, no!”

“Evan.” She pressed a hand
to the wound in her upper right chest, held a wad of her cloak to
the hole to help stem the bleeding. Breathing hurt. Every intake of
air sent shards of pain through her chest. Thinking hurt. Each
thought that flitted through her mind had despair prickling into
her brain. Every place on her body ached as if it knew it was dying
and fought against the fact. Lying curled on her left side, she
couldn’t see Evan, couldn’t focus on him, for he was behind her,
still chained to the damned pylon. She hadn’t been able to help him
at all. Such an ignoble way to perish.

For both of them.

“Evan…” The rain stole her
whisper away. Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes to blend
with the steady precipitation. “Oh, Evan, I didn’t want it to
end... this way.”

Her father nudged her with the toe of
his boot. “Do shut up and die already. I have things to do,” he
snarled.

She flopped onto her back.
Agony flooded her from the movement. The rain beating upon her face
hurt. Turning her head, she met Evan’s flashing emerald gaze. Then
she shivered. I am so, so cold.
But she had to say something to him. “It was true this
time, my lord. All of it.” The pain was too much, too intense; it
stole her breath and her ability to form words. Her free hand
grasped at the slippery wood as if she could pull herself over to
his location. “I wish... I wish this… wasn’t the end.” Darkness
closed in on her, blessed, quiet darkness, where the pain would
cease, but she would lose him...

Her love.

“Victoria, no!”

With his shout echoing in her ears,
she let oblivion carry her away.
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Oh, bloody hell, this is a
nightmare.

Evan was forced to watch his wife die
a second time. And once more because of him.

Help her!
his dragon implored as he paced about Evan’s mind
in a panic. She’s dying.

How? I cannot
shift.

Damnation but it hurt even
more this time, for he loved her to distraction, and he’d wager she
loved him, if her last words were to be believed. That look on her
face, in her eyes... Oh God, please give
her another chance. “I am not strong
enough to lose you again, Victoria.”

Then do something about
it, human. You don’t need me to reach for the impossible. You never
did, but don’t just sit there and let death take your wife from
you.

Of course you’re
right. “You black hearted bastard,” Evan
said around a howl of anguish. “You have killed your only child.”
Rage flowed through him until a red haze fell over his vision. He
pulled at his bonds, called upon the strength of his beast. Yes, he
was unable to shift but he didn’t have to. He only needed his
freedom, and then he would kill that louse for what he’d done to
Victoria.

“Collateral damage.” Mr.
Cockrell tossed the gun away. When he looked at Evan, his eyes
glittered with malice and the fervor of the unhinged. “You are
next. Since my help is tardy, I shall have to complete the task
myself.” He pulled a pistol from an interior pocket of his great
coat.

Evan renewed his fight to break the
chain that bound him to the pylon. “What you’ve already perpetuated
is unforgivable.”

“What’s done is done.” Mr.
Cockrell shrugged. “It should be an easy task to arrange your
bodies. When the Runners investigate, they’ll find that you
murdered your wife and then took your own life.” His laugh held a
demented edge, even in the rain. “Everyone in London is well aware
of your legendary anger and what happens when you cannot control
it.”

“I have changed.” He
glared through the driving rain at his captor. “With Victoria
beside me, I have learned to control the anger. She calms
me.”

Mr. Cockrell snorted. The barrel of
his pistol flashed in the dim light. “Ironic, that, since you’ve
once more lost her. You truly will become the beast you strive so
hard to hide.”

A cry of rage left Evan’s throat. The
sharp taste of sulphur hit his palate as the fire attempted to
activate itself.

Give yourself over to me,
human. We can defeat this man. Then you can tend to your wife… or
say your goodbyes.

There was certain danger that came
with surrendering fully to his beast, and with the anger flowing
through him at critical levels, there was every possibility he
wouldn’t be able to recover his humanity.

If I am trapped as the
beast, how can I save Victoria?

“Is that the best you can
do, Coventry?” Mr. Cockrell asked with a laugh. “You are nothing
without the demon that resides in you, and that makes you my equal,
and oh so mortal.” He leveled the nose of his pistol at Evan’s
heart. “Which means you can easily be dispatched.”

You have my solemn vow
that I will not take advantage of the situation, his dragon crooned in some urgency. Let me help you.

For the first time in
recent memory, Evan agreed. He had no choice. Do your worst. Our mate’s life hangs in the balance, and I
will not bow to this fool’s plan.

The strength of the beast flowed
through him, tingling into his limbs. Briefly, he closed his eyes
and hoped that the dragon inside wasn’t lying. He pulled at the
chains that bound him, tugged at them until every muscle in his
body grew taut and flexed from the exertion.

