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      Thanks a lot for purchasing my book. It really means a lot to me, because this is the best way to show me your love.

      As a Thank You gift I have written a full length novel for you called Daring Fantasies of a Noble Lady. It’s only available to people who have downloaded one of my books and you can get your free copy by tapping this link here.
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      Once more, thanks a lot for your love and support.

      With love and appreciation,

      Olivia Bennet
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      For she had eyes and she chose him...

      

      Isabella Addison, daughter of the Viscount of Gefferton, is forced to marry a hideous man...or so she thinks. Her view of the world changes entirely the day she meets him for the very first time.

      

      Emanuel Beckett, Duke of Helmsfield, lost himself twenty years ago—the day his parents were killed and his leg was amputated. Enraged by the upcoming marriage his aunt arranged without his consent, he realizes he has no other choice but to comply.

      

      But a smoldering attraction between them burns all initial doubts and a relentless courting begins...

      

      When an unexpected encounter awakens old memories for Emmanuel, he realises Isabella was the one holding the key to his redemption all along. In the blink of an eye, he will be led to the moment he had been waiting for his entire life: finding out what really happened the night his parents died.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          A Chance Meeting

        

      

    

    
      Diana Addison, Viscountess of Gefferton sat down at the table to write to her dear friend Helen, who she had not seen since they were both debutantes, nigh on thirty years ago.

      

      She paused, marveling at how fast time flew. The last time they were together, both were unmarried and breathlessly hopeful of catching a man’s eye during the Season. Now they were wives and mothers, whose husbands served at Whitehall together. It was quite unfortunate that they had not seen each other in all that time.

      

      She had heard at Lady Caldwell’s Venetian breakfast that Helen, Lady Edric Beckett, was in Town, seeking a bride for her nephew. There was a lot of talk as to why her nephew—whom Diana understood was a Duke, and extremely well off—would not simply participate in the Season. Quite a lot of conjecture, some of it very uncharitable, had been bandied about as to why this was so. Some said he was utterly hideous, while others had heard rumors that he was crippled. The on-dits were rather varied and some quite vicious. Diana felt bad for her former friend.

      

      If, indeed, Lady Edric was seeking a bride for her nephew, Diana might know just the girl.

      

      “Mother? Have you seen my book? I cannot seem to find it.” Her daughter, Isabella, walked absentmindedly into the room, eyes everywhere except on her mother, searching for whatever book she had lost.

      

      “No, I have not seen your book. I do not know which book you have currently pilfered from your father’s library. I suspect that if the servants ran across it as they cleaned, then they would have done the proper thing and returned it.”

      

      Her daughter sighed at her, large aggrieved brown eyes regarding her with disappointment. She tossed her chestnut hair haughtily over her shoulder, causing it to cascade in waves down her narrow back, framing her pale skin quite lovingly and highlighting the freckles across her nose. “I was reading it, Mother. They cannot just...take things as they please.”

      

      “Well, if you’re reading it, perhaps you shouldn’t leave it lying about.”

      

      Isabella glared daggers at her before she turned and flounced dramatically out of the room. Diana shook her head resignedly and with a sigh, returned to her letter. Yes, she was convinced that she and Helen could help each other. Helen required a bride for her nephew and Diana required a groom for her Isabella—bluestocking that she was, her daughter would probably not get married otherwise.
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel limped tiredly up the front steps, the edge of his prosthetic leg digging into the tip of his stump and causing him pain. He wanted nothing more than to take it off and rest. Pulling at his beard to distract himself, he absently nodded to the butler who greeted him as he walked through the front door. The butler was reaching for Emmanuel’s coat but he demurred, not wanting to stop until he could sit down.

      

      Stevens, the butler, obligingly followed him down the hall to his bed chamber. Because of the nature of his injury, this sometimes made climbing stairs a bit of a chore; it made sense to have his bed chamber on the first floor, right next to his study.

      

      Stevens waited—poised to help if needed—until Emmanuel had fallen into his leather armchair, before crossing to the armoire where a tray of drinks waited, to pour the Duke of Helmsfield a brandy.

      

      “Where’s Andrews?” Emmanuel looked up at Stevens as he handed him his drink.

      

      “Your valet shall be down momentarily, Your Grace. I have sent for him.”

      

      “Good man, Stevens. What would I do without you?”

      

      Stevens gave a stiff nod and the very ghost of a smile. “I expect you would manage, Your Grace.”

      

      Emmanuel opened his mouth to reply but at that moment the door opened and Andrews stepped in. He helped His Grace take off his breeches and then proceeded to unstrap his prosthetic leg at waist and thigh.

      

      “Shall I bring your soothing cream, Your Grace?” he asked as soon as he had set the leg to lean against Emmanuel’s chair.

      

      “If you would be so kind, my good man.”

      

      The door had scarcely closed behind Andrews when a tentative knock had Stevens opening it again to take the tray proferred. He placed it on the table so that it was accessible without Emmanuel having to move anything but his arm.

      

      “Some refreshments to tide you over until dinner time. I believe your aunt has invited company.”

      

      Emmanuel sighed. “What kind of company?”

      

      “A Lady Gefferton, I believe.”

      

      Emmanuel slumped further into his seat in defeat. “Will Lord Edric be joining us for this dinner?”

      

      Stevens cleared his throat to disguise his amused smile. “I believe he said something about a meeting at White’s.”

      

      Emmanuel grimaced. “Coward. He would leave me to parry his wife’s friends on my own?”

      

      Stevens almost grinned. “He said to tell you that he would have invited you along but Lady Edric was quite adamant that you attend her dinner.”

