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 Chapter One

 


Author’s Note: This story
begins during the time of The Perfect
Duke right after Miss Webb and the Duke of
Ravenshire went to Gretna Green.

 


~~~

 


December 1819

 


If
you want something bad enough, you’ll fight for it.

Miss Heather Duff kept repeating this phrase
to herself as she knocked on the door of Lord Powell’s
residence.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” her
brother, Mr. Charles Duff, asked her.

“I have to do this,” she told him. “If I
don’t, I’ll regret it for the rest of my life. Besides,” she added
when he rolled his eyes, “he loves me. This is as much for him as
it is for me.”

“In that case, it’s a shame you didn’t
accept his proposal.”

It was a shame. It was a
horrible decision on her part. She never should have listened to
Lady Eloise. She should have gone with her heart and said yes. Who
cared if Lord Powell was only a viscount? In light of the way Lady
Eloise ruined Ladies of
Grace, it hadn’t done Heather any good to
focus on how impressive a gentleman’s title was. If there was one
thing she could go back and change, she would tell him yes and let
Lady Eloise kick her out of the group.

The door opened, and Charles introduced
themselves to the footman then asked to see Lord Powell. Heather
held her breath as she waited for the footman’s response.
Thankfully, he opened the door further and gestured for them to
come into the townhouse.

She went in first, and her brother
followed.

“Lord Powell is in the drawing room,” the
footman said. “Wait here. I’ll tell him he has guests.”

She clasped her hands together, hoping no
one could tell she was nervous. All she had to do was give him the
speech she had prepared. He did love her. She knew it. He wouldn’t
have proposed to her if he didn’t, not when he had other ladies who
were interested in him. She was his first choice. Sure, he had
proposed to another lady, but that was after she’d rejected
him.

I was so stupid. Why did I listen to Lady
Eloise?

Never again. She’d never let anyone tell her
what to do in the future. She was here to take back control of her
life. And it wasn’t too late to marry him. He’d only gone through
the banns one time. There was still time to intervene and stop the
wedding.

The footman returned. “Lord Powell will see
you.”

He gestured for them to follow him, so they
did. She resisted the urge to press her hand over her chest. Her
heart was beating so fast that she could hardly breathe. She hoped
no one else noticed.

Her brother let her into the drawing room
first, and at once, she felt that familiar thrill at seeing Lord
Powell. He was exquisitely handsome. Hair so dark it was almost
black. Deep brown eyes. Nice square jaw. Wonderful broad shoulders.
He wasn’t as tall as some gentlemen, but he was strong. He wasn’t
scrawny like some.

Lord Powell stood by one of the chairs,
hands behind his back. “Mr. and Miss Duff,” he greeted. “To what do
I owe the pleasure?”

Heather. I wish he’d call
me Heather. She’d love to hear the way her
name sounded on his lips.

Her brother nudged her from behind, making
her jerk forward a bit. Heat rose up in her cheeks. Granted, her
brother wasn’t all that happy about being dragged here, but he
could at least be subtle about it.

She turned her attention back to Lord Powell
and offered a curtsey. He, in turn, bowed. She didn’t know if her
brother joined in the pleasantries or not since he was still behind
her, but for propriety’s sake, she would assume so.

“I was wondering if I might speak to you for
a moment.” She glanced back at her brother. “In private.”

“If you wished to speak with me in private,
then why did you bring your brother?” Lord Powell asked.

She turned her attention back to him. “Well,
I couldn’t come here alone. That would have looked bad.”

“You didn’t mind how things looked when you
turned down my proposal when my mother and your brother were in the
room.”

She tried not to wince, but it was hard to
do that when he was right. “I was afraid if we were alone, people
might talk. Then a scandal could have erupted.”

“And you think if we talk in private right
now that a scandal might not happen?”

Drat! He made a good point. She clasped her
hands together. “Back then, I wanted my brother nearby for moral
support.”

“Moral support?”

“It wasn’t easy to tell you no.”

“It wasn’t easy to hear the answer no,
either.”

Again, she winced. This conversation wasn’t
going as she had hoped. She knew she’d have to apologize and seek
his forgiveness. She just didn’t realize she was going to have to
do it in front of her brother. But Lord Powell was right. She had
humiliated him in front of her brother and his mother. It was only
right she be willing to humble herself in front of a third
party.

She cleared her throat and gave him a nod.
“You’re right. I should have been more concerned about your
feelings.” She paused, very much aware that her brother was behind
her, listening to the whole thing. “I came by to apologize. I made
a horrible mistake. I never should have told you no. I wanted to
say yes, but I let a ridiculous stipulation with my lady’s group
stop me.” She swallowed. That was harder to admit than she’d
thought it’d be. “I have since left the group. I was hoping you
might consider marrying me.”

“Didn’t you hear that I am betrothed to
someone else?”

“Yes, but you’re not married yet. There’s
still time to do things right.”

“And you think me marrying you is the right
thing to do?”

“Well, you did propose to me before you
proposed to Miss Beaumont.”

“But you said no.”

“I’m not saying no now,” she argued. “Now
I’m saying yes.”

“You can’t just change your mind and expect
everything to go exactly the way you want it to.”

He was right. There was no arguing this
particular point. “I accept that, but I know you don’t love her.
You might be comfortable with her. She’s probably a good lady who’d
make a pleasant companion. You and I, however, have something
magical between us. We’d have a love match. I think something like
that is worth fighting for.”

He hesitated for a moment, and she thought
he might agree, that he might say he’d end the betrothal with the
other lady and say he’d marry her instead. But he didn’t do
that.

“If it’s worth fighting for, then you’d
fight for it.” He walked over to the doorway and gestured to it.
“The footman will open the front door for you on your way out.”

She wasn’t sure she understood him right
until her brother took her by the arm and led her out of the
drawing room. She was too stunned to stop him. She shouldn’t have
been stunned. She’d said no to Lord Powell when he proposed. He
wasn’t expected to sit and wait for her to come to her senses. He
had moved on. He was with someone else now.

She glanced back at him, and she caught the
regret in his eyes. She had hurt him when she’d told him no. He had
wanted to be with her. He still wanted to be with her. She wasn’t
imagining it. They did have the very real possibility of a love
match. She’d just been too stupid to grab onto it when she had the
chance, and, as he’d pointed out, she couldn’t just come here and
expect things to go her way. She’d hurt him too much for him to
just welcome her back as if nothing had happened.

“Come on,” her brother said, urging her
through the front door of the townhouse.

Once the footman closed the door behind
them, she said, “He still wants to marry me.”

Her brother let out an exasperated sigh.
“No, he doesn’t. He told you no. He is going to marry Miss
Beaumont.”

But he didn’t have to. Not if she did
something to stop the wedding.

Charles groaned. “Heather, you have to know
when to let things go. This is one of them. The best you can do
right now is move on. Find someone else. There are a lot of
gentlemen in London.” As if to prove his point, he motioned to the
gentlemen who were in carriages or walking up and down the
sidewalk. “Half of them don’t have a wife. Choose one of them.”

She didn’t want one of them. She only wanted
one, and he was in the townhouse she’d just left. She looked over
at the window, and she couldn’t be sure, but she thought she saw
Lord Powell duck behind the curtains. No, she was sure. She had
seen him. Lord Powell was watching her.

He’d only do that if he secretly wanted her
to come back for him. Otherwise, he would have gone off to do
something else like read a book, write a missive, or go to another
room. But he wasn’t doing any of those things. He was watching her.
He was probably waiting to see what she’d do next.

Well, she couldn’t do anything right now.
But she would do something. She needed a plan. This wasn’t going to
be easy, but she couldn’t let the obstacles standing in her way
stop her. She wanted to marry him more than she wanted anything,
and she was going to be his wife no matter what.

Feeling much better, she joined her brother
and walked down the steps of the townhouse. It wasn’t too late. He
wasn’t married yet. As long as he was still available, there was a
chance. There were two more banns left. Surely, she’d come up with
something before the last ones were read.

 


***

 


Logan Breckman, Earl of Toplyn, poured brandy
into two glasses then handed one to Gill Easton, Viscount Powell.
“Are you sure Miss Duff looked back when she left the townhouse?”
Logan asked.

Gill nodded as Logan sat across from him. As
soon as Miss Duff and her brother had left his townhouse, he had
come straight over to his friend’s to talk about it. Gill took a
sip of his brandy. “I’m sure. She turned her head to the window and
looked directly at me.”

“What did you do in return?”

“I pretended to be startled she caught me
watching her and stepped out of sight.”

“And you think this will make her pursue
you?”

“She did come to ask me to take her back.
She said she wanted me to marry her instead of Miss Beaumont.”

Logan took a drink of his brandy then shook
his head. “That doesn’t mean much.”

“Yes, it does. I’ve been on her mind. She
realizes that saying no to my proposal was a mistake. She should
have said yes.”

“I understand that. But you told her you
wouldn’t marry her. How do you know she’s going to keep begging you
to marry her instead of Miss Beaumont?”

“I don’t know it for sure.” When Logan shot
him a pointed look, he added, “My mother says I made myself too
available to Miss Duff. She said I was like a puppy with a new shoe
whenever Miss Duff was around. If I had pretended I had no interest
in her, then I probably could have had her.”

Logan’s eyes lit up. “Ah, I see. You’re
playing hard to get.”

“It doesn’t hurt to try something different
since what I did before didn’t work.”

“And what about Miss Beaumont? You proposed
to her, and she said yes.”

“My mother suggested the marriage, and Miss
Beaumont’s father agreed to that match. Neither I nor Miss Beaumont
had anything to do with it.”

“But you’re still planning to marry her.”
Logan paused. “Or, at least you were planning to until Miss Duff
showed up at your townhouse today.”

“I was going to go through with the
wedding.” But maybe now he didn’t have to. Maybe things had taken a
sudden unexpected turn for the better. “I’m not particularly
interested in Miss Beaumont, and I don’t think she’s all that
interested in me. We’re only marrying each other because our
parents arranged it. We barely say more than a few words to each
other when we’re together.” He took another sip of the brandy.

“Does Miss Duff know that?”

“Of course not. I wouldn’t dare tell her
such a thing. Where would the challenge be if she knew I had no
interest in Miss Beaumont?”

“So you want poor Miss Duff to suffer until
you let Miss Beaumont go?”

“I want Miss Duff to prove she really wants
to marry me. I think I’m owed that after the way she rejected
me.”

“You’re doing this for the sake of your
silly pride?”

Gill rolled his eyes. “It’s not just that.
It’s about knowing her feelings for me are sincere. I don’t want to
be a passing fancy to her. I don’t want her to be interested in me
because I’m betrothed. I want her to show me that she loves
me.”

“And you think making things difficult for
her will do that?”

“I got further with her today than I did
when I was her suitor.”

Logan considered his words then nodded. “You
make a good point. So what do you plan to do next?”

Gill glanced at the remaining brandy in his
glass. “To be honest, I haven’t thought further than pretending I’m
no longer interested in her.”

“Hmm…”

Noting the way Logan was tapping his fingers
on the arm of his chair, Gill leaned forward in interest. “You have
an idea?”

“If you’re insistent on going this route,
you might as well make it worth your while.”

“If you were in my situation, what would you
do?”

“I’d make Miss Duff squirm as much as
possible. I’d go to a ball with Miss Beaumont and pretend I was
interested in everything she had to say. If Miss Duff approached me
for a dance, I’d act as if I had to because it was expected of me.
I’d let something about Miss Beaumont slip into the conversation,
but I’d also touch her in a way that indicates I might be
interested should she keep vying for me. I’d go for a walk or horse
ride with Miss Beaumont and go right by Miss Duff’s residence. If
she happened to see me, I’d let my gaze linger on hers so that she
thinks she might have a chance. I’d say ‘no’ but let my actions say
‘yes’. I’d do anything possible to make her pursue me. If you make
it too difficult, she’ll give up. If you make it a challenge, she’s
likely to fall for the trap.”

“Why, Logan,” Gill began, his eyes growing
wide, “you’re a cad. A very clever and sneaky cad.”

“Thank you. It’s one of the things my wife
loves about me.” With a smile, he drank more of his brandy.

Already, Gill was making plans on what he
could say and do to get Miss Duff to do what he wanted. With any
luck, he’d secure Miss Duff’s undying devotion, but he had to be
careful in how he proceeded.

A knock came at the door of the den,
followed by a small lad calling out for his father. Logan chuckled,
got up, and set his empty glass on the desk. Then he hurried to the
door and opened it.

A blond-haired two-year-old boy held his
hands up to him. “Papa.”

Logan chuckled and picked his son up in his
arms. “Mathias wants to be where the excitement is.” He returned to
the chair and sat down, setting a very happy boy on his lap. “It
seems that no matter where I’m at, he manages to find me.” He
ruffled the boy’s hair. “Not that I mind. It’s rather flattering
that he wants to be with his father as much as he does.”

“Not tired,” Mathias said. “No bed.”

“Oh, so that’s what he’s doing,” Gill
replied with a smirk. “He’s trying to get out of taking a nap.”

“You’ll notice he came to find me,” Logan
pointed out. “He could have sought out anyone else, but he chose
me.”

“Or he could have been running from his
mother because he knows she’d make him take that nap,” Gill
said.

“No bed,” Mathias repeated.

Gill laughed. “I thought so.”

“Mathias adores me,” Logan insisted. “He
follows me everywhere when he’s awake. I’m his hero.”

The door opened halfway, and Logan’s wife
poked her head into the room. Her gaze went to Mathias, and she
groaned. “You have to take a nap.” She opened the door further and
stepped into the room, showing Gill just how close she was to
giving birth to her third child.

“I take it the second is asleep,” Gill
guessed.

“Yes,” she said as she approached them.
“Jerry went to sleep right away, which is more than I can say for
his older brother.” She shot Mathias a disapproving look.

“I big,” Mathias told her. “No bed.”

“He can stay with me,” Logan said. “I don’t
mind.”

“If he skips his nap, he’ll be cranky this
evening,” she argued.

“Not if I keep him entertained,” Logan
replied. “I’ll teach him how to throw darts at your brother’s
portrait.”

She gasped. “You’ll do no such thing! That
portrait was a gift.”

“Melissa,” Logan began, “you can’t honestly
expect me to accept such an atrocious gift as long as I can see his
face. Once we blot him out, I’ll be more than happy to accept it.”
He glanced at Gill. “I enjoy his wife and their two children, but
if I have to look at Malcolm’s face whenever I sit in the drawing
room, I swear I’ll end up going to an asylum. It’s just not natural
to have a picture of your brother-in-law in your drawing room.” He
shuddered.

“It was a gift from him and Regan. They were
being nice in giving it to us.” She picked Mathias up.

Logan waited until she had her back turned
to him before rolling his eyes.

Gill hid his laughter and set the glass
down. “I don’t think anyone suffers as greatly as you do, Logan. I
think Malcolm had that family portrait sent over just to annoy
you.”

“Oh, that can’t be true,” Melissa
argued.

“It is true,” Logan replied. “I insist we
get rid of the blasted thing unless you let me cover up his
face.”

“I can’t do that,” she said. “We’re
expecting him and his family over here for dinner in a few days.
They’ll say something if you ruin the portrait.”

Logan groaned. “This is ridiculous,” Logan
said. “It’s my townhouse. I’m an earl. I should have a say in what
is or isn’t in the drawing room.”

She considered his argument and nodded.
“You’re right. I’ll make a compromise with you. We’ll have the
portrait up whenever they come over. When they’re not here, we’ll
put it somewhere else.”

“All right. I’ll do that. The thing goes up
to that attic at once.”

“The attic?”

“The further your brother is from me, the
better it is for everyone. It’s bad enough I have to see him at
White’s and at the occasional dinner party.”

Melissa sighed but didn’t argue. Instead,
she offered Gill a smile then left the room, carrying Mathias with
her.

“If I didn’t love my wife, the whole
situation would be impossible,” Logan told Gill.

Gill finally laughed. “Why don’t we go out?
We could take a horseback ride through the park.”

“I’d rather go fox hunting. I have the need
to chase something that is as sly as my brother-in-law. You know he
gave me that portrait to annoy me.”

“Yes, I know.”

“Does Miss Duff have a brother?”

“She does. He’s two years older than
her.”

“I hope he’s not as unpleasant as Melissa’s
brother. If it was up to Malcolm, I’d be dead.”

Gill shook his head as the two left the den.
“Surely, that isn’t true.”

“It is. He took me dueling while I was
betrothed to her.”

“If that’s the case, then why isn’t one of
you dead?”

“Because I let him live,” Logan said. “I
knew it would break Melissa’s heart to live without her brother. So
I let a bullet graze his wrist.”

Gill’s eyes widened. “You’re that good of a
shot?”

“I can shoot anything, no matter how fast it
is.”

“Remind me to never get on your bad
side.”

Logan chuckled. “I will, should you ever get
annoying.”

Chuckling along with him, he followed Logan
out of the townhouse so they could go fox hunting.


 Chapter Two

 


“Make sure you tell Miss Beaumont she’s pretty when we’re out
today,” Gill’s mother told him as she barged into his
bedchamber.

He glanced over at her as his valet adjusted
his cravat. “How many times do I have to tell you it’s not
appropriate for you to come into my bedchamber? You should wait
until I’m downstairs.” Didn’t she ever stop to consider that he
might be in a state of undress when she came into his
bedchamber?

“You’re taking too long to get ready for our
outing,” she said as she sat in a chair. She shot him a pointed
look. “Your father was a punctual gentleman. He never once kept me
waiting.”

“I want to be sure I look my best this
afternoon.” And that was true. He was going to go right by Miss
Duff’s residence, and he wanted her to think he was handsome,
should she happen to look out the window and see him.

His mother smiled in approval. “I suppose
it’s acceptable then. I want you to get along with her. Her parents
are very influential. It would be advantageous to please them.”

Yes, he was well aware that
his mother wanted this marriage for the social advantages she could
get from it. She’d liked Miss Duff for the same reason. Miss Duff’s
father was an earl, and she was in Ladies
of Grace, a group that was prestigious in
its own right. Miss Beaumont’s family, however, was well connected
to the more impressive members of society, such as Lord Cadwalader.
For his mother, that made Miss Beaumont a better choice. Miss Duff
had been his first choice, though, so he had pursued her
instead.

When Miss Duff rejected his proposal, he’d
allowed his mother to make the arrangement. Now he wished he
hadn’t. If he’d thought for one minute Miss Duff would be asking
him to take her back, he wouldn’t have done it. Then he wouldn’t
have the complication of dealing with Miss Beaumont. That was, of
course, if Miss Duff was going to fight for him.

When the valet finished, Gill’s mother
headed for the door and waved for Gill to follow her. “Today is
going to be so much fun!”

It would be if Miss Duff happened to see him
with Miss Beaumont. He prayed fate would intervene on his behalf
and let him cross her path today.

“Are you sure you want to walk to her
residence?” his mother asked as they headed down the hall.

“Whose residence?” he blurted out before he
recalled she had no idea he was thinking about Miss Duff.

His mother looked at him as if he’d lost his
mind. “What do you mean, ‘whose residence’? Miss Beaumont’s, of
course!”

“Yes, I want to walk. Isn’t that what we’re
doing today? Taking a walk?”

“I suppose so. I had assumed we’d take the
carriage over to her residence and walk at the park.”

“Everyone walks at the park. I’d rather walk
around town.” When she didn’t seem all that enthusiastic about his
plan, he added, “Someone prominent might happen to see us walking
with Miss Beaumont as we pass their townhouse.”

At that possibility, her eyes grew wide in
interest. “I hadn’t thought of it that way. I like that idea. I
like it a lot!”

Yes, he knew she would, which was why he’d
used this kind of logic to get her to do what he wanted. They left
the townhouse and walked down the street. His mother was rambling
on about her plans for Miss Beaumont after the marriage, but he
wasn’t paying attention. There wouldn’t be a marriage between him
and Miss Beaumont…not if Miss Duff had something to do with it,
which he hoped she would. They arrived at Miss Beaumont’s within
ten minutes and stayed with her parents long enough for his mother
to exchange pleasantries.

He glanced over at Miss Beaumont. She was
staring at the parasol in her lap. She didn’t seem all that excited
to be going on this walk. He suspected she wasn’t any more
enthusiastic about this upcoming marriage than he was. He would
have to ask her about it when an opportune moment came up.

“Oh, I can’t condone any kind of scandal,
either,” his mother was telling Miss Beaumont’s parents. “I’ve kept
a careful eye on Gill ever since he was a child. I assure you, his
reputation is spotless. Why, he hasn’t even kissed a lady, let
alone taken one to bed.”

Gill’s face grew hot, and he had to glance
away from everyone. Good heavens. Did his mother have to come right
out and say that? Even if it was true, they didn’t need to know it.
When he dared a peek at Miss Beaumont’s parents, he noticed they
were as shocked as he was.

He nudged his mother in the side and gave a
slight shake of his head.

“What?” his mother asked.

She didn’t get it. She just didn’t get it.
For all her talk of propriety, she didn’t know when she was proper
or not. Hiding his exasperation, he said, “I think we should take
that walk now.”

“Oh! Right.” She chuckled and turned back to
Miss Beaumont’s parents. “He’s excited to be taking this walk with
your daughter. He’s talked of little else all morning.”

That was a lie, but since she’d gotten off
the topic of his personal life, he didn’t say anything. Miss
Beaumont joined them, and the three headed out of the
townhouse.

As usual, his mother took over the
conversation. Neither he nor Miss Beaumont said anything. Sure, his
mother would pause long enough for one of them to offer a simple
reply, but that was the extent of their input into the discussion.
At the moment, she was talking about the latest fashion and an
upcoming ball. He was barely paying attention. It seemed that Miss
Beaumont was keeping up with her much better than he was. At least,
she seemed to be by the way she was smiling and making eye contact
with his mother.

He, on the other hand, was intentionally
leading them down streets that would take them to Miss Duff. He
didn’t know if it was wrong to pray that Miss Duff would happen to
be looking out the window of her townhouse as he passed, but he
prayed for it anyway. This entire walk was pointless if she didn’t
see him with Miss Beaumont.

As it turned out, fortune prevailed. Not
only was Miss Duff at her residence, but she happened to be coming
down the steps toward the sidewalk as they were approaching. He
quickly tuned into what his mother was saying.

“I don’t know what music Lord Steinbeck will
have, but knowing him, he’ll have only the best,” his mother was
rambling. “There’s no one who can rival him.”

“Well, there is Lord Edon,” he said.

His mother blinked in surprise. Up to now he
hadn’t contributed anything substantial to the conversation, so he
could understand her shock. She chuckled and waved her hand
dismissively at him. Then she told Miss Beaumont, “He teases us. He
doesn’t have anything to do with people like Lord Edon.”

Another lie. He was acquainted with Lord
Edon. He might not be friends with the gentleman, but he spoke to
him from time to time. He just hadn’t told this to his mother. But
then, since when was he required to tell her who he spoke to? He
was a grown gentleman after all.

They arrived at Miss Duff’s townhouse, and
he pretended he’d just noticed her.

“My son will be a respectable husband,” his
mother told Miss Beaumont. “I can assure you of that.”

Miss Duff paused on the steps of the
townhouse. Their eyes met, and he let his gaze linger on hers. She
bit her lower lip as if she was tempted to call out to him. Whether
she planned it or not, it was a seductive sight, and he felt his
body surge with a desire he’d never had for any of the other
ladies. It was always like that with her. From the moment they met,
it seemed as if he’d been lit on fire.

He had to remind himself that he couldn’t
run up the steps and talk to her. He must not say anything. All he
could do was hold her gaze and hope it conveyed the possibility she
might have him if she pursued him.

“Don’t you agree, my dear?” his mother asked
him.

Realizing he hadn’t heard the earlier part
of his mother’s statement, he forced his gaze off of Miss Duff.
“What?” he asked his mother.

“I was saying it’s necessary to associate
with the right people,” she said. “Surely, you agree.”

“Yes, of course,” he mumbled.

He glanced back at Miss Duff, and he was
pleased to note she was still watching him as he, his mother, and
Miss Beaumont kept on walking down the sidewalk. Goodness, but Miss
Duff was the most exciting lady he’d ever come across. If only
she’d said yes to his proposal. They could have already been
married, and he could have already taken her to his bed.

He couldn’t give up hope. There was still a
chance he might be with her yet.

Unfortunately, they reached the point where
they had to turn down another street. He would have gone back past
Miss Duff’s townhouse if he could.

No, you must not go back. You can’t make it
easy for her. She needs to prove she’s serious about being married
to you. Don’t be too eager. Give her enough interest but not too
much. Otherwise, this whole ploy might not work.

And this must work. If he did nothing else
in this life, he must marry Miss Duff.

 


***

 


He wants me.

Heather watched Lord Powell as he, his
mother, and Miss Beaumont went down another street. There was no
doubt about it. She’d caught the passionate heat in his gaze. He
might be betrothed to Miss Beaumont, but he really wanted to be
with her.

She needed a plan. She needed a way to get
to him. Going to his townhouse with a chaperone hadn’t done any
good. There had to be something else she could do. Perhaps if she
got him alone somewhere, she might be able to convince him to break
off the betrothal. She’d once overheard her brother’s friend tell
him that it was hard to resist a lady when there was no one else
around and she was flirting with him.

She thought over her
options. How could she get him alone? She couldn’t sneak into his
townhouse. It wasn’t that she was above doing such a thing. Now
that she was no longer a part of Ladies of
Grace, she could do any scandalous thing
she wanted. Rumors didn’t bother her.

What good was having a pristine reputation
when she couldn’t have the gentleman she most wanted? She’d gone
down that path, and look at where it’d gotten her! She was done
being good. It was time to do whatever she had to in order to get
Lord Powell.

After a moment, an idea came to her. With a
smile, she returned to her townhouse.

 


***

 


“Mother, I wish to have a word with Miss
Beaumont,” Gill said when they returned to her townhouse. The three
had stepped into the drawing room, and this was probably the only
time he could secure a private conversation with Miss Beaumont.
“Would you allow us a moment of privacy?”

“I don’t know if I should,” his mother
replied, glancing uncertainly at Miss Beaumont. “What if you do
something inappropriate?”

“I’m not going to do anything
inappropriate,” he promised. “I only wish to ask her something. I
assure you there’s nothing scandalous in what I’m doing. Besides,”
he looked at Miss Beaumont, “you can scream if I do anything I
shouldn’t.” He turned back to his mother. “And you can wait right
outside the drawing room doors.”

His mother fidgeted for a few seconds but
then relented. “All right. But keep it short.”

“I’ll only be five minutes,” he said.

Though she still didn’t seem sure this was a
good idea, she nodded and left the drawing room. He followed her
and, with another promise he would be on his behavior, shut the
doors. Good heavens. The lady had just humiliated him by telling
Miss Beaumont and her parents that he was as virginal as a monk.
What made her think he was going to ravish Miss Beaumont right here
in her own drawing room?

If I’m going to ravish anyone, it’s going to
be Miss Duff.

He forced the thought aside. Now wasn’t the
time to give into fantasies.

He turned to Miss Beaumont and approached
her. He gestured to a chair. “Will you sit?”

Looking surprised, Miss Beaumont did as he
wished. “What do you wish to discuss?”

He sat across from her and kept his voice
low in case his mother was listening. Well, there was no ‘in case’
about it. He was certain she was listening. He had no doubt she was
pressing her ear to the door.

“I have a matter to discuss with you,” he
began. “I’m afraid I’ll have to be blunt about it. I don’t wish to
upset you, but it might not be something I can avoid.”

Her eyebrows furrowed in concern. “What is
it?”

“I’m in love with another lady. I had asked
this lady to marry me before our betrothal. The lady said no, but
it turns out she does want to marry me after all. I’m terribly
sorry. I didn’t think she would change her mind when I agreed to
the arrangement your parents made with my mother.”

To his relief, she relaxed and said, “Thank
goodness. I don’t want to marry you, either.”

Then it was just as he’d suspected. She
wouldn’t be heartbroken if he put an end to the engagement. “I’m
glad to hear that. I was hoping the feeling was mutual.”

“Oh, it is.” She smiled. “I know our parents
will be upset, but this will be for the best.”

“I agree, except I was hoping we could
continue on with the betrothal for a little longer.”

“Why?”

“Well, that lady I mentioned earlier… The
one who wants to be with me after all…” How could he best word
this? “Her name is Miss Duff, and there’s a small possibility that
the reason she’s had a change of heart is because I’m not
available.”

Her eyebrows furrowed. “Is it wise to pursue
a lady who only wants you because you’re betrothed to someone
else?”

“I’m hoping she’ll fight for me in order to
prove me wrong, but in order for her to seriously pursue me, I
can’t be with my mother all the time. My mother has a tendency to
be like a shadow.”

“Yes, I noticed that.”

“And you’ve also noticed she dominates the
conversation. It’s hard to get a word in when she’s around.”

She nodded. “I noticed that, too.”

“I’m certain Miss Duff and I could have a
love match, but I’ll never have a chance if my mother’s around all
the time.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“I was wondering if you’d go to the ball
with me in two days. I know Miss Duff will be there. Perhaps when
she sees us dancing, she’ll make a move to dance with me. I might
be able to talk her into eloping that night.”

“Do you really think she’ll run off to
Gretna Green with you?”

“You and I are close to being married. We’ve
already started reading the banns. She will have to act quickly if
she wants to secure me as a husband.”

“I don’t know. It seems rather risky. What
if you mention eloping and she loses interest? If she wants you
because she can’t have you, won’t you be making it too easy for her
by suggesting an elopement?”

He hadn’t thought of that. She made a good
point.

Miss Beaumont’s eyes lit. “I have an idea.
If you really want to know if Miss Duff’s interest in you is real,
have her think she’s tricking you into a scandal. Only a lady with
her heart set on marrying a gentleman at all costs would risk a
scandal. And, as a benefit, the scandal will force you to marry
her.”