Link by link the chain gave way, and
though the manacles still encircled his wrists, preventing him from
shifting, he didn’t care. He, as a man, would kill his adversary,
not the dragon. There would be no satisfaction in swallowing the
bastard whole. Oh no. He would put the man down with his fists,
wrap his fingers around the man’s throat, for all that he’d dared,
and then he might kill him a second time.

“That’s impossible,” Mr.
Cockrell said in a hushed voice as his eyes widened through the
pouring rain. “You should be rendered ineffective.” The pistol in
his hand shook.

“You have apparently
underestimated the power of a man in love, the power that comes
from desperation.” Evan surged to his feet. He stalked toward his
prey. “No one threatens my family, and if they do, there is no
escape.”

Then, with a cry of rage, he rushed at
his demented father-in-law, catching him in the midsection with a
shoulder. They both hit the rain-slick planking with a dull thud.
The pistol flew from Mr. Cockrell’s hand and skittered over the
wood.

“What kind of a man kills
his only child in the quest to amass a fortune?” Evan delivered a
hard punch to the man’s jaw. The back of Mr. Cockrell’s head
bounced against the planking.

“She was compromised by
you,” he gasped out, getting in his own punch to Evan’s midsection
that drove the air from his lungs. “And once you’re gone,
everything will be as it should.”

“You are completely mad,”
Evan wheezed from his back.

Get up, human. Keep
fighting. This man doesn’t deserve your commentary or your
delay.

He levered to his feet
once more and wiped ineffectually at the rain streaming down his
face. “Cockrell, you are the menace that needs stopped.” He lunged as the man
stood, and once more the two of them hit the planking. “Victoria
lies dying even now, and for that I cannot forgive you. Nor will I
forget. Justice must prevail.”

“Go to hell, Coventry.
That is where you belong.” Mr. Cockrell shoved at Evan’s shoulders,
pushed at his chest, but the earl continued to pummel the man with
his fists.

At the back of his mind, Evan worried
about his wife. Once he’d bloodied Mr. Cockrell’s face and some of
the fight left the man, he dared to risk a glance to Victoria. His
heart squeezed as she lay motionless on her back, the rain falling
relentlessly on her as if she were nothing.

Please hold on.

When Mr. Cockrell squirmed and got off
a punch to Evan’s chin, the earl growled. He wrapped a length of
chain around the man’s neck and squeezed. The choking, gasping
sound from the other man was quite satisfying.

“Are you in need of
assistance, my lord?”

Evan swiveled his head around at the
sound of his valet’s voice, letting the chain go slack. “About damn
time, Drayton,” he grumbled but didn’t move from his place of
straddling Mr. Cockrell’s chest.

“I was somewhat occupied
with the thugs this coward hired to kill you,” Drayton responded
with a tired grin. Cuts and bruises decorated his face and his
clothes were in disarray.

“Status
report?”

“One dead, one
unconscious.” He slicked a hand through his soggy hair. “I would
have thought you’d have killed this buggar by now.”

“Would have except for
this.” He held up one hand to show the manacle where a length of
chain still dangled from it. “Lined with gold. Couldn’t shift.” He
looked again at Victoria while Mr. Cockrell struggled beneath him.
“Go to my wife. She’s badly hurt.”

“How?” Drayton’s eyes went
hard.

“Her own father shot her
in the chest.” Evan’s heart constricted as his attention was
recalled to the task at hand. “She’s dying.” The confession dragged
from his throat hurt.

“Not on my watch.” The
valet immediately went to Victoria’s side, and Evan turned his
attention to her evil father.

But the distraction gave the man
enough of an advantage to throw Evan off. He scuttled over the wet
boards, scrabbling for the pistol and finally grasped
it.

“Your time has come,
Coventry.” He brought the pistol around and pointed the nose at
Evan. “Rot in hell.”

“Not just yet.” Urgency
fueled his movements, and he dove at his adversary, once more
knocking him to the wet wood. His father-in-law landed hard on his
back and looked up at him with a dazed expression. He wrestled like
a madman for the weapon, beat Mr. Cockrell’s hand against the
planks until the pistol tumbled from his fingers. Then he scooped
it up. “My time on this Earth has not expired, but yours has.” He
pulled himself into a standing position with a foot upon Mr.
Cockrell’s chest and he trained the nose of the pistol at the other
man’s head.

“I beg of you…”

“That time has passed.”
Hot anger and justified rage still surged through Evan’s veins. “My
wife is dead, or will be soon because of you. There is no excuse
for that nor is there an escape.”

“Give me over to the
Runners, then. Let me go to Newgate.” Desperation glittered in his
dark eyes.

Evan snorted. “And let you live for
another few years while the courts unravel this legal tangle?” His
shook his head and dug the sole of his shoe harder into the man’s
chest as he squirmed. “I think not.” He cocked the pistol, his aim
never wavering.