      

      Emmanuel frowned in suspicion. He loved his aunt, but her endless scheming to ‘ensure his happiness’ as she put it, was wearing on his soul. He had been quite content to sit out this trip to Town, but she had been quite insistent that a man of two-and-twenty could not be left to potter about on his own at his vast Helmsfield estate. Oh no, the only thing for it was for him to accompany his aunt and uncle for the Season.

      

      When he had pish-poshed that notion, she had declared that she and Lord Edric were far too old to be traveling on their own. Would he abandon his own living relatives...and on and on. It had been easier to simply give in to her demands.

      

      He and Uncle Edric had learned early on that doing whatever Aunt Helen said was the quickest path to peace.

      

      He just did not see why he had to sup with her friends while Uncle Edric went free. There was no doubt about it; Aunt Helen was up to something.

      

      “Stevens? Pass me the bottle of brandy, would you please? If I am to dine with the Devil, I must fortify myself.”

      

      Stevens inclined his head, “Yes, Your Grace.” He went to the drinks tray, retrieved the rest of the brandy, and put it carefully down next to Emmanuel’s glass.

      

      “Is there anything else I may get you, Your Grace? Some laudanum, perhaps?”

      

      Emmanuel shook his head. “Thank you, but no. The brandy alone will do.”

      

      Andrews came back in, brandishing the soothing cream triumphantly. Stevens bowed to Emmanuel. “I shall leave you to it, then.”

      

      He walked out of the room, leaving Andrews to rub the cream carefully into Emmanuel’s stump. The Duke leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes, determined to enjoy what peace was available to him before his aunt’s latest scheme came to fruition.
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        * * *

      

      “Emmanuel dear, so glad you could join us,” his Aunt Helen said, as he walked into the drawing room later that evening.

      

      He smiled as well as he could while still feeling quite put out about having to be there. “I would not have missed it for the world.”

      

      His aunt turned to their guest with a smile. “May I introduce my nephew, Emmanuel Beckett, Duke of Helmsfield?”

      

      The lady curtsied with a smile. “Very pleased to meet you, Your Grace.”

      

      “And this is Diana Addison, Viscountess of Gefferton,” Aunt Helen said to Emmanuel.

      

      He bowed to her. “The pleasure is all mine, Lady Gefferton.”

      

      The ladies took a seat and then Emmanuel followed. There was an awkward moment where both Lady Gefferton and his aunt began speaking at the same time. Emmanuel smiled, wondering at the air of tension in the room. He cocked an eyebrow at them both.

      

      “Lady Gefferton and I knew each other back when we were both still debutantes. She very kindly wrote to me when she heard that we were in Town.”

      

      “How nice to have a reunion with an old friend. I expect you have much to talk about. Perhaps I should—?”

      

      “Oh no, no, no, Nephew. Stay.” His aunt knew exactly what he was trying to do. “I’ve just been telling dear Lady Gefferton everything about you and she was so eager to make your acquaintance.”

      

      Emmanuel’s brow furrowed with concern, not inclined to believe any of that. Nevertheless, he endeavored to smile and prepared to be as sociable as he could manage.
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        * * *

      

      Isabella looked up as her mother came into her room, smiling in welcome. “Did you have a good dinner?”

      

      Diana smiled. “I had an excellent dinner, my dear, thank you so much for asking.”

      

      Isabella frowned in confusion at the air of happiness bubbling around her mother. “You’re welcome.”

      

      She waited for her mother to say something else to explain her excessive joy, but Diana simply stood bouncing on her feet and smiling widely at Isabella. It was most strange.

      

      After waiting a while with no forthcoming clarifications, Isabella returned to her reading of Gulliver’s Travels. A story that was also quite strange, and unbelievable.

      

      “Isabella?” her mother spoke just as she was sinking back into Lilliput. She looked up with barely disguised annoyance. “Yes, Mother?”

      

      “I have some news for you. I hope you will like it.”

      

      “Indeed, Mother? What is it?”

      

      Diana took a deep breath and closed her eyes; when she opened them they were shining with glee. “I think I have found you a husband.”

      

      Isabella blinked incredulously at her mother. “I beg your pardon?”

      

      Diana leaned forward, sighing with happiness. “I said, I think I have found you a husband.”

      

      The color drained from Isabella’s cheeks and she felt her hands go cold with the shock of it. “No.”

      

      Diana stiffened, looking taken aback. “What do you mean, no?”

      

      Isabella’s nerveless fingers let the book drop to the carpet. She got to her feet. “Mother, I am a grown woman of almost one-and-twenty and that means I am perfectly capable of making up my own mind. You cannot simply present me with your choice of husband as if we are barbarians.”

      

      Her mother was not going to stand for it. “Isabella, you have shown no interest in any man. Your father and I are getting on in years. You know that. All your sisters are married and settled. It is just you. We are beginning to fear that we shall pass away before you choose a groom. It is time, Isabella, and he's a good man.”

      

      “Who is this man who'd agreed to marry me sight unseen? What is wrong with him? Is he some kind of ogre? Or is it some old man in search of one more wife to warm his bed as he dies?”

      

      Diana frowned. “Don’t be crude, Isabella.”

      

      Isabella pouted. “Well, then, tell me. Who is this man?”

      

      “He is the nephew of a friend of mine, a Duke even, and very amiable. You shall like him.” She puffed herself up. “And I take great exception to the notion that I would throw you to the wolves, Isabella Caroline Addison.”

      

      Isabella had the grace to look shamefaced. “I apologize, Mother, but it is a shock. You had not even said anything about looking for a husband for me.”