He considered the idea. He liked it. He
liked it a lot. But was it even possible?

It is if Miss Duff wants to marry you badly
enough.

It would be a good test on how much she
meant it when she claimed she wanted to marry him. If she didn’t
care enough to try to get him involved in a scandal, then he was
better off without her. If Miss Duff would go that far to prove she
wanted him, then he would know for sure they could have a love
match.

“How can we make Miss Duff force the
scandal?” he asked.

“You will hide in Lord Clement’s den during
the ball,” Miss Beaumont said. “Then, when I see her, I’ll let it
slip that you’re in the den. If she really wants to be with you,
she’ll seek you out.”

“You’d be willing to do that?”

“Sure. It’d be like playing matchmaker.”

Grateful she was willing to help him, he
took her hand in his and kissed it. “Thank you, Miss Beaumont. I
will be in your debt after this.”

His mother opened the doors, and he bolted
to his feet. “It’s been five minutes,” his mother called out in a
sing-songy voice.

His mother glanced between them and breathed
a sigh of relief when she noticed their clothes weren’t disheveled.
Gill resisted the urge to roll his eyes. His mother could be
wearisome at times. Either she believed him to be a saint or she
didn’t. This back and forth thinking between the two extremes was
downright annoying.

“I’m looking forward to going to Lord
Clement’s ball with you,” Miss Beaumont told Gill.

“Oh yes, it shall be a splendid evening,”
his mother replied as if Miss Beaumont had directed the comment to
her. “I heard Lord and Lady Cadwalader will be there.” His mother
shot him a hopeful look. “With any luck, you might secure at least
one dance with Lady Cadwalader.” She glanced at Miss Beaumont. “The
dance will strictly be for social reasons. You have no need to fear
that he’d run off with her.”

He nearly gagged. Lady Cadwalader was twice
his age and highly annoying. He’d rather pluck out his eyeball with
a fork than run off with her. A lifetime with a bunch of rats was
preferable to even spending one night with her. He shuddered. No.
He must not let his mind go there. He needed his appetite for
dinner. Cook was serving roast lamb tonight, and he loved roasted
lamb.

“What’s wrong with you?” his mother asked
when she noticed his expression.

“Nothing. I’m fine.” Having successfully
warded off any notion of doing anything other than sharing one
dance with Lady Cadwalader, he smiled at Miss Beaumont. “I look
forward to escorting you to the ball.”

“With me as a chaperone, of course,” his
mother added. “You can’t be alone with her until the wedding is
done.” She gave Miss Beaumont a pointed look. “I have done my due
diligence to make sure he’s worthy of you.”

Good heavens. There it was again. The
reference to his virginity. He couldn’t wait to have Miss Duff
deflower him just so that his mother would stop talking about what
a saint he was.

He cupped his mother’s elbow, said good-bye
to Miss Beaumont, and led his mother out of the room before she
could say anything else to embarrass him.


 Chapter Three

 


Heather had thought of little else but Lord Powell for the past
two days. Since seeing him with his mother and Miss Beaumont, she’d
walked past him in Hyde Park. He’d scanned her up and down in a way
that made her body tingle all over. Then she’d caught him going by
her townhouse in his carriage. Twice. She couldn’t recall ever
seeing his carriage going by her townhouse before.

He wanted her. He was letting her know it in
subtle ways, but he was definitely sending her a message by
crossing her path so often. She was sure of it! And she was also
sure that he wanted her to give him a good reason why he should
drop his engagement to Miss Beaumont. She would have given him a
reason if she’d been able to talk to him, but he hadn’t bothered to
stop and talk to her. Not that he really could. Neither had another
person with them to be a chaperone.

This evening she just might get her chance
to speak with Lord Powell at Lord Clement’s ball. He was sure to be
there. All she needed to do was get him away from the others. Then
they could finally express themselves openly and freely. One way or
another, she was going to do it.

On the way to the ball, she kept fidgeting
in the seat next to her brother. She couldn’t wait to see Lord
Powell.

Her brother chuckled. “I’ve never seen you
so eager for a ball before. I’m glad you got over Lord Powell.”

“I’m not over him. I love him. As it turns
out, he’ll be there this evening.”

Her brother’s smile turned into a frown.
“You don’t intend to dance with him so you can talk to him, do
you?”

“He loves me, Charles. He’s been sending me
secret messages with his eyes for the past two days. He’s hoping
I’ll be at the ball this evening.”

He shook his head, his frown deepening.
“He’s engaged to another lady. I order you to give up this nonsense
at once.”

“I can’t. Not when he wants to be with me
instead of her.”

“Will you listen to yourself? You sound more
childish than Bridget and Melanie.”

She gasped. How dare he compare her to their
younger sisters? “They are five and six.”

“Exactly. And they show better judgment than
you do. Be sensible. You were the one who rejected his proposal. He
then turned around and said he wasn’t going to marry you. I was
right there when he told you to leave.”

“He told me that I had to prove I really
want to marry him. He’s testing me to see if I’m sincere or
not.”

“You don’t understand gentlemen. If he
wanted to marry you, he’d come out and say it.”

“I hurt him when I said no to his proposal.
He’s not going to come out and say he still wants to marry me. And
I can’t blame him. I’d be afraid to come out and say it, too, if I
was in his position.”

“So your answer is to pester him.”

“No. My answer is to prove that I want to be
with him.”

His lips formed a thin line, and he shook
his head at her. “I ought to have the coachman turn this carriage
around and take you home.”

She gasped. “No! This ball is important to
me.”

Fortunately, the carriage came to a stop at
that very moment. Before he could tell the coachman to take them
back home, she got out of the carriage and ran up the steps of the
townhouse. She refused to let her brother prevent her from seeing
Lord Powell tonight. The second round of banns was going to be read
tomorrow. She didn’t have time to waste!

As soon as she entered the ballroom, she
forced herself to stop running. She glanced over her shoulder to
make sure her brother wasn’t right behind her. Assured he wasn’t,
she released her breath and stepped further into the crowded
ballroom.

Now, if she could just find Lord Powell…

She circled the room, searching for any sign
of him among the many couples. He was here. He had to be here. His
mother loved balls. She wouldn’t miss a chance to go to one, and
wherever his mother was, he tended to be nearby.

Inspired by the thought, she decided to
search for his mother instead. She would most likely be on the
outskirts of the room, engaged in a conversation. She wasn’t much
of a dancer. After giving another look around to make sure her
brother hadn’t tracked her down, Heather started looking for Lord
Powell’s mother.

A lady crossed her path and almost bumped
into her.

Heather jerked back.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” the lady said, turning to
face her.

Heather felt the color drain from her face.
It was Miss Beaumont, the very lady who had what she most wanted:
Lord Powell. Forcing a smile in order to be polite, she said, “It
wasn’t your fault. I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

“That’s nice of you to say, Miss Duff, but
the fault was mine.” She opened her fan and waved it in front of
her face. “It’s terribly hot in this room, don’t you think?”

Heather hadn’t noticed. She’d been too busy
looking for Lord Powell, but she didn’t dare tell the other lady
that.

“I was thinking of stepping outside on the
veranda with my chaperone,” Miss Beaumont said with a glance around
the room. “I came here with Lord Powell’s mother. Have you seen
her?”

“No, I haven’t.”

“Hmm… The last time I saw her, she was
somewhere over here. We might have to end the evening soon and go
home.”

Startled, Heather’s eyes widened. “You don’t
mean you, Lord Powell, and his mother, do you?”

She nodded. “I’m afraid so. Lord Powell has
a headache. He had to go to the den to lie down. He said sitting
alone in the dark might help, but just in case, we should be ready
to leave. He said he’ll rest for fifteen minutes and then let me
know how he’s feeling. The poor gentleman.” She gasped. “I think I
see his mother. I hope you have a good evening.”

With a good-bye, she headed off to another
part of the room.

Heather directed her gaze to the ballroom
doorway. So that was why she couldn’t find him. He was in the den.
She tapped the skirt of her gown. Should she go for it? Did she
dare go to the den?

Fifteen minutes. If his headache wasn’t gone
in fifteen minutes, he would leave. Then tomorrow morning, the
banns would be read a second time.

Well, she’d wanted to talk to him. What
better place was there to go than a den where they could speak in
private? Making sure no one noticed her, she hurried out of the
ballroom and ran for the den.

 


***

 


Gill’s heartbeat picked up in anticipation as
soon as the door of the den opened. From where he was reclining in
the settee, he turned his gaze to the person who’d opened the door.
It was just as he’d hoped. Miss Duff had come to see him! And she
was breathtaking in the blue gown that showed off her wonderful
curves.

She glanced behind her then entered the den,
softly shutting the door behind her. “Before you yell at me to
leave, I urge you to hear me out.”

She ran over to him and knelt beside him.
Well, this was even better. In the candlelight, he could look down
and see her cleavage. She had nice breasts. She took his hand in
hers and pressed it to her chest. He suspected she had no idea this
allowed him to feel those delightful breasts, but he wasn’t about
to tell her that in case propriety took over and she stopped what
she was doing.

“My lord,” she began, keeping her tone soft,
“I think the two of us are a perfect match. I’m more convinced of
it now than I’ve ever been. I implore you to end your betrothal to
Miss Beaumont. Marry me instead.”

He glanced at the door. At any time now,
someone could come in and find them. They were alone in a dimly lit
room. His hand was practically on her breasts. It was the perfect
setup for a scandal. If he could just keep her here, someone would
be due to come by. Miss Beaumont had set the bait, Miss Duff had
taken it, and he had a feeling Miss Beaumont would see to it that
someone would catch him and Miss Duff. All he needed to do was
stall Miss Duff.

“I don’t know,” he replied, inserting a
touch of yearning into his voice so she wouldn’t give up. “I was
deeply hurt by your rejection.” For good measure, he looked away
from her and blinked as if he was afraid she’d see unshed tears in
his eyes.

“If I could go back and do things over, I
would. Every day, I regret saying no to you. More than anything, I
want to be your wife. And I think, deep down, you want to be my
husband. We could have a love match.”

“Can we? How do I know you won’t grow bored
with me once you secure a marriage to me?”

“Because I was never bored with you to begin
with. I was foolish. I let someone convince me that it was better
to seek a gentleman with a better title than to follow my heart. I
have always loved you.”

He shook his head as if he didn’t believe
her.

She got up from her knees and sat on the
edge of the settee. Drat. Now his hand was no longer on those
bountiful breasts. And to think he’d been careful to stay still so
he could keep touching them.

But she did lean toward him, and she was
still holding his hand, which was in her lap. He supposed this
wasn’t so bad. He was still touching her.

“My feelings for you were
obvious,” he said. Especially since I
proposed to you. “Right now you’re probably
thinking I might kiss you if you were to press your lips against
mine.”

He dared a glance in her direction and saw
that she hadn’t been thinking it, but…he’d just given her the idea
to kiss him. Which had been his intention. What better way to keep
her here than to convince her to kiss him?

“What if I was thinking that?” she asked,
leaning closer to him.

Her breasts were now pressing against him,
and her face was close enough to his so that their noses were
almost touching.

“You should know something about gentlemen,”
he began, his heartbeat picking up. “Once a lady starts kissing
them, they are helpless to resist her.”

Her eyes grew wide. “So if I kiss you, you
won’t be able to refuse me?”

“No.” Nor would he want to. But why let her
know that? “I’ll have no control over what happens next.”

He couldn’t be sure, but he thought a
flicker of excitement flashed through her eyes before she brought
her lips to his. A spark of pleasure shot straight through him.
He’d imagined that kissing her would be wonderful, but he’d
underestimated just how wonderful it would be. He wrapped his arms
around her and deepened the kiss.

At this point, there was no sense in playing
hard to get. He was enjoying the kiss far too much. Maybe it was
because he hadn’t kissed a lady before that made him feel weak at
the simple contact or it could very well be because he did love
her, but there was no way he could resist the urge to see where
this was going.

She drew closer to him and put her arms
around his neck, an action which made her delightful breasts press
up more snugly against him. He certainly didn’t mind that. He let
out a soft moan and encouraged her to part her lips. When she did,
he brought his tongue into her mouth and interlaced his tongue with
hers. She tightened her hold on him and continued to let him
intimately explore her mouth.

He was nearly giddy with his good fortune.
She did love him! He could feel it in the way she responded to him.
There were some things a lady could fake, but the passion in a kiss
wasn’t one of them. And better yet, Miss Duff was not the prim and
proper lady she appeared to be on the surface. She had snuck into
this den, knowing full well he was alone, and now she was kissing
him with such abandon that he couldn’t think of anything else. All
he wanted to do was get lost in the moment.

And then the moment was ripped away from him
when someone grabbed Miss Duff and pulled her off of him.

Her brother glared at her. “What is the
meaning of this?”

At first Gill thought her brother was asking
him that question, but her brother was looking expectantly at
her.

Miss Duff’s face grew bright red. “Have you
been watching me this evening?”

“I’m your chaperone,” he replied. “I’m
supposed to be watching you. I can’t believe what you were doing in
here with Lord Powell. What were you hoping for? That you’d get
caught in a scandal?”

Her brother led her toward the door, and a
surge of panic made Gill bolt to his feet. “She did indeed get me
involved in a scandal,” Gill called out. “And you caught us. I
think we both know what that means.”

Her brother looked back at him. “Yes, we do.
It means that it’s good I happened to be the one who walked in on
this before she ruined your betrothal to Miss Beaumont.”

Wait… What? That wasn’t what Gill meant at
all. Her brother was supposed to insist he marry her.

Before Gill could think of a
suitable reply, her brother said, “Forgive my sister, my lord. Ever
since she got involved in Ladies of
Grace, she’s lost her wits. I warned our
parents that the group wasn’t any good, but they didn’t listen to
me.”

She tried to pull herself away from her
brother, but her brother was stronger, and for that reason, he was
able to push her out of the den. Her brother closed the door of the
den, leaving Gill alone.

Frustrated, Gill collapsed on the settee.
What was he supposed to do now? Creating a scandal was the only way
he could think of to get Miss Duff to marry him while making her
think it was her idea. He put his arm over his head and groaned. He
just might end up having to marry Miss Beaumont after all.

No. He couldn’t. He and Miss Beaumont
weren’t a good match, and she didn’t want to marry him any more
than he wanted to marry her. There had to be a solution somewhere.
He just needed to come up with a solid plan that wouldn’t involve
Miss Duff’s brother. Granted, her brother’s intentions were
honorable. Her brother believed he was protecting him. Of course,
her brother wasn’t, but he couldn’t let her brother know it. That
would ruin everything.

The door opened, and Miss Beaumont and his
mother were searching the room. He could tell by the surprised look
on Miss Beaumont’s face that she had expected Miss Duff to be in
the room with him. She shot him a questioning look, so he let out
an exasperated sigh and shrugged. What could he say? Miss Duff’s
brother had been quicker than they had planned.

“Gill, are you feeling ill?” his mother
asked as she hurried over to him. “Miss Beaumont said your head
hurts.”

She put her hand to his forehead and cheeks.
He resisted the urge to roll his eyes. The story was that his head
hurt. It hadn’t been that he had a fever.

Miss Beaumont scanned the room then turned
her gaze back to him. Noting the question in her eyes, he shook his
head. A waste. The whole evening had turned into one huge waste of
time. There was no way he was going to be able to secure a scandal
with Miss Duff now. Even if Miss Beaumont set another trap for her,
her brother would be keeping a close eye on her.

“Miss Beaumont said you aren’t feeling
well,” his mother continued. “Perhaps we should go home. Then you
can rest. I want you to be in good health for the wedding.”

Since there was no point in staying at the
ball, Gill rose from the settee and followed his mother and Miss
Beaumont out of the den. What he needed to do was get Miss Duff
away from her brother. He needed to get someone involved who
wouldn’t mind doing something sneaky for the cause of true love. He
needed someone who wouldn’t only mind a scandal but who would even
do his part to create it.

All at once, the right person came to mind.
Logan. If there was ever someone who didn’t mind a scandal, it was
his friend. Logan was notorious for snubbing his nose up at the
rules of the Ton. He’d even stood up to the prominent members of
the Ton a couple years ago. He would stoop to whatever level
necessary to get what he wanted, and he just might help Gill do the
same.


 Chapter Four

 


“So
you’ll do it?” Gill asked the next day when he went to visit his
friend.

“Sure.” Logan sat back in his chair and
sipped his brandy. “I’m bored. I could use some excitement.”

“I hope you don’t let your wife hear you say
that.”

“Oh, I’m not bored with her. I can never get
bored with her. Or even our children. I’m just bored with what’s
happening in London. Winter is the longest time of the year.
Nothing ever happens during the winter. People are too busy staying
indoors and sitting by a fire.”

Noting the fireplace near them in the den,
Gill asked, “Like you and I are doing right now?”

Logan shrugged. “I’d rather be doing
something more interesting, but I enjoy our conversations enough to
stick around.”

“I’m flattered.”

“As you should be. I don’t spend my free
time with just anyone.”

Gill chuckled. “I need you to convince Miss
Duff to kidnap me as soon as possible. The third banns will be read
next week. I don’t have much time left.”

Logan swirled the remaining brandy around in
his glass. “Hmm… I can’t exactly bring my darling wife with me.
She’d never understand why I’m helping Miss Duff kidnap you. She’s
had her moments of impropriety, but she’s too much like her
brother.” His gaze went to the fire for a long moment before he
straightened up and focused on Gill. “I know! I’ll ask my
sister-in-law to go with me when I talk to Miss Duff. My wife’s
birthday is coming up. I’ll tell my wife that I want to see my
sister-in-law so that I can discuss what to get her for her
birthday.” He gave Gill a pointed look. “That’s not a complete lie.
I do need some ideas on what I can buy her. I can go with my
sister-in-law to the market and pick out something my wife will
like. We can make a stop by Miss Duff’s residence on the way
there.”

“Will your sister-in-law keep this a
secret?”

Logan nodded. “She’s good at being discreet.
You can trust her to keep this to herself.”

“When can you do this?”

“If my sister-in-law’s irritable husband
isn’t with her, we should be able to go over to Miss Duff’s today.
But if he is, it’ll have to wait for a day or two.”

Even as Logan said this, he was standing up
from the chair. Gill was hoping he’d do it quickly, but he didn’t
think Logan was going to move this fast. Not that Gill would stop
him. He wanted to get this scheme underway as quickly as
possible.

“Find out as much as you can about the
kidnapping so I know what to do when Miss Duff comes for me,” Gill
said as he jumped up from his chair.

“If she comes for you. You can’t be sure she’s coming until she
makes her play.”

“Oh, she’ll come.”

There was no denying how much Miss Duff had
wanted him last night. Even now, his pulse raced as he thought of
how wonderful it’d felt to have her in his arms. Her kisses had
been better than the finest wine. Her body had been soft and curvy,
tempting him to the point where he’d almost had no willpower to
resist anything she might have done to him. Truly, he’d never
experienced a more intoxicating moment in his life. He couldn’t
wait to go even further with her.

“I look forward to seeing whether or not
your faith in her is warranted,” Logan said. “If so, this is going
to be the most fun I’ve had in a long time. I love a good
challenge.”

Getting Miss Duff to come to his bed was a
challenge Gill was looking forward to much more, but the kidnapping
would have to come first. The other thing would happen in its own
time. He just needed to be patient. And he had a feeling that Miss
Duff was worth waiting patiently for.

 


***

 


Heather quietly opened the door of her
bedchamber, and, to her dismay, she saw that the butler was still
standing in the hallway. She didn’t know whether to yell or cry.
Ever since last evening, her brother had set a servant in front of
her door to make sure she didn’t run off to do something else that
was scandalous.

She quietly shut the door before the butler
noticed her and plopped down on her bed. She had thought she’d been
discreet at the ball. She’d thought Charles had lost track of her
when she slipped out of the ballroom.

It wasn’t fair that her brother had the
instincts of a hound. He could sniff out anything. She let out a
frustrated sigh and glanced at the window. Why did her bedchamber
have to be up so high? If she was closer to the ground, she could
jump outside. She couldn’t do it at this height. It would be
foolish. She might break a bone.

Maybe it’d be worth it. Maybe if Lord Powell
saw that she was willing to break an arm or a leg for him, he’d
believe she was sincere when she said she regretted not accepting
his proposal.

After a moment, she got up from the bed and
took a good look out of her window. The fall would probably result
in something getting broken. Upon serious consideration, she
realized that she might not break an arm or a leg. She might break
her neck. If she broke her neck, it would defeat the whole purpose
of jumping out of the window. She wasn’t stupid enough to try that
method. She’d have to come up with something else.

Just as she left the window, a knock came at
her door. She hesitated. Was it her brother? Was it her mother or
father? They were just as upset as her brother was with her. She
didn’t feel like talking to any of them. None of them cared that
her heart was breaking.

“Miss Duff,” the butler said from the other
side, “are you awake?”

Since it was the butler, she went to the
door and opened it. “Have you taken pity on me and will let me
leave this room?”

He winced. “I have to do my job.”

Her shoulders drooped. Of course, he did. As
the lady, she had no say in anything that happened to her. A
gentleman’s word always won out.

“You have visitors,” the butler
continued.

“Visitors?” As in more than one? If so, that
meant it couldn’t be Lord Powell. He wouldn’t come with his mother.
He never had before, and after the way she ended the engagement, he
wouldn’t now.

“Lord Toplyn and Lady Cantrell wish to speak
with you. What would you like me to tell them?”

She had no idea who he was talking about.
She couldn’t recall ever meeting people with those titles. Curious,
she agreed to see them and followed him down the hall.

On her way down the stairs, Bridget and
Melanie stopped to ask her, “Who are your visitors?”

“I don’t know,” she whispered. “I’ve never
met them before.”

“Then what are they doing here?” Melanie
piped up.

Heather shrugged. “That’s what I’m going to
find out.”

When her sisters started to follow her, her
mother came up the stairs and told them to keep walking up to their
bedchambers. Not hiding their disappointment, they obeyed.

Heather felt a smile tug at her lips. The
poor girls. They were still too young to be a part of the more
interesting things that happened around them. But honestly, she
couldn’t tell whether her guests would be all that interesting or
not since she hadn’t met them before.

She followed the butler the rest of the way
downstairs. Her brother and father were waiting outside the drawing
room doors, neither looking too happy with her, though her
brother’s scowl was much more prominent.

“Who are they?” her father whispered so they
wouldn’t overhear.

She peered into the room, surprised when the
gentleman waved at her as if she was a long-lost relative he’d been
searching for. She offered a tentative wave back then returned her
attention to her father and brother who were out of their viewing
range. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen them before.”

“Then what do they want with you?” her
father asked.

She shrugged. “How would I know if I haven’t
seen them before?”

Her father blinked. “You make a good
point.”

“We should go in with her,” Charles
said.

“No, that’s not necessary,” her father
replied. “Lady Cantrell is in there. She can be a chaperone.”

Her brother groaned under his breath. “It’s
times like this I wish I didn’t spend so much time to myself. I
would know who those people are if I was more socially
inclined.”

“There’s no need to worry about that now,”
her father said. “We’ll let her visit with them by herself.”

Though her brother didn’t seem all that
happy about it, he relented.

She resisted the urge to roll her eyes. She
was tired of her brother hovering over her all the time. It was
because of him last evening was ruined. She’d almost secured a
marriage to Lord Powell. She was sure he’d been a few seconds away
from agreeing to marry her.

She entered the drawing room then closed the
doors, glad for the privacy.

The gentleman and lady both offered her a
greeting. Once she returned it, she gestured for them to sit
down.

She picked up a cup of tea and sat across
from them. “I’m afraid I don’t recall who you are. Have we met
somewhere?”

“I don’t believe we have,” the gentleman
said. “I’m Lord Toplyn, and this is my sister-in-law, Lady
Cantrell. She’s here to chaperone the visit. We didn’t want any
fathers or brothers getting in the way.” He glanced at the closed
doors then turned his attention back to her. “They will stay out
there, won’t they?”

“Yes, they will.”

“Good. Then we can get down to business. I
heard you were caught kissing Lord Powell last night at the
ball.”

Heather almost dropped her cup of tea. Face
growing warm, she asked, “How did you find out about that?”

“Rumors float around,” he vaguely replied.
“Don’t worry. The source I learned this from won’t tell anyone, and
I, myself, am good about keeping secrets.”

She swallowed the lump in her throat. She
had to explain why she did it. Certainly, that was why he was here.
He wanted to know what would compel her to do such a thing. After a
moment, she cleared her throat. “I’m confident that Lord Powell and
Miss Beaumont will make a horrible match. I only kissed him because
he would be better off without her.”

“Do you care about him?” Lady Cantrell
asked.

Heather glanced down at the cup in her hands
and confessed, “I love him with all of my heart.”

“You have a funny way of showing it,” Lord
Toplyn replied as he leaned back in the chair. “If you really love
him, you’d do something about it.”

Without thinking, she blurted out, “What
more can I do than sneak off to share a rendezvous with him in a
secluded room during a ball?”

His eyebrow arched in interest. “Were you
going to make wild, passionate love to him?”

Lady Cantrell nudged him in the side and
reprimanded him with a firm shake of her head.

He shrugged. “I wouldn’t have minded such a
thing happening to me before I married.”

“We’re not talking about you. We’re talking
about Lord Powell,” Lady Cantrell replied in a quiet voice.

Thanks to the silence in the room, Heather
had no trouble hearing her. She cleared her throat again in order
to get their attention. “I only kissed him.” Then, in case they got
the wrong idea, she continued, “I had nothing more planned than
that.”

Lord Toplyn looked disappointed.

Lady Cantrell, however, offered her a
reassuring smile. “A lady knows it’s best to make a gentleman wait
for more interesting activities. It’s best to build up the
anticipation.”

“Is it?” Heather asked, intrigued.

Lady Cantrell nodded. “Kisses make them want
more. In fact, that’s why we’re here. It’s time for you to do more
to get him.”

“Oh, I can’t… I mean, there’s no way I can
bring myself to do more without being married.” Heather was sure
her face was noticeably red by now.

“It’d be easier if you did,” Lord Toplyn
said. “Then you could claim to have his child.”

“The banns have already begun,” Lady
Cantrell reminded him.

“Well, then she could use the possibility of
a child to stop the wedding,” he replied.

“My husband is right about you,” Lady
Cantrell said. “You are a cad.”

He looked surprised. “You’re just now
figuring that out?” Ignoring the way she shook her head, he
directed his attention to Heather. “Fortunately, there’s still time
to stop the wedding. You can kidnap him.”

Heather’s jaw dropped. “Kidnap him?”

Realizing how loud her voice had gotten, she
glanced at the closed doors. Good. Her brother hadn’t barged into
the room. If she had to guess, he was probably standing right
outside the closed doors, waiting to intervene at a moment’s
notice.

Lowering her voice, Heather added, “I can’t
kidnap him. I’m only a lady. He’s much too strong for me to
kidnap.”

“Ah, that would be true if you did this
alone, but,” Lord Toplyn lifted his finger, “you won’t have to.
I’ll be happy to help.”

Heather couldn’t believe her ears. This was
even stranger than the notion of kidnapping Lord Powell herself.
“Why would you do that?”

“Because I happen to agree with you. I think
Lord Powell and Miss Beaumont make a horrible match. He needs to be
with a lady of passion. You obviously have that since you’re
willing to corner him in the den and kiss him.”

“And you love him,” Lady Cantrell inserted.
“That’s the most important thing.”

Lord Toplyn glanced at her and shrugged. “I
suppose love has its benefits, but gentlemen are happier with a
passionate wife.” He gave another look at her. “Well, most
gentlemen are, anyway. I wouldn’t consider your husband
normal.”

“Are you both saying you’re willing to help
me kidnap Lord Powell?” Heather asked. Up to now, she’d thought her
chances of marrying him were all gone, but this gave her one last
glimmer of hope—one she didn’t dare refuse to take if they were
serious. She was desperate enough to do it if it’d work.

“I’m willing to help,” Lord Toplyn said.
“Lady Cantrell can’t. Her husband would never approve of her
engaging in anything scandalous.” Though he leaned toward Heather
and whispered, Heather was sure the lady heard him say, “If you
knew Mr. Jasper, you’d understand.” He settled back in the chair
and continued in a normal voice. “The good news is that I’m not
bound by any moral code. I’m more than happy to participate in a
little scandal.”

Heather brushed the edge of the cup with her
thumb. “Does that mean it’ll be just you, me, and Lord Powell?”

“I think the fewer people involved, the
better our chances will be that no one will find out.”

Heather’s gaze went to Lady Cantrell.

As if he could read her mind, Lord Toplyn
said, “You don’t have to worry about her. She’s good about keeping
secrets, too. She won’t tell her husband.”

“I won’t,” Lady Cantrell replied. “I’m only
here today so that you and Lord Toplyn can work out the plan to
kidnap Lord Powell.”

Heather’s heartbeat picked up with a mixture
of excitement and apprehension. This was a big risk. If she and
Lord Toplyn got caught, it would mean social ruin. Maybe not for
him. But it most definitely would for her. Gentlemen could get away
with much more than ladies could. Plus, if she was doing this alone
with Lord Toplyn, that meant she had to trust him to act like a
gentleman with her. He could use the opportunity to take advantage
of her. She’d fight him, of course. The only one she wanted was
Lord Powell. She had no desire to be with anyone else.

What Lord Toplyn was proposing was a huge
risk. A very huge one. It might, however, be the only way she’d get
to marry Lord Powell. But she could trust Lord Toplyn? He seemed to
be a cad, but she didn’t sense anything dangerous about him. He
reminded her more of a cat she’d once had that would jut its paw
out as if it might strike her with its claws, but when the paw
landed on her, the claws were safely inside the paw. The cat had
never hurt her. It’d just played with her. She bet he played the
part of a cad just to see what others around him would do. He
probably enjoyed seeing how they would react. He would never
actually do anything to harm anyone.

She bit her lower lip. If she went through
with this, she might get Lord Powell. If she didn’t, she never
would. So really, what choice did she have?