Mr. Cockrell’s Adam’s apple bobbed.
“Look after my wife.” The fight left him and he went pliant.
Perhaps he realized he couldn’t win. “I am not as heartless as you
assume. I only wanted a better life for her—for us.”

He doesn’t deserve
anything from you, his dragon
reminded.

“At the expense of your
daughter and me. Murder is never the proper solution to stave off
bankruptcy. Your plotting was ill-advised and in vain.” He hardened
his heart against the man. If he allowed mercy now, chances were
high Mr. Cockrell would try again in the future.

“But I’m
ruined…”

“Then you should have
worked harder, reinvented yourself, but yes, I shall take your wife
in and care for her, because that is what a gentleman does.” Evan
narrowed his eyes against the rain. He would not miss in his aim.
“Position, coin, power, those things do not make a gentleman.
Kindness, compassion, loyalty, love are the delineators of such,
and you didn’t have them when your coffers were full. You never
learned the lesson, and now there is no more time.” He massaged the
trigger with his index finger. “That is the difference.”

End this, human. Our mate
is dying.

“Bastard.” The man
scrabbled in his boot and withdrew a knife that glittered in the
wetness.

“No.” Without further
preamble, Evan pulled the trigger.

Bang!

Mr. Cockrell went motionless. A dark
stain of blood puddled beneath his head.

With a tight chest and an aching
heart, Evan tossed the pistol into the harbor water. Then he
stumbled over to Victoria, whose head rested on Drayton’s lap. Her
pale countenance sent icy terror through his insides. “Is she...?”
He couldn’t bring himself to say the word.

Drayton met his gaze. His was clouded
with grief. “No, but she is barely clinging to life.” He looked
down at her. “The countess has lost much blood. The wound is too
far gone, I’m afraid.” Once more he lifted his gaze and stared at
Evan. “This time it will be quite permanent, my lord.”

Evan dropped to his knees
beside her. His lungs seized while his pulse pounded heavy in his
temples. It was agony going through this again. “I don’t accept
that; I won’t.” Help me, beast. I can only
do so much, and she is dying.

The grief of his dragon
was palpable in his mind. Use your
fire.

Beg pardon?

Dragon fire is healing, an
ancient magic. You must transfer it to her.

Evan nodded. “Drayton, there is a way,
but it is horrible and she might hate me for it, especially with
fire being why we parted in the first place.”

The valet chuckled, but the mirth fell
flat. “If she is alive to hate, then you have a chance to win her
again. You did it before.” Drayton held his gaze as the rain fell
relentlessly around them. “The countess loves you, my lord. I saw
it myself in her eyes.” He gently stroked her cheek. “She also told
me so. Isn’t that worth fighting for, doing whatever you have
to?”

“You’re right.” Evan’s
eyes filled with tears as he stared down at the still form of his
wife. Love was a terrible proposition, for it changed a man from
the inside out and made him more vulnerable than he’d ever been,
but love was also the most wonderful, the most powerful thing on
the planet he could find. It strengthened a man, gave him the hope
and courage to continue on no matter what faced him.

Does she love me this time
around? Oh, but it was his fondest wish.
If she didn’t survive, he’d never hear those words.

“Say a prayer, Drayton,”
he advised in a quiet voice. Gently, he took Victoria into his arms
while the valet looked on.

Bloody
hell, but she was far too pale and cold.
With nothing to lose, he lowered his head and kissed her as she
grew weaker. Her lips felt cold, dead against his, and his heart
trembled with fear. Let me love you this
one last time. When her lips parted, he
called upon the power of his beast. The taste of charred wood and
smoke filled his palate and then the heat of the flames rushed up
his throat. Damnation. The experience in the human form wasn’t pleasant. It hurt
like the devil, for the frailer throat passages weren’t lined with
protective skin like the dragon’s, but the fire came in a hot,
molten river. Instead of erupting into the air, he sent the flames
into her mouth and down her throat, for a dragon indeed held one
secret.

The flames could kill or they could
heal; it was all a matter of perspective and control.

Please accept this gift,
Victoria. I need you in my life now more than ever. Our child needs
you if he’ll survive his own battle with the same beast.

While the valet looked on, Evan
communed with her for long moments. He shared his life-giving fire
with her and he prayed, more fiercely than he’d ever done, that it
would be enough to save her. Victoria’s body glowed from the warmth
he imparted. The golden orange tinge to her skin both encouraged
and terrified him. She grew hot to the touch, but her eyes remained
closed.

Eventually, his flames were spent and
exhaustion seeped into his limbs. He broke the kiss and gasped for
breath, his body shaking, his throat like shards of glass. It took
much out of him to affect use of the flames in any way, but thanks
to his dragon, he would heal in good time. When he slumped, the
valet caught Victoria and kept her from tumbling onto the wet
planking.