      

      “I was not looking. But when Lady Edric invited me to dinner and introduced me to her nephew, I knew you would make an excellent match. Lady Edric agreed with me.”

      

      “And what does this Duke have to say for himself?”

      

      Diana looked away. “You shall have plenty of time to find that out, my dear.”

      

      Isabella narrowed her eyes at her mother. She knew her mother well, including all her little quirks.

      

      What are you hiding from me, Mother?

      

      She knew there was something afoot because Lady Gefferton was behaving too strange for this to be a run-of-the-mill matchmaking venture. It was not like her mother to be so evasive while making sure to reveal the man’s most obvious attribute, that he was a Duke.

      

      Is the title supposed to compensate for some horrible failing? Oh dear…I really hope not.

      

      Isabella trusted her mother, she did, but she could not shake the feeling that there was more going on than she was being told. She could not help being suspicious. With all the stories that she read, with devious villains getting one over the hero or heroine, it was almost second nature to her now.

      

      In this story, this Duke is definitely the villain.

      

      Already, he was casting a long, dark shadow in her life and they had yet to meet.

      

      Isabella had no real interest in marriage, an institution she knew was inescapable. At her coming out, her mind had been filled with visions of Prince Charmings who would come and sweep her off her feet. They would understand her passion for books and even share it. It would be something they had in common that would cement an everlasting love for each other.

      

      However, throughout that first Season, she had met not one man who fitted her criteria. Over the years, her disillusionment had only deepened. Her parents indulged her foibles for she was the last-born child. She had always known it could not last forever.

      

      Isabella hoped fervently that her prospective husband would at least let her keep her books.
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        * * *

      

      “Good morning, Emmanuel. I trust the new day finds you well?”

      

      Emmanuel nodded. “Aunt,” he said shortly.

      

      She did not press him for further conversation. The Duke was always a bit slow and grumpy in the morning before he had an invigorating cup of coffee. He pulled at his beard as he waited for the footman to fill his cup to the brim and serve him a plate of kippers.

      

      Helen thoughtfully watched him eat, wondering how best to break the news to him. He focused on his plate, to the exclusion of all else, until he was done with his breakfast. Then he leaned back and turned to face her. “What news, Aunt?”

      

      She dropped her spoon, startled. “Hmm?”

      

      “You have been sitting there staring, clearly dying to tell me something. So go ahead, tell me.”

      

      Helen sat frozen, caught quite wrong-footed. “I...what makes you say that?”

      

      Emmanuel snorted, stroking his long roan beard, a shade lighter than his copper-tinted chestnut mane. “I know you well, Aunt, and you have been plotting and scheming for days. Now put me out of my misery and tell me what dastardly plans you have made for me behind my back.”

      

      Helen sputtered. “I have done no such thing.”

      

      Emmanuel folded his arms and waited, his blue gaze fixed on the fresh faced, round cheeked, green-eyed innocent visage his aunt presented.

      

      She sighed. “All right, then, I shall tell you.” She took a deep breath and favored him with her brightest smile. “I have found you a bride.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Taking Matters to Hand

        

      

    

    
      Emmanuel closed his eyes. “I beg your pardon? I did not hear you clearly.”

      

      Lady Edric sighed, “You did, indeed, hear me clearly, Nephew. I have found you a bride.”

      

      “And how did you manage that without my knowledge or participation?” Emmanuel glared at her. His eyes might have shot actual arrows at her if, indeed, he was capable of such a thing.

      

      “You have been evading this issue for years, my dear. I had to take matters into my own hands.”

      

      “And who is this paragon you have found for me to marry? And why has she agreed to marry a man sight unseen?”

      

      “Well…” Lady Edric looked away and Emmanuel tensed for her next words. “The truth is, she hasn't seen you…but her mother has.”

      

      “Her moth—” Emmanuel stopped, his mind going back to the dinner party. The one his aunt had insisted he attend. With her friend, Lady...Emmanuel could not recall her name.

      

      “Did her daughter know of these machinations?”

      

      “What machinations, Emmanuel? You make us sound like a couple of villains.”

      

      Emmanuel simply rolled his eyes. “Did you tell them of my infirmity?”

      

      Lady Edric inhaled sharply. “How many times must I tell you, Emmanuel? It does not matter. But I informed Lady Gefferton of what happened to you.”

      

      “And? Was she not scandalized that you expected her daughter to shackle herself to one such as I?”

      

      “No, she was not. She met you and she saw that you are a good man who would make a great husband to her daughter.”

      

      Emmanuel snorted, “You aver that she gave no thought to my appearance?”

      

      Lady Edric deliberately misunderstood. “She thought your appearance was very pleasing to the eye.”

      

      Emmanuel was very skeptical of his aunt’s plans but he was used to her taking the most outlandish liberties with his own and his Uncle Edric’s lives. However, even for her, this was going too far.

      

      It was only his love for her, and his knowledge that everything she did, she thought was for his own good, that stopped him from becoming extremely angry.

      

      I shall just let it all play itself out and when it ends in disaster, then Aunt Helen will have learned her lesson.

      

      Emmanuel sat back with a sigh. “All right, then, we will bury our heads in the sand and then act surprised when this eminent bride runs away screaming as soon as she sees me.”

      

      “I am quite confident that will not happen.”
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        * * *

      

      “Does he like to read?”

      

      Diana was not surprised that Isabella was still on the subject of her prospective husband. This had been going on for three days now, and nothing she said seemed to reassure the girl. “I’m quite sure he enjoys stories, my dear. Perhaps you can read to him.”