“I’ll do it,” she said.

Lord Toplyn smiled. “Good. I was hoping
you’d say yes.” Leaning forward, he proceeded to tell her how they
were going to kidnap Lord Powell.


 Chapter Five

 


That evening, Heather waited until eleven before she slipped
out of her bedchamber. Lord Toplyn had told her to carry only the
necessities in her valise, a task that had been far more difficult
than she thought it’d be. After her family found out what she had
done, who knew if they would let her retrieve any of her other
belongings?

After spending two hours struggling with
what items to take, she finally had everything ready to go. Now, as
she snuck down the hall toward the servant stairs, she tried to
make sure her steps were quiet so she wouldn’t wake anyone.

At one point, her boot hit a creak in the
floor, and she grew still. Did anyone hear that? She dared a peek
over her shoulder. No one was opening any of the bedchamber doors.
She exhaled. Good. She just might get away with this.

She tiptoed the rest of the way to the
servants’ stairs then proceeded on down, careful to make sure no
one saw her. She held her breath the entire time. She had no idea
she could hold her breath for long, but apparently, she could hold
it for two full minutes. She didn’t know what difference breathing
would have made. It wasn’t like her breathing was louder than her
footsteps, but she’d felt the compulsion to hold her breath all the
same, and so that was what she did.

When she was outside, she released her
breath then inhaled the brisk air.

“I was beginning to think you weren’t going
to show up,” came a familiar voice. “Then this evening wasn’t going
to be as exciting as I’d hoped.”

She looked over at Lord Toplyn, who was
wearing a cape that made him appear more like a monster than a
gentleman. She blinked. Her imagination was running away with her.
She was doing something scandalous, and because of that, her
imagination was playing tricks on her mind.

She hurried over to him. “Where’s your
carriage?” she whispered.

“It’s not too far from here,” he began, “but
we need to get you in Lord Powell’s carriage, not mine. Come with
me. We need to get to the vicar before he goes to sleep.”

She picked up the hem of her coat and gown
then followed him. “Lord Powell will probably be upset with us when
he finds out we’re kidnapping him.”

He shrugged. “Everything will be fine,” he
assured her, his tone so certain that it eased the knots in her
stomach. “You and I both know Miss Beaumont will never make him
happy. We’re doing this for his own good. In time, he’ll understand
that.”

“I hope so.”

“He will. I’m never wrong about these
things. Hurry up. We don’t want to get caught.” He took her arm and
led her down another street before a carriage passed them by and
the people in it could see who they were.

They continued the rest of the way in
silence. Her heartbeat picked up with every step they took. She was
doing this. She was really doing this! Soon—very soon—she’d finally
have Lord Powell all to herself. Then Miss Beaumont couldn’t marry
him, and Charles couldn’t stop her from being with him. The only
thing she had to worry about was whether or not Lord Powell would
forgive her and Lord Toplyn.

They reached Lord Powell’s townhouse, and
Lord Toplyn stopped her before she went up the steps.

“What are you doing?” he whispered.

“I’m going up to his townhouse,” she
replied, surprised he would ask such a silly question.

“We can’t go in that way. He’s asleep. We’ll
need to go in through the servants’ entrance and to his bedchamber.
Otherwise, we’ll get caught and someone will stop us.”

Her face warmed. The method made sense, but
it didn’t seem right to enter a gentleman’s bedchamber like that.
What if he was naked? “Perhaps I should wait in your carriage?” She
gestured to the carriage waiting in front of the townhouse. “Then
you can bring him out.”

“That’s not my carriage. It belongs to Lord
Powell.”

Her eyebrows furrowed. How had he managed to
get Lord Powell’s carriage out in front of the townhouse?

Before she could ask the question, Lord
Toplyn said, “You’ll need his carriage to take him to his estate. I
need to return home to my wife once you two are married.”

“You’re going to make me take him to his
estate all by myself?”

“No. His coachman will help you. His
coachman is waiting as we speak.”

This time, she did ask the question on her
mind. “How did you arrange that without Lord Powell knowing?”

He winked at her. “I have my ways.”

She would have asked him what his ways were,
but something told her she’d rather not know. The less she
discovered, the better.

“I also have the special license and have
set things up with a vicar who lives less than an hour from town,”
he whispered. “Come on.” He gestured for her to follow him to the
servants’ entrance. “The coachman told me where Lord Powell’s
bedchamber is.”

She hesitated. Everything seemed to be going
smoothly for only one person to do it all. There had to be
something else going on that she didn’t know about.

He turned to her. “Do you want to marry him
or not?”

She nodded. Who cared how Lord Toplyn had
managed all of this? The important thing was she was going to marry
Lord Powell. There would be no chance after this. After tonight,
she’d be bound to spinsterhood for the rest of her life. If she
didn’t want to be with Lord Powell so much, she wouldn’t have
minded the possibility of being unwed. But she did want to be his
wife. Refusing his proposal had been the worst decision she’d ever
made. It was time to right that wrong. Renewing her focus, she
hurried after Lord Toplyn.

 


***

 


Gill let out a frustrated sigh and sat up in
his bed, the blanket falling off of him. He was in his
nightclothes, but he’d brought the pocket watch into the bed with
him. It was almost midnight. Logan was late. He was supposed to be
here at 11:30.

Maybe the plan had fallen apart. Maybe Miss
Duff had decided not to go through with it. Maybe she didn’t want
to risk the scandal. He groaned. If only her brother hadn’t been
the one to find the two of them in the den at the ball. If only
Miss Beaumont had gotten there first. Or…if only he’d hurried
things along while Miss Duff was kissing him. If he’d removed some
of her clothing, then her brother would have been forced to make
him marry her.

As it was, all of the planning he and Logan
had spent in working out the details… All of the money he’d spent
to make sure everything was lined up in the proper order—the
special license, his coachman’s silence and part in the scheme, the
vicar’s fee for doing a wedding so late at night…. All of it might
have been for nothing.

He put his face in his hands. This had been
his last effort to convince Miss Duff to take another chance in
catching him. After this, he was going to be forced to either marry
Miss Beaumont in order to save his pride or break down and admit to
Miss Duff that he really did want to be with her.

There was a rattling noise from the door as
someone tested the doorknob of his bedchamber. His heart leapt with
unexpected hope. It had to be Logan. And he was bringing Miss Duff
with him!

He hurried to lie back down and threw the
blanket over his head. Then, just so no one would know he’d been
watching the time, he threw the pocket watch across the room. He
bundled up the blanket around himself and pretended to be
asleep.

The door creaked open, and he heard
footsteps tiptoeing toward the bed. This was it! Logan and Miss
Duff were about to kidnap him. He just had to remember to act
surprised when they pulled back the blanket.

All at once, someone pressed his hand over
his mouth, and he heard Logan whisper in his ear, “Dowager Powell,
I have something disturbing to tell you. Miss Duff is trying to
kidnap your son. You need to stop her at once so he can be with
Miss Beaumont instead.”

For a second, Gill thought Logan had thought
he’d gone to his mother’s bedchamber with the intention of stopping
Miss Duff. But then he heard Logan chuckle and knew Logan had been
joking. He gave a hard jab into Logan’s stomach. Logan grunted.
There. That ought to teach him not to scare him like that.

“He’s awake,” Logan whispered, this time to
someone else. He threw the blanket off of Gill and showed him a
dagger. “Not a sound. We don’t want to disturb your mother.”

Miss Duff gasped and grabbed Logan’s free
arm. “Don’t hurt him,” she said, her voice low.

“I won’t.” Logan turned his gaze back to
Gill. “As long as he cooperates.” Making sure Miss Duff didn’t see
him, he gave Gill a wink. “Now, Lord Powell, you need to pack your
things in a valise. And make it quick. We don’t have time to
waste.”

“What are you going to do to me?” Gill
asked, going along with the script they had rehearsed. The thing
about his mother hadn’t been a part of it, which had thrown him
off. But now that Logan was going along with what they had planned,
he knew what to do next.

“You’ll find out soon.” Logan used the
dagger to motion to the dresser. “Collect your things.” He pointed
the dagger back at him. “Don’t ask any more questions.”

Miss Duff shot a worried glance from Logan
to Gill. “Don’t be rough with him,” she told Logan.

It was nice that Miss Duff worried about
him. Pleased by this knowledge, Gill got out of the bed and went
over to the dresser, making sure he kept quiet so that his mother
wouldn’t wake up from across the hall. Sometimes she had trouble
sleeping. He hoped this wasn’t one of those nights.

Logan followed him and kept the dagger
pointed at him while he packed his grooming supplies and a few
clothes. When it came time to slip on some clothes so he could
leave the townhouse, he hesitated. This part wasn’t as easy as the
rest of it had been. In order to get into his day clothes, he had
to take the night ones off.

“What’s the delay?” Logan asked, waving the
dagger in front of him. “You’re committed to this now.”

Gill was sure Logan was referring
specifically to the ruse they had set up. Logan probably wondered
if Gill had changed his mind. Gill sighed. “I have to change my
clothes.”

Miss Duff let out a startled gasp and turned
her back to them.

Logan rolled his eyes. “This is your wedding
day… Well, it’s your wedding night. Why does it matter if she sees
you changing your clothes or not?”

He made a good point. Gill shouldn’t worry
so much about propriety. Even so, he was glad she’d turned her back
to him. He hurried to get into clothes suitable for the trip ahead
of him. He’d given his coachman instructions to take him to the
vicar’s and then to his country estate. He needed to be prepared
for the four days’ journey. He slipped into his warmest coat then
grabbed his gloves and hat.

“All right,” he told Logan and Miss Duff.
“I’m ready.”

“Good.” Logan motioned for him to join him
and Miss Duff out of the room.

Though Miss Duff looked nervous, she also
seemed determined to go through with this. Good. She was going to
do everything in her power to marry him. Gill waited until she
wasn’t looking and then smiled.


 Chapter Six

 


Heather sat in the carriage, gripping her valise so hard she
thought the handle might break. Lord Powell was next to her, but it
was hard to know what he was thinking since he wasn’t looking at
her. Across from her, Lord Toplyn was smiling in satisfaction.
Everything had gone according to plan. They’d managed to kidnap
Lord Powell without incident.

After she and Lord Powell married, Lord
Toplyn planned to take the carriage waiting for him at the vicar’s
home so he could go back to his townhouse. That would leave her
alone with Lord Powell. She wondered if Lord Powell’s coachman
would go through with the arrangement and take them to Lord
Powell’s estate. Or would Lord Powell insist they return to
London?

She bit her lower lip. She supposed it
depended on how much Lord Toplyn had paid the coachman. Would the
coachman’s allegiance to Lord Powell override the monetary
compensation he’d received for his part in this plan?

She glanced at Lord Powell, whose expression
was stoic. It was pointless to try to gauge how he was feeling. She
just couldn’t tell by looking at him what he was thinking. He would
have to say or do something before she knew whether or not he hated
her. Approaching him in a den and kissing him was one thing. But
she had taken him from his bedchamber in the middle of the night
and was forcing him to marry her. Surely, such an act couldn’t be
easily forgiven.

I’ll make it up to him. One way or another,
I’ll smooth things over. Then he’ll come to terms with everything
that’s happened.

But would he love her?

What good would his love have been if he had
married Miss Beaumont? Even if he harbored feelings for her, his
marriage to another would have prevented them from being together.
This was the only recourse she had. Hopefully, given time, he would
understand that.

The carriage slowed, so she peered out the
small window. The moonlight showed her a cottage tucked amid a
group of trees.

Lord Toplyn was also looking out the window.
“This is the vicar’s residence. He’s younger than you’re used to,”
he told Heather and Lord Powell. “He’s only been a vicar for two
weeks.”

She blinked in surprise. “Two weeks?”

“Why do you think he’s willing to perform a
marriage ceremony in the middle of the night? He needs the money.”
When her eyebrows furrowed, he added, “He’s qualified for what you
need. That’s what matters.”

She supposed when he put it like that, he
was right. The fact that he could perform the wedding was more
important than how long he’d been a vicar.

“Don’t worry,” Lord Toplyn said. “I took
care of the details. All you need to do is marry Lord Powell and
make him a happy gentleman.” With a wink, he added, “The sooner you
make him happy, the better.”

She was sure there was a hidden message in
the comment since he winked at her, but for the life of her, she
had no idea what he was talking about. Her gaze went to Lord Powell
to see if he knew what the message was. Lord Powell, however,
didn’t give any indication he knew what Lord Toplyn meant.

She took a deep breath and settled back into
the seat. All she could hope for was that Lord Powell didn’t hate
her for kidnapping him. The message Lord Toplyn had sent her was of
little consequence. She had more important things to worry
about.

The carriage pulled up to the front of the
cottage then stopped. Her heartbeat sped up. This was it. The
moment she’d been waiting for was finally here. She was about to be
Lord Powell’s wife. Her dream was about to come true.

The carriage door opened, and Lord Toplyn
got out first. When neither she nor Lord Powell moved, he gestured
for them to follow him.

She hesitated to let go of her valise. It
had helped to hold onto it during the events of the evening. She
didn’t think she could get away with carrying it into the vicar’s
home. She wasn’t planning to stay here once she was married.

Lord Powell set his valise on the floor of
the carriage, and when Lord Toplyn looked at her expectantly, she
did the same. At once, she missed grabbing onto the handle. She had
to clasp her gloved hands together in order to stop herself from
picking the valise back up.

Lord Toplyn helped her get out and then
gestured for Lord Powell to follow them. “This is going to happen
whether you want it or not,” Lord Toplyn told him. “You might as
well get out.”

Again, Lord Powell’s expression was
impossible to read. She shoved her hands in the pockets of her
coat, fighting off her apprehension.

Lord Powell loved her. He had proposed to
her. He’d been more than willing to marry her before. That hadn’t
changed. Heather recalled the heated looks he’d given her over the
past week. Then there were the wonderful kisses in the den. He
could have forced her out of the den as soon as she entered, but he
hadn’t. He had let her come up to him and kiss him.

Those things had to mean he still wanted to
marry her. Even if his pride had been wounded when she’d turned
down his proposal, he still loved her.

Lord Toplyn knocked on the door then rubbed
his hands in excitement. “I’m glad I can be here to witness this
most blessed event.”

She swallowed. It was obvious Lord Powell
didn’t share in his enthusiasm. He wouldn’t make eye contact with
her. She took a deep breath and released it.

When this is over, I’ll
explain why I let Lord Toplyn help me kidnap him. Then, perhaps, he
won’t be so upset. The motive was for true
love. And nothing was more honorable than that.

The door opened, and Lord Toplyn told the
young gentleman, “We’re ready for the wedding that will unite Lord
Powell and Miss Duff in holy matrimony.” He reached into the pocket
of his coat and produced a piece of paper. “Here’s the special
license.”

“Good. I’m glad you remembered it.” The
gentleman nodded and motioned for them to come into the
cottage.

She stood next to Lord Powell. At least he
wasn’t fighting this. He could plead for the vicar’s help. He could
tell the vicar he’d been kidnapped and forced here against his
will. Thankfully, he didn’t. She didn’t know if it was because he
was still in shock or if he’d resigned himself to the marriage, but
either way, it worked to her benefit.

The vicar went to the desk that was to the
side of the room and read it over.

She took the moment to glance around the
room, noting the two chairs that were in front of a table. A settee
was next to the window. The entire room wasn’t very big. She
figured it wouldn’t hold more than ten people. Off to the side of
the room, she thought she saw a kitchen, which was smaller than
this room. She couldn’t tell if there were any other rooms, but
certainly, there had to be. He had to sleep somewhere.

The vicar pulled out a paper that already
had something written on it and set it next to the special license.
Then he picked up a book and returned to them.

“I should introduce myself. I’m Vicar
Roskin. I take it that you,” he looked at Lord Powell, “are the
fortunate gentleman who is to wed the lovely young lady over here?”
He offered Heather a smile, which she hesitantly returned.

The vicar couldn’t tell she and Lord Toplyn
had forced Lord Powell to come here, could he?

Lord Toplyn patted Lord Powell on the
shoulder. “He is the lucky gentleman. This is going to be a
wonderful occasion.”

“I’m excited to be doing a wedding,” the
vicar said. “I haven’t done one yet.”

Lord Powell frowned. “Are you qualified to
do one?”

Heather felt a surge of panic rise up within
her. Here it came. Lord Powell was now going to protest the union.
She glanced at Lord Toplyn.

Lord Toplyn hurried to jump to her aid. “Of
course, he is. It’s not how long someone’s been a vicar that
matters. It’s the fact that he is a vicar. You can see his
qualifications over there.”

On the wall was the certificate proving that
the vicar was who he claimed to be.

“I understand why you’re reluctant to have
someone of my inexperience marry you,” Vicar Roskin told Lord
Powell. “Not many people are willing to have a vicar as young as I
am preside over anything. The only reason the people in this area
accepted me as their vicar was because no one with more experience
would live all the way out here.”

“There you are,” Lord Toplyn told Lord
Powell. “The poor man needs people to let him do things like marry
them. You’ll be his very first wedding. It’s a good omen.”

Lord Powell’s eyebrow rose in disbelief.
“Really? And why is that?”

Lord Toplyn looked surprised that Lord
Powell even had to ask the question. “Because the number one is
good luck. Now, if this was his thirteenth wedding, I might have
some qualms about the whole thing.”

“You might have some qualms? You’re not the
one getting married. It doesn’t matter to you if this marriage will
be legitimate or not.”

“I assure you that it will be,” the vicar
said. “I’m honored to have you and Miss Duff as my first couple to
marry.” He opened his book. “I know these things can be longwinded,
so I’ll try to go fast. I don’t want to keep you here all
night.”

Lord Toplyn leaned toward Lord Powell.
“That’s good. You don’t want the sun to come out before you get a
chance to enjoy the wedding night.”

Though Lord Toplyn had kept his voice low,
Heather heard everything he said. Her face grew hot. While she
wasn’t privy to what exactly happened on someone’s wedding night,
she’d heard enough about it to know it was something of a very
private nature. No lady talked about it openly. She couldn’t recall
a gentleman doing so, either, until Lord Toplyn came along.

She wondered if Lord Toplyn spoke like this
all the time, or if he was only doing it in order to scandalize
Lord Powell. Lord Powell, after all, was a gentleman in every sense
of the word. He’d never do or say anything inappropriate.

She decided to pretend she hadn’t heard Lord
Toplyn and kept her focus on the vicar.

As the vicar proceeded to read from the
book, she did her best to concentrate on everything he was saying,
but, as he’d pointed out, the ceremony was long—much longer than
she’d expected. The fact that he was reading through it at a fast
pace only ended up blurring most of the words together. And, after
some time, she felt her eyelids start to droop.

She’d gotten no sleep at all tonight. She’d
spent most of it planning out how this evening would go. Even
during the day, she’d been too wound up to take a nap. Now that she
was here with Lord Powell and he hadn’t protested the union, she
was finally relaxing.

When it came time for her to promise herself
to Lord Powell, her mind had wandered off. Lord Toplyn had to tap
her on the shoulder in order to get her attention. Sure she was
blushing the wildest shade of red, she renewed her focus and vowed
to do everything wives were required to do.

The ceremony came to an end soon after that,
and she and Lord Powell signed their names on the marriage
certificate. There. It was done. They were now wed. No one was
going to be able to force them apart. He couldn’t marry Miss
Beaumont.

Lord Toplyn clapped his hands in unbridled
enthusiasm. “That was splendid! I’m glad I was here to witness this
beautiful moment.” He took out some coins and paid the vicar.
“Thank you, Vicar. Your services are much appreciated.” He took the
certificate and handed it to Heather. “There. No one can argue that
you are now Lady Powell.”

To her surprise, Lord Toplyn looped one arm
around hers and then his other around Lord Powell’s, an action
which put him between them. He offered the vicar a good night’s
sleep and led the two out of the cottage.

When they all reached Lord Powell’s
carriage, he told the coachman, “You will take these newlyweds to
Lord Powell’s estate, won’t you?”

“That’s what I’ve been paid to do,” the
coachman replied.

“Excellent.” Lord Toplyn released Heather
and Lord Powell. “My dear,” he told Heather as he bowed, “it was a
fun and exciting evening. Thank you.” He gestured for her to enter
the carriage. “You may go first.”

For a moment, Heather worried Lord Powell
might take the opportunity to run off, but thankfully, he stayed
put. Relaxing, she went into the carriage.

Lord Toplyn whispered something to Lord
Powell, and she caught the way the corner of Lord Powell’s lip
curled up. She wondered what Lord Toplyn was telling him.

Lord Powell turned to the carriage and got
up into it. He sat next to her. Her heartbeat picked up in
excitement. She didn’t know how long he was going to be mad at her,
but the fact that he was coming with her told her that he was at
least willing to give their marriage a chance. He could have
demanded his coachman take him back to London. He could have left
her here. But he didn’t do any of that. He was sitting with her. He
was willing to go to his estate. Those were good signs.

She waited until the coachman was leading
the carriage away from the cottage before she spoke up. “I know
you’re upset with me, but I promise I’ll make it up to you.”

He glanced in her direction, a challenge in
his expression. “And how do you plan to do that?”

He’d asked a good question. She wasn’t sure
what she could have to offer in terms of an answer. Anything she
said would probably seem trite in comparison to what she’d just put
him through. Kidnapping, after all, was a serious matter. But she
had to say something.

Finally, she opted to give him a sweet smile
that she hoped would help weaken his resolve and said, “I love you.
I know I did a poor job of showing it before. I made a terrible
mistake when I told you I wouldn’t marry you. I vow to make up for
that. I’ll be the kind of wife who’ll make you very happy.”

She noted the spark of interest in his eyes
as he leaned toward her. “What will you do to make me happy?”

“I’ll do anything you want. I’ve been taught
how to be a gracious hostess for dinner parties. I can get along
with anyone, no matter how difficult. You don’t ever have to worry
that I’ll embarrass you in front of friends or business
acquaintances. I can also play the piano if you need some music in
the background while you’re entertaining people. All you have to do
is tell me what you want, and I’ll do it.” Since he seemed to be
considering her offer, she put her hand on his arm. “I only ask
that you give me a chance.”

“I don’t see how I can say no when you
arranged it so that I had to marry you.”

It was only because of the softness of his
tone that she didn’t give up in despair. There was still a chance.
He was wary of her, as he had every right to be. But at least he
was going to give her a chance.

“I promise you’ll be glad you ended up with
me instead of Miss Beaumont,” she said then released his arm.

She settled back into her seat, figuring it
would be a good time to leave him to his thoughts. Whenever her
father and brother were upset, it was always good to leave them
alone for a while to let them process everything that had just
happened. She would be wise to give Lord Powell—her husband—the
same consideration. God willing, it wouldn’t take him long to agree
that they were the perfect match.


 Chapter Seven

 


Despite the excitement over the elopement, Gill ended up
drifting off to sleep before the sun came up the next day. It
wasn’t until the carriage came to a stop that he stirred from his
slumber. He shifted in the seat, immediately noting the stiffness
in his neck. He sat up straight and rubbed the stiff area. The
night had been a long one, overall, but it’d been worth it. He’d
gotten Heather to marry him, and better yet, she’d thought it was
her doing.

He glanced over at her and saw that she was
sleeping next to him. Her head was settled against the side of the
carriage, and she was leaning toward the small window. He didn’t
know how she could possibly be comfortable in that position, but
apparently, she was comfortable enough to go to sleep.

The coachman opened the door. Gill hurried
to put his fingers to his lips in a manner that let the coachman
know to be quiet. There was no need to wake her for a restroom
break until he had a chance to talk to the coachman.

He stepped out of the carriage and softly
shut the door. Once he was assured she hadn’t stirred from her
sleep, he turned to the coachman and led him far enough from the
carriage so that she wouldn’t hear them, just in case she woke
up.

“Did everything go as you hoped it would?”
his coachman asked, a twinkle in his eye.

Gill chuckled. “Actually, it went better
than planned.”

Minus the scare Logan had given him when
Logan had made him think he was trying to warn his mother about the
kidnapping, everything had gone smoothly. He should have known
Logan would come up with a joke like that. Logan had his serious
moments, but for the most part, he looked for ways to tease
people.

“You’ll see a bonus in your pay when we
return to London,” Gill continued.

The coachman nodded. “Do you still want to
lodge at an inn this evening?”

“Yes. It would be best. We’ll all need a
good night’s sleep. You, especially.”

“I’m doing fine, my lord. I don’t require as
much sleep as most people.”

“Yes, but even you can benefit from some
rest. Besides, we’re making good time. We should be at Cervanton in
two days’ time.” Then he could finally have Heather all to himself,
something he was looking forward to.

“Since you wish it, we will stay at an inn
for the evening.”

While the coachman went to take care of the
horses, Gill returned to the carriage to wake Heather. He opened
the door and took a moment to watch her as she slept. He felt a
smile tug at his lips. It was nice to know she really had wanted to
be with him badly enough that she went through the process of
kidnapping him. She had no idea he and Logan had come up with the
idea, of course. And that made it better. She had been willing to
do anything it took to be his wife.

He opened his mouth and almost called her
‘Miss Duff’. Fortunately, he stopped himself before he made the
error. He cleared his throat then tapped her on the arm. “Lady
Powell,” he said, loving the way her new title rolled off his
tongue, “it’s morning.”

She opened her eyes and blinked through the
sunlight pouring in through the open door. His heart warmed at the
sight of her. He loved her. With every ounce of his being, he loved
her. There wasn’t any other lady he wanted to be with. Of course,
he couldn’t let her know that. Not yet anyway. She thought he was
upset with her, and he had to play along with that.

He straightened up and waited for her to sit
up in the carriage. “Where are we?” she asked as she rubbed her
eyes.

“Quite a distance from London,” he replied,
hoping he had the right mixture of resignation and politeness in
his voice. He didn’t want to dissuade her from trying to make
amends, but he couldn’t make it too easy for her, either.

She lowered her hands and scooted closer to
the carriage door…and to him. His heartbeat picked up in
excitement. Whether she was aware of it or not, she smelled
wonderful. She also looked wonderful. It was a shame her coat was
hiding the delightful curves he knew were under there. He wondered
what the chances were that he’d get to see her without her clothes
on this evening. Could he somehow convince her that it’d be prudent
to secure the marriage as soon as possible?

Despite what Logan had whispered to him
after the wedding was over, consummating the marriage in the
carriage was out of the question. He might not be acquainted with a
lady’s body, but riding in the carriage was much too rough, even
one as nice as the one he had. Logan was a good friend, but he was
also incredibly daft at times.

“Are you going to take me back?” she asked,
breaking him out of his thoughts.

His eyebrows furrowed. “Back?”

“To London.”

“How can I do that when the coachman is
taking us to my estate?”

She relaxed. He had no idea why she thought
they’d go all the way out here only to return to London. If he was
going to return to London, he would have done it shortly after they
left the vicar’s residence. He wouldn’t have let them come all the
way out here. But the question she’d made was out of innocence, and
it let him know she truly didn’t suspect he had wanted her to
kidnap him. So really, he was glad she’d asked it.

He helped her down from the carriage, and he
was happy to note she didn’t let go of him as soon as her feet hit
the ground. In fact, she squeezed his hand and turned to face him,
her body closer to him than it had been before.

“I’m going to make you happy,” she said. “I
promise you that.”

Was she going to start on that promise this
evening? Whatever he did, he must make sure they shared a room.
This time of year, plenty of rooms would be available. But did she
know that? Could he convince her that they needed to share the same
room?

He must figure out a solution to this
problem. Fortunately, he had time to do that. They wouldn’t arrive
at the inn until around three or four. He had several hours to work
through the specifics.

Resisting the urge to take her in his arms
and let her know exactly how much he was looking forward to taking
her to bed, he offered her a nod to indicate he was willing to give
her a chance to make up for kidnapping him. At once, she seemed to
relax.

“I’ll be a much better wife to you than Miss
Beaumont would have been,” she said.

Then she released his hand and headed for a
tree which would afford her privacy while she took care of personal
matters.

His gaze traveled the length of her, and his
body made it no secret that he definitely preferred her to Miss
Beaumont. He’d never been aroused whenever Miss Beaumont was with
him. But he was very much aroused now. One way or another, they
were going to end up in the same room this evening. He would do
everything possible to make sure of that.

 


***

 


Heather looked out the carriage window as
they pulled up to an inn around three that afternoon. Her growling
stomach let her know how anxious she was to get something to eat.
Though the coachman had packed some bread and cheese to help keep
her hunger at bay, her stomach was pestering her to eat a real
meal. She just might end up eating everything on her plate in under
five minutes. Her brother would be appalled if he knew where her
thoughts were going, but she didn’t care. She was famished.

She wasn’t the only one excited about the
prospect of eating a full course meal, either. As soon as the
coachman opened the door, Lord Powell instructed him to arrange for
meals to be brought to their rooms.

Lord Powell turned to her. “We’ll get
settled in shortly. I’ll talk with the innkeeper. Do you need to
tend to any personal needs?”

Since he mentioned talking to the innkeeper
and had told the coachman to arrange for them to get dinner, she
was assured he had no intention of deserting her. Eager for the
chance to relieve her bladder, she hurried off to do just that.

As soon as she was done, she rushed to find
him, relieved when she saw that he was making the sleeping
arrangements for the evening. He turned to her as she
approached.

“I have unfortunate news,” he told her.

Her stomach clenched in dread. Maybe he was
going to drop her off and head back to London. Maybe he was going
to claim he’d never married her. She thought back to what had
happened to the marriage certificate after she signed it. Now that
she thought of it, Lord Powell had taken it and put it in the
pocket of his coat.

Drat! She should have grabbed it first!

“Most of the rooms at this inn are
unavailable,” Lord Powell continued, his tone solemn. “There are
repairs to be made. We will have to share the same room.”

Not sure she heard him right, she asked,
“We’ll have to share the same room?”

He nodded. “It’s either that or I spend the
night in the carriage. I could do that, even though it’s cold this
time of year.” He gave a slight shiver.

“No! You must not do that. We will share the
room.”