“When will we know if it
worked, my lord?” Awe threaded through Drayton’s voice as he
bounced his gaze between Evan and the woman in his arms.

“I have no idea, to be
honest. This is the first time I’ve used the fire in such an
application, and it’s rare besides.”

On his hands and knees while the rain
poured down and seeped further into his clothing, Evan sucked deep
breaths into his raw throat. He let the rain cool his body,
catching the moisture in his mouth in an effort to rid him of the
smoky char. Then he spat out the horrid residuals from the fire,
but his attention never wavered from his wife. Poor little slip of
a thing that had shown such delight at flying with him, that
reveled in the writing room he’d given her, that fit so perfectly
in his arms and gave life to his household, as well as to him and
Cecil.

Come back to me. We still
have much to live for.

Then, her eyelids fluttered. With a
gasp and a jerk of her body, she opened her eyes. Frantically, her
gaze darted about, roving over Drayton before landing on him. Evan
nearly died, for she smiled at him and her gorgeous blue-gray eyes
twinkled. Though far too pale and weak for his taste, she reached
out a hand. “Evan.” Before he could grasp it, it fell to the
rain-slicked wooden planks. The rise and fall of her chest gave him
hope. “I had the most lovely and bizarre dream...” Concern clouded
her eyes. “My throat aches fiercely.”

“That is to be expected.
It will fade in a few days.” Evan scuttled closer to her. “It is a
long story, love.”

“I am confused.” Victoria
frowned, her voice ragged. Traces of soot on her face mixed with
the rain. “And so very warm yet so very wet.” She lifted her hand,
reaching for his fingers. Her lips trembled. Tears pooled in her
eyes, spilling onto her cheeks. “Perhaps it is not the end after
all.” Then she slumped in Drayton’s arms, but there was a faint
smile on her face.

“Victoria?” Panic welled
in Evan’s chest. When he felt for her pulse, he was satisfied to
find it strong. Needing to see the physical proof the fire transfer
had worked, he pulled down her bodice enough to see her wound. The
hole where the ball had entered her body was already knitting
itself back together. Nestled in the fabric between her breasts was
the ball itself, rejected, no doubt when the healing began. With
shaking fingers, he plucked it out and tossed it away. Then he
righted her bodice. He slammed his gaze to his valet’s. “She needs
to go home where she can recover. If she doesn’t catch cold, it
will be a miracle.”

“Bloody hell,” Drayton
breathed. He grinned and there was a certain amount of relief in
the gesture. “You are the most fortunate bloke I have ever
seen.”

“I don’t know about that.”
Evan forced out a laugh that he didn’t feel. He wouldn’t know full
relief until she’d regained consciousness. “Not fortunate, my
friend. Perhaps blessed. For miracles aren’t my line of work, but
because of her, I believe in a higher power.” He stood on shaky
legs. “I’ll take her.” When the valet offered the slim body up to
him, Evan bundled her wet form into his arms and cradled her
against his chest. “Let us go home, Drayton. We’ve tarried too long
in this farce, don’t you think?”

“We have.” The valet
gestured to the dead body of Mr. Cockrell. “What should we do about
him?”

“Leave him. Let the
authorities find him and his hired help. Perhaps they will assume a
robbery went bad.” He pressed a kiss to Victoria’s forehead.
Indeed, her skin still retained the heat of the fire. “I’m anxious
to start living my life again. Death didn’t win this
day.”

If fate, God and fortune were kind, he
wouldn’t need to wait long.
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Victoria woke slowly. She took a deep
breath and let it out while she stared at the shifting shadows on
the ceiling. Apparently late afternoon, sunlight streamed through
the windows and she turned her head toward it, seeking the
warmth.

What had happened to land her in bed?
The last thing she recalled was the rain and being soaked to the
bone, unrelenting pain, and the feeling of terror.

A prickly feeling danced over her
skin—she wasn’t alone. When she turned her head the other way, her
gaze alighted upon Cecil, who sat perched on the edge of a
straight-back wooden chair at her bedside.

“Good afternoon, Mama,”
the boy said with a smile wide enough to split his face. His brown
suit showed wrinkles, and along the side of the bed were a
collection of tin toy soldiers. He’d obviously sat with her for
quite a while. “How are you feeling?”

“Good afternoon.”
How did she feel?
Victoria took stock of her body. She offered a grin to her son.
“Wonderful, actually.” Then a frown stole away her grin. “Why are
you here?”

“I was worried.” Shadows
filled his eyes, so like hers.

“Why?”