      

      Isabella's eyes narrowed. “Why? Is he blind?”

      

      Diana sighed tiredly, getting to her feet. “Do me one favor, darling child, and save your questions for your future husband. All right?”

      

      “Am I not to be offered even the appearance of choice?”

      

      Diana deflated, dropping back into her seat. She reached for Isabella’s hands. “Of course, darling. Of course, you get a choice. All I ask is that you give this man a fair chance.”

      

      Isabella sniffed, wiping a lone tear off her cheek. “Fine, Mother. I shall give him a chance. When am I to meet this paragon of virtue?”

      

      Diana smiled. “I shall write to his aunt and propose a date.”

      

      Isabella nodded and then got to her feet, releasing her mother's hands. “I shall retire to my quarters now. The Count awaits me.”

      

      Diana shook her head. “Darling, when we meet these people, try to speak in everyday conversation, would you? I do not want him to think you mad?”

      

      Isabella laughed. “I promise nothing, Mother. If he cannot stand me just the way I am, then how are we to deal with each other?”

      

      Diana groaned under her breath. “You shall be the death of me one day, Isabella.”

      

      She pinched her mother's cheeks. “You’re ever so dramatic, Mother. And you wonder where I get it from.”

      

      With that, she skipped out of the room, greeting the butler amiably as she passed him at the door. The butler bowed solemnly back, before turning to Lady Gefferton. “Will you be needing anything else, My Lady?”

      

      Diana merely groaned again, getting to her feet as well. “Yes. Bring me a brandy. I shall be in the library if anyone needs me.”

      

      “Yes, My Lady.”
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        * * *

      

      “I understand you are getting married.” Emmanuel’s Uncle, Lord Edric Beckett, came into the library where he was reading and sat in the armchair opposite him.

      

      “Wherever would you have heard that?” Emmanuel’s tone was droll and he did not look up from his book.

      

      “Your aunt was asking me about a date, for when our two families can meet. Apparently, she has a letter from Lady Gefferton enquiring about the same.”

      

      That made Emmanuel look up. “Is that so? And what did you tell her?”

      

      “I told her that I am not the one whose availability she should be ascertaining.”

      

      Emmanuel dropped his book on the side table, leaning forward with a sigh. “What am I to do about this, Uncle? This girl has agreed to marry me sight unseen. No doubt, she shall change her mind when she learns who her groom is fated to be. I feel that we shall subject ourselves to a huge amount of worry and pain for no reason.”

      

      “Lady Edric says she has already apprised the family of the situation.”

      

      Emmanuel loved his aunt and uncle, and he knew they loved him, but sometimes he wished that they would just face facts. He was a cripple. He did not have a situation or special circumstances—he was a one-legged duke—as his staff called him behind his back. He had accepted it, and he did not need to be coddled. He gave a deep sigh, picked up his book, and went back to reading it.

      

      “I told her that this weekend would be a good time,” his uncle said.

      

      Emmanuel looked up. “I shall be sure to avail myself.”

      

      Lord Edric leaned forward, patting Emmanuel on the thigh. “It’s going to be all right, you shall see.”

      

      Emmanuel stretched his lips in imitation of a smile and nodded. “I know that, Uncle. Do not worry about me. I shall be fine. I think I shall go up to the pond tomorrow and do some fishing. We could serve our guests fresh fish for dinner.” Emmanuel got to his feet before his uncle could say anything else, and walked out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      “Mother, are we quite sure about this dinner? I don't have a thing to wear,” Isabella said.

      

      Diana laughed. “I feel sure if you look inside of your armoire you will find several gowns that are suitable for a dinner with a prospective mate. I know this because I have had these gowns made for you, including a purple beauty that the dressmaker delivered not last week!”

      

      “Oh. That. I had forgotten about that gown. It did fit me very well.”

      

      “Indeed. And the purple brought out the ivory of your skin quite becomingly.” She brushed a stray auburn curl off her face as she blinked at her daughter, hazel eyes shining with tired amusement.

      

      Isabella grinned with delight. “Why, thank you. How very nice of you to say.”

      

      Diana snorted, raising her eyes heavenward. “Now if there are no more protests, please have your lady’s maid coiffure your hair so that we may attempt to be on time.”
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        * * *

      

      Isabella had, of course, done her research on the Duke. First, she looked him up in Debrett’s Peerage, which wasn’t very helpful. Then she had asked her lady’s maid to tell her all the gossip that was said about him. So far, she was not impressed.

      

      She could well anticipate the ton’s reaction should The Times publish a paragraph announcing the engagement of His Grace, the Duke of Helmsfield to The Honorable Isabella Caroline Addison. She imagined the opinions people up and down the country would quickly form. The thoughts they would feel compelled to share with one another.

      

      “Did you hear about the strangest match yet? A cripple and an on-the-shelf bluestocking?”

      

      “Is he deaf as well as a cripple? He will need to be to tolerate her endless opinions.”

      

      “Well, I do not know which of them is the more desperate.”

      

      Some would be vocal and others through the written word. Tongues would wag, letters would be written, and telegrams swiftly delivered. All because the notorious bluestocking had finally found a person to tolerate her strangeness in the form of an equal outcast. A man with a missing limb.

      

      She had a substantial dowry, which would mean that some—mostly the unmarried men she had turned down—would grumble that the eccentric Duke had no business getting married.

      

      With the nature of his injury, there was no way he could give his wife the full attention she needed, they would argue. Besides, who would represent all those flawed bachelors now? Who could they point to, to show the world that a man’s happiness did not depend on a coquettish woman hanging off his arm and spending his hard earned blunt on new bonnets?