He lowered his voice so the innkeeper
couldn’t hear him say, “But there’s only one bed.”

Her skin warmed, and she didn’t know if it
was from the private nature of what he’d just told her or if it was
from the possibility she might get a chance to be in bed with him
this very night. She’d dreamt of being snuggled up by his side,
nice and warm in his embrace through the night. Perhaps she might
even get him to kiss her again. She’d enjoyed their kisses
immensely in the den at the ball. She definitely wanted to enjoy
another one this evening.

“I can’t let you sleep out in a cold
carriage,” she spoke in a soft voice. “I insist you sleep in the
warm room with me.”

He hesitated but offered a reluctant nod.
“Yes, that’s probably for the best. I don’t want to risk getting
sick.”

“No, you mustn’t.” She definitely couldn’t
have that happen! She didn’t go through all this trouble of
marrying him to risk widowhood.

“All right. We’ll share the bed.”

As he turned his attention back to the
innkeeper, she breathed a sigh of relief. Good. They would be
spending the night together. He wasn’t going to drop her off at
this place and then head back to London. He was going to stay with
her, and he was going to continue on to his estate with her. The
plan had worked. She had secured him in marriage. Now all she had
to do was prove to him that she was better for him than Miss
Beaumont ever would have been.

The innkeeper led them up the stairs to
their room, and since Lord Powell gestured for her to go in front
of him, she climbed the steps, acutely aware that he was behind
her. Her pulse raced in excitement. She was his wife. She belonged
to him. Now and forever.

The innkeeper led her and Lord Powell into
the room and promised to bring them something to eat within the
hour. The coachman came in just as the innkeeper left. The coachman
set her valise next to Lord Powell’s.

“Give me a moment to speak with him,” Lord
Powell told her before he and the coachman went into the
hallway.

They stayed within eyesight, but she
couldn’t hear what they were saying. The coachman nodded at
something Lord Powell said. Then he said something to Lord Powell.
She would have inched closer to find out what they were talking
about if they couldn’t see her.

Lord Powell wished the coachman a good
evening then came back into the room, closing the door behind him
as he did so. “Everything’s been arranged for the night. All we can
do is wait for the morning. Then we’ll continue to the estate.” He
studied her face. “Unless you want to return to London.”

“We should go to your estate,” she replied,
dismayed he would even suggest they go back to London.

“You won’t miss the balls and other
festivities?”

“I’d rather have you to myself.” She closed
the distance between them and offered him her most flirtatious
smile. “I think this will give us a good chance to get to know each
other better. At your estate, we won’t have anyone bothering us.
We’ll be able to be who we really are.”

“Didn’t you tell your family that you were
going to kidnap me and run off to my estate?”

“I left them a note saying that I was
marrying you, but I didn’t say anything more than that. I don’t
want them to ruin our time together.” Because, knowing her brother,
Charles would step in and try to prevent her from going with Lord
Powell to his estate. “Oh, I did tell them I was running off to get
married of my own free will.”

Then she peered up at him in a way that
would, with any luck, soften his heart. Her brother’s friend had
once told him it was nearly impossible to refuse a lady her request
if she looked at him as if all of her hopes and dreams rested on
him.

Fortunately, the strategy worked, for Lord
Powell said, “All right. We’ll go to my estate.”

As he went around her to take his valise to
the table, she replied, “You won’t regret it. We’ll have a
wonderful time there.”

He glanced over at her. “We will?”

She nodded. “We’ll get to sit by the fire
and keep each other warm. We’ll take walks and talk about our plans
for the future. We’ll play cards. I know a lot of card games, so
you don’t have to teach me. I also know how to play chess.”

“You know how to play chess?”

“My brother was insistent I learn the rules
since he had no brothers to play it with while growing up.”

“What about your father?”

“My father hates the game. He thinks it’s
boring.”

“Do you like the game?” he asked.

“It’s sufficient for a day when there’s
nothing else to do.”

His eyebrow arched in interest. “That sounds
like you find it boring.”

“It’s not as boring as staring at the wall.
I’ll be more than happy to play a game with you.”

He shook his head. “Your father is right.
The game is boring. I’d rather stare at the wall.”

She bit her lower lip. Did she just give him
the wrong answer? Should she have claimed that she didn’t like
chess so he would think they had something in common?

“Like you, I’d rather play cards.”

She relaxed. Maybe all wasn’t lost. “I love
playing cards. We can play as many games as you want. We can play
all day if that’s your wish.”

He chuckled. “That’s not necessary. As much
as I like cards, I can’t see doing that all day long.”

Oh. After a moment, she asked, “What kind of
things do you like to do besides play cards?”

He shrugged. “This and that.”

This and that?
How was she supposed to answer that?

“How much do you really know about me?” he
asked.

Her face grew warm. If she was honest, she
would admit she didn’t know much about him at all. But then, he’d
probably ask her why she was so insistent on marrying him. After
thinking through several responses, she finally came up with one
that seemed appropriate.

“I know you’re a kind person,” she said.
“Even though I did you a horrible wrong, you’ve never once been
cruel to me.”

“Well, one might suggest I was too shocked
to be mean when you kidnapped me.”

“I wasn’t talking about the kidnapping. I
was talking about the time I rejected your proposal. Other
gentlemen would probably have been mean to a lady after that, but
you were still respectful toward me.”

She caught the flicker of hurt in his
expression before he said, “Oh, yes. That.”

“I can’t tell you how terribly sorry I am
about doing that. Surely, you have to believe my intentions are
true now that I made sure we married. There is no one else I want
but you.”

He seemed to feel better by her words.

Encouraged, she added, “I do want to know
more about you. Your name, for instance. What should I call you now
that we’re married?”

“Gill. My name is Gill.”

“Mine is Heather.” After a moment, she
asked, “Are you looking forward to being at your estate?”

“It depends on what will happen out
there.”

“We’re going to have a lot of fun.”

“Are we?”

“Of course. We’re going to be together. I
assure you that you won’t get bored with me around.”

She tried to come up with an example of why
she wouldn’t bore him, but she’d already mentioned cards, chess,
taking walks, cuddling by the fire, and having pleasant
conversations. She wasn’t sure what else there was to offer in the
country. It wasn’t like they could run off to a ball or the
theatre.

There was a knock at the door.

“I should get that,” Gill said then left her
side.

She bit her lower lip and tried to think of
something they might do together that would bring him enjoyment.
Unfortunately, her mind came up blank. She had a brother around
Gill’s age. She’d spent plenty of time with him, but she couldn’t
think of anything her brother did besides play chess, cards, and
read books. He didn’t really do anything else with his time. If he
hadn’t been her chaperone, she doubted he’d get out of the
townhouse at all.

Gill opened the door, and the innkeeper came
into the room, followed by a maid. They carried two trays full of
food. The promise of a full meal took Heather’s mind off of trying
to find ways to please Gill. The venison, vegetables, soup, and
bread all smelled wonderful.

“It turns out cook already had food ready,”
the innkeeper said as he moved a table large enough for both trays
to the middle of the room. “When you’re done, you can put the trays
in the hallway. Ingrid will collect them later this evening.”

The maid nodded and set the tray down on one
side of the table. Then she hurried to take the chair from the
vanity and the chair next to the nightstand to the table. By the
efficiency both employed, Heather guessed they did this every
day.

The innkeeper’s wife came into the room with
empty glasses and a bottle of port wine, adding to the seamless
stream of activity that was going on around her.

“I’ll bring you a pitcher of water and cups
in a moment,” the maid said then headed out of the room.

“We hope you two have a pleasant evening,”
the innkeeper said. “If there’s anything else you need, don’t
hesitate to ask.”

The three left, shutting the door behind
them. Under ordinary circumstances, Heather might wait to see if
Gill would pull out the chair for her, but she was much too excited
by the sight of food to wait. She hurried to the table and sat
down.

“I didn’t think to pack any food last
evening,” she admitted as Gill sat across from her. “I’m glad your
coachman thought of it, though this meal looks like a feast fit for
a king compared to what we were eating today.”

Gill poured wine into their glasses. “The
important thing is we got through the day and are here now.”

Thank goodness. He wasn’t talking about
returning to London. He wasn’t lamenting the fact that she had
kidnapped him. He really did seem to have accepted the fact that
they were married. Maybe, just maybe, he wouldn’t be so hard to win
over after all.


 Chapter Eight

 


Gill made sure he got to the bed first. He knew he couldn’t
just throw off all of his clothes. He had to keep on a nightshirt
in case Heather thought he was eager about being in bed with her.
Yes, he was determined to consummate the marriage tonight, but he
couldn’t jump on her as soon as she got into bed. He needed to
convince her to seduce him. And fortunately, he’d had an entire day
in a carriage to come up with the plan.

Heather came out from behind the dressing
screen, wearing a nightgown that covered her from her neck to her
ankles. All he could see were her toes poking out from under the
white fabric. What a shame. He’d been hoping she would come to him
clothed in far less than that. But it was a good sign. It meant she
was a virgin. He would be her first.

She went to the candle on the vanity and
blew the candle out. He might have groaned in disappointment if
there wasn’t enough moonlight filtering in through the window to
allow him an adequate view of her. He reminded himself that she
thought they were going to go right to sleep. She didn’t realize
he’d be keeping her up for a while longer. And how he was looking
forward to it!

“I hope you’re not too sore from all that
travel,” she said as she lifted the blankets and crawled into the
bed.

“I’ve traveled to my estate on many
occasions,” he replied. “I’m used to it.”

“Yes, but I’m sure you never had to spend an
entire night in a carriage before.”

“I’m fine.”

Fortunately, the bed was too small for her
to avoid any contact with him. She tried to wiggle her body in a
way that would allow some space between them, but it was
impossible. Still, it was cute she was trying to make sure she
didn’t upset him by getting too close to him.

“You might as well accept the fact that the
bed is small,” he finally said after he let her struggle for a
couple of minutes. “Settle down and relax.”

She shot him a worried look. “If I had known
the beds were so small, I would have asked the innkeeper to bring
in another one. Even if some of the rooms are closed to guests,
they could bring in a bed. Or, at the very least, a cot.”

“Well, it’s too late to bother the innkeeper
about it now,” he hurried to say in case she decided to get out of
bed and do just that. “We should make the best of it.”

“You’re right. We should.”

She settled onto her back, her hands folded
over her stomach, the blanket tucked under her arms. She closed her
eyes and took long, steady breaths. She looked more like a nun in a
convent than a bride coming to her groom in order to consummate her
marriage. Had it not been for his erection, he would have
laughed.

Clearing his throat, he shifted so that he
was facing her, making sure he pressed himself even closer to her
despite the fact that there was plenty of room on his side of the
bed. “I was thinking…” He waited until she opened her eyes before
he added, “We are married. There is no undoing the ceremony,
especially since Lord Toplyn was a witness.”

Her eyebrows furrowed in a way that let him
know she wasn’t sure what he was getting at.

“I’m a titled gentleman,” he continued.
“Titled gentlemen need an heir. It’s one of the things Society has
burdened us with.”

“Yes, I’m aware of that. My brother will
need a son if he is to pass on our father’s title down his
line.”

He hadn’t planned for the topic to go in the
direction of her brother. Thinking of her brother wasn’t the least
bit romantic. If anyone could ruin the mood, it was her brother.
Just look at what had happened at the ball.

“We both agree that marriage is a permanent
institution, right?” he asked her.

“Of course it is.” She turned onto her side
so that she was facing him. “That’s why I insisted we marry. I
intend to spend the rest of my life with you. I was wrong to say no
when you proposed. I love you, and I’m never going to let anything
get in the way of that ever again. I’ll do whatever it takes for us
to be together.”

His heart warmed. She meant those words.
Yes, she had proven how much she wanted to be with him when she
whisked him off to a vicar, but it was nice to hear her heartfelt
confession while sharing the same bed.

“Would you like to try for an heir tonight?”
she asked before he could respond.

Not as much as he just wanted to enjoy
making love to her, but how could he properly express that without
giving away the fact that he had a hand in his own kidnapping?

As it turned out, he didn’t have to think up
some clever thing to say because she leaned forward and kissed him.
He wasn’t sure why she chose to initiate lovemaking, but he was
glad she did. Now that they had crossed the threshold, he was safe
to proceed further.

He slipped his arm around her waist and
pulled her closer to him. She was wonderfully soft and curvy. Even
through the layers of clothing and the blanket between them, he
could tell that. Thank goodness she was making this easy for him.
He didn’t think he could go through the night if she had insisted
on waiting until he had forgiven her for the kidnapping. Because,
as far as she was concerned, he hadn’t forgiven her for it.

But none of that mattered at the moment. Not
when she was kissing him in a way that provided more fuel for his
arousal. It was reminiscent of the kiss they had shared in the den.
She’d driven him to the point where he forgot about everything but
her. And now, he was allowed to embrace the same wonderful
sensation. This was even better, though, since her brother wouldn’t
come in and interrupt them. Her brother was back in London, for all
Gill cared, her brother could stay there forever.

Gill’s mouth left hers, and he kissed her
cheek, her jaw, and then her neck. Meanwhile, he slipped his hand
under the blanket so he could trace those wonderful curves more
personally. She let out a sigh that told him she was enjoying what
he was doing.

Encouraged, he brought his mouth back to
hers and deepened the kiss so that their tongues were interlacing
together. He shoved the blanket down to their feet. With the
blanket out of his way, he was able to do the thing he’d most
wanted to do as soon as he saw her step out from behind the
dressing screen: he got her out of the nightgown that concealed far
too much.

As soon as she was naked in front of him, he
took a moment to take in the sight of her body. It was beautiful.
Absolutely beautiful. He brought his hand to one of her breasts and
traced it with his fingers. Her skin was warm and soft. He lowered
his head to her nipple then flicked his tongue over it. She
murmured her pleasure and pulled him closer to her. This was much
more thrilling than he’d imagined it’d be!

He wasn’t sure if he should give himself so
completely to the moment. She’d probably know he was just as
inexperienced as she was. But at the moment, all he could think of
was continuing his exploration of her. And she was more than
willing to let him.

He cupped her breast in his hand so he could
more fully appreciate how lovely it was. He’d enjoyed looking at
her breasts when she was fully clothed, but it was much better when
there was nothing covering them. They were perfect white mounds
that had pink buds at the center. If he hadn’t had an erection
before, he most certainly would have gotten one now.

Heather reached up to clasp his arms and
murmured, “Gill.”

Gill. His name sounded especially wonderful coming from her. He
would never get tired of hearing her call him that, especially when
they were in bed.

He brought his mouth back to hers and kissed
her in earnest. As excited as he was by the knowledge he would
finally get to make love to her, he didn’t want to rush the
experience. This was their first time together, and that made it
much too important to hurry through. The best way to make love to
her was by savoring every caress they were sharing. He was going to
enjoy her like he enjoyed fine wine. He was going to slow down and
take his time in making her his. That thought alone thrilled him.
After tonight, she would belong solely to him for the rest of their
lives. Sure, the wedding bound them together on paper, but this
evening would bind them physically and emotionally together.

While kissing her, he studied her body with
his hand, doing his best to memorize every curve she had. When his
hand reached the patch of curls between her legs, she parted them
for him. He tested the area with his fingers, surprised she was so
slick that one of his fingers slid into her as if she willed it to
do so. She let out a sigh and lifted her hips in a way that allowed
him to go deeper into her core.

He moaned in pleasure. She was exquisite.
Much more so than he’d ever dreamed she’d be. He slid another
finger into her, and this time, he noted she was a little tight.
But she was wet enough so that he had no trouble stroking her. Her
grip on his arms grew tighter, and she began to rock her hips in
unabashed enthusiasm.

Thank goodness. He’d heard there were
virgins who were so timid on their wedding night that they barely
moved, much less expressed any enjoyment during the act. He had
hoped Heather wasn’t going to be like that, though he’d been
prepared to do his part to coax her into opening up to him if it’d
come to that. He was determined she’d get fulfillment from her time
with him, and he would have given her the entire night if that’s
what it took. But Heather was turning out to be just as passionate
in bed as she was in other ways. And he was thrilled beyond words
at his good fortune.

He followed her lead. He stroked her core in
time with the rocking of her hips, the palm of his hand pressing
against her sensitive nub. Her groans grew louder as she rocked
faster against him. Then, at one point, she urged him to roll onto
his back. Curious as to what she had in mind, he obeyed her leading
and was pleased when she brought his fingers back into her then
rocked her hips once more, making sure she pressed her clit firmly
on his palm.

He watched her in fascination as she worked
toward her climax. Those beautiful breasts bounced. She was biting
her lower lip. Her hair was hanging in waves over her shoulders.
She was moving in wild abandon, giving herself completely to the
moment. And then, all at once, she threw her head back, cried out,
and stilled. Her core clenched around his fingers then relaxed then
clenched again. The cycle repeated several times before he felt the
intensity of her orgasm ebb.

Once she was done, she lifted his shirt and
straddled him. He nearly cheered. Not only was she unabashed about
seeking her own pleasure, but she was more than willing to let him
inside her. She wasn’t going to be the kind of wife who’d make it
difficult for him to make love to her. She was going to welcome him
with open arms…or rather, open legs.

She took his penis then lowered down on it.
He moaned as he entered her warmth. She shifted, and for a moment,
he thought she was going to get off of him, but she didn’t break
contact with him. She waited for a few seconds and then moved up
his shaft and then back down. She repeated the process again, and
when he realized she wasn’t as tight as before, he realized what
she was doing. She was adjusting to him. His penis was thicker than
his two fingers, and being a virgin, she had to expand for him.

He set his hands on her thighs and waited
for her to get used to him. As good as this felt—this sliding up
and down his shaft—he refused to let it lead him to distraction.
Next time they made love, he wanted her to know it wasn’t going to
hurt, so he was determined to wait until she felt comfortable.

His gaze went to her breasts once more, and
he reached out to fondle them, taking great satisfaction in the
fact that her nipples hardened. She was still aroused. That was
good. He wanted her to be aroused. He wanted her to feel as
wonderful as he felt when they were one.

She continued her movements, and before
long, he noted that she was sliding up and down him in earnest.
Taking that as his cue, he gave himself completely to their
lovemaking. Once he had allowed himself to go, it didn’t take long
before he released his seed. He murmured her name and grew taut.
Every wave of pleasure was so much better than anything he’d ever
experienced before. Lovemaking was definitely going to be his
favorite activity, especially with a lady as passionate as she
was.

He let out a sigh of contentment. He’d never
felt more complete than he did at this moment. Heather was the best
thing that had ever happened to him. He wouldn’t have enjoyed this
act with anyone else as much as he did with her.

He urged her to lean down and kissed
her.

“Are you done?” she asked.

The question made him chuckle. She hadn’t
been with a gentleman before, so it was natural she didn’t know.
“Yes, I’m done.” He encouraged her to get off of him then showed
her the evidence that he was done. “When I fill you with my seed, I
receive the heights of pleasure. After that, I’m too relaxed to do
anything else.”

“That’s strange,” she replied as she
snuggled up against him. “I reached the height of my pleasure and
was able to keep going.”

He put his arms around her. “I suppose
things are different for gentlemen and ladies. Did you wish to keep
going?”

“No. I’m fine.”

He closed his eyes, aware that he’d never
felt more relaxed in his entire life. He wasn’t sure if it was
because of the activity they’d just engaged in or the long trip out
of London, but he was exhausted. All he wanted to do was enjoy the
moment. Their marriage was now consummated. Everything was right
with the world.

Without realizing it, he fell asleep.


 Chapter Nine

 


Gill didn’t wake up until morning. He opened his eyes and saw
sunlight filtering in through the window. For a moment, he wondered
if the whole thing—the wedding, the inn, the wonderful consummation
of his marriage—had all been a dream. But then he realized he
wasn’t in his bedchamber. He was at the inn.

He breathed a sigh of relief. Good.
Everything had really happened.

He turned onto his side, expecting to see
Heather, but the spot next to him was empty. He frowned. She
wouldn’t have run back to London. Not after all the work she’d done
to secure his hand in marriage. And certainly not after last
evening. She could already be carrying his child.

He sat up in the bed and saw that she was
sitting in a chair by the vanity. She was already dressed, and her
hair had already been styled. Her attention was on the book she was
reading.

“What time is it?” he asked.

“It’s almost ten.”

He blinked the last of the sleep from his
eyes. “Almost ten?” He had slept in that late?

“Once I woke up, I couldn’t get back to
sleep, so I went downstairs and asked for something to read. It was
nice of the innkeeper’s wife to give me the book. She said I’d
enjoy it, and she was right. I’m looking forward to seeing how the
story ends.”

He noticed that she had made good progress
in the book since she seemed to be one-fourth of the way into it.
“What time did you wake up?”

“Seven. I’m a quick reader. I can finish a
book or two in a day if there’s nothing to do.” She marked the
place in the book. “Should I ask the innkeeper’s wife to bring up
something to eat?”

He had hoped to make love to her again
before they headed out for the day, but given the lateness of the
hour, he didn’t have a choice. He was going to have to get dressed
and eat right away.

He offered a reluctant nod. “We’ll need to
stay at another inn before we arrive at Cervanton. That’s the
country estate,” he hurried to explain since she didn’t know. “It’s
quite a ways from London. It probably takes longer to get there
from London than it takes for you to get to your father’s
estate.”

She nodded. “It does. It only takes me one
overnight trip at an inn to get there. But I don’t care about how
long it takes to get to Cervanton. The important thing is that
we’ll be together.”

She shot him a smile that threatened to
weaken his resolve. Maybe he should convince her to get back into
bed with him.

“I’ll be back soon,” she told him then
slipped out of the room.

He let out a heavy sigh and got out of bed
so he could get ready for the day. He had no way of knowing if he’d
get a chance to make love to her tonight. Which was silly, of
course. They’d already crossed the threshold. Neither were virgins
anymore. But she’d offered the first kiss because she thought he
wanted to have an heir. She probably figured she was doing her
duty.

He grimaced. He wondered if all wives
thought of the marital act as a duty. He recalled overhearing his
mother refer to it that way when he was a child. She hadn’t
realized he’d been playing under the desk of the drawing room. He’d
ended up too afraid he’d get caught that he’d stayed there for the
next two hours while his mother chatted with a friend. He’d found
out more about his mother than he’d ever wanted to know, and as
much as he’d tried to forget the whole conversation over the years,
it was always there, lingering in the back of his mind. Once in a
while, snippets of it crept back into his awareness. Just like it
was now.

Thankfully, I did my duty and had a son
before the first year of marriage was done, his mother had said. If
I hadn’t been diligent in performing the task, my husband’s title
would have gone to his miserable brother who spends all of his time
drinking.

Gill forced the memory back into the
recesses of his mind. He didn’t want to think of his mother and his
father that way. Shuddering, he finished tucking in his cravat.
He’d be better off thinking of Heather.

He went to his valise and pulled out his
grooming supplies. He finished shaving by the time Heather
returned.

She poked her head in the room. “Are you
presentable?”

He stared at her in surprise. She was
looking right at him. Couldn’t she tell he was fully dressed?

She gestured to his hair.

He turned to the mirror and saw that he had
forgotten to comb his hair. Oh. So that was why she was concerned
about his appearance. “You can come in,” he told her as he
retrieved the comb from his valise.

She opened the door further, and she led the
way into the room. The innkeeper’s wife and the maid followed her
in. She went over to him, an excited smile on her face.

“I can’t wait to see your estate,” she said.
“It’ll be fun to learn more about you.”

He started combing his hair. “Wouldn’t it be
best to learn more about me by asking me questions?”

She chuckled. “I have a feeling I’ll learn a
lot more by seeing where you grew up.”

“I grew up in London.” Noting she didn’t
seem convinced by this, he continued, “It’s true. I’ve been in
London for as long as I can remember. I’ve only been to my estate a
few times in my life. The last time I was there was when I was
sixteen.”

“But you’ll have things that belonged to
your ancestors there. I’ll be able to see the history of your
family. My father has a lot of things at his estate that belonged
to my ancestors. There are portraits, clothes, furniture, journals,
and other mementoes from the past. It’s like stepping back in
time.”

He finished combing his hair and checked the
mirror. Yes, that was better. He set the comb into the valise. “I
suppose when you put it like that, you will discover some things
about my family at the estate.”

“Yes, I will, and I’m looking forward to
it.” She gave him a hug then kissed his cheek. “I can’t wait!”

He glanced over to see if the innkeeper’s
wife and the maid were watching them but realized they had already
left the room. Sometimes it was spooky how quickly those who served
him could disappear like that. But he was glad for it. Though he
enjoyed Heather’s outward display of affection, he didn’t wish for
others to be privy to it.

He was ready to return her embrace when she
took his arm and led him to the small table.

“I remember you said you like poached eggs
and waffles for your morning meal, so I requested it,” she said. “I
hope you don’t mind.”

“No, I don’t mind,” he assured her.

She pulled out the chair for him and patted
the seat. “Your coachman is getting the carriage ready. We’ll be on
our way within the hour.” She clasped her hands behind her back,
looking very pleased with herself. “I’ll be a good mistress for
your estate. One of my greatest strengths is being orderly.”

Since she expected him to take a seat, he
did.

She took the seat across from him and
gestured to their glasses of milk. “I hope this is all right.”

“Yes, it’s fine. I like milk.”

“Good. I wasn’t sure what you liked to
drink. I can’t recall that ever coming into any of our
conversations.”

He picked up his fork and knife. “I’m
surprised you remembered that I like poached eggs and waffles.”

“Well, I don’t remember everything you ever
told me, but I try,” she admitted in a way that made her look
adorable. “What you have to say is important to me. I want to do
everything I can to satisfy you.”

She already did satisfy him. In so many
ways. But he wasn’t sure if it was wise to tell her that. At least
not so soon. He was, after all, supposed to be upset he’d been
kidnapped. Finally, he settled for smiling at her. “Well, I
appreciate it.”

Her smile got wider, so he knew he’d said
the right thing. Good. They were getting the day off on a positive
note. From here, he could allow himself the freedom to ease into
the marriage in a way that wouldn’t make her suspect she’d been
manipulated into kidnapping him.

If he played his cards right, he might have
an easy time getting her to do more than sleep with him this
evening. Already, a certain part of him was notifying him that it
very much wanted to be intimately engaged with her again. Last
night had been the best thing that had ever happened to him. Well,
minus being kidnapped. Nothing could top that. It was proof she
truly did love him.

“Eat up,” she told him, motioning to his
plate. “We don’t have much daylight during the winter months.”

Right. It was time to eat. Then they would
travel. And then they would stop at another inn, and then the real
fun could begin.

 


***

 


“We’re here,” someone said, tapping Heather’s
arm.

Startled, she opened her eyes and jerked up.
What a terrible dream she’d been having just now. She’d dreamed
that Gill had married Miss Beaumont. She’d gone into his bedchamber
to kidnap him with Lord Toplyn’s help, and she had discovered him
with Miss Beaumont in bed.

She put her hand over her heart. Thank
goodness she’d woken up when she did. Gill had just been about to
tell her he could never love her because his heart belonged to Miss
Beaumont. She’d been ready to cry. Even now, she felt the tears
welling up in her eyes.

She quickly blinked them back so Gill
wouldn’t notice them. “I didn’t realize I fell asleep.”

“I’m not surprised since you were up before
me.” He adjusted her hat and smiled. “There. Now you’re
presentable.”

Recalling that morning when she’d reminded
him to comb his hair, she returned his smile. “Thank you.”

She thought he was going to kiss her, but
the coachman opened the door of the carriage. How unfortunate. If
Gill had initiated a kiss, she would be much more assured that he
wasn’t harboring any feelings for Miss Beaumont.

As much as she tried to remind herself that
it had all just been a dream, a part of her wondered if he would
have rather married Miss Beaumont. At times, she was convinced he
didn’t love Miss Beaumont at all, but when she was asleep, the
small possibility crept into her mind. This was why she didn’t want
to spend too much time dreaming. Dreams had a way of bringing up
fears she’d rather not deal with.

The coachman held his hand out to her, so
she accepted it and stepped down from the carriage. Gill followed
her.

While the coachman got their valises, Gill
told her, “I’ll arrange for our room. I think we should be together
again this evening. This morning went smoothly, don’t you think? We
were dressed and ready to eat at the same time.”

“Yes, the morning did go well.” She didn’t
care why they would share a room this evening. The main thing was
that he would hold her tonight. She wasn’t sure how things would be
once they were at his estate. It might be a long time before she
got the pleasure of sleeping in his arms again.

“Good,” Gill said. “I’ll discuss the matter
with the innkeeper.”

He took her by the arm and escorted her into
the inn. Well, this was a promising sign. He wasn’t insisting they
have different rooms since this inn seemed to have plenty to spare.
Also, he had chosen to touch her. She hadn’t had to touch him
first.

She just had to remember her part was to be
sweet and tend to his every need so that he didn’t have time to
think about Miss Beaumont. She would prove that she could make him
happy.

When they got to their room, she was
beginning to feel more like her normal self. She wasn’t often prone
to bouts of doubt. Her brother had had enough of his own doubts for
both of them.

As the coachman brought in their valises and
the innkeeper’s wife made sure Gill was satisfied with the room,
Heather took a quick look at her reflection in the mirror. She
pinched her cheeks to give them a pleasant rosy color then took her
hat off so she could fluff the curls in her hair.

She wasn’t one to compete with another lady
about her looks, but she knew for a fact that she was more
attractive than Miss Beaumont. She would be nicer, too. She would
be the perfect wife. Then Gill would admit he was glad she had
forced him to marry her. Sure, Miss Beaumont could have given him
an heir. But could she make him happy? Could she give him a love
match?

The door closed.

Turning away from the mirror, Heather saw
that she and Gill were alone. “I’m sorry I fell asleep in the
carriage,” she said as she took off her coat. “I didn’t mean
to.”

“You were tired, and the day was a long one.
No one can fault you for going to sleep. I wish I’d been able to do
it. The trip would go faster.”

“Maybe you can take a nap tomorrow.”

“That depends on how long I sleep in
tomorrow morning.” He removed his coat.