“You were rather ill. Papa
brought you home in the night. There was much commotion in the hall
that woke me.” The boy hopped off the chair to press against the
bed. “He warned me that there was a chance you wouldn’t
survive.”

“I was so very
ill?”

“Oh, yes.” Cecil shook his
head and in that moment he appeared so grown up she wanted to cry
at the injustice of it. She’d missed so much of his life that she
didn’t wish the rest of his childhood to vanish so quickly. “Papa
said so again that morning at breakfast, so I decided to watch over
you myself. Well, Papa and I did, and I told my governess to go
hang, for you were more important than working silly old
sums.”

Victoria chuckled at the budding
authority in his voice. He was certainly his father’s son. “That
wasn’t well done of you, Cecil. You must apologize to her. No
matter how worried you were, it wasn’t polite to treat your
governess thusly.”

“That’s what Papa said,
too.” He sighed. “I will apologize if you think it’s
necessary.”

“I do. And perhaps you
should give her some flowers if you can find some the next time you
are in the park.” No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t
remember anything past holding the pistol Drayton had thrust into
her hand and marching through the pouring rain in order to rescue
Evan. She sucked in a breath and glanced about her bedchamber, but
Cecil was the only other occupant. “Your father. Where is he?” Had
she saved him that horrible night when her father had chained him
and meant to kill him? Surely he hadn’t… But of course he didn’t,
for he’d brought her back, according to Cecil.

A shrug lifted the slight shoulders.
“Probably in his study. He paces a lot now, and Aunt Felicity says
he barely sleeps, that he sits with you here at night.” Confusion
shadowed the boy’s countenance. “He cried for you, held your hand.
I know because I crept out of my room and came here. I saw
him.”

Her heart constricted. “I am so sorry.
I didn’t mean to worry you both.”

The boy nodded. “Papa loves you.
That’s why he cried, because his heart was breaking. It must hurt
terribly, don’t you think?”

“It does indeed.” Warmth
flooded her cheeks. “Emotion is good for a man.” Oh, she needed to
see him, and soon. Scraps of memory came back, of her lying in the
rain, of terrible pain… of her fading away from life.
I wasn’t able to tell him how I feel.

Cecil went on, not knowing the
direction of her thoughts. “I thought Papa could use my company,
but Aunt Felicity said I was to keep quiet around him, because he’s
as worried about you as I am. She said he doesn’t need bothered
with my questions.”

“Your questions are never
a bother.” Victoria pushed herself upright against the wealth of
pillows. Someone had undressed her from the wet clothing and
replaced it with a silken nightdress of light blue trimmed with
ivory lace. If she had truly been ill, she certainly didn’t know
any aftereffects. In fact, she felt renewed, strong, as if she’d
had the most restorative sleep in all of her life. She patted the
bed next to her. “Come. I find I rather need a hug or three from
you.” Gratitude flooded her as the boy did as she asked. When the
warmth of him pressed into her side and he crawled beneath the
bedclothes, she wrapped her arms around him and sighed.

This made life worth living. Nothing else mattered, not all the
secrets nor the faults. They could be overcome, but loving a child
and having that love returned was magical indeed.

“I am so glad you’re
here,” she whispered to him and cuddled him close.

“Will you stay with us
this time, Mama?”

“Stay with you? Am I
scheduled to go somewhere?”

Cecil looked up into her face. He laid
a small hand to her cheek. “You nearly died,” he said in a
matter-of-fact way. His eyes held a somberness that no child’s
should have so early in life. “I’d rather like to have you about
for a long time. It’s good to have a mother again.”

“Oh, yes.” She kissed the
top of his head. “I intend to stay with you permanently, and
whatever happened to me, I feel strong and healthy.” In fact, the
tingling sensations that tumbled through her veins revitalized her.
If someone asked her to climb the highest mountain or swim from
England to France, she would have no issue in accomplishing those
tasks. How… bizarre. “I shall be with you for as long as you need
me. Never doubt that.”

“Excellent! Well done.”
Cecil bounced in place. He squeezed her in a hug and then flung off
the bedclothes with a radiant expression. “I am going to tell
everyone you are not dead again. I hope Cook makes something
agreeable to celebrate.” Then he slid from the bed, scattering and
dropping toy soldiers in his wake.

Not long afterward, Evan arrived. He
stood in the frame, his wide shoulders nearly brushing the wood.
Clad in boots, dove gray breeches, his shirtsleeves and a waistcoat
of sky blue satin, he was easily the most handsome man she’d ever
seen. She sucked in a breath as she stared. Oh, he was a sight for
sore eyes indeed. “Evan.” His presence filled the room and she
couldn’t ignore him even if she’d wished to. “I have missed
you.”