      

      Isabella smiled as she imagined the uproar. It was almost worth it to agree to this madness, just to see it.

      

       However, the majority of the gossipers would undoubtedly be quite happy about the announcement. It would only be right and proper, they would say, that a Duke should take a wife and start a family.

      

      The country needed titled gentlemen to father children. The future depended on it. It was their Duty. Not to marry and accept all its trappings would be the height of selfishness. Many would spare a thought for the many, many men that came back from the Napoleonic Wars missing legs, or arms, or eyes.

      

      Of course, a sizeable number of women would despair over Isabella's well-being and sanity. They would see themselves in her, one way or another, depending on the fortune or lack thereof of their own marriages.

      

      “His Grace does not know how to keep a wife,” they might moan.

      

      “He does not behave like nobility!”

      

      “He is known to be eccentric!”

      

      “He does not mingle with the ton at all.”

      

      He would drive a delicate, sheltered lady like Isabella insane even before their First Anniversary.

      

      Poor girl!

      

      Isabella could well sympathize with his imaginary detractors.

      

      How would we even—?

      

      Despite all her wide reading, Isabella did not even know how to complete the thought.

      

      She could hear carriage wheels and horse hooves rumbling and clattering on the cobblestones. The fashionable hour was coming up and it would only get noisier as the evening drew on.

      

      She had become quite accustomed to the din and by now, Isabella barely heard it unless she was specifically listening for it. This evening, however, in the midst of her restless impatience to have this evening over with, Isabella found it impossible not to hear every creak and clatter and clip-clop that rang out over the street.

      

      She got to her feet, drawing an infuriated hiss from her lady’s maid, Samantha, who was still tending to her toilette.

      

      “Miss?”

      

      Isabella padded across the hardwood floor, pulled on her slippers, and wrapped her dressing gown tightly around herself. She crossed over to her dressing room to find the gown her mother had been talking about earlier. 

      

      Isabella considered herself fortunate to have such a room all to herself. She had once shared it with her three older sisters, but one by one, they had gotten married and left. Now she was alone, and content to be so for as long as possible. It was another point of gossip amongst the ton—she could not blame them—it was unusual not to have set one’s cap at someone by now.

      

      And it’s not as if I wouldn’t like to set my cap at someone; it’s just that nobody has come along who interests me.

      

      Simply and comfortably furnished, the dressing room had a wide wardrobe, full-length mirror, and dressing table. In the corner, behind a screen, were a washbasin and chamber pot.

      

      Although improving her looks was not a matter she dwelt on, Isabella did have her ornate remedy box. In it were jars of face creams to improve the quality of her skin, pots of powders, flasks of perfumes and even exotic oils, and brushes to apply her powders. Whilst she favored the natural look worn by all the heroines in the books she read, she had no desire to appear at dinner with blemishes or spots on her face. Especially if she was wont to be judged by her sisters. She was very careful, too, to cover the freckles that blossomed on her nose every time she went in strong sun without an appropriate hat. She was so tired of hearing that lecture from her mother.

      

      She shifted a few things around in the box until she found the red paper she had purchased from the local stationery shop. She carefully cut off a small square with her sewing scissors, then dipped it into the bowl of water, before pressing the square to her lips and cheeks.

      

      The red dye transferred from the paper to her face, coloring her features slightly, but not blatantly so. Next, she used burnt cork to darken her eyebrows. She knew that her mother would know what she did, but she would never comment on it. She would pretend not to know about it, just as Isabella would not comment on her mother’s rouged cheeks. Some secrets were between a lady and her lady’s maid.

      

      That all taken care of, it was time to get dressed.

      

      Isabella went behind the screen, took off her dressing gown, and replaced it with a pair of split-drawers and a chemise. It was starting to get cold, away from the fire as she was. However, once they were in a warm drawing room, the easily washed chemise would be good for absorbing any perspiration at dinner, protecting her corset and silk gown.

      

      “Would you like me to help you with anything, Miss?” her lady’s maid was hovering between her bedchamber and dressing room.

      

      Isabella tended to dress herself daily and sometimes Samantha did not know whether to go or stay. Isabella waved vaguely at her—she would need her to adjust her stays. Samantha’s hands were usually sweaty, and Isabella had found that she just did not like to be touched all willy-nilly.

      

      She came out from behind the screen and once again sat down in the chair to pull on a pair of white, woolen stockings, which came above her knees, followed by her black boots. She knew it was strange to be sitting there in her underclothes and boots, but she also knew it was the least cumbersome way to get dressed. Her mother had told her so, and she believed her.

      

      She was proud of her boots. They had become wildly popular, even for daywear. This was the first time she dared wear them to dinner. This pair had been a present from her father. They were of good quality, reaching up to her calves, but fastened by a long row of lacing. Samantha did them up, bent over quite awkwardly. Her experience in the task meant that she did not, thankfully, take too long.

      

      After her lady’s maid was done, Isabella got to her feet. It was time to don her corset. She stood still while Samantha draped it on her and then deftly laced it as Isabella watched in the looking glass.

      

      Samantha, behind her, tugged her corset laces one final time before Isabella secured them into a bow across her stomach. Samantha smoothly inserted the busk in its pocket, running down the front of the corset. Isabella paused to admire her figure in the glass. 

      

      She reached for her bustle pad, and tied it on so it was at her back. It was an older fashion but her mother insisted she use it with this gown. Her new gown had a narrower skirt than usual, with all the fullness at the back. The pad helped the skirt stand out from her body, elegantly flowing, rather than hanging like a rag.