To her surprise, he went over to her, took
her coat and hat, and hung both of their coats on the coatrack.
That was awfully sweet of him.

“Thank you,” she told him.

He shot her a grin that threatened to melt
her right on the spot. “You’re welcome.” He gestured to the bed.
“Maybe you should take your boots off and rest.”

“I feel awake now.”

“Really? You look as if you’re still tired.
Maybe you should lie down and rest anyway. Dinner isn’t going to be
brought up for another hour.”

Eyebrows furrowed, she glanced at the
mirror. Did she really look tired?

He closed the distance between them and took
her hand. “I think both of us could use some rest before dinner. It
was a long day. I think we were in the carriage for eight
hours.”

Eight hours? She had noticed it was late,
but she didn’t realize it was that late. “I didn’t even notice the
passage of time,” she told him as he led her to the bed.

“Time goes faster when you’re with someone
you like.”

Her heart skipped a beat. Was he telling her
that he was glad they were married? Was he glad she wasn’t Miss
Beaumont?

He urged her to sit then took off her boots.
“I haven’t ever gone to my estate alone. In the past, it was me and
my mother. My mother would either discuss what people were doing in
the Ton or she’d work on her embroidery. I didn’t find the trip all
that pleasant, to tell you the truth.”

“But you’re enjoying the trip because I’m
with you?” she asked, hoping that his thoughts were heading in that
direction.

As he began removing his boots, he nodded.
“You’re better company.”

Excited, she put her arms around his
shoulders. “I’m glad you think so. We’re going to make a splendid
match. I really do love you, Gill.”

He finished removing his boots and turned to
face her. Unable to resist the impulse to kiss him, she leaned
forward until their lips met. Every time they kissed, it was the
most thrilling experience she’d ever been through. Her stomach
tossed and tumbled in the most pleasant way, and her skin felt warm
all over. This kind of thing could get addicting.

Perhaps he felt the same way since he slid
his arms around her waist and deepened the kiss. At the very least,
he didn’t seem to be opposed to sharing moments of intimate contact
with her. So he couldn’t be all that upset by the marriage. In
fact, he seemed to be open to exploring all aspects of the marital
relationship. And considering he wasn’t the type of gentleman who
took mistresses, she was assured that he didn’t do this kind of
thing with anyone. He was doing this with her. Only her.

She hadn’t planned to do anything of an
intimate nature with him this evening. She figured the most she
could get him to do was hold her, but she certainly wouldn’t mind
it if they did more. She had enjoyed lovemaking the previous
evening. She’d like to be with him that way again. If he was
willing to kiss and hold her, she might be able to coax him into
doing more.

Pressing her luck, she found the buttons on
his short frock coat and started to unfasten them. As she hoped, he
didn’t push her away. He left a trail of kisses down her cheek then
down her neck and further down to the skin just above her breasts.
From there, she didn’t know who took off what, but it wasn’t long
before they were completely undressed and making love with the same
enthusiasm they had before. And all of her doubts about how he
might feel about their marriage slipped back into oblivion.


 Chapter Ten

 


“Your estate is lovely,” Heather said as she took in the hilly
terrain that surrounded the manor which had vines winding up the
edges in an attractive design Gill’s mother had instructed the
gardener to use.

Gill didn’t realize he had taken the view
for granted. London had been where the excitement was. It was there
that things happened. Cervanton had always been an afterthought.
They had few visitors here. For the most part, this place was in
its own world. It was so far removed from anywhere else. Growing
up, the thought of being here had bored him. Now, it excited him.
He had Heather all to himself. No one would interrupt them out
here.

“The staff does a good job of tending to the
place,” he said.

“Yes, I can see that,” she replied. She
turned to him and took his hand. “This is going to be an adventure.
We’re going to have so much fun together.”

Up to now, he’d done a good job of showing
restraint around her, but he wasn’t inclined to resist temptation
this time. Following his instincts, he lowered his head to hers and
kissed her.

When the kiss ended, he was rewarded with
the widest smile he’d ever seen on her face. She’d definitely
enjoyed the fact that he’d made the first move and kissed her. He’d
given her an obvious display of his affection, and she’d welcomed
it. He’d given her a hint that he hadn’t minded being kidnapped,
and she was still interested in him.

Overcome by the assurance, he took Heather’s
hand and brought it to his mouth so he could kiss it. “You’ve made
me the happiest gentleman in all of London and beyond,” he
whispered.

Those were the words he had been inclined to
tell her when he thought she was going to accept his proposal. But
when she’d told him she had to think about it, the joy he’d felt at
being in her presence had deflated to the point where he didn’t
think he’d be able to say such words again. Now, however, he was
once more swept up in the bliss of being with her, and because of
that, he couldn’t stop himself from uttering the words. Indeed,
they seemed to have come out of his mouth of their own accord.

To his pleasure, she put her free hand over
his and said, “I want nothing more than for you to be happy. You’re
everything to me, Gill.”

Her response was better than he could ever
have imagined. He lowered his head back to hers and gave her
another kiss, this time not ending it until the carriage came to a
stop.

“Welcome to your estate, Lady Powell,” he
said.

Unable to stop himself, he hurried to give
her another kiss before the coachman opened the door. Then he took
a moment to see if the staff had assembled outside to greet them.
Sure, enough, the six members under his employment had all gathered
at the entrance of the manor.

Gill left the carriage with Heather and
walked over to them. “I’d like to introduce you to my wife, Lady
Powell. She will take over my mother’s duties as the mistress of
the estate.” To Heather, he went down the line of servants. “This
is Henry, the butler. He’s married to Matilda, the maid, and they
have two children.” He gestured to the sixteen-year-old boy. “This
is Jack. Depending on what we need, he’s the stable boy or
footman.” He then motioned to the twelve-year-old girl. “That is
Fiona, and she is the second maid.” Then he led Heather further
down the line. “This is Gerald who is the stablemaster, and that is
Wilson who is the cook.” Thinking she might enjoy a little trivia,
he led her away from the group and whispered, “Wilson replaced
Bernard. Bernard ran off to marry a lady twice his age last
year.”

“A lady twice his age?” Heather asked as if
she couldn’t believe it.

“Yes. She was one of my mother’s friends.
The whole thing would have been a terrible scandal had it happened
in London. Ever since marrying, they’ve resided in her country
estate. She hasn’t been back to London, and Mother and I haven’t
mentioned it. So my mother’s reputation is safe.”

“Your mother’s reputation?”

“Well, she’s the one who would be most
embarrassed about her friend running off with a servant who is a
lot younger than her.”

“It wouldn’t embarrass you?”

“Maybe it should, but no, it wouldn’t.
Ladies marry gentlemen twice their age and no one thinks anything
of it. Why shouldn’t it ever be the other way around?”

“When you put it like that, I agree. But
what about the fact that he was a servant?”

He shrugged. “I suppose that could be just
as scandalous, but I don’t mind it.”

“Is your mother more embarrassed that he was
a cook or that he’s significantly younger than her?”

“Both.”

“Well, it is scandalous that the two
married.” Heather chuckled. “I don’t think I can blame your mother
for not wanting anyone in London to find out.”

He hadn’t thought to warn her about what she
might find when they eventually returned to London, but he should.
He doubted his mother would be pleased with the fact that he’d run
off with her to get married. While he had settled matters with Miss
Beaumont so that she was free to seek other suitors, his mother had
had no such warning.

If he had warned his mother, she would
probably have found a way to stop him. He couldn’t have allowed
that. He wanted Heather. No one else would have made him complete
like she did. And knowing that she loved him with all of her heart
only made him that much happier he was with her right now. She was
worth any scandal that might result from their elopement.

“Heather,” he began as he took her by the
arm and led her toward the entrance, “there’s something I should
tell you, but it’d be best discussed in private.”

Though she looked concerned, he opted to
keep quiet until he had taken her to his bedchamber. No one would
dare disturb them in here.

“You don’t know my mother all that well,” he
told Heather as he encouraged her to sit on his bed.

“No, I don’t,” she replied. “Is that a
problem?”

“It’s not a problem.” Not really. He sat
next to her and took her hands in his. “I feel compelled to warn
you that she might not be happy with our marriage.”

“I expected as much. My brother and parents
won’t be happy, either. They were insistent I leave you alone. My
brother was especially upset with me after he caught us kissing in
the den.”

Yes, he recalled the angry scowl on her
brother’s face that evening. Thank goodness her brother hadn’t
figured out he and Miss Beaumont had led her to the den. Otherwise,
Gill would probably have been on the receiving end of her brother’s
fist.

Pushing the unpleasant thought aside, he
continued, “When we return to London, I will explain things to my
mother. I’m not going to tell her that you and Lord Toplyn forced
me to marry you.” Because really, that wasn’t true. “I’m going to
tell her that we eloped, and I’ll make it clear that both of us
agreed to it.”

Her eyes shone with appreciation. “You’d be
willing to tell that lie to protect me?”

He should have expected her to respond this
way. Of course, she assumed she had forced him to marry her. And he
still wasn’t inclined to tell her the truth. He rather liked the
idea that she’d been willing to risk everything to have him. It was
much more romantic than what had really happened.

“I don’t need to lie,” he decided to say.
“We did elope, and we’re happy right now, aren’t we?”

She gave him a smile that warmed him all the
way through. “I’m so glad you agree that we make a good match. I
just knew there could never be anyone for me but you. I still wish
I hadn’t said no when you proposed.”

He reached up and caressed the side of her
face. “You said yes when we were at the vicar’s, and that’s what
matters.”

“I’ll never say no to you again.”

Eager to test that statement, he asked, “If
I requested you join me in bed each and every night, would you do
it?”

“I was hoping you’d suggest it.”

Pleased, he cupped the back of her neck with
his hand and stroked her skin with his thumb. “You were?”

“I don’t want to spend a single night away
from you.”

He smiled. “You won’t ever have to.” Then he
lowered his head and kissed her.

 


***

 


Heather woke up the next morning and smiled.
Everything was right with the world. She and Gill were together. He
had finally forgiven her for rejecting his proposal, and he had
welcomed her into his life and his heart. She’d been afraid it was
going to take months or years to get him to forgive her, but
fortunately, he hadn’t made her wait that long.

She took a long bath before getting dressed
for breakfast. By the time the maid had finished helping her pin
her hair up into an attractive style, Gill stepped into the
bedchamber.

“I’m sorry it’s taking me so long to get
ready,” she told him from where she sat at the vanity.

He offered her a smile as he walked over to
her. “I don’t mind waiting for you. Besides, the effort you’re
putting into getting ready is worth it.”

She blushed in pleasure. “I only go through
all this trouble for you. I don’t care what any other gentleman
thinks.”

He took her hand and kissed it. “I approve
of what I see. You’re exceptionally beautiful.”

She returned his smile. What a wonderful
thing it was to be loved by someone like Gill. She was glad she’d
done everything she had to get him back. She didn’t care what
anyone else thought. Her place was with him, always and
forever.

The maid finished putting the last pin in
her hair. “Is there anything else you need, my lady?”

Heather looked at the maid. In her
excitement over being with Gill, she’d forgotten the maid was
there. “No. Thank you for helping me.”

The maid offered a nod then left the
room.

Turning her attention back to Gill, she got
up from the chair then hugged him. “I’m so glad we’re married.”

“I am, too.”

“Thank you for giving me another chance.”
She gave him a lingering kiss to let him know how happy she was.
“We’re going to have so much fun here. What would you like to do
first? I’m good at cards, charades, hide and seek, and many other
games.”

Chuckling, he squeezed her waist. “The first
thing we should do is eat. It’s hard to do much of anything when
you have an empty stomach.”

“You’re right. We should do that before we
do anything else. I’m so excited to be with you that I forgot all
about food.”

“I hate to disappoint you, but I don’t think
I could ever forget about food, no matter how much I enjoy being
with you.”

“I have a brother. His world revolves around
eating.”

“Does it?” he asked as he led her out of the
room.

“It does. Of course, his mind is also stuck
in books. He doesn’t do much of anything else. To tell the truth, I
think his life is incredibly boring. I don’t know how he manages to
stay awake.”

“You aren’t anything like him if he’s like
that.”

“I’m not like him at all. If it weren’t for
the fact that he looks like a younger version of my father, I’d
swear we weren’t related at all.”

“Well, for what it’s worth, I’m glad you
aren’t like him. He sounds boring.”

They went down the steps and then went to
the drawing room. From there, they had a good breakfast. Heather
enjoyed the view from the window as they ate. It gave her a better
appreciation for all the work the gardener put into the
grounds.

“Do you ride horses?” she asked Gill.

He nodded. “I’ve been known to ride one from
time to time.” With a glance out the window, he asked, “Would you
like to take a ride? It’s a nice day.”

“I’d love to get a better look at the
grounds. I’ve only seen paintings of manors as lovely as this
one.”

“You can thank my mother for that. She’s
particular when it comes to how the place looks.” He paused and
glanced out the window again. “We should wait until this afternoon
to take the ride. It’ll be warmer then. We can play cards until
then. I’m interested in finding out if you’re as good at cards as
you say.”

“I am. I forgot to mention that in addition
to eating and reading, my brother also plays cards. A lot. Well,
when he’s not playing chess. I got quite skilled over the
years.”

His eyebrow rose. “I’m intrigued by your
boast.”

“It’s not a boast if it’s true.” She took a
drink of the milk then asked, “Is it?”

He laughed. “I like your confidence. I
happen to find it exciting. I look forward to finding out just how
skilled you are.”

“You’ll find out as soon as we’re done
eating.”

“Oh? In that case, I should hurry.”

Giggling as he ate the egg with more gusto,
she shook her head. He had a marvelous sense of humor. She didn’t
know how she missed that before. It must have been their time in
London. The two had to be formal while they were courting.

Everything had revolved around following
rules, and there were so many rules they were expected to obey that
it was difficult to think of much else. It was no wonder they had
seldom laughed like they were this morning. She had a feeling they
were going to enjoy themselves immensely during their time at this
estate. Excited to start playing cards, she joined Gill in
finishing their meal.

 


***

 


The next day, Heather pulled up the hood on
her cloak. Had Gill caught up to her? There were enough trees on
the property where she could hide, but had she hidden well enough?
Since they had already played card games that morning and he didn’t
feel like playing chess, she had suggested a game of hide and seek.
So, despite the fact that it was cloudy and chilly, he had agreed
to it so long as she rewarded him with a kiss for finding her.

After agreeing to his terms, he’d stayed
behind at the manor to give her ten minutes to find a suitable
hiding spot. She figured he wouldn’t appreciate it if she made it
easy for him. The idea was to present him with a challenge. Keeping
that in mind, she bypassed the stables and headed for the wooded
area south of his manor. There were a couple of other hiding places
she could have chosen. There was a fountain, a gazebo, and a small
building that contained gardening supplies. But she figured those
were too easy. Gill would naturally look at those places first. So,
she went to the group of trees clustered together on the
property.

The land around her was absolutely
beautiful. It was a wonder why his mother didn’t want to stay here
all year long. She supposed his mother stayed in London because of
the social interaction, though. Heather couldn’t blame her. She
enjoyed the activities in London, too. But she hoped that she and
Gill would stay out here for months at a time in the future.

Already, she could see their children riding
horses, splashing around at the fountain, sitting in the gazebo,
and even playing hide and seek. She and Gill had so much to look
forward to. Thankfully, she hadn’t ruined everything by saying no
to him. She’d been able to restore their relationship because he’d
been gracious about giving her another chance. He didn’t hold the
kidnapping against her. He’d chosen, instead, to forget all about
it. And that was something she’d never take for granted.

She heard a twig snap, and her thoughts went
back to the game she was playing. She peered around the tree. He
was approaching from the right. She frowned. He’d gotten here
awfully fast. Hadn’t he checked the stables, fountain, gazebo, or
the gardener’s small building first? Was she so transparent that he
knew she’d go right past all of those places and pick this
area?

Apparently so. It was the only way to
explain how deft he’d been at tracking her down. She didn’t know
whether to be disappointed or impressed.

Searching for a way to outwit him, she snuck
around another tree. She turned to see where he was and noticed
that he was veering off in a different direction. She was safe for
the moment.

To her surprise, he called out her name.

Did he really think she was going to expose
herself just because he called out to her? If he thought that was
all it was going to take to find her, he was sorely mistaken. She
wasn’t about to make it easy for him. If she did that, there would
be no point in the game.

He went around a tree and started heading in
her direction. She gasped then snuck over to a few trees further
away from him. Once she found a tree that was large enough to hide
her body, she hid behind it then poked her head around the
trunk.

Gill was standing still and looking around.
After a moment, he put his hands on his hips and called out,
“You’re surprisingly good at this.”

She smirked. Of course, she was. She’d had
tons of experience during her childhood when she needed to get away
from her brother so he wouldn’t report every single thing she did
back to her parents. Sometimes, he was no better than a gossip
paper.

Gill started walking in a direction that
wasn’t going to lead him to her. He made it several paces, cried
out, and fell to the ground.

Without thinking, she came out from her
hiding place and ran over to him. “Gill, are you all right?”

He waited until she caught up to him before
he gave her a wicked grin. “I found you.”

It was then she realized he hadn’t been hurt
at all. She gathered a handful of leaves from the ground and threw
them at him. “What a nasty trick!”

Laughing, he grabbed the edge of her cloak
and pulled her toward him. She ended up falling into his arms, and
in the next instant, he was showering her with kisses.

“You didn’t play fair,” she protested
between giggles. “You were supposed to find me.”

“I did find you.”

“You did not. You pretended to be hurt so
that I’d come out of hiding to make sure you were alright.”

He shrugged and kissed her. “The only rule
was that I was supposed to find you. You never specified how.” He
kissed her cheek and then her neck.

“You cheated, and you know it. You
understood the intent of the game.”

“I sure did. The intent was to get you to
kiss me.” He wiggled his eyebrows. “You owe me a kiss.” Then he
puckered his lips.

She wrapped her arms around his neck but
didn’t kiss him. “Haven’t I already been kissing you?”

“No. I’ve been kissing you.”

Amused by his answer, she brought her mouth
to his and kissed him. He pulled her closer to him and brushed her
lower lip with his tongue. She was tempted to deny him a longer
kiss since he had tricked her, but she didn’t have the heart to do
so. If he wished to deepen the kiss, she would gladly give in to
him. She parted her lips, inviting him inside her mouth. He
accepted the invitation, and their tongues interlaced.

She was so caught up in the pleasure of
rewarding him for finding her—or rather, rewarding him for tricking
her—that she wasn’t aware it had started raining until a raindrop
hit her cheek. She straightened up and wiped it away.

“We better get inside,” Gill said. He stood
up then helped her to her feet. “Come. I’ll have the maid make us
something warm to drink. We can dry ourselves by the fire.” He set
his hat firmly on his head, and, holding her hand, he guided her in
the direction of the manor.

“We knew there was a risk of rain.”

“Yes, but we ran out and had a good time
anyway.”

“Did you like the game?”

“Couldn’t you tell?”

She rolled her eyes. “I know you enjoyed the
part where we kissed, but I don’t know if you enjoyed searching for
me.”

“I thought the searching part was only an
excuse to get me to kiss you.”

“No. The point of the game was to find
me.”

“Yes. So I could kiss you.” He squeezed her
hand. “I figured you were too shy to tell me you wanted me to kiss
you. This way you could get me to kiss you without having to come
out and ask for it. Why else would you say you’d reward me with a
kiss for finding you?”

“If I recall right, I’ve kissed you plenty
of times before today.”

“Yes, and they were all fun. I will say,
however, it’s a little more fun when the kiss is a reward for
finding you.”

She rolled her eyes again, this time making
sure he saw her do it. “You didn’t find me. You lured me out of my
hiding spot. That’s hardly an accomplishment.”

“Hmm… I suppose you’re right. I’ve been
deceitful.”

“Yes, you have.”

“In that case, you’ll have to punish me.
When we get inside, you need to take me to my bedchamber and remove
all of your clothes.”

“What kind of punishment is that?”

“Well, if you truly want to punish me,
you’ll tell me I have to wait until tonight to touch you.”

“Would that really be a punishment?” she
asked, intrigued.

“It would be. I’d have to wait to make love
to you, and that would make me uncomfortable.”

“How so?”

He glanced at her as if he hadn’t expected
the question. “We’ve been intimate quite a few times now. How can
you not know?”

Since she had no idea what he was talking
about, she shrugged.

“There’s a certain part of me that likes to
be inside you,” he finally said. “That part gets hard when I’m
enjoying what I look at. Sometimes it gets so hard that I’m in
pain.”

She blinked. “It can be painful?”

“Only if I don’t relieve the pressure.”

“How do you relieve the pressure?”

He chuckled. “You’re full of questions.”

“That’s because I’m curious. I don’t have
the same parts you do. There’s nothing between my legs that sticks
out when I’m aroused.”

“Yes, and that’s a good thing. I happen to
enjoy being inside you.” After a moment, he added, “That’s the most
enjoyable way there is to relieve the pressure.”

“And the other way?”

“Well, I’d have to make myself think about
something other than your naked body, but to be honest, I’m not
sure I can do that. You’re exceptionally beautiful. I like thinking
of you naked. It’s one of my favorite pastimes. I did that quite
often during the carriage ride here.”

“You did?”

“There was nothing else to distract me when
you fell asleep.”

He was right. She had fallen asleep a couple
of times during their ride to this estate. She hadn’t meant to, but
the swaying of the carriage had rocked her to sleep. She, however,
hadn’t guessed he’d been thinking of her during that time.

“Were you in pain during those carriage
rides?” she asked.

“It wasn’t all that comfortable, but then
you took care of me as soon as we reached our destination for the
night. Everything turned out all right.”

“Well, I can’t stand the thought of you
spending the rest of the day in any kind of discomfort. I’ll have
to take care of you when we get indoors.”

He squeezed her hand. “Even though I tricked
you?”

“I’ll tell you what. I’ll take off my
clothes and then you’ll have to find me somewhere in your
bedchamber. When you do, you can get your reward.” She pointed at
him. “Unless you cheat. In that case, you will have to wait until
this evening.”

“Since you put it that way, I definitely
won’t cheat.”

Giggling, she tugged on his hand and urged
him to run with her to the manor.


 Chapter Eleven

 


The
next afternoon, Heather and Gill decided to stay inside. It had
continued to rain through the night, and though it had lightened to
a drizzle, the thought of going outside wasn’t the least bit
appealing. During the morning, they played cards, but after their
noonday snack, they opted to sit in front of the warm fire in the
drawing room.

Heather snuggled deeper into her blanket as
she settled into a comfortable position in the chair that was close
to the fire. “You have a splendid estate,” she told Gill as he
poured hot tea into their cups. “I’m surprised you don’t come out
here more often.”

“Without you around, it can get boring.” He
handed her a cup then sat in the chair beside her. “I like it here,
but you have to have someone you enjoy being with in order to make
it interesting.”

“I’m sure I would say the same thing if I
was alone out here with no one but the staff.” She sipped her tea.
“The servants have to stay here all year around. I wonder how they
stay entertained.”

“They have work. Work prevents the mind from
going idle. I work in London.”

“Do you invest money like my father and
brother do?”

“I do some investing, but my real passion is
carpentry.”

“It is?”

He nodded. “Ever since I was a child, I
preferred to build things with my hands instead of tending to
academic studies.”

“I had no idea you built things.”

“That’s because I didn’t tell you.” With a
smile, he added, “I only tell very few people about it. I have a
private room in my London townhouse where I make furniture. Then I
have a business owner I know handle the selling of them.”

“You don’t keep what you make?” she asked,
thinking it a shame that he should sell everything.

“I keep a few items.” He gestured to the
desk in the drawing room. “I made that one winter while I was
bored. That was when I was sixteen.”

“You were only sixteen when you made that?”
She studied the large desk. She’d overlooked it before, but then,
she hadn’t thought there was anything interesting about it. It
looked like every other desk she’d seen. Knowing Gill had made it
with his own two hands, however, gave it a special quality she
couldn’t quite describe.

“My mother agreed to let me put it in here
because the other one was old,” Gill said.

“Do you have anything in London that you’ve
kept?”

“I made the desk, the armoire, and cabinet
in my bedchamber,” he said.

She wished she’d known that on the night she
and Lord Toplyn had kidnapped him. She would have taken a better
look at the furniture if she had.

“My mother refuses to acknowledge that I, a
nobleman, do menial work.”

“That’s terrible.”

“I don’t think so. You have to admit that
people in London are unforgiving if certain expectations aren’t
met, especially by gentleman who are titled.”

“I still think it’s terrible.”

He shrugged. “Terrible or not, there are
rules we have to follow lest we incur the wrath of the Ton.”

A chuckle rose up in her
throat at the serious way he said wrath of
the Ton. “We did something scandalous. Or
rather, I did by kidnapping you. Do you think I’ve incurred the
Ton’s wrath?”

“No. You’re fine. All they
have to know is that we ran off to elope. Couples do that all the
time. It’s at the point where the gossip doesn’t even make it into
the Tittletattle.
Even public kissing has gotten to be old news.”

She thought over his words as she sipped her
tea and realized he was right. She couldn’t even count how many
couples had eloped for one reason or another. The only difference
was that she had kidnapped her groom.

“I love you, Gill,” she replied. “I’ll never
stop loving you. From here to eternity, there will be no one for me
but you.”

Gill opened his mouth to speak when the
drawing room doors flew open. She jerked and spilled some tea on
the blanket. Gill straightened up in his chair and turned toward
the door.

When Heather saw her brother, his coachman,
and his valet, she gasped. Her brother had come all the way out
here to find her?

Gill’s butler ran into the room, a look of
panic on his face as he followed the others. “I’m sorry, my lord,”
he told Gill. “This gentleman and his friends just burst into the
manor before I could stop them.”

Charles waved for Gill’s butler to stop
talking then faced Gill. “Lord Powell, I can’t even begin to
express how horrified my parents and I am over what my sister has
done.”

While her brother was talking, her brother’s
coachman took the tea from her and the valet picked her up into his
arms. Everything was happening so fast, she didn’t have time to
voice a protest.

“This isn’t necessary,” Gill said, glancing
at her, his expression conveying the shock she felt.

“I’m afraid it is,” Charles replied. “My
sister has done some questionable things over the years, but I have
to say this is the worst. I never once thought she’d kidnap
you.”

Gill let out an uneasy laugh. “Kidnap is
such a harsh word.”

“Are you saying she didn’t kidnap you?”

Gill glanced at her again. “Oh well. No. But
it’s not exactly the way you think.”

The valet started leaving the room—taking
her with him! “Gill!” she called out.

Gill took a step toward her, but her brother
darted in front of him. “I am so ashamed. We all are. We never
thought Heather would be so desperate to get you that she’d force
you out here to get her with child.”

Gill stammered as he tried to get around
Charles. Charles, however, was taller, and since he was taller, he
was able to block him. “As far as anyone knows, Heather and I went
to my family’s estate. When you return to London, everything will
be set right. No one needs to know about any of this.”

Heather wished she could have heard Gill’s
response, but by the time her brother stopped talking, the valet
had already carried her out of the drawing room. The coachman ran
in front of them.

The valet followed, his steps purposeful as
he went out of the manor and to her brother’s carriage. She tried
to get out of his arms, but he held her firmly against him. The
valet was much stronger than he looked for a scrawny gentleman!

Before she knew it, the valet had her
sitting next to him in the carriage. Within a minute, her brother
was running out to join them. As soon as he got into the carriage,
he closed the door.

“I don’t know what spell you put him under,”
her brother told her, “but Lord Powell has lost his wits. He thinks
you are supposed to stay there with him.”

“I am supposed to stay there with him,” she
protested as she tried to untangle herself from the blanket.

The carriage had already started moving
forward. If she didn’t get out of here right away, she was going to
go back to London without her dear Gill!

“Oh no, you don’t.” Her brother motioned to
the valet.

The valet put his arm over her to stop her
from getting out of the blanket.

Her brother took off his hat and wiped the
sweat from his forehead. “I don’t understand you, Heather. You can
have any gentleman in London. Why do you persist in chasing one
who’s already betrothed?”

“He’s not betrothed anymore. I married him.
He’s my husband.” She looked out the window and saw that Gill was
running after them. “Let me out.”

Her brother put his hand up to the window,
blocking her view of Gill. “Kidnapping someone and taking them to
the country doesn’t make you married.”

She groaned. “Do you think I’m that stupid?
I know running off to the country doesn’t mean I married Gill. We
had a vicar marry us.”

Her brother rolled his eyes.

“It’s true.” Once more, she tried to get up
from the seat and the valet stopped her. “Do you mind? I’m a
viscountess, not a maid. You can’t treat me this way.” She glared
at her brother. “Tell him to let me go.”

“I’ll do no such thing,” her brother
replied. “You have behaved abhorrently. Lord Powell made it clear
to you that he didn’t want you. I was there in the room when he
told you he was going to marry Miss Beaumont. I heard him for
myself.”

“Were you paying attention to him when he
told you he wants me when you were in the drawing room just
now?”

“There was no time to sit down and have a
conversation with him,” Charles said. “I knew if I didn’t get you
out of that manor as quickly as possible, you’d run off and hide
somewhere. Given how many rooms there are, it could take days to
find you. You have been impossible to deal with ever since you
decided you wanted to be with him.”

“He wants to be with me, too! Go back and
talk to him. Give him a chance to tell you that.” She tried to get
another glimpse of Gill, but her brother still had his hand on the
window. “Why don’t you just go back and talk to him?”

“Why do you persist in living in this
fantasy world of yours? He doesn’t want to be with you. I heard him
say it with my own ears. You need to deal with the truth.”

“I am dealing with the truth, Charles!”

Her brother shook his head in irritation. “I
can’t bear with this. Not for the whole trip. If you don’t stop,
I’m going to have to give you something to help you sleep.”

Her face grew red. “Gill wants to be with
me, and what’s more, we really are married. He has proof of it. At
least go back and check.”