“Cecil told me the good
news.” Slowly, he approached the bed. “How are you feeling?”
Warily, he eyed her. Worry lined his face, and as he sat in the
chair his son had vacated, shadows clouded his eyes and his raven
hair, usually so stylish, stood in furrowed rows as if he’d run his
fingers through it in anguish.

“Well. Beyond well
actually.” She reached out to him and he took her hand. His
outdoors scent wafted to her nose and awakened her awareness of
him. The warmth he imparted was delicious; she wanted more of it.
“If anything, I am hungry.” To solidify the claim, her stomach
rumbled. “Ravenous, even.” Oh, how she wanted him, to show him how
much she cared.

He grinned but the gesture appeared
strained. “I shall ring for tea. Cook has been beside herself; we
all have.” When he pulled his hand from hers, she murmured a
protest.

“Stay with me, just the
two of us.” It was important that he know how much she cared for
him. All of him.
There was no more time to delay. But the urge to know the full
story seemed more compelling. “Please tell me what
happened.”

“Do you remember
anything?” His deep voice rumbled in the space and did funny things
to her insides.

“Bits and pieces.” She
shook her head. “Apparently, it is not my lot to keep memories,
both good or bad.” When she attempted a laugh, the sound fell
flat.

Evan rubbed a hand along his jaw that
was shadowed with dark stubble. The poor man hadn’t attended to
proper grooming while she’d been out. “Shall I be
blunt?”

“It is best.”

He nodded. “Your father shot you at
point blank range when you arrived at the docks as a rescue party.
He meant to kill me, but you were having none of that.” A ghost of
a smile curved his sensuous lips. “You were like an avenging angel
when you arrived.”

“I had to save you.” There was nothing
else to say.

“So you did.” A muscle
ticked in his jaw, a testament to the strain he still labored
under. “As you lay dying, I called upon the strength of my dragon
to burst free of the chains. I fought with your father,
and…”

Again, she reached out a hand. “Did
you dispatch him?”

He grasped her fingers with a
barely-there nod. If anything, he looked ready to retch. “I did. He
was your father and I’m sorry.”

“The man had no love in
his heart for me or anyone else.” She squeezed his fingers, but
when he remained mired in self-loathing, Victoria crawled across
the bed, swung her legs over the edge and then joined him on the
chair, straddling his lap with the hem of her night dress sliding
up her legs. As he wrapped his arms around her, she sighed from the
luxury of it. “You had no choice, for if you had granted him mercy,
he would have merely concocted another plan to do the same in the
future.”

“Quite
possibly.”

Then another thought occurred to her.
“What of my mother?”

“I convinced her to move
in with us. Unless you take exception, then I will find her a small
cottage on my country estate where she can live out her
life.”

“We shall see how things
progress.” His heat seeped into her skin, the solidness of his arms
around her gave her strength. “Trust is hard won.”

“Yes.” Evan’s eyes
darkened as he held her gaze. “There is more you need to
know.”

“Tell me.” She didn’t want
words, though. Not anymore. It was enough she was here with him and
nothing would separate them again. Unable to help herself, Victoria
pressed tiny kisses to each corner of his mouth.

He tightened his hold. “You were
almost dead by the time I reached you.” His Adam’s apple bobbed. “I
had no other option.” Was that… fear shadowing his eyes?

“For what?” She slipped
her hands down his chest and manipulated the buttons of his
waistcoat.

“In order to save your
life, I had to breathe dragon fire into you.”

“What?” Her fingers
stilled. She lifted a hand and pressed it to her throat. “The heat
I felt…”

“Yes.” Evan held her
shoulders. “Dragon fire can heal or it can kill. I breathed into
you for all that I was worth because…” His eyes were
haunted.

“Because?” She prompted
and laid a hand against his chest.

“I wasn’t strong enough to
lose you again, so I gave you my fire and hoped that it was
enough.”

“You breathed fire into
me,” she repeated in wonder. When she thought she’d feel terror,
especially since that was how she’d died the first time, the only
emotion gripping her was awe. “Why did I not burn to a
crisp?”

“I was in full control of
it, directed the fire to do specific things. It could have killed
you, of course, but it was a gamble I had to take.” Emotion rasped
through his voice. Then he framed her face in his hands. “It was
agony these past two days, wondering if the fire had healed you. If
you had died anyway…” He took in a breath and let it out.
“Victoria, you have no idea how much I adore you.”

“Oh, Evan. I have a fair
idea.” She layered her body to his, and when he didn’t move, she
kissed him.

Heat and hunger passed between them as
lips and tongues provided communication. She yanked his shirt tails
from his breeches and worked her hands beneath the fine lawn to
touch his chest, slide her fingers through the mat of hair there.
His muscles tensed as she explored and still he kissed her until
her mind spun and she didn’t want anything else except
him.