      

       Quickly, she donned her cotton petticoat, and allowed Samantha to adjust it across the bustle pad. It was very important the cut of the petticoat bodice neckline matched her gown, and that the gathers of the skirt also followed the style of her gown. Her mother had already checked this, but Isabella was impatient to see for herself how the gown lay over the petticoat.

      

      Thankfully, the foundation gown was a less fussy item of clothing, no buttons for a start. It was made of purple silk; Isabella was able to easily lift it over her head and pull it down into place on top of the petticoat.

      

       The purple apron over-skirt, with gold trim, followed. As before, Isabella lifted it over her head and pulled it into place. It was secured in place by cords, so Isabella stood still to allow Samantha to tie it so that the knots were hidden. The waistline was quite high, and the bodice wide but short. The puff sleeves also drew attention to her bust. Isabella checked her reflection in the mirror. The gown lengthened her silhouette, made her waist look tiny, and her skin the coolest ivory.

      

      The Duke might be pleased with what he sees.

      

       She looked over her appearance once more and judged herself quite presentable. A glance at the carriage clock told her that today it had only taken her eleven minutes to dress, twenty if she wanted to include the time spent on her hair.

      

      Not bad for a bluestocking.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          On-Dit

        

      

    

    
      It was a well-known fact that the Duke of Helmsfield, of note for having lost his limb in some tragic accident in his youth—said accident also having killed his parents—had some queer ways about him.

      

      Amongst the more notable was a luxuriously crafted prosthetic lower leg and foot that he used to move around with. It was made of a wooden shank and socket and had a steel knee joint as well as an articulated foot that was controlled by catgut tendons from knee to ankle, as the maker, James Potts, had designed it to do. There was a great deal of curiosity, talk, and legend around his leg. People whispered that he kept the knife that had killed his parents in there.

      

      Her mother had told Isabella all these things as they rode, together with her father, Colin Addison, Viscount of Gefferton, to Helmsfield House. Isabella listened quietly—a rather unusual thing for her—mostly because to her surprise, she felt quite sorry for the Duke.

      

      His Grace had been embroiled in a situation that was far beyond his control. He had lost a limb in the process. Now the ton thought him strange for trying to live within his changed circumstances to the best of his abilities!

      

      It was sad that he had to endure such suffering and censure.

      

      It must be so lonely for him.

      

      Suddenly, Isabella could not wait to meet him. People had called her eccentric, too, for her love of books and stories about pirates and other villains.

      

      She did not understand why people always disparaged what they did not understand. It was the height of ignorance. She decided there and then that however repulsive he looked, she would take care to treat him with the utmost consideration and respect—just as she would anyone else.

      

      At the very least, we could be friends.

      

      Therefore, she was quite taken aback, when they arrived, to be introduced to a tall, strong man, who was quite attractive with his well-groomed beard, his warm blue gaze, and his genuine smile. It seemed she had been misled. Now she was wondering why he needed his aunt to help him find a wife.

      

      The Duke’s aunt stepped forward after their introduction and wrapped her in an embrace. Isabella stiffened, not having been held so close by a stranger in her entire life.

      

      “I am so happy to meet you,” Lady Edric gushed as her husband smiled indulgently, smoking a cheroot by the fireplace. The Duke stood next to his aunt, hands clasped loosely behind his back. He gave a commiserating smile as if he knew exactly what she was thinking about his aunt. Isabella hoped not because she was thinking that Lady Edric might be a sixpence short of a shilling.

      

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, too,” she replied in the most mild-mannered tone she could find, hoping that would quell Lady Edric’s enthusiasm. She turned to her mother. “I believe you know my mother, Lady Gefferton?”

      

      Lady Edric veritably beamed. “Yes, I do.” She proceeded to give Diana the same treatment she had given Isabella. “I am so happy to have you in my home again. And for such a happy occasion.” Her smile could light up the world.

      

      Isabella snuck a glance at the Duke, to see how he was taking all this excess emotion. He had a slightly amused smile on his face, eyes downcast, as if he was used to these mawkish displays. Her father cleared his throat and Isabella jumped. She had almost forgotten he was there. Thankfully, her mother was turning to present him to the company.

      

      “Your Grace, Lord and Lady Edric, may I present my husband, Lord Gefferton.” Her father stepped forward, a solemn look on his face as he bowed to the Duke, Lady and Lord Edric. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      

      “The pleasure is all mine.” His Grace bowed his head at her father and smiled. Isabella could not help smiling, too. Things were going well so far.

      

      “Please, have a seat. What will you have to drink?” Lady Edric hastened to make them feel welcome. Isabella took her cue from her and smiled widely, sitting on the couch Lady Edric pointed to, being not in the least surprised when the Duke took a seat next to her.
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel settled himself in the seat next to Miss Addison, feeling his hands shake slightly at her nearness. She smelled of daisies and honey cake, she was young and innocent in the purest sense of those words. She could not want to be here, with him. She turned to him with a demure, expectant smile, eyes bright with interest.

      

      He returned her smile, casting around for some trifle to begin their conversation with. A compliment, he decided, would do nicely.

      

      “Your gown is most becoming, Miss Addison.”

      

      Her smile grew wider. “I like your beard, Your Grace.”

      

      That got a raised eyebrow from him. It was captivatingly direct. “Why, thank you, Miss Addison.” He stroked said beard, unable to keep from smiling happily, “I devote many hours to keeping it well groomed.”

      

      “It shows.” She gave him an impish grin and he glanced around at the others in the room, wanting to be certain that they were not eavesdropping on this most unusual conversation.