Her brother pulled out a rag and bottle from
his pocket. He unscrewed the top of the bottle and poured clear
liquid onto the rag.

“What is that?” she asked.

“It’s chloroform,” he replied. “I’ve had all
I can take of this. I am more embarrassed than words can adequately
convey. The way you’ve taken advantage of Lord Powell is at the
height of cruelty. No gentleman wants a lady to be as dismissive of
his feelings as you’ve been. Mother and Father are beside
themselves with shame. This is going to take some careful planning
to avoid a scandal. Who knows if our sisters will be able to secure
marriages after all this?”

She gritted her teeth. It was obvious her
brother wasn’t going to return to the manor and talk to Gill. The
carriage had picked up speed. There was no way Gill was going to be
able to catch up to them.

Seeing that the situation was hopeless, she
relaxed. After a moment, the valet withdrew his arm from her. She
let out a frustrated sigh and pulled the blanket closer to her in
order to ward off the chill in the air.

“You don’t need to put me to sleep,” she
told Charles. “I’ll be quiet.”

Glancing at her as if he didn’t believe her,
he asked, “You will?”

“Yes. I give you my word.”

He hesitated then slipped the rag back into
his pocket. Once he secured the lid back on the bottle, he put that
back into his pocket, too.

“Will you listen to Gill when he comes to
get me after our return to London?” she asked.

“He’s not going to come for you.”

“Yes, he is, and when he does, he’s going to
show you that we are married.”

Charles stared at her for a long moment. “If
you actually did force that poor gentleman to a vicar, the marriage
will be annulled.”

Her jaw dropped. “You can’t do that!”

“You’re not twenty-one. You didn’t have your
parents’ permission to marry. The marriage isn’t legitimate as far
as the law is concerned.”

“Gill and I
are married. We’ve been
together…” She paused. She didn’t wish to go into details over what
she and Gill had done when they were alone, nor was it really any
of her brother’s business. But she had to say something to get her
point across. “I could be expecting his child, Charles.”

“You have been foolish through this entire
thing, but our parents aren’t going to force Gill to stay with you
just because you seduced him.”

“I didn’t seduce him. He wanted to be with
me.”

Her brother groaned. “I feel sorry for Lord
Powell. I really do. Somehow, you figured out how weak gentlemen
are, and you took advantage of Lord Powell’s weakness.”

While she recalled Gill once telling her how
weak he was if a lady kissed him, she was sure she hadn’t coerced
him to make love to her with her feminine wiles. She was certain he
had wanted to be intimate with her. He hadn’t protested the
consummation of their marriage, nor had he shown any resistant the
other times they’d been intimate. In fact, he had been rather
enthusiastic about searching for her yesterday in his bedchamber
when she hid from him. They hadn’t only made love once after that.
They’d been together twice. And he had initiated both
instances.

“He wants to be with me,” she told her
brother. “I know it.”

Her brother gave her a look that let her
know he didn’t believe her.

“At least let him talk when he comes to get
me,” she said. “Don’t throw him out of the townhouse before he has
a chance to speak.”

“He won’t come for you.”

“You’re wrong. He will.”

“No, he won’t. And to stop you from slipping
out of the townhouse to force him out of London a second time, a
maid will watch over you until I’ve had time to pack our things.
Then we’ll go to our country estate, and I’ll keep you there until
next Season. By then, Lord Powell will be properly married to Miss
Beaumont, and you should have gotten over this obsession with
him.”

Tears stung her eyes. “You can’t do this.
You can’t separate me from Gill. We love each other.”

At the sound of her voice cracking, he
turned his tender eyes to her. “I’m only doing what’s best for
everyone. In time, you’ll come to see that.”

He was wrong. He was so very wrong, but he
wasn’t going to believe her. Her only hope was that Gill might make
it to London in time to stop her brother from forcing her to go to
her family’s country estate. Who knew if she’d ever get back to
London or see Gill again?

Looking out the window, she realized they
had traveled so far from the manor that she could no longer see
it.

 


***

 


“What do you mean the carriage needs a new
wheel?” Gill asked the coachman as he waited in the entryway with
his and Heather’s valises.

The coachman shrugged. “The rear left wheel
currently on the carriage has a crack in it. Quite frankly, we were
lucky to make it all the way out to this estate. I suspect we hit a
rock in the road that caused the crack.”

“Why didn’t you notice it as soon as we got
here? Then we could have already had it fixed.”

Gill hadn’t meant to shout the question, but
panic had already taken hold of him the moment Heather’s brother
took her with him. He had tried to keep up with the carriage, but
the horses were much too fast for him. Her brother hadn’t even
stayed to listen. He’d run off after issuing out a hasty
apology.

Gill let out a frustrated groan as he ran
his fingers through his hair. “I’m sorry. It’s not your fault. We
couldn’t have known there was a crack in the wheel, and we thought
there was plenty of time to get the carriage ready for another
trip.”

“Your anger is understandable, my lord. I
should have taken the time to check the carriage when we got here.
I won’t make this mistake again.”

Gill shook his head. “We couldn’t have known
her brother would follow us out here.” Her brother was relentless.
Who knew a simple plot to let himself be kidnapped would result in
all of this mayhem? He put his hands down at his sides. “When will
the carriage be ready?”

The coachman winced. “At this point, I don’t
see how we can leave before tomorrow morning. The stable boy will
need at least a few hours to make a new wheel.”

This wasn’t what Gill wanted to hear, but
what could he do about it? He didn’t know the first thing about
making a wheel, and he didn’t dare travel on horseback all the way
back to London.

“Fine,” Gill said. “Oversee the lad’s
progress.”

“Would you like me to take the valises back
up to your bedchamber first?”

“No. I’ll take them.” Gill took the handles
of the valises and marched up the steps without looking back.

What a mess. What an absolute and
complicated mess. He should have been better prepared for this.
Heather was persistent. He should have known her brother might
share the same trait. Her brother had interrupted them in the den
at the ball. Her brother hadn’t listened to him then. Why should he
have expected her brother to listen to him now?

When Gill had first met her brother, he
thought he was an amiable gentleman. He hadn’t given Gill any
reason to think he was irrational, but her brother most definitely
was irrational. He jumped to conclusions and acted without
thinking. His coming out here to steal her from him was an act of
stupidity. He could only pray that her brother wouldn’t do anything
else that was equally stupid…like haul her off to a nunnery. He
shivered at the thought.

Gill reached his bedchamber and set the
valises on the floor by the bed. He went over to the window and
scanned the horizon. There it was. Barely in view was the carriage
that was taking his lovely wife away from him.

Surely, there wouldn’t be enough time for
her brother to do something foolish like have the marriage
dissolved. Her parents had to put a stop to something that drastic.
Her brother wasn’t her guardian. She was under the authority of her
father. Her father had to be more reasonable than her brother
was.

He thought over what he knew about her
father. Unfortunately, that wasn’t much. He’d only had dinner with
her parents once, and nothing in the conversation would lead him to
guess how they might be reacting to recent events.

He should have just come out and told
Heather he wanted her back. He shouldn’t have played the silly game
of making her think he was going to go through with the marriage to
Miss Beaumont. If he’d been honest, none of this would be happening
right now.

“Well, this whole thing has been a fine
lesson. From now on, I’m going to say exactly what I want,” he
mumbled.

With a sigh, he sat on the bed and willed
morning to hurry up and get here.

 



 Chapter Twelve

 


“Oh, thank goodness you’re all right,” Heather’s mother cheered
as Heather and Charles entered the townhouse. Her mother ran up to
her and wrapped her in a tight embrace. “Your father and I could
hardly sleep. We were frantic with worry.”

“I’m sorry I worried you, but I did leave a
note saying I was running off to elope,” Heather said. “I left of
my own free will.”

“Heather! You’re back!” Melanie called out,
Bridget running with her down the hall.

“Melanie and Bridget, return to the drawing
room,” Charles ordered. “This is no place for children.”

“But she’s our sister,” Melanie argued. “We
have a right to know how she is.”

“She’s fine.” Charles gestured to Heather.
“You can tell that just by looking at her. Now go on.” He shooed
them away with his hands.

Heather’s mother let go of her while the
maid led two disappointed girls back to the drawing room.

“I told you she was forcing Lord Powell into
being with her,” Charles said once the drawing room doors were
shut. “I found her at his estate. She practically had him as her
prisoner.”

“A prisoner?” her mother asked as she turned
to him.

“Don’t listen to him, Mother,” Heather
argued. “He doesn’t know what he’s talking about. Gill wasn’t
chained up. He was no prisoner. He wanted to be with me.”

“Really?” Charles crossed his arms. “Are you
telling me he came to this townhouse in the middle of the night and
asked you to elope with him?”

“No, it didn’t happen that way. I left to go
to his townhouse,” Heather admitted.

Her mother gasped and put her hand over her
mouth.

Charles took the opportunity to jump in.
“It’s like I said. She seduced him. Gentlemen are weak, Mother.
They can be forced into doing a lot of sordid things. This is why I
stay away from as many ladies as possible. All a gentleman has is
his honor.”

“What’s all the commotion
about?” Heather’s father called out as he hurried to the entryway.
When he saw Heather, he let out an audible sigh of relief. “Thank
heavens, you’re alive. When we saw the note, we feared the
worst.”

“Charles said she was with Lord Powell,” her
mother told him. “He found her with him at his estate.”

“He wanted me there with him,” Heather
intervened before either one could tell her father otherwise. “We
married. I am now his wife. I have every right to be with him.”

“I can’t verify they married,” Charles
said.

“Because you didn’t give Gill a chance to
tell you,” Heather replied.

Her father gestured for her and Charles to
stop talking. “I am the head of this family. I’ll take care of
this. The first thing we should do is let Lord Powell’s mother know
he’s fine. No one knew what happened to him. Some people in London
are wondering if he fled London because he didn’t want to marry
Miss Beaumont, and some say he didn’t want to pay off some debts.
There’s a lot of rumors going around about him right now. None of
them involve you running off with him to get married,” her father
added, looking Heather’s way.

“Why not?” Heather asked. “Charles knew I
left London with him.”

“Charles only told us his conclusions,” her
mother said. “It was his way of protecting everyone.”

“Protecting everyone from what?” Heather
asked.

“From undue gossip,” Charles replied. “It’s
bad enough he’s missing. No one needs to know you went missing with
him. When I left to find you, Mother and Father told others we left
together for our country estate. We made sure that Lord Powell’s
reputation wouldn’t suffer any more than it already has.”

Her face grew hot in aggravation. “His name
is Gill. He’s my husband, and he wants to be my husband. You’ll
find out.” Her gaze went to her parents. “You’ll all find out soon
enough. Then you’ll understand how senseless this whole discussion
is.”

For a moment, she thought her parents were
considering the possibility she was telling them the truth, but
then her father said, “You have disrupted the poor gentleman’s life
for the last time. Charles told us what happened when you two went
to see Lord Powell to tell him you changed your mind about his
proposal. He made it clear he didn’t want you back. Then Charles
told us that you had pinned the poor gentleman during a ball so you
could take advantage of him.”

Her mother put her hands up to her ears.
“Please, I can’t bear to hear any more of this. I don’t want
details on what else she’s done.”

“I didn’t pin him down to take advantage of
him,” Heather argued.

“Are you telling me he invited you to get on
the chair with him and kiss him?” her father asked, giving her a
pointed look.

She bit her lower lip. “Well, he didn’t come
out and say he wanted me to do those things.”

“I told you she was seducing him,” Charles
said. “This whole time, she’s been seducing him, and I’ve been
unable to stop her. Can we please take care of things before they
get worse?”

“Is there a possibility you could be with
child?” her father asked.

Though she knew they would all assume she
had strapped Gill down to the bed and forced herself on him, she
lifted her chin in the air and said, “Yes.”

Her mother put her hands up to her ears
again. “I can’t listen to this anymore.” Then she ran down the hall
and up the steps leading to the bedchambers.

Her father shook his head in a way only a
parent could when he was disappointed. “For your sake, I hope your
activities did not result in a child. You can’t leave this
townhouse. Your lady’s maid will keep watch over you until I decide
what to do.”

Heather gasped. “You can’t be serious!”

Her father took her by one arm. “Charles,
take her other arm.”

Before she could stop her brother, he did as
her father wished. Then the two began leading her toward the
stairs.

“This is not necessary,” she said as she
fought to free herself from their grips. “Even if there is a child,
it’s all right. Gill wants to be with me. He’ll want the child,
too.”

“That’s a sneaky ploy to play on a titled
gentleman,” Charles told her as they reached the stairs. He glanced
at her father. “This is why she did it. She knew Lord Powell would
feel compelled to marry her if she got in the family way. I’ve
heard of other gentlemen suffering the same fate.”

Her father urged her up the first step. “If
she’s with child, Lord Powell will not be impacted. We’ll keep her
hidden at our estate, and she can live out her days to raise the
child there.”

“You can’t do this,” she protested as she
tried, unsuccessfully, to stop moving up the stairs.

“I am your guardian, and you’re not
twenty-one,” her father said. “I can do whatever I want.”

“This isn’t fair! If I was a gentleman, you
both would listen to me,” she spat. “But because I’m a lady, you
don’t think I have the sense to know what I’m doing.”

Though she continued to fight against them,
they prevailed. She ended up in her bedchamber, and they locked her
in the room before she could escape. She ran to the door and banged
on it, but it was no use. No one opened it for her. She was
trapped. Again. She’d been trapped in the carriage, and now she was
trapped here.

Except this was worse because she didn’t
know how she was going to get out of this predicament. She should
have run off when her brother had taken breaks along the way or
stayed at an inn. She shouldn’t have stayed with her brother the
entire way back to London. She had assumed her parents would listen
to her, but they were as stubborn as her brother. She bet it was
because she was their daughter instead of their son. They seemed to
listen to gentlemen more than they listened to ladies.

Ever since she was a child, they’d tell her
that girls were prone to fanciful imaginations while boys had a
better view of what was really happening. It was partly her fault.
She’d made the mistake of creating invisible friends and pretending
to run off to magical lands with them when she was a child. But
she’d been so bored that she hadn’t known how else to pass the
time. Her brother had been content to read books and tend to his
studies. If she’d known her childhood would lead to all of this
trouble, she would never have told them what was going through her
mind.

Frustrated, she went over to her bed and
plopped down on it. She glanced at the window. It was a shame she
couldn’t climb out of it. There was no way to bring a ladder to it
so she could get down. She crossed her arms then straightened up.
Wait a minute. She turned her attention back to the window, and she
realized it had some boards nailed over it to prevent her from
getting out.

Well, wasn’t that a wonderful turn of
events? She huffed. She couldn’t believe it. They had a lot of
nerve! Here, they were all convinced she had been keeping Gill a
prisoner in his own estate, and look at what they were doing!

She shook her head in aggravation. This
wasn’t over. Not yet. She still had time before they hauled her off
to the country to make her live the rest of her days as a nun.
Things had seemed hopeless when her plan to talk sense into Gill
had failed at the ball. She hadn’t thought there would be a way out
of that situation, but there had been. She was sure there was
something she could do this time, too. She just had to figure it
out.

No matter what it took, she was going to
make sure she returned to Gill. She hadn’t gone through all of this
to give up now. Especially not when he loved her. If she hadn’t
been sure of it before, she was sure of it now. He wanted to be her
husband, and she was going to do whatever it took to make sure no
one separated them.

 


***

 


“Thank you for agreeing to see us,” Charles’
father told Lord Powell’s mother as the three sat down in her
drawing room.

The footman left, closing the doors behind
him so that they could have their privacy.

She dabbed her eyes with her handkerchief.
“Forgive me for not being a more gracious hostess. Ever since my
son went missing, I’ve been sick with worry.”

“That’s why we wanted to come here as soon
as possible,” Charles’ father said. “We know where he is.”

Her eyes lit up with hope. “You do?”

He shifted uncomfortably in his chair and
glanced at Charles, who felt just as awkward as he did. This wasn’t
going to be a pleasant discussion. But it was necessary. She needed
to find out. Then, if she wanted, she could unleash her fury on
them for not being more diligent about watching Heather.

“As it turns out,” Charles’ father began,
“my misguided daughter believed your son was in love with her and
decided to kidnap him.”

Her eyes grew wide. “My son’s been
kidnapped?”

“This has a happy ending,” Charles hurried
to assure her. “I followed her to your estate, and your son is
fine. No harm has come to him. I have brought my sister back here
to London so that he can return here to you. I expect your son to
be here within a day or two.”

“Yes, and we will make sure my daughter
doesn’t interfere in his life anymore,” his father added. “My son
will take her to our estate. They will leave first thing in the
morning. My daughter claims that she married your son, but we
haven’t seen proof of this. If it turns out they did marry, I will
take measures to dissolve the marriage. She is under the age of
consent. As her father, I have the legal right to undo the damage
she caused.”

“Your daughter kidnapped my son so she could
marry him?” Lord Powell’s mother asked, her eyes growing wider.

“She might have,” Charles’ father clarified.
“We can’t be sure of anything unless we see documentation proving
the marriage. She has no proof with her.”

“I’m sure she lied about it,” Charles said.
“If she was willing to sneak out of our townhouse and kidnap your
son, there’s no telling what other sins she’d commit to get what
she wanted. But I saw your son for myself, and despite seeming
disoriented, he is in good health. Without her around, I’m sure
he’ll regain his senses in short time.”

“And we promise you that she will never
cause you or your son problems ever again,” Charles’ father
inserted. “We have someone watching her now. We are prepared for
any other trick she’ll try.”

Charles nodded, hoping the lady would feel
reassured.

After a moment, she wrapped her handkerchief
around her fingers. “I’m not sure what to make of all this. I
suppose it’s good no irreparable harm has come to him. To be
honest, I feared he was injured or dead. At least now I know he’ll
be coming home.”

“Yes, he will,” Charles’ father said, “and
as my son promised, he’ll be here in a day or two.”

She offered them a nod. “Thank you for
coming by to tell me he’s all right. I do feel better knowing he’s
alive.”

“We figured you could use the assurance,”
Charles’ father said then stood up. “We also want to let you know
we won’t speak a word of my daughter’s behavior to anyone. We don’t
want to taint anyone’s reputation.”

Charles rose to his feet. “Yes, we believe
discretion is the best course of action.”

“I agree,” she replied. “Given all that’s
happened, the last thing we need is a scandal.”

Charles and his father bowed, but it was his
father who spoke. “Thank you, my lady.”

She nodded to let them know they were
welcome.

Charles followed his father out of the
townhouse, but he didn’t breathe a sigh of relief until they were
in the carriage. “Thank goodness that’s over with.”

“It’s never easy to apologize for one’s
child.” His father wiped his forehead. “I only wish Heather was as
easy to deal with as Lord Powell’s mother was. May your other
sisters be more sensible when they come of age.”

“Without Lord Powell or
those ridiculous ladies in Ladies of
Grace, Heather might come to her
senses.”

“Let’s hope so. In the meantime, we should
also hope her foolish behavior hasn’t resulted in a child. If so, I
don’t see how I can bring her back to London. She’ll be
unmarriageable. She’ll have to spend the rest of her life in the
country.”

“Well, if she does have a child, then she
only has herself to blame. Even if she lost her wits, she needs to
deal with the consequences of her actions.”

“What you say is true, but she’s my daughter
and I love her. I hope, for her sake, she won’t have a child.
She’ll never be happy in the country.”

Charles thought she’d be better off in the
country for everyone’s sakes. At least all the way out there, he
wouldn’t have to constantly worry about what scandal she was going
to engage in next. He had grown tired of chasing after her all the
time. He didn’t know if he had the strength to chaperone her for
another Season. He settled his head against the back of his seat,
trying not to think of what would happen if she was allowed to run
loose through London in search of someone else to snare into her
arms.


 Chapter Thirteen

 


Heather rolled over in her bed and gave another look at her
lady’s maid, who had been sent to keep watch over her like she was
a prisoner. Her lady’s maid was on the daybed under the window, and
she was lying down with a blanket pulled up to her chin.

From where she was, Heather couldn’t tell if
her lady’s maid was awake or asleep. If Heather had to guess, it
was after three in the morning. Surely, by now, her lady’s maid
should be asleep.

After a moment, Heather sat up in the bed
and waited to see if her lady’s maid would react.

The lady didn’t.

That didn’t necessarily mean the lady was
asleep. She could be pretending to be in order to catch Heather in
the act of trying to escape. Heather waited for a few seconds
before she quietly slid out of the bed.

The lady didn’t move.

Heather put on her slippers then tiptoed to
the daybed. She didn’t go right up to her lady’s maid. She only got
close enough to see if the lady’s eyes were open.

They weren’t. Her eyes were closed.

Heather crept over to the armoire and opened
the door. It creaked. She glanced over at the daybed.

The lady hadn’t moved.

Good. There was still a chance this could
work. Heather knew she’d only get one chance. If her lady’s maid
woke up, it would be over. Her lady’s maid would tell her brother
and parents that she’d been trying to escape, and they would
probably tie her to a chair or the bed to keep her in one place
until Charles was due to take her out to the family estate.

If he got her to the family estate, she’d
never make it back to Gill. Her father would order the servants to
keep her at the estate, and they would probably forbid Gill from
seeing her if he came for her. This was the only opportunity she
had to get back to where she belonged. She was going to do this for
the gentleman she loved above all others. Love was worth the fight,
and she intended to give this fight everything she had.

She pulled the coat and hat from the armoire
and slipped them on. She didn’t dare take her chances by changing
into her day clothes. She had to be careful. Everything she did—or
didn’t do—was going to have consequences.

She buttoned her coat then made her way
gingerly to the door. All right. This was it. In a couple of
minutes, she was either going to be free from this place or not,
but she had to try.

Giving one last glance at her lady’s maid,
who still hadn’t moved, she turned the doorknob, going as slowly as
she could so it didn’t make a sound. Then she opened the door,
using the same care she used on the doorknob. Again, she looked
back.

Her lady’s maid still didn’t move.

Heather released her breath. If she could
make it to the servants’ stairs, half the battle would be over. She
started to step forward when she realized something was in front of
her door. She let out a light gasp and stepped back. Putting her
hand over her mouth, she looked at her lady’s maid, who still
seemed to be sleeping.

Heather turned her gaze to the floor in
front of her bedchamber. There were an assortment of bells and
dishes and other things that would make a loud noise if she stepped
on them. She put her hand over her heart. She almost gave herself
away. Thank goodness she’d thought to look at the floor!

After taking a moment to inspect the floor,
she found an area that was large enough to put one foot in. If she
could make it through that one area, she would be able to go down
the rest of the hallway without giving herself away.

She lifted the hem of her coat and proceeded
forward. Her foot landed in the one safe spot. Before she lost her
balance, she stepped forward again, and her foot landed on the soft
rug. She brought her other foot up then set it beside the one that
was on the rug. Good. She’d done it. Her heart raced with
exhilaration. She was almost free.

She faced the direction of the servants’
stairs. It was now or never. Clenching the coat with both hands,
she went over to the stairs, mindful of how much noise she was
making. She reached the stairs without incident. Giving another
glance behind her, she was assured no one had followed her.

She resisted the urge to get her hopes up.
Yes, she’d made it this far, but there was no telling if she’d get
out of this place. Mindful to keep her guard up, she softly made
her way down the stairs. She reached the door leading to the alley,
and this time, she didn’t look back. She opened it and left the
townhouse. She ran down the narrow space between her townhouse and
the next one until she ended up on the street.

She’d done it! She’d made it out of the
townhouse. She jumped in excitement but then reminded herself she
wasn’t out of danger yet. It was possible her brother or someone
else could see her.

With that in mind, she ran down the street.
She didn’t know where else to go except for Miss Webb’s residence.
Fortunately, she’d been at the lady’s home so she knew how to get
there. She ran the entire way there, and she didn’t stop until she
was at the front door.

She knocked on it loud enough to wake
someone. It was reckless. She knew it was foolish to act so boldly,
but at the moment, she didn’t care. She needed to hide in a place
where her brother and parents would never find her. She didn’t dare
go to Gill’s townhouse. That would be the first place they’d
look.

She glanced around, again assured there was
no irate brother or father pursuing her. Just as she was about to
knock on the door again, it opened.

The footman didn’t hide his surprise. “Are
you here for Lord Maten?”

It took her a moment to remember Lord Maten
was Miss Webb’s brother. “No. I’m here to see his sister. I know
it’s late, but the matter is urgent.”

“Her Grace is no longer at this residence,”
he replied. “She’s at the Duke of Ravenshire’s residence.”

The Duke of Ravenshire? Wasn’t he supposed
to marry Miss Wilmington? “Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

Since the footman seemed convinced of it,
Heather decided she would try the Duke of Ravenshire’s residence.
She briefly recalled where he lived. After thanking him, she
hurried back down the steps and continued on her way, glad no one
was coming after her.

She hadn’t been gone for so long that things
had changed so dramatically on her, had she? If Miss Webb married
the Duke of Ravenshire, then who had Miss Wilmington married…if she
had married at all? Pushing the question aside, she hurried down a
couple more blocks until she came to the duke’s residence. As she
had before, she ran up the steps and pounded on the front door.

She wiped her hands on her coat. All of this
running around had succeeded in making her less nervous, but she
had worked up a considerable sweat. She gave another look around
her. Good. No sign of anyone who wanted to separate her from
Gill.

The door opened, and she turned to the
footman. “Forgive me if I have the wrong place, but I’m looking for
someone who used to go by the name Miss Webb.”

The footman nodded and welcomed her into the
townhouse.

So the other footman had been right. Miss
Webb really had married the duke. She wondered how that had come
about. Ignoring the question, she quickly stepped into the
entryway, greatly relieved when the footman shut the door. She’d
done it! She’d managed to escape her townhouse, and in doing so,
she had ensured that she and Gill would be together, as they were
meant to be.

The footman led her to the drawing room.
“Would you like something to drink?”

She checked the drapes. They were closed.
Further relieved, she said, “No. I’m fine.”

Now that she was safe, she could rest. She
sat in a chair and allowed herself to sink into it. Thank goodness
her lady’s maid had fallen asleep. She didn’t think she would have
gotten out of there if the lady hadn’t. She knew she’d never get
this lucky again. If, by chance, her miserable brother found her
this time, it was going to be the end of everything.

A few minutes passed before she heard
someone coming toward the room. She straightened up in the chair
and saw Miss Webb—or rather, the Duchess of Ravenshire.

Without waiting for the lady to speak.
Heather jumped out of the chair and raced over to her. “You must
not tell anyone I’m here. I can’t risk being discovered,” she
whispered.

The lady’s eyes grew wide, but after a long
moment, she shut the drawing room doors and led her back over to
the chair. “Why are you here at this hour?”

“I have to hide so my family doesn’t find
me,” Heather said as she sat back down.

Sitting in another chair, the duchess’
eyebrows furrowed. “I thought you were at your estate with your
brother.”

“No. It was a lie my family made up because
they didn’t want anyone to know the truth.” Before she could ask
her what the truth was, Heather continued, “I married Lord Powell.
We ran off to elope.” That sounded much better than telling her she
had kidnapped him.

“If you married him, then what are you doing
here?” the duchess asked.

One thing Heather had surmised about Miss
Webb was how reasonable the lady was. Marriage, apparently, hadn’t
changed her. She wasn’t surprised by the news, but she was baffled
that Heather would be here instead of with her husband.

“It’s a long story,” Heather said. “Let’s
just say that my brother and parents don’t want us to be together.
For some reason, they have it in their heads that Gill doesn’t want
to be with me. They brought me back here and are planning to
dissolve our marriage.”

“Can they do that?”

“Unfortunately, they can. I’m not
twenty-one, and I didn’t have their approval.” She clasped her
hands together and shot the lady a pleading look. “Will you help
me?”

The duchess stared at her for a moment then
asked, “You want me to help you by letting you stay here?”

Heather nodded. “You don’t mind, do you? I
won’t get in the way. I’m sure once Gill tells my parents that he
wants to be with me, they’ll approve of the marriage. He needs to
return to London before he can do that. In the meantime, I can’t
let my family find me. If you let me hide here, I’ll do anything
you want.”

The duchess straightened up, and her
expression grew thoughtful. Heather could tell she was weighing the
pros and cons of agreeing to hide her here.

Hoping Heather could push her over the edge
to saying yes, she said, “I don’t know how things are with Lady
Eloise, but I can help you with the group.”

“Lady Eloise is no longer a
part of Ladies of Grace.”

Heather didn’t hide her surprise. “She’s
not?” She knew Lady Eloise had embarrassed the group, but she
thought the lady would find her way back into the Ton’s good graces
somehow.

“Lady Blakemore and I are
both the leaders of Ladies of Grace
now.”

Heather blinked. She thought Miss Webb was
going to marry Sir Tristan Blakemoor. “Who’s Lady Blakemore?”

“Miss Wilmington.”

Her jaw dropped. “Did you and Miss
Wilmington decide to switch gentlemen?”

“It wasn’t a switch we agreed on, but yes,
we married the other person’s suitor.” After a moment, she added,
“You’re welcome to stay here while you’re waiting for Gill to
return to London. In exchange, you’ll help me with the group.”

Heather nodded.

“I’ve been having trouble bringing in more
respectable members into the group,” the duchess said. “You can do
that.”

“I’ll be happy to do anything I can.”

The duchess didn’t hide her relief. “You
have no idea how difficult Lady Blakemoor can be. You never got to
know her all that well.”

“To be fair, I hadn’t been in the group for
long when Lady Eloise embarrassed herself at the park.”

She chuckled. “She did embarrass herself in
a memorable way, didn’t she?”

Heather laughed. “I don’t feel a bit sorry
for her.” It was because of her that Heather almost lost Gill for
good.

“Let me show you to the bedchamber you’ll be
staying in until your husband comes looking for you.”

Relieved, Heather followed the lady out of
the room. Now that she knew she was safe, tiredness began to take
over her.

As they went up the stairs, the duchess
said, “You can call me Tara.”