“Love me,” she whispered
against his lips.

“Always, but are you well
enough? After all, you just awoke…”

“I feel wonderful, better
than I ever have.” She shoved the waistcoat from his person. So
close she pressed to him that the evidence of his regard made
itself known.

“It is part of the
dragon’s gift,” he explained between kisses. Then he tugged the
filmy night dress up and off her body. It fell to the floor with a
whisper. “The fire gives the recipient enhanced energy for as long
as it remains in the blood.”

How… romantic. “You’ve truly given me
a piece of you, over and above your heart.”

“Yes.” The word was raw
and ragged. “You’ve had my heart since the night you accepted my
beast in Hyde Park.”

“You… he… Being loved is
the most amazing thing.” She needed to feel his body over hers,
moving inside her, needed to show him how she felt, how much she
loved him. “Then let us not waste the dragon’s fire.”

“I don’t wish to tax you.
According to Cecil, you came back from the dead—again.” His big
hands were on her breasts, cupping them, teasing the hardened
nipples, kneading the flesh and prompting a moan from
her.

“After everything we have
gone through and survived, I want this. I want you,
to start anew on a good foundation, one we’ve built all along... On
love.”

Hope filled his eyes and wiped the
exhaustion from his face. “We do have that, don’t we?” He surged to
his feet, but when she assumed he’d tumbled them to the bed, he
tossed her onto the mattress among the blankets and
pillows.

“Evan?”

“Hold, woman,” he said as
he crossed the room. “I need to close the door. Lock it lest our
son bursts in. For in this I don’t want interruptions.”
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Evan turned from the door he just
closed and locked. As he stared at his wife, all the love he held
for her welled up, bubbled over and he felt it through the whole of
his being in a hot and steady tide. She was here and she was
his.

Perhaps it is insanity how
much I adore her.

Inside his mind, his
dragon scoffed. Don’t wax poetic now,
human. Go claim our mate and show her you’ll be with her
forever.

He shoved his dragon to the side, for
he didn’t need another voice in his head. “Victoria…” Slowly, he
approached the bed, shedding his shirt as he went. “I thought I’d
lost you again, and nearly went out of my mind, for this time I
knew what was taken from me—my greatest treasure. Love does that,
changes everything.”

Such a simple concept but so difficult
to grasp into practical application.

She scrambled beneath the
bedclothes, hiding her nakedness from him. “I should have told you
earlier, but I wasn’t aware of it myself, not until you went
missing and I spoke to Drayton.” As she talked, he shed his boots
and breeches. When she looked at his form with appreciation in her
gaze, his length hardened and grew. “I suspected I loved you the
night you gave me the writing study, knew I did when you took my flying
that first time, but I was… afraid.” She pulled the covers up to
her chin. “Wary of what you might do in the future if your anger
got the better of you.”

After nudging his son’s tin soldiers
out of the way, Evan joined her on the bed, snuggling beneath the
bedclothes and taking her into his arms. Her softness, her curves
fit against him—the perfect missing piece of himself he’d
carelessly lost long ago.

“I’ll admit, I’m not a
simple man. Loving me will never be easy.” The confession was
pulled from a tight throat as he threaded his fingers into her
gorgeous, platinum hair. He held her gaze, pressed his forehead to
hers. “I bring all the travesty and history that has left its stamp
upon me over the years, but I won’t pretend to be something that
I’m not.” Surely she wouldn’t cry foul over his beast, not
now.

Victoria slipped her hands to his
back, playing her fingers down his spine, and with each touch he
bonded deeper and closer to her. “I have a past too, so it would be
the height of foolishness to expect you to remain blemish free.”
She brushed her lips over his and he fought to keep the last
vestiges of his control before claiming her. “Just like a marriage
is boring without friction, a life is quite dull without a past
that you’ve lived and prevailed in.”

His heart constricted and he spent the
next few minutes plying her with slow, exquisite kisses designed to
lead her into passion, desire and love. “I want to know everything
about you,” he said when he finished and they both fought for
breath.

“I want that too, and I
feel free with you, trust you implicitly, know you will protect me
and never hurt me.”

“Never again.” He nuzzled
the skin where her neck joined her shoulder. “With your help and
your love, my struggle with anger is easier for me to
handle.”

“And having the same from
you will assist in overcoming my anxiety for change and the
future.” She squeezed the globes of his arse in her hands and the
urge to join with her slid into urgency. “Show me, Evan. Show me
how great your regard for me is.” The tears welling in her eyes
magnified the blue-gray depths. “Show me that our marriage is real
this time.”

“Of this I have no doubts,
for we’ve learned from the mistakes of our past.” Then he kissed
her, tenderly, deeply and with enough purpose that she’d have no
qualms.