      

      His aunt was prattling on about something while the others pretended to listen, giving Emmanuel and his intended as much privacy as they were able. He heaved a relieved sigh before turning back to Miss Addison with a grin of his own.

      

      “Would you like to touch it?”

      

      Her laugh was quiet but heartfelt. “Not just at the moment, no.”

      

      “Oh,” he let his face fall theatrically as if she might have thrust an arrow through his heart with her refusal and her laugh was louder and more delighted. That caused everyone else in the room to stop speaking and begin smiling indulgently at them.

      

      “Is everything all right?” Lady Gefferton asked, an eyebrow raised at her daughter.

      

      “Yes, Mother.” Miss Addison’s tone was a trifle sharp and Emmanuel looked from one to the other, wondering at the unsaid things beneath the look that flashed between mother and daughter. In a trice though, the girl’s attention was back on him, and her mother was speaking with his aunt.

      

      “Do you read?”

      

      He was slightly taken aback by the abrupt change in subject but went along with it. “Why, yes, I do.”

      

      “Oh, and what are you reading now?” She looked so earnest, her large brown eyes swallowing her face. He stiffened as he noticed the line of freckles dotting her nose.

      

      What would she do if I leaned down, stuck my tongue out and licked along that line? Would she lean into me? Or push me away?

      

      The question made his britches tighten in a most uncomfortable way and he hoped he would not be required to stand for quite a while. Her freckles seemed to wink knowingly at him and he transferred his gaze to her lips.

      

      Big mistake.

      

      He swallowed as he tried to recall her question. “Well, currently I am reading The Rime of the Ancient Mariner by Samuel Taylor Coleridge.”

      

      Miss Addison gasped, stiffening and straightening her spine and inadvertently causing her bosom to thrust out at him. He was hard pressed to pay attention to her words. “Is that so? I have been asking and asking for my father to purchase it, but he will not.”

      

      “Well, it is not really suitable reading for a young lady such as yourself. The subject matter is a trifle disturbing.”

      

      Miss Addison thrust her chin defiantly at him. “I am not afraid of words in a book.”

      

      “Oh no, it is not the words you should fear, but what your imagination might do with them.”

      

      She stared at him as if he had just recited the Sermon on the Mount. “That is a very profound thought.”

      

      To his absolute horror, Emmanuel found that he was blushing. “Oh, well…I thank you.” He reached up to his neck, loosening his cravat slightly. The temperature in the room seemed to have risen. To his relief, the butler chose that moment to announce that dinner was served.

      

      Aunt Helen rose to her feet excitedly. “I arranged for us to eat under the stars, in the conservatory. I must say that the staff have outdone themselves. Follow me.”

      

      Emmanuel got to his feet, proffering his arm so that Miss Addison could take it. She slipped her arm into his with a smile and Emmanuel felt something in him let go…all the worry he had been carrying about this meeting dissipated.

      

      Isabella did not watch him as they walked, or ask if she should adjust her steps to accommodate his gait. He was grateful for that. In spite of his doubts about it all, he had spent hours upon hours practicing how to walk without the slightest indication of a limp. She smiled at him, letting him lead her to the glass-framed room, the front wall of which opened onto a large veranda.

      

      Lanterns had been strung up in the trees outside and several musicians were employed with providing a soft and romantic musical background just out of sight, on the veranda. Torches were set at intervals along the garden paths just beyond a large grassy area.

      

      Then they all sat down to their meal.

      

      Emmanuel had to admit that his aunt had outdone herself when it came to setting the scene. Every ton hostess pursued the new and unusual, wanting to create a memorable event that would be talked about all Season. With the weather turning from spring to summer, it was cool enough that they could enjoy the soft air that carried the delicate scents of white blooming flowers, eerily glowing in the moonlight. The seemingly infinite number of candles allowed them to eat comfortably yet didn’t impinge on the romantic shimmering of the stars and moon. The light played upon Miss Addison’s face, casting her in a warm glow that made her seem almost ethereal; a creature from another realm come to enchant him.

      

      She spoiled the illusion by turning to grin at him, her almost childlike delight in the setting making his chest swell with happiness, even though he had nothing to do with bringing it about. “This is lovely.”

      

      He nodded his agreement. “Indeed. My aunt wanted this night to be very special for us.”

      

      “Well, she succeeded….or at least, I think so.” She suddenly looked uncertain and Emmanuel could not have that.

      

      “I think so, too. Here, may I get you a glass of claret?”

      

      “Oh, thank you, Your Grace. That is so kind.”

      

      Emmanuel nodded, at a loss for what to say and signaled for the footman to pour the wine. The soup was served soon after and the dinner table quieted down as everyone focused on their meal.

      

      Emmanuel took the chance to study the girl’s father. They had barely spoken two words to each other and Emmanuel thought he should remedy that fairly soon. If Lord Gefferton were to be his father-in-law, it would be good for them to be on friendly terms. Especially since he did not look as comfortable as his wife and daughter with this arrangement.
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        * * *

      

      Isabella was floating.

      

      The atmosphere, the wine, the conversation…everything was exceeding her wildest expectations. She had expected to meet an ogre, a repulsive man, a man for whom she might extend a charitable hand of friendship and feel at the very most, pity for him.

      

      Instead, she had been introduced to the Duke of Helmsfield. The manner in which he was unfazed by her ‘mad’ talk—as her mother would put it—his wise words, his captivating blue eyes, and warm smile all served to intoxicate her as much as the wine. She was beginning to think that this match might just have been made in Heaven.