“I’m Heather.”

Tara smiled.

Returning it, Heather followed her to the
room she’d be sleeping in until Gill took her to his home where she
belonged.


 Chapter Fourteen

 


By
the time Gill arrived in London, he was soaking wet and covered
with mud. It seemed that everything that could go wrong did go
wrong. One of the horses had a horseshoe that came off, so they had
to get a new one put on. The ground was slippery, and the carriage
hit a rut that toppled the whole thing over since they had been
going down a hill. This, in turn compromised the integrity of the
carriage roof. So when it rained, Gill had no choice but to sit
under the gaping hole in order to protect his and Heather’s
valises.

Then, when the carriage had stopped so he
could take care of relieving his bladder, he ended up tripping over
a tree root and landing in a big puddle of mud. He’d never felt
more disgusting in his entire life. What a contrast this was to his
trip to the country with Heather. Everything had been so pleasant
during that time. And now, he felt like a pig wallowing away in a
pigpen. He was going to order a new carriage as soon as feasible,
but first, he had to deal with more pressing matters.

He opened his coat and searched for the
document that proved he and Heather were married. Good. It was
there. And fortunately, it was dry. He buttoned his coat back up
and fought the chill that threatened to overtake him.

The carriage pulled up to his townhouse. He
contemplated telling the coachman to take him to Heather’s parents’
residence but decided he would be better off changing into dry
clothes and ordering the coachman to bring his mother’s carriage to
the front of the townhouse. He really didn’t want Heather to see
him in such a sorry condition, nor did he want to bring her home in
a wet carriage.

As soon as the coachman opened the door,
Gill stepped out of the carriage.

The coachman winced. “I didn’t realize the
hole in the roof was that big.”

“I’m fine. Bring in the valises, and then
get my mother’s carriage. We’ll have to get rid of this thing.”

Gill glanced at the pathetic condition the
carriage was in and shook his head. It was a wonder it’d held up as
well as it had on his way to the country. He should have known bad
things were going to happen when he found out the wheel had to be
replaced.

“Maybe we should have it burned,” Gill
added.

“I’m sure it can be repaired.”

“I don’t know. I’m starting to think the
thing brings bad luck.”

“It did take you and your wife to the
vicar,” the coachman pointed out.

“As true as that is, I don’t want to take
another ride in it ever again.”

The coachman nodded. “I’ll dispose of this
carriage and get a new one.”

Glad he’d never have to step foot in that
contraption ever again, Gill ran up the steps of the townhouse.
First things first. He had to change into clean clothes. Then he
could get his bride.

The footman opened the door just as he
reached the top step. His eyes grew wide at Gill’s appearance, but
he only welcomed him back to London.

Gill returned the greeting and was ready to
go down the hall and up the stairwell leading to his bedchamber
when his mother ran up to him.

“What happened to you?” she asked in alarm.
“Did someone attack you?”

“No, nothing so simple happened,” he hurried
to assure her. “I fell in some mud, and there’s a hole in the roof
of the carriage. I need to change into clean clothes.”

He started to head down the hall when she
asked, “Is it true? Did you marry Miss Duff?”

He paused and turned back toward her. He had
expected his mother to be curious as to why he’d been gone for so
long, but he hadn’t expected her to know he had married
Heather.

This was something he should deal with at
once. The last thing he wanted her to do was arrange for the vicar
to continue with the reading of the banns between him and Miss
Beaumont.

“Is there anyone in the drawing room?” he
asked her.

She shook her had. “No. I’m alone.”

Good. With a nod, he waved for her to join
him and hurried to the drawing room. While he needed to take care
of this, he didn’t want to linger too long. If Heather’s brother
found out he was back in London, he might whisk her away before
Gill had the chance to show up on his doorstep. For some reason he
couldn’t fathom, her brother was determined to keep her away from
him.

Gill closed the doors of the drawing room
then approached his mother, who had decided to sit on the settee.
He didn’t dare sit when he was covered in filth. So he opted to
continue standing.

“I heard you were kidnapped,” his mother
said. “Miss Duff’s father and brother came by to explain everything
to me. They told me how Miss Duff forced you to leave London with
her. Miss Duff told them you married her, but I can’t imagine that
you’d marry anyone but Miss Beaumont.” Before he could reply, she
continued, “Did Miss Duff do the unspeakable? Did she rob you of
your virtue?”

Hearing the question phrased that way from
his very own mother both appalled and humored him. He didn’t know
whether to drop his jaw or laugh. Of all things for his mother to
worry about, it would be this issue.

After taking a moment to organize his
thoughts, he said, “The truth is, I left London on my own accord
with Miss Duff.”

“You did?” she asked.

“Yes. I wanted to be with her. I didn’t want
to marry Miss Beaumont. I was only courting Miss Beaumont because
you wanted it.”

“But I thought you wanted Miss Beaumont. She
had all the things that make for an ideal lady. Money, beauty,
kindness.”

“Yes, she is all of those things, but I
didn’t love her, and, as it turned out, she didn’t love me, either.
We didn’t make a good match.”

“And you thought you and Miss Duff would
make a good match?”

“I didn’t think it. I knew it. And since
spending the past couple of weeks with her, I’m more certain of it
than ever. I’ve never been happier in my entire life.”

His mother rose from the chair and walked
over to him. “How can that be? Didn’t she tell you no when you
asked her to marry you?”

“It turns out she really wanted to marry me.
She thought she kidnapped me in order to be with me.”

“What do you mean she
thought she kidnapped
you?”

“Lord Toplyn and I—”

She groaned. “Oh no. Don’t tell me that cad
was involved in this.”

“I’m afraid he was, Mother.”

He knew she wasn’t all that happy with
Logan. From the moment Logan had given Gill the book on how to
pleasure a lady, she had thought he was a bad influence. His mother
wasn’t supposed to see the book, of course, but she had snuck a
peek at it after Gill had put it in the den. After that, Gill had
chosen a hiding place that, as far as he knew, she hadn’t
discovered.

And that brought another concern to mind.
“Mother,” he began, “since we are having this discussion, I think
it’s time I told you that I don’t want you snooping around my
things or barging into my bedchamber anymore. I’m a grown
gentleman. I’m not a child. I want you to start treating me as
such.”

For a moment, he thought she was going to
argue that she only had his best interest in mind, as she had been
prone to do in the past, but then her expression changed. “You’re
right. You aren’t my little Gill who used to follow me all over the
place. You don’t need me telling you what to do or who to do it
with. And,” she took a deep breath, “it’s time you did the same
things other gentlemen do. You’re in charge of the estate. I need
to understand that.”

His heart softened at her admission. It
couldn’t have been easy for her to relent. She’d always been a
proud lady who knew what she wanted and was vocal about it. “You’re
a good mother. You might have pried a little too much into my
personal life from time to time, but I know you were only trying to
keep me out of harm’s way.”

Tears came to her eyes, and she pulled out a
handkerchief from her pocket in order to dab them away. “It’s not
easy for a mother to admit her child is all grown up. If I could, I
would have kept you young forever. I miss the days when you wanted
to be with me. It seems that I have no use anymore. I’m fortunate
if I can chaperone for you and another lady. I suppose that won’t
happen anymore if you married Miss Duff.”

So that was why she’d held onto him a little
too tightly. She was afraid he wouldn’t have a need for her if he
gained a sense of independence.

He pulled off a glove so he could touch her
arm with a clean hand. “You’ll always have your use, Mother. I’m
much better off because I have you in my life. That won’t change no
matter how old I get. The only difference is that I need to make my
own choices. If I need advice, I’ll come to you, but I’ll be coming
to you as a friend, not a child.”

She dabbed her eyes again and smiled. “I
understand. Our relationship must change.”

“Change doesn’t have to be a bad thing. As
long as we can respect each other’s opinions, I think things will
be better.”

“I do want to respect your opinions. As you
pointed out, you’re a grown gentleman.” To his surprise, she hugged
him, despite his dirty attire. “I’ll never stop loving you, but I
promise to not get in your way.”

He hugged her back. “Thank you, Mother.”

“So,” she asked as he pulled away from him,
“did you marry Miss Duff?”

“Yes, I did. She didn’t force me into it. I
did it willingly.” With a teasing smile, he added, “My getting
married is a good thing for you, too. It means you’ll have a house
full of grandchildren who can follow you all over the place the
same way I used to.”

“Oh, that would be nice. I miss having a
child or two running through this place.”

“Well, it won’t be long before that will
happen.”

She gasped. “Don’t tell me you married Miss
Duff because she was already expecting your child.”

“No. You’ll be happy to know that I didn’t
take any advice from that book Lord Toplyn gave me until after I
married her.”

She shook her head. “Lord Toplyn. I don’t
know what I’ll do about him. He’s full of mischief.”

“Yes, but he’s a good friend, and I enjoy
his company. He’s always welcome in this townhouse.”

“If that’s the worst of it, my heart can
take it.”

He chuckled. “I’m glad to hear it.” He
checked his attire. “I’m going to change into something clean, and
then I need to get my wife.”

“No one knows of the kidnapping. They all
think she spent some time at her family’s country estate with her
brother. As for you, they think you ran off, and there are many
rumors floating around as to why.”

“Oh? Are any of them good?”

“Some are scandalous, but the worst is that
you lost everything in a bet and left me destitute.”

“I hope you didn’t believe that one.”

“No. I went through your ledger myself and
realized the estate is in good order. You might not be aware of
this, but I was the one who handled the family finances before you
got the title, not your father.”

“I do know that. How do you think I manage
things as well as I do? You’ve been a good influence on me.” She
smiled in pleasure, and on impulse, he kissed her cheek. “A son
couldn’t have had a better mother.”

“Thank you, Gill.”

He thought about heading up to his
bedchamber when a question came to mind. “Will you welcome Heather
when I bring her here to live with us?”

“I’ll be happy to now that I know you truly
want to be with her and she wants to be with you. Besides,” a
twinkle came to her eye, “she’ll be the one giving me those
grandchildren. I owe it to her to be nice.”

Relieved everything was going to work out,
at least with his mother, he smiled then hurried up to his
bedchamber to change clothes.

 


***

 


By the time Gill arrived at Heather’s
parents’ residence, it was dark out. He guessed they would be done
with dinner, or just about done with dinner. Regardless, he was
going to take Heather home with him, and he was going to do it
tonight.

As it turned out, they were still having
dinner. The footman led him to the drawing room and told him he
would let them know they had a visitor.

“Make sure you tell them it’s important I
speak with Lord Jackman and his eldest daughter at once,” Gill
said.

The last thing he needed was for Heather’s
brother to get involved again. All her brother did was make things
worse. He might be able to reason with her father, but her brother
was a lost cause.

“I’ll do that, my lord,” the footman
promised then left.

Gill was too impatient to sit down. He’d
been sitting all the way back from the country anyway. He tapped
his foot on the floor several moments before he went to the
fireplace mantle and noted the time on the clock. It was almost
eight. After everything he’d been through that day, he was ready to
climb into bed and go to sleep…and he wasn’t going to do that until
he had Heather with him. If he had to stay here all night, he’d do
it until they released her.

He shook his head in irritation. Imagine how
ridiculous it was that he should have to stay in his in-laws’
townhouse until they released his wife to him. What nonsense! He
was her husband. They had no right to keep her from him, even if
there was the pesky stipulation that she was twenty. He grimaced.
Who knew such an innocent little law could potentially ruin his
entire future? Her father could very well revoke the marriage.
Well, he would run off with her and leave the country if that was
the case. He wasn’t about to let anything come between them.

He heard a series of footsteps and turned in
time to see Heather’s two younger sisters poke their heads into the
drawing room.

“I told it was going to be him,” one
whispered—not too softly—to the other.

“Up to your bedchambers,” a maid called out
from behind them.

They gasped, but one told Gill, “Heather’s
not here. She disappeared,” before she joined her sister and ran
off.

Gill frowned. What did the girl mean? Had he
come too late? Had her brother taken her from London? He clenched
his jaw. He wouldn’t put it past that cad to do such a thing.

Well, it wouldn’t matter. He would find
Heather and bring her home. Nothing but death was going to stop him
from being with her.

Lord Jackman and Charles Duff came into the
drawing room.

Gill blinked. So her brother was still in
London. But Heather wasn’t here? If she wasn’t with him, then where
could she be? They didn’t send her off to a nunnery, did they?

Lord Jackman shut the drawing room doors and
approached Gill. Gill’s gaze went to Heather’s brother who trailed
not too far behind.

“I specifically told your footman that I
only want to speak with you and Heather,” Gill told her father.

“Heather’s not here,” her father replied.
“As it turns out, my wayward daughter has run off a second
time.”

“And you don’t know where she went?” Gill
asked, studying the gentleman for any signs of deception.

“No, I don’t,” her father replied then
glanced at Charles. “None of us in this house do. Two nights ago,
she snuck out at some point while we were all asleep. No one has
seen or heard from her since. We thought you might know where she
is.”

“No, I don’t, and that’s all thanks to your
son,” Gill snapped. He hadn’t meant to be harsh, but he had gone
through almost every imaginable frustration known to man, and now
he had this to deal with? “Your son had no right to take her from
my estate. If he had left well enough alone, she’d be with me right
now.”

“But you didn’t want to be with her,”
Charles replied, straightening his spencer jacket.

“Yes, I did, you dullard.” Gill pulled the
paper proving he had married Heather out of his breast pocket. “You
didn’t give me a chance to explain anything. You just hauled her
off to your carriage like she was your prisoner. You should be
strapped down to a chair for the way you behaved.” He opened the
paper in irritation and showed it to her father. “We married on our
way out of London. I willingly went with her. She didn’t force me
to go with her like your son would have you think.”

Charles scoffed. “If everything was so
innocent, then why did she leave in the middle of the night?”

Gill glared at him. The last thing he wanted
to do was expose his plan to her brother, but the simpleton had
insisted on being here when all Gill wanted to do was talk with her
father. With a sigh, Gill said, “She thought she was kidnapping me.
I let her think it because it was the only way I could prove she
wanted to be with me.” When her brother stared blankly at Gill, he
added, “If a lady loves a gentleman enough, she’ll do whatever it
takes to be with him. After she rejected my proposal, I thought it
prudent to make sure she was sincere in her feelings for me.”

To his surprise, her father began to
laugh.

Charles must have been surprised, too, since
he looked at his father with a bewildered expression on his face.
“This isn’t funny.”

Her father, who was laughing so hard that he
had to wipe tears from his eyes, said, “This is hilarious. All this
time, we thought Heather had forced him to the country in order to
get her with child so that he had no choice but to marry her.” He
glanced at Gill and laughed harder. “She tried to tell us you were
married and happy together, but we just couldn’t believe it. She’s
always been an impulsive child who’s ruled by her emotions. We
thought Lady Eloise would instill a sense of responsibility in her,
but,” he shrugged, “I don’t think she’ll ever be sensible.”

“I don’t care if she’s sensible,” Gill said,
unsure of how he felt about her father’s response. Maybe if he was
in her father’s shoes, he would see the humor in the situation, but
considering the fact that she was missing, he had trouble finding
humor in anything. Hearing Lady Eloise’s name didn’t help since it
was because of Lady Eloise that Heather had rejected his proposal.
“I just want to take Heather home with me.” He folded the paper.
“You don’t have any idea where she is?”

Her father sobered up. “I’m sorry, but I
don’t. Charles and I have searched through London, but we haven’t
found her. We have a detective looking for her as we speak. Maybe
she’s on her way back to your estate. We did hire someone to go out
there.”

“No, she can’t be,” Gill replied. “She
doesn’t know the way there.”

“She couldn’t have disappeared,” Charles
said. “She has to be somewhere.”

“Yes, she does,” her father agreed. “I have
a feeling that one of the people we talked to has lied. Someone has
to know where she is. We should go back to the ladies who are in
that social group with Lady Eloise.”

“Lady Eloise is no longer
in Ladies of Grace,” Charles reminded him. “She was forced out of the
group.”

Her father paused then nodded. “Right. I
forgot. But that only means our list narrows a bit. Who is
currently in the group?”

Charles thought for a moment. “Lady
Blakemoor, Lady Whitney, and the Duchess of Ravenshire.”

Gill frowned. “You’re wrong. The members are
Lady Stacey, Miss Webb, Miss Wilmington, and Lady Gareth. Lady
Aston recently left it.”

“A lot has changed since you manipulated my
sister into believing she was kidnapping you,” Charles replied.

“There’s no need to get petty,” Lord Jackman
told his son. “Lord Powell’s actions were understandable, given the
situation.” He turned his gaze to Gill. “All of the ladies in the
group married after the whole scandal erupted between Lady Eloise
and Lady Youngtown. Lady Stacey married Lord Whitney. Miss Webb
married the Duke of Ravenshire, and Miss Wilmington married Sir
Tristan Blakemoor. Lady Gareth left the group. So we need to focus
on those three ladies. Heather is bound to be hiding with one of
them.”

Gill felt some of his frustration ease. At
least they were getting somewhere—all thanks to her father’s
levelheaded thinking. Turning to her father, he asked, “Did you and
Heather’s brother visit those three ladies?”

Charles frowned. “I’m right here.”

Heather’s father held his hand up to stop
him from protesting further. “Yes, we went to each lady’s
residence.”

“If you think they lied to you, then there’s
no point in going to see them again,” Gill said. “I’ll go
myself.”

And if that didn’t work, he’d try to come up
with another way to find her. She would want him to find her. There
was no reason she’d have one of her friends lie to him.

“Thank you for your help,” he told her
father. He put the paper back into his pocket, bowed, and left.


 Chapter Fifteen

 


Heather tried to not to keep looking out the window at the
drawing room in Tara’s townhouse. It only reminded her of how dark
it was outside, which meant this was another day she had to spend
without Gill. He should be back in London by now. Certainly, he
must be. Unless something bad happened to him.

She released her breath. No. She must not
think such thoughts. They’d made it safely to his country estate.
He would make it safely back to London. Except…he should be back
already. She shook her head.

“Is something wrong with your hand?” Tara’s
fourteen-year-old sister-in-law, Augusta asked.

Heather forced her attention to the cards in
her hands. “No. I, um, I was just…”

Heather scanned the faces of the other
ladies. Tara was sitting next to her. Beside her was Tara’s
seventeen-year-old sister-in-law, Cress. Across from her was
Augusta. And then there was Tara’s mother-in-law.

After a moment of trying to come up with an
excuse, she decided to tell the truth. “My husband should have
gotten to London by now, right?” Heather asked Tara.

Tara glanced around the table. “Maybe we
shouldn’t play cards right now. Maybe we should do something else
to take your mind off things.”

“But I have a good hand this time,” Cress
argued. “It’s the best I’ve had all night.”

“The rest of us can keep playing,” Tara’s
mother-in-law said. “Tara, why don’t you take Heather to the
kitchen. Perhaps a warm drink might help settle her nerves.”

Tara put her cards down. “That’s a good
idea.” She stood up and motioned for Heather to join her. “I’m sure
Gill will be here tomorrow.”

Heather hoped Tara was right. She placed her
cards down and left the room with Tara.

Before Tara turned to go to the kitchen,
Heather said, “I want to take another look outside. Do you
mind?”

Tara offered her a smile and shook her head.
“Of course not.”

Heather ran to the entryway and peered out
into the dark. Street lamps had been lit. There was plenty of
activity out on the street as horses pulled carriages. A few people
were walking on the sidewalk. She tried to make out their faces,
but she didn’t see Gill anywhere.

She looked over her shoulder and saw Tara
standing not too far from her. “Do you think we should send out
your butler to see if Gill has arrived at his townhouse?”

“He was there earlier today, and Gill’s
mother said he hadn’t returned yet.”

“Yes, but that was around noon. Gill could
have arrived later on today.” Heather fidgeted from one foot to
another. “I’m sorry. I thought I could be patient and wait for
another day, but it’s hard when I keep thinking Gill could be in
London by now.”

“You don’t have to explain anything to me,”
Tara assured her. “It’s nice that you can’t wait to be reunited
with your husband. More marriages should be like yours.”

Before Heather could respond, Tara left to
find the butler. Heather turned her attention back to the small
window. Once she was back with Gill, she’d never leave him again.
She missed him so much that it hurt. This must be what it was like
to be lovesick. She had thought herself deeply in love with Gill
before they married, but she was so much more now that she was his
wife.

She watched more carriages. None had the
familiar family crest she’d gotten used to seeing on Gill’s. One of
the carriages pulled up to the townhouse. She frowned. It didn’t
belong to Lady Whitney or Lady Blakemoor. Besides, she didn’t think
either one would come by so late.

She took a step back so no one would see her
if they looked at the window. It couldn’t be her parents or
brother, could it? Did they rent a different carriage? They’d
already been by twice. Maybe this was a ploy to catch her
unawares.

Still keeping her distance from the window,
she watched as the coachman got down from his seat. She gasped.
Wasn’t that Gill’s coachman? She closed the distance to the window
and waited for the coachman to open the door. Her fingers gripped
the windowsill. Could it be Gill? Had he thought to come here?

The coachman stepped aside, and Gill emerged
from the carriage.

It was him! He was here! He had come for
her!

Without a second thought, she threw the
front door open and bounded down the steps. Gill’s gaze met hers,
and a broad smile lit up his face before he broke into a run. They
met halfway on the stairs, and she wrapped her arms around his
neck.

“I’m so glad you found me,” she said.

“It took longer than I wanted, but I did.”
He pulled her closer to him. “That idiot brother of yours didn’t
give me a chance to tell him that I wanted you with me.”

She laughed. “He is an idiot. If we were at
sea, he’d be forced to walk the plank.”

He joined her in laughing. “At least your
father is more reasonable. He told me you might be here.”

“Did he?”

“Well, he said he checked here, and he was
told you weren’t here.”

“Because I refused to give anyone but you my
location. My brother was going to take me to my family’s country
estate and keep me there for the rest of my life. Can you imagine
such a thing?”

“No, I can’t. The only estate you belong at
is mine. You’re my wife, and no one is going to come between
us.”

She smiled and kissed him. “No, they
won’t.”

Then, on impulse, she kissed him again. Her
Gill was here! Finally, after all this time, he was with her. He
kissed her in return, and the world around them almost faded away
completely.

Almost.

Someone cleared her throat.

Heather ended the kiss and looked behind
her, surprised to see Tara. The butler was returning to the
entrance of the townhouse.

“I’m thrilled you two found each other,”
Tara began, “but I think you should save the enthusiastic reunion
for when you’re alone.”

Tara was right. Heather reluctantly let go
of Gill. “I’m sorry. I was just so excited to see him.”

With a smile, Tara said, “I understand. It
looks like your husband will be taking you home this evening.”

Gill nodded. “Yes, I intend to take Heather
home.”

“Thank you for everything,” Heather told
Tara. “I remember my promise to you. I’ll help you out in any way I
can with the group.” She glanced at her gown. “And I’ll return your
sister’s gown as soon as it’s washed.”

Heather wrapped her arm around Gill’s and
started heading to his carriage when Tara called out, “Before you
leave, you might want your coat and hat.”

Heather stopped and gave Gill an apologetic
grin. “She’s right. I need those things. I won’t be but a
moment.”

Not caring if anyone saw them, she gave him
a quick kiss then hurried back into Tara’s townhouse. The important
thing was, they were together again, and this time, no one was
going to come between them.

 


***

 


When Gill and Heather arrived at his
townhouse, it was a little after ten. “Where is your mother?”
Heather whispered, noting how quiet the place was.

“Asleep,” he replied. “She goes to bed
around eight. She likes to be up early.”

So that explained why his mother hadn’t run
out of a room somewhere and demanded to know what Heather was doing
there. All the way home in the carriage, Gill had been showering
her with kisses. She’d been so enraptured by the moment that she
hadn’t thought over what was waiting for her at his townhouse. It
wasn’t until they reached the place that she recalled his
mother.

Knowing the lady was asleep put her mind at
ease. For this night, at least, she didn’t have to deal with what
might possibly be an unpleasant encounter. She could continue to
focus on Gill.

She held his arm as he escorted her up to
his bedchamber. “I don’t care if my brother or father come here,”
she whispered. “I’m not leaving with them. I’ll find somewhere to
hide so they won’t find me.”

“You don’t have to worry about them,” he
replied, his voice low. “I already talked with them, and I
explained that we are married and will stay married.”

“You did?”

He nodded. “Your father took the time to
listen to me, which is more than I can say for your brother. I
wasn’t able to get anywhere with him. He refuses to hear me
out.”

She knew that had been the case. She rolled
her eyes. “That’s how Charles is. He jumps to conclusions and acts.
It’s impossible to reason with him.”

“It is. But he won’t be a problem for us
anymore.”

They entered the bedchamber, and he shut the
door. Before she knew what was happening, he had her pinned against
the door and was sprinkling kisses all over her face and neck.

Her heart leapt in excitement. She hadn’t
realized how much she had missed being this way with him. All this
time, she’d been longing just to see him again. She’d forgotten
just how thrilling it was to be consumed by his love for her.

She pulled him closer and brought her mouth
to his then she parted her lips. With a groan, he accepted her
invitation and swept his tongue along her mouth. A spark shot
straight through her, as it always did whenever he kissed her this
way. When he was this passionate, there was no denying how much he
wanted her. And she wanted him, too. It seemed like such a long
time since they’d last made love.

He reached down and unbuttoned her coat.
Taking his lead, she did the same to his. Once their coats were
discarded, their hats came off next. She thought he would start
removing her gown, but instead of doing that, he let his hands
trace over her breasts and then brought them over her hips.

“I missed you so much,” he whispered in her
ear as he brought the hem of her gown up and around her waist.

“I missed you, too,” she murmured.

Excited by how anxious he was, she decided
to encourage him. She brought her hands to his breeches and
unfastened his buttons. If he couldn’t wait to make it to the bed,
then who was she to dissuade him?

They helped each other out of their
undergarments, and as soon as she was naked from the waist down, he
was stroking her core with his fingers while his thumb stimulated
her sensitive nub. She had no idea that everything could feel so
intense when she hadn’t done this for a while. She climaxed much
faster than she expected. Her flesh clenched and unclenched around
him as the waves of pleasure crashed into her. He continued
stroking her, prolonging her pleasure until she was completely
spent.

He wrapped her legs around his waist and
angled her so that he could enter her. She held onto his shoulders
and encouraged him to keep going. The position felt wonderful.
She’d missed the feel of him inside her as he made love to her. His
fingers made her feel good, of course, but the male part of him was
much better. And before long, she grew aware of the tension
mounting in her core.

She squeezed his shoulders and murmured for
him to go faster. He obeyed, his thrusting growing more determined,
bringing them both closer and closer to the peak until they
couldn’t hold back anymore. With a cry, they both reached it. She
tightened her legs around his waist as he spilled his seed into
her. Once more, her flesh responded to the waves of pleasure
coursing through her. They hadn’t been suspended in this state of
bliss together before, and the fact that they were now made the
moment feel much more complete.

This time when she relaxed, she barely had
any energy to move. He had to carry her to the bed. He then
proceeded to remove the rest of their clothing and helped her get
under the blankets.

“I’ve never felt better in my entire life,”
she murmured as he brought her into his arms. “I feel deliciously
weak.”

“I hope you aren’t too weak to make love
again later tonight,” he whispered then kissed her.

“Once I get enough energy back, I’ll make
love to you.”

“You promise?”

Noting the teasing tone in his voice, she
chuckled. “I promise.”

And she kept that promise three more times
before the sun came up.


 Chapter Sixteen

 


When Heather finally got out of bed, it was almost noon. She
gasped. “How is it possible we slept in so long?” she asked as she
stared at the clock above the fireplace mantle.

He came up behind her and wrapped his arms
around her waist. “We did have a lot of time to make up for last
night.” He kissed her neck. “As I recall, our activities kept
making you weak.”

She giggled and turned around so she could
kiss him. “Wonderfully so.”

“Do you still feel weak?”

“No. I feel relaxed but ready for the
day.”

“I’ll have a bath brought up, and then we’ll
get dressed.”

“Do you think it’s wise to spend more time
in this room? Shouldn’t we hurry up and dress so that we can warn
your mother that she didn’t get Miss Beaumont for a
daughter-in-law?” Now that it was daytime and his mother was awake,
she figured they might as well get the dreaded confrontation over
with.

“You have nothing to worry about.” He kissed
the tip of her nose. “I already discussed our marriage with my
mother, and she accepts it.”

“She does?” She studied his expression,
looking for any signs that he might be lying to her in order to
protect her.

He cupped her face in his hands and laughed.
“You don’t believe me.”

“Well, it’s hard to. She was in the room
when I said no to your proposal.”

“None of that matters now. You’ve proven how
much you want to be with me, and after I explained everything to my
mother, she knows it, too.”

Since his gaze didn’t waver from hers, she
realized he wasn’t only saying all of this in order to make her
feel better. “I’m sorry I doubted you. I can see you’re being
honest with me.”

“You have nothing to worry about.” He kissed
her nose again and then her lips. “I’m going to have the tub
brought up. We’ll take a bath, get dressed, and then we’ll go
downstairs to talk to my mother.”

She nodded and watched as he went to pull
the cord on the wall to summon the maid.

Gill let her bathe first, and she had to
admit the hot water felt wonderful. But she didn’t dare soak in it
for too long lest it turn cold by the time she was done. While he
bathed, she opted to dress herself. One thing she was looking
forward to was getting the rest of her clothes and bringing them
here. Then she would have more than a few gowns to choose from.

Since there was no lady’s maid to help her,
she had Gill put pins into her hair as soon as he was out of the
tub. She wasn’t sure he would help her style her hair, but he said
he was happy to do anything as long as they were together.

“We’ll see if you’re still saying that after
we’ve been married for twenty or more years,” she teased.

He glanced at her reflection in the mirror,
and their eyes met. “I’ll always enjoy being with you no matter how
long we’re together.”

He smiled at her in a way that melted her
heart. How could she have ever told him no? What a terrible mistake
she’d almost made by not marrying him.