The soft sounds of pleasure she made
at the back of her throat shattered the remainder of his control.
They had the whole of their lives to take things slow and drive
each other to distraction. Right now, he wanted his wife in all the
ways that mattered—small and large, beautiful and ugly—wanted her
as a man does a woman, wanted them to become one.

He traced a path down her body with
kisses. When he came back up, he licked and nibbled her skin until
she writhed in a frenzy of need. Then he fit his tip to her opening
and settled himself in the cradle of her hips. “I love you. There
is nothing more to say.”

“I love you too.” She
looped her arms about his shoulders and when he thrust into her
honeyed heat, they both sighed and she clung to him. As he paused,
she met his gaze. Her eyes twinkled. He kissed away the tears on
her cheeks. “How much do you love me, Evan?”

“If you asked for the
moon, I’d endeavor to bring it to you.” He fell all the way down
from the heights that he found with her, and this time he knew she
would not only catch him, but she’d take the flight with him when
they swooped low.

“I need nothing so grand.”
The gentle way she kissed his lips had his heart trembling. “I only
need you…” Then she laughed and the sound went straight to his
stones. “And perhaps another child. I think Cecil would make a
lovely big brother.”

“Ah, Victoria. I will give
you as many babies as you wish.” Then his heart skipped a beat.
“The boys will suffer the curse like me.”

“We will love them all the
more fiercely. You and Cecil will guide them. And should you wish
to break the curse at the next window, I will support you in
that.”

“What did I ever do to
deserve you?” His chest swelled and his heart nearly burst from
joy. “We will have such fun together.” Life stretched before him,
more dazzling than all the gold in his study. The sound of
children’s laughter echoed through the chambers of his
mind.

They moved in a dance as old as time
itself. Endearments gave way to kisses and caresses. Deeper and
deeper he stroked into her, holding her in an effort to touch every
part of her. With everything that he was, he would worship this
woman, love her to the depths of his soul and back. Over and over
he pistoned his hips as he joined with her—his wife, the woman who
owned every part of him, the lady his heart beat for.

His trusts became more frantic and
desperate. All too soon her inner walls contracted around him and
Victoria shattered in his hold. He kissed her, taking her keening
cry into himself. Seeing the joy in her face, her eyes dancing with
love was the most wonderful affirmation he could ask for. With
another, forceful stroke, Evan tumbled into his own release and
when his member jerked and pulsed, he ground his hips into hers
before collapsing against her.

As his breathing returned to normal in
tandem with hers, he pressed his lips to the side of her neck and
rolled them over. The lilac scent of her infused the air around him
and he breathed her in, reveling in the feel and taste of her, the
novelty of having her beside him and knowing she’d remain there for
the rest of their lives.

For long moments he laid there, lost
in the joy of holding her and knowing he’d finally won her. Then he
stirred, disentangled her from him and slipped from the
bed.

“Please don’t leave.” Her
stomach growled and they both laughed. “Well, perhaps we should
seek out sustenance, but then I want you back here.” She lifted an
eyebrow in challenge.

“Spoken like a true
countess.” He padded to a low table beneath one of the windows.
After opening a drawer, he removed the trinket he’d put there
shortly after bringing her home on that terrible night when he’d
thought she might die. “However, I have no plans to leave. You,
Lady Coventry, are stuck with me for the next fifty years or so.”
When he returned to the bed, he took hold of her left
hand.

“What are you about?” The
flush of passion lingered on her skin and the limpid adoration in
her eyes made him fall all the harder for her.

“Victoria Sedgewyck, will
you marry me?”

“We are already wed, you
crazy dragon.”

He smiled. How could he not? “I am
aware of that, darling, but I meant will you marry me again? I want
our new life together to begin with new vows and a new ceremony,
witnessed by our son. He and I have worked it all out.” Then he
slipped a ring onto her fourth finger. A square-cut ruby in a gold
setting winked in the afternoon sun. It matched the necklace he’d
given her days before.

Victoria glanced at the ring and
uttered a squeal. “Of course I will.” She flung herself at him and
in her enthusiasm, they tumbled into the pillows with her laying
haphazardly over him. “Will we have a wedding trip? Can we take
Cecil? Oh, he would so enjoy an adventure.”

“Whatever is the fondest
desire of your heart, I will gladly give it.” He brushed the hair
from her forehead. His length twitched. It wouldn’t be long before
he’d take her again. “I already have my treasure, and she is worth
more than everything resting in my dragon’s hoard.”

“Oh, Evan.” She hugged him
close, and he sighed.

Fate had indeed given him a most
remarkable gift. It had led him back to his wife and he loved her
all the more the second time around. Never again would he take any
of it for granted. There was too much to look forward to, and with
his love by his side, there was nothing left to fear.






The End
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