She rose to her feet and kissed him. “I’ll
love you every day for the rest of my life.”

“From the moment I met you, I knew I could
never have a love match with anyone else.” He gave her a lingering
kiss then released her. “I better get dressed. It’s already a
little after one. My mother’s going to think we never came home
last night.”

“It can’t already be one o’clock in the
afternoon.”

He gestured to the clock. “See for
yourself.”

She wasn’t trying to prove how little she
believed him, but it seemed absurd that it would take her so long
to make herself presentable to the world. So, she ended up looking
at the clock. Sure enough, it was 1:10. “I don’t understand it. How
can time pass so quickly?”

“As my mother used to say when I was a
child,” he began as he sorted through his clothes, “time makes
haste when we’re having fun.” Then he winked at her.

Her skin warmed. There was no denying how
much fun they had when they were alone. Her body was still humming
in pleasure from being with him the previous evening.

“I was thinking,” Gill said as he slipped
into his drawers, “we should go to your family’s townhouse and get
your things. I’d like to do that before dinner.”

“Yes,” she agreed. “It would be best to get
that out of the way.” It was bound to be an unpleasant encounter,
but it couldn’t be helped. She no longer lived there. Her things
had to be brought here. “I was thinking the same thing.”

“I don’t expect there to be any trouble.
Your father didn’t demand we annul the marriage when I talked with
him.”

“Well, I’m glad you went to see him. He
didn’t believe me when I tried to tell him that we were happy
together. Charles made it sound like I was keeping you a prisoner
in your own estate.”

He laughed. “Your brother honestly believed
that. I don’t know if my telling him otherwise did any good or not.
I suppose we’ll find out soon enough.” He buttoned his breeches and
looked over at her. “Maybe I should bring a sword in case Charles
tries to take you away from me again.”

She chuckled at his joke. “I hope Charles
has more sense than to do that. He stopped by Tara’s townhouse
twice before you finally came for me. He didn’t believe Tara when
she told him I wasn’t there.”

“That’s probably because he
knew you really were.”

“I don’t know if he did or not, but the fact
that he was so persistent is worrisome. He needs a hobby. He has
nothing to do but read books all day, and reading can only be
entertaining for so long. Sooner or later, you need to interact
with other people.”

“I’m sure your brother will find something
else to do eventually. In the meantime, I have faith that your
father will keep him from interfering in our lives anymore.” He
finished dressing and turned to her. “Are you ready?”

She nodded and accepted his arm.

“It’s going to be nice having you as the
mistress of this place,” he said.

“I hope your mother won’t mind.”

“No, she won’t. She’s eager to be a
grandmother.”

Her jaw dropped. “You didn’t tell her I’m
with child, did you?”

He paused in mid-step and blinked at her.
“No. Why? Are you?”

“I don’t know. I’m not expecting my flow for
another two days.”

“Well, we have plenty of time to work on
giving her a grandchild if there isn’t one right now.”

The two left the bedchamber and went
downstairs to the drawing room. To Heather’s shock, Lord Toplyn was
there, and he was talking to Gill’s mother.

When Lord Toplyn saw them, he put his cup of
tea down and rose to his feet. “Finally! I was beginning to think
you two were never going to come down.”

Heather’s breath caught in her throat. Why
was he here?

Gill’s mother chuckled and waved for her and
Gill to sit on the settee. “I was telling your friend all about
your disheveled appearance last evening,” she told Gill.

Gill glanced at Heather but didn’t address
her as he led her to the settee. “I’m sure I was quite the sight,”
Gill told Lord Toplyn.

“That’s putting it mildly,” his mother
replied. “He was covered in rain and mud. His clothes were all
ruined. The poor boy looked as if he’d been through a terrible
ordeal.”

Heather had no idea what the lady was
talking about since Gill had been cleanly dressed when he came for
her, but she was too distracted by the fact that Lord Toplyn was in
the room to respond. Had he come here to tell Gill and his mother
how she had tricked Gill into marrying her?

Gill urged Heather to sit and then patted
her lower back. “I should intervene at this time to tell my darling
wife the truth,” he told Lord Toplyn.

Lord Toplyn’s eyebrows rose in interest.
“You haven’t already explained everything to her? I just found out
you’d told your mother.”

“Yes, well, I was going to tell her, but I
got distracted.” Gill cleared his throat.

Lord Toplyn laughed. “In that case, let me
do the honors.” He put his cup down then straightened in the chair.
His gaze went to Heather. “I should introduce myself better than I
did the first time I spoke with you. I’m your husband’s friend,
Logan.”

Heather stared at him in disbelief. “You’re
Gill’s friend?”

“Yes, we plotted out a way for me to
convince you to kidnap him so that you two could get married,”
Logan replied. “It turns out Gill was expecting us to sneak into
his bedchamber and force him to the vicar.”

She looked at Gill to see if he would
confirm or deny this new piece of information.

Gill rubbed her back and offered her a smile
that begged her to forgive him. “I hope you don’t mind. My original
plan was to get caught in a scandal with you at the ball, but when
your brother came in and ruined things, a kidnapping was the only
thing we could think of.”

Gill’s mother gasped. “Are you telling me
you went missing at the ball that night in an attempt to snare this
poor girl into a scandal?”

“It wasn’t a snare…exactly,” Gill began, a
blush creeping over his face. “Miss Beaumont and I just worked it
out so that Heather would come to the den when I happened to be
there.”

Heather turned to face him. “You wanted me
to go in there and kiss you?”

“I was hoping you’d kiss me.” He glanced at
his mother who was staring at him in shock. “Miss Beaumont was
supposed to catch me and Heather before anything else happened. It
was all innocent.”

“Are you saying that Miss Beaumont wanted
you to marry Heather?” his mother asked.

Gill nodded. “She had no more of interest in
me than I had in her. We were both relieved to discover we wouldn’t
have to marry each other.”

“Oh dear,” his mother said. “And to think I
went to her townhouse to console her right after you disappeared.
She kept telling me she was fine, but I thought she was being
brave.”

Logan chuckled. “Miss Beaumont is courting
another gentleman, and she looks very happy with him. I think
everything worked out for the best.”

Gill turned his attention back to Heather.
“He’s right. I wanted to marry you all along, but I was afraid if I
made things too easy you wouldn’t be satisfied with me once you got
me.”

“I don’t blame you for thinking that,”
Heather replied. “If I were you, I wouldn’t have made things easy
for me, either.” Then she smiled. “I knew you were challenging me
when you said if I wanted to marry you, then I would prove it. My
brother thought you meant that you didn’t want to have anything to
do with me, but I knew differently.”

“Your brother is a simpleton,” Gill said.
“He doesn’t know what’s going on, and he’s too foolish to listen to
anyone who tries to explain things to him.”

“Maybe something should be done about that,”
Logan suggested.

“No,” Gill replied, his tone firm. “We’re
done with all of this deception. Her brother may or may not wise up
someday, but if he does, it’ll be someone else who gets through to
him. I’m just glad his plan to separate me from Heather didn’t
work. He had me at my wit’s end for a while there.”

“Yes,” Logan began with another chuckle, “I
heard you were running all through London last night looking for
Heather. Her family was, too, of course, but when I heard about
you, I knew you were back in London and had to see how things were
going. That’s why I came by today.”

“I assured him everything turned out for the
best,” Gill’s mother added. “The footman told me you and Heather
made it in safe and sound late last night.”

“I don’t think it was that late,” Gill
said.

“Any time after eight is late to me.” His
mother looked at Heather. “I like to get up around five every
morning. To do that, I need to go to bed early at night.”

“Mother’s rigid with her sleeping schedule,”
Gill told Heather. “She hasn’t strayed from it since I can
remember.”

“I might stray from it if a little grandson
or granddaughter were to need someone to rock them in a chair
before bed at night,” his mother said, a hopeful spark in her eye.
“Every baby does well to be rocked to sleep. I used to do that with
Gill when he was a baby.”

“Oh yes,” Logan inserted with a teasing
smirk, “having babies is when the real fun starts. You have to have
more than one to fully appreciate them, though. There’s great fun
in trying to guess which child broke something when neither one
will admit to the crime.”

“Don’t you worry about
that,” Gill’s mother told Gill and Heather. “I have a way of
detecting the truth. Gill never got away with any misbehaving when
he was a lad. All I had to do was give him the look, and he
confessed.”

She proceeded to demonstrate her motherly
look, and Heather laughed. “I have to admit that would frighten
anyone, not just children.”

His mother nodded in satisfaction. “Now you
know why Gill turned out so well. I didn’t let him engage in
anything he shouldn’t.”

Gill shook his head in amusement. “It’s a
wonder I managed to get kidnapped.”

“You got away with it because you had help
from someone who doesn’t mind being a cad,” Logan pointed out.

Gill’s mother shot him the look, and Logan
shivered.

“It’s spooky how good you are at that,”
Logan said then rose to his feet. “I think I’ll get out of here
before I say anything else that will get me into trouble.” He bowed
to Heather. “I’m delighted that things turned out as well as they
did for you. I hope you and Gill will come to my townhouse for a
dinner party next week. I think you’ll like Melissa. She’s got a
bit of mischief in her just like you do.”

If Melissa was as much fun as Logan, then
Heather would enjoy the evening. “I’d love to meet her.”

“Let us know when you want us to come, and
we will,” Gill told his friend.

Heather waited until Logan left the room
before she put her hand over her heart and looked at Gill. “I’m
relieved to find out you really didn’t mind being kidnapped. I felt
so guilty about it.”

“I know you did, but I couldn’t come out and
tell you why you shouldn’t feel that way.” Gill kissed her cheek.
“I’m glad you’re not mad at me.”

“No, I’m not mad,” she replied. “I couldn’t
ever be mad at you.”

To her surprise, his mother chuckled. “Just
wait until you’ve been married for a couple of years and he does
the same little annoying habit for the hundredth time.”

“You didn’t mind it all that much when
Father cracked his knuckles,” Gill said.

“I most certainly did,” his mother argued.
“The sound put my teeth on edge. I can’t understand why he couldn’t
do that in another room. Why do it when he was sitting next to
me?”

Gill glanced at Heather. “My parents had
their moments, but their arguments were over minor things.”

“Every couple has points of contention like
that,” his mother said. “It’s a part of being married. Fortunately,
there are plenty of rooms in this place where you can escape for a
little while. Some time apart does a marriage good.”

“How do you figure that?” Heather asked.

“Well, you can’t miss someone if he’s with
you all the time.” She smiled. “Of course, that’s not the case when
you’re newly married. In that case, you want to spend every moment
you can with him.” She stood up. “I’ll have the butler bring you
two something to eat, and I’ll leave you alone.” She went to
Heather and hugged her. “Welcome to the family, my dear. I can tell
you’re going to make my son happy.”

“Thank you,” Heather returned the lady’s
hug, relieved things were going to be all right with his
mother.

Of all the people she had managed to upset
in her quest to be with Gill, it was nice to know his mother hadn’t
been one of them.

 


***

 


“I hope there are no hard feelings,”
Heather’s father said later that day as Gill and Heather waited for
the maid to finish packing Heather’s things in her trunk.

“There are no hard feelings from either of
us,” Gill assured him. Since it was just Heather’s parents in the
drawing room with them, he asked, “How is Charles handling it?”

“I think he’s in shock,” her father
said.

Gill sipped his tea, not surprised. It was
amazing Heather turned out as well as she had since her brother
couldn’t seem to wrap his mind around good old-fashioned common
sense.

“At least he finally knows that Gill wants
to be with me,” Heather commented. “That’s what matters.”

“What also matters is that you’re all
right,” her father said, and her mother nodded in agreement. “You
had all of us scared when you ran off.”

“I had no choice. You were going to force me
out to the country,” Heather argued. “I was never going to see Gill
again.”

“We understand that,” her mother began, “but
we still worried over where you had gone. Your father and brother
spent all day looking for you. They only stopped long enough to eat
before they headed back out. They had even hired help.”

“I’m sorry I worried you.” Heather set her
cup in her lap. “But I didn’t know what else to do. I couldn’t very
well leave a note. You would have found me if I had.”

Gill smiled at her parents. “That’s why we
came by as soon as possible. We wanted you to see that she is
fine.”

“Yes,” her father replied, “we can now be at
ease about everything.”

There was a knock at the drawing room doors,
and her father called out for the person to enter. The maid came
into the room and told Gill and Heather that the trunk was all
packed and in the carriage. Then she left.

“We’ll have to have you two over for a
dinner party sometime,” her mother said as they all rose to their
feet.

“That would be nice,” Gill replied. “Let us
know when you want us here, and we’ll be happy to come.” He caught
the sight of one of Heather’s younger sisters who peered around the
door and chuckled. “I think it’d only be fair to satisfy everyone’s
curiosity about me.”

Her father laughed. “The poor girls are at
an awkward age. They’re too young to be a part of the adult world,
but they’re too old to be with the little children.”

“I hope they don’t have to suffer with
Charles as a chaperone,” Heather said. “I’ll be more than happy to
do the job myself.”

They headed for the doorway, and just as
they reached it, Charles approached them from the hallway. He
glanced from Gill to Heather then back to Gill.

“I see you found her,” Charles said in a way
that indicated he was still having trouble adjusting to the
marriage.

“Yes, I did,” Gill replied. “I’m ever so
grateful she was still in London.”

Charles cleared his throat. “I owe you an
apology. If I had known you secretly wanted Heather to marry you, I
would have allowed her to take liberties with you in the den at
that ball.”

Heather’s mother gasped. “You must not say
such a thing in front of Melanie!”

Charles frowned and looked around. “I don’t
see Melanie anywhere.”

A giggle came from under a nearby table.

Charles jerked and looked over at it in time
to see the girl’s head pop out from under it. “Good heavens. You’re
just as tricky as Heather. I hope Bridget has more sense than you
two.” He put his hand over his heart. “I don’t think I can take
much more of this kind of thing.”

Gill laughed and gave the gentleman a pat on
the shoulder. “You need a lady who doesn’t take life so seriously.
Life is no fun if you play by all the rules.”

Charles grimaced but didn’t reply.

Heather hugged her family—even that stubborn
brother of hers—and then slipped her arm around Gill’s so he could
escort her where she belonged, which was his home.

 



 Chapter Seventeen

 


May

 


Heather sat in Tara’s drawing room and couldn’t help but think
the social group, Ladies of
Grace, was going to drastically change
before the year was up. Tara was five months into her pregnancy,
Stacey was also expecting, and she, herself, had just found out she
was with child. Their newest member, Charlotte, was also in the
family way. The only one who might not be bringing a child into the
world any time soon was Tara’s sister-in-law, Cress, and that was
only because she had yet to find a husband.

“Are you sure Cress won’t feel out of place
in a group that will soon be composed of mothers?” Heather asked as
they drank tea.

“The thought did cross my mind,” Tara
admitted. “We’re only a few years older than her, but we’re still
young. The age difference isn’t too much. But she’s bound to feel
isolated if we don’t have another young lady who hasn’t found a
husband yet.”

“Cress does hold herself well in social
situations,” Stacey said. “She’d be an asset to the group.” She
glanced at Heather and Charlotte. “Do any of you know a lady who
will be in her first or second Season this year?”

Charlotte shook her head. “I’m sorry to say
that I don’t.”

The three ladies turned their gazes to
Heather.

“Well,” Heather began, “I have been
searching for possible ladies who might be interested in my
brother.” Noting their hopeful expressions, she added, “None that
I’ve talked to are interested in him. I don’t know if it’s because
he bores them, if it’s because he’s shy, or if he’s too
conventional.”

Or it could be something else. Heather
wasn’t sure what to do about him. Her parents wanted to see him
married, and since he was their only son, she could understand why
they wanted him to have children. The title would pass down the
family line through him.

“Would any of those ladies be a good fit for
this group?” Tara asked, interrupting her thoughts.

Heather blinked aside the issue with her
brother so she could address the group’s concern. She agreed they
should have another lady who would be in a situation similar to
Cress. Cress should have a close friend in the group. They, after
all, were married with children on the way. Cress ought to have a
lady or two she could talk to about bachelors and the fun in
snagging the best one.

“I might know of a couple,” Heather said.
“Let me talk to them and see if they’d be interested in the group.”
She could only hope they wouldn’t see her coming and run off
because they were afraid she’d try to get them to talk to her
brother again.

The last time she’d approached one of the
ladies, the lady had told her, “No means no. I’m not going to dance
with your brother,” and ran off into the crowded ballroom. The lady
had proceeded to hide from her for the rest of the night. It was so
embarrassing, especially since Heather wasn’t even going to mention
Charles to her. She’d only wanted to find out if the lady’s younger
sister had recovered from an illness.

It was horrifying to think she was quickly
getting a reputation as someone who was trying to fix her brother
up with a lady desperate enough to take anyone. Surely, her brother
couldn’t be that awful. Could he? Yes, she’d had her grievances
with him over the years, but she still liked him. But then, she
wasn’t looking at him the same way other ladies did.

“Well, I’m just glad Lady Blakemoor left
London,” Stacey said.

Glad for the change in topic, Heather turned
her attention to her.

“I know it’s mean to say,” Stacey continued,
“and I don’t wish her or her husband any harm, but it’s nice to
know when I go out of the townhouse, I won’t risk running into her
and getting that disapproving scowl she used to give me.”

“She gave those to me, too,” Tara said. “It
was her way of letting us know she hated us for removing her from
the group.”

“If she hadn’t married the gentleman she
had, she would have avoided all of the embarrassment she went
through,” Charlotte replied.

“It served her right, though,” Tara said.
“She thought she was better than everyone. It was fitting her
husband finally got caught stealing because he wasted all of the
money she brought into the marriage. I tried to feel sorry for her,
but I couldn’t. She gave a lot of people grief. I think we’re all
glad she and her husband left.”

“It is nice that I want to be a part of this
group now,” Stacey replied after she finished her tea. “I never did
care for it when Lady Eloise was in charge, either.”

“It’s almost a shame that I wasn’t in London
during that time,” Charlotte commented. “I heard all the stories
about how she controlled everyone with an iron fist in this group.
I can’t help but wonder if that’s true or exaggerated.”

“It’s true,” Heather spoke up. “And I was
one of the ladies who was so afraid of her that I did what she
wanted.” And because of it, she’d almost lost Gill. She would never
let anyone intimidate her like that again. “Be glad you’re here now
that Tara is leading the group. It’s much better.”

Tara smiled at her. “I’m glad you think so,
Heather.”

Heather returned her smile.

Tara straightened in her chair. “All right.
Then it’s agreed. We’ll have Cress in this group.”

“Since the group still has Lady Cadwalader’s
approval, Cress’ task of finding a husband should greatly improve,”
Charlotte said.

“Yes, but I want her to pick someone she
wants,” Tara replied. “I’m not going to insist she marry someone
who fits certain standards in order to make the group look
good.”

“We should have a ball,” Heather spoke up.
“We could invite the young ladies I know and introduce them to
Cress. Then we could get an idea of which one could be a good
friend for her.”

Tara’s eyes lit up. “That’s an excellent
idea! We’ll do that.”

“Good,” Charlotte said, piping up in
excitement. “I love balls.”

“Would you and your husband like to host
it?” Tara asked.

Charlotte nodded. “We’d be delighted
to.”

“Wonderful! Let’s make plans for the
evening,” Tara replied.

Heather couldn’t help but think of how Tara
had transformed the group. When she’d agreed to stay in the group
in exchange for Tara letting her hide at her townhouse until Gill
found her, she’d known Lady Eloise was no longer in the group, but
she had assumed the rules would stay the same. Fortunately, she’d
been wrong. Tara had changed a lot of things, and the changes were
all for the better.

She had to admit that Tara had done a
miraculous job. Heather might have trouble convincing a lady to
give her brother a chance, but there would be no trouble getting a
lady to join the group. Content, she poured herself another cup of
tea and listened as the ladies made plans for the upcoming ball,
chiming in when necessary.

 


***

 


January

 


Heather held her newborn son, checking all
his little fingers and toes to make sure they were all there. She
couldn’t believe how perfectly formed he was. He had a head full of
hair, all ten fingers and toes, big dark blue eyes, a dimple in his
left cheek, and a button nose. He looked up at her, and she smiled,
hardly believing she’d had a hand in bringing such a precious life
into the world.

At the moment, she was resting in bed while
the doctor was telling Gill and his mother that the birth had gone
well.

The maid approached her with a glass of
water. “Would you like something to drink?”

Heather nodded and accepted the glass. She
hadn’t realized she was thirsty until she started drinking the
water. She ended up drinking the entire glass with surprising
gusto.

“Would you like more water, my lady?” her
maid asked.

Heather shook her head. “I’m fine.” She
brushed back strands of hair that were still damp from her face.
She’d worked up quite a bit of sweat during the labor. She probably
shouldn’t have let the maid tuck the blanket up to her waist after
the maid had propped her up against a few pillows to help her sit
up in the bed. At the time, she thought she should bundle up since
it was cold outside. Now she realized the fire in the fireplace was
more than enough to keep her warm for the time being.

The baby sneezed, and she brought her
attention back to him. Unlike her, he was probably chilly since she
had insisted on checking his fingers and toes. She tried to wrap
him up in his blanket, but she was having trouble getting the
blanket wrapped around him tightly enough so that he was satisfied.
He ended up kicking the blanket away and crying.

“Would you like me to swaddle him for you?”
the maid offered as she approached the bed.

Though Heather hated to let her little son
out of her arms, she let the maid take him. She watched as the maid
swiftly swaddled him into the blanket. He let out a sigh of
contentment and settled down.

The maid offered her a smile. “Before I came
to work here, I took care of other people’s babies. I’ll teach you
how to do this.”

Heather thanked her and accepted the boy as
the maid gave him back to her. Heather had just brought her finger
up to his cheek when a knock came at the door. She glanced at the
door as the maid hurried to answer it.

Gill and his mother came into the room, and
she waved for them to come closer since they seemed hesitant to
approach the bed.

“We’re doing fine,” Heather said. “And it’s
a boy.”

“Yes, the doctor told us,” Gill replied as
he sat on the bed. “He also said you did an excellent job.”

Heather laughed. “There wasn’t much else to
do but push when the time was right.”

“Giving birth is a lot of work for the
mother,” Gill’s mother said. “Don’t be shy about admitting it.”

Heather had thought about giving the baby to
Gill first, but the spark of anticipation in his mother’s eyes made
her reconsider. His mother had talked of little else but the baby
ever since she discovered she was going to be a grandmother.

“Do you mind if I hand him to your mother
first?” Heather asked Gill.

Gill looked at his mother who was nearly
hopping from one foot to another in excitement. “I don’t mind.” He
grinned as his mother let out a cheer and accepted the baby. “She
was bouncing off the walls downstairs while we were waiting for the
doctor to tell us we could come up here.”

“I wasn’t that bad,” his mother argued.
Though she spoke to him, her focus was on the baby.

Gill rolled his eyes. “All right. She wasn’t
actually bouncing off the walls, but she couldn’t sit down for more
than a few minutes at a time.”

“Well, a grandmother has a right to be
excited about her grandchild, doesn’t she?” his mother asked, still
staring at the baby.

“Yes, she does,” Heather replied for Gill
and then took his hand in hers. “I’ve never been happier than I am
at this moment,” she told him.

He squeezed her hand. “I’m happy, too. Every
day with you keeps getting better.” He paused then asked, “Can I
bring the cradle into this room now?”

She nodded, so he got up and left the
bedchamber. It’d been a superstition of hers to wait until the baby
was born before she was willing to let the cradle in this room,
though he had made it three months ago. She didn’t know where the
idea of waiting came from. It just seemed like it was best to do
that. And really, there had been no harm in it. The boy was here,
and everything had gone well. She just might do it the same way
next time she had a baby.

“Have you decided on a name for this little
one?” his mother asked.

“Yes,” Heather replied. “I think Timothy
will suit him.”

“Timothy is a wonderful name for a boy,” his
mother said as Gill returned.

Gill placed the cradle at the side of the
bed that was facing the fireplace. He straightened up and set his
hands on his hips. “Mother would like any name you gave him. You
could have picked something nonsensical like Boots or Plate, and
she would think it was wonderful.”

Heather shot him a reprimanding look. “Don’t
exaggerate, Gill.”

He chuckled. “It is nice she’s happy to be a
grandmother.” He returned to Heather’s side and sat down. “I just
hope Timothy will be able to keep up with her. She has a lot of
energy for an old lady.”

His mother finally looked at him. “I’m not
old. I’m older than you and Heather, but I’m not old. Old is a
state of mind, and I just happen to feel like I’m in my twenties. I
can’t help it if my body doesn’t agree with me.”

“I think it’s terrific that you have a lot
of energy,” Heather said. “I want to always feel young, too.” She
leaned toward Gill and playfully said, “You shouldn’t tease your
mother so. Be nice.”

“You weren’t stuck with her for the past six
hours in the drawing room,” he replied. “She acted more like a
child than an adult.”

“Isn’t that good, though?”

“Yes, it is,” he admitted. “Though it was
difficult to keep her from running up to this room to ask how
things were progressing.”

Heather shook her head in amusement and
settled back against the pillows.

Gill glanced over at his mother who had
taken the baby over to the rocking chair by the fireplace. She
started singing to him.

“I don’t suppose there’s any chance I’ll get
to see my son today, is there?” he called out.

His mother stopped singing and looked up at
him as if she’d forgotten he was still in the room. Heather bit her
tongue so she wouldn’t laugh.

He let out a loud sigh. “Go on and sing to
him. I’m sure I’ll get a chance to see him at some point before he
turns eighteen.”

To Heather’s amusement, his mother ignored
his comment and turned her attention back to the song she was
singing.

Gill shook his head. “We’re going to have to
get started on another child as soon as possible,” he told Heather.
“That’s the only thing that will distract her so I can see my
son.”

“I’m sure we’ll have another one soon,”
Heather assured him.

His mother giggled and told Timothy, “You’re
such a darling. I just might never let you out of my sight.”

Gill’s gaze went to Heather, and he raised
his eyes heavenward in exasperation.

Heather laughed again and brought him into
her arms for a hug. “She has to sleep sometime.”

“You’re right. I’ll get to see him then.” He
gave her a kiss and then held her while his mother continued to
sing to Timothy.


 If you’d like to read more
about Lord Toplyn, here’s his romance…

 


Ruined by the
Earl

 


After losing all of his money in a reckless
bet, Logan Breckman, the Earl of Toplyn, needs to marry a lady from
a wealthy family–and fast. So he does the only thing he can think
of and picks one at random to trick into marriage.

 


Unfortunately for Miss Melissa Jasper, she
happens to be in the right place at the wrong time. Before she
knows it, he comes up to her carriage and kisses her…and she is
doomed. Now she can’t marry the gentleman she was hoping to and
she’s bound to a cad who thinks of little else but himself.

 


Logan is the first to admit he’s far from
perfect, but being with a gentleman who knows how to ignite a
passionate spark is a lot better than being stuck with one who’ll
put a lady to sleep. Of course, she won’t thank him for forcing her
hand in marriage yet. But he has no doubt that sooner or later,
she’ll come to understand he’s the best thing that’s ever happened
to her.


 


 If you’d like to read more
about Lady Cantrell, here’s her romance…

 


His Wicked Lady

 


Helena, Melissa, and Chloe have started
arranging marriages, but not all will go smoothly on the way to a
happily ever after…

 


Regan Alger, the Lady of Cantrell, is bored
with her life. Yes, she’s been more fortunate than most. She was
once married to a wonderful gentleman, and this love resulted in
her young son—a boy she loves more than anything. But even a son
can’t fill the void in her life. She misses having a husband, both
in and out of bed, so when she happens to come across a gentleman
at a ball who ignites her passion, she decides he’ll be her next
husband. And she’s not the least bit shy about letting him know
it.

 


Just as determined as Regan is to have Mr.
Malcolm Jasper for a husband, he’s equally determined to end up
with anyone but her. If he marries her, his life will be one of
chaos and scandal. He’s sure of it. After all, she’s much too
outspoken and flirtatious. So he jumps at the chance for an
arranged marriage, thinking once he secures a reputable and quiet
bride, Regan will leave him alone. Little does he know, though, his
sister and her two friends know Regan wants to marry him, and they
are more than happy to help Regan get what she wants.

 


Regan’s risk pays off. She manages to secure
him as her husband. Will the gamble pay off? Or has she just doomed
them both?

 



 



Get All of the Books in the Marriage by Fate
Series!

(The entire series is complete.)

 


The Reclusive Earl (Marriage by Fate Series:
Book 1)

 


It’s far easier to hide in the shadows than
risk being hurt. When a very imperfect earl happens to be caught up
in a scandal that forces him to marry the perfect lady, he can't
help but worry all his fears have just come true.

 


 


Married In Haste (Marriage by Fate Series:
Book 2)

 


Lord Youngtown wants to marry. Though he
tells everyone it’s because he needs an heir, deep down he’s a
romantic at heart and longs for a love match. A simple scandal not
of his doing gives him a lady who isn’t the kind of lady he wants,
but it might give him the lady he needs.

 


Make Believe Bride (Marriage by Fate Series:
Book 3)

 


In order to fit in with London society, Lord
Whitney pretends to be betrothed. When it comes time for him to
produce a lady, he seeks out one who will be willing to play along
with his scheme. But then he starts to fall in love with her, and
what started out as a simple plan is no longer so simple after
all.

 


The Perfect Duke (Marriage by Fate Series:
Book 4)

 


An impoverished duke marries a wealthy lady,
not realizing that in doing so, he incurs the wrath of her brother
who will do anything to ruin his new marriage.

 


Kidnapping the Viscount (Marriage by Fate
Series: Book 5)

 


Miss Heather Duff's going after the gentleman
who got away, even if it'll take some unconventional means to do
so.
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