      

      She turned to watch the Duke as he ate his pudding slowly, his eyes guarded as he studied her parents. She wondered what he could possibly be thinking. She turned her head to study them, too, trying to see them through his eyes.

      

      Her mother sparkled with wit—and a myriad of jewelry—as she was wont to do. She made one feel at ease with her grace. She was poised, the very epitome of a lady. Continuously despairing of making a lady out of Isabella, she nevertheless accepted all her foibles without judgment.

      

      Her father was a different case.

      

      He was aloof, cold…he concerned himself with their financial welfare and general well-being, but he was not one to engage with his children. Isabella was aware that she hardly knew him. They lived like ships passing in the night; she occupied by her reading and her mother’s attempts to teach her to sew, knit, and do needlework, play the piano and sing.

      

      She had been unsuccessful in all but the knitting. Isabella did enjoy the rhythmic clackety-clack of needles as she forged a scarf out of bits of wool. She could sew as well, because it was a necessary skill, but found no enjoyment in it. Her piano playing was mediocre at best and she dare not sing in company, though she was not above belting out a ribald verse or two, when she came across it in her reading. Only when she was alone, of course.

      

      In her father’s company, she tended to be silent, the very picture of demure obedience. She knew he liked it that way, and imitated her older sisters in that regard. He had barely spoken a word to His Grace or his family. Isabella supposed that was bordering on rude. She did not think that was his intention, however, perhaps he was simply uncomfortable in their company.

      

      He was not normally an amiable man but he was generally unflappable. A Gefferton always kept calm in a crisis. Yet Isabella could detect a film of sweat on his forehead. It was barely warm even with the soft breeze and so Isabella could not imagine why her father would be perspiring…unless he was anxious in some way.

      

      A Gefferton always moved forward—Isabella felt her life was moving more tonight than it had since her Presentation and first Season.

      

      Perhaps he is worried that I will reject the Duke because of his leg?

      

      Isabella turned at once, to smile at His Grace, and to show him in every way that she was interested in furthering their acquaintance. The music swelled as the footmen brought a syllabub.

      

      “Do you dance?” the words had escaped from her mouth before Isabella realized how inappropriate they might be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Dining Out

        

      

    

    
      Emmanuel could see the horror in her eyes at her question. She was absolutely embarrassed and yet, it was clearly asked with the purest intentions possible.

      

      “I am quite proficient in the new quadrille,” he answered, pretending not to notice her embarrassment. “They’re quite short.”

      

      “I do fine going forward, or even in a circular pattern. Stepping backward can trip me up. And lively bouncing is to be avoided,” he explained.

      

      “Oh…well that’s nice. Perhaps next time we are at an assembly room we shall dance together.” Her cheeks were flying her colors even as she tried to be composed.

      

      “Or we could do our own dancing right here. We have music.” He pointed at the grassy lawn between the veranda and flower beds, “and we have a very nice dancing floor. I have long wanted to try the waltz.”

      

      Miss Addison giggled, glancing at her father. “I don’t think my father will like that,” she whispered.

      

      “Then allow me to accompany you on a walk around the garden. We shall be in plain sight of your parents the entire time, never fear.”

      

      Miss Addison got to her feet and Emmanuel followed suit. The others at the table stopped talking at once, regarding them expectantly.

      

      “Forgive us. The meal was rather heavy and Miss Addison and I thought to take the air. A walk around the garden would be an excellent remedy.”

      

      Lady Gefferton nodded. “You may go, Your Grace. But stay within sight.”

      

      Emmanuel bowed to her. “Of course, My Lady. We shall do that.” He took Miss Addison’s arm in his and walked her out to the grass, well aware that the two couples at the table were watching their every step, as was every servant within sight. With the sudden quiet, he was very mindful of the distinctive noise his wooden leg made every time the knee was flexed. He dismissed them all from his mind, focusing on Miss Addison and waiting with bated breath to hear what new idiosyncrasy would emerge from her mouth.

      

      Miss Addison walked quietly by his side, seeming to enjoy the night air. “It’s beautiful here. Do you live here throughout the year?”

      

      Emmanuel smiled at the compliment. “Thank you on behalf of the gardeners who labor all year round to keep it so. I am more of a country man myself and tend to travel back and forth between Town and my seat in Helmsfield. It is quiet there. I prefer it.”

      

      She glanced at him and opened her mouth as though to ask an unthinking question. But then she closed it again, brow furrowed in thought. “Why is that?”

      

      “Why is what?”

      

      “Why do you prefer the quiet of Helmsfield to the hustle and bustle of London?”

      

      Emmanuel laughed, quite taken by her diplomacy. Perhaps she was not such a complete child after all. “Well, over there, no one stands on ceremony. The staff have all known me since I was a babe and they are used to my…proclivities.”

      

      “Proclivities?” Emmanuel was glad to hear that she sounded more curiously interested than afraid.

      

      “Well, yes. I have a tendency to fling my cravat to the floor as soon as I enter the door at Helmsfield and not give it another thought until I leave. Sometimes, I leave the house without a coat.” He leaned forward as if confiding a great secret, “Some of the staff don’t even call me Your Grace.”

      

      Miss Addison laughed. “That must be a huge relief to you.”

      

      “Ah, yes. It can get awkward when the boy who used to show you how to climb trees one-legged is now your steward and is expected to bow every time he leaves your presence.”

      

      That got another tinkling laugh out of Miss Addison and her hand tightened on his arm. “So, what does he call you?”

      

      “Mostly idiot. Sometimes fool,” Emmanuel said just to hear that laugh again.

      

      “He does not, Your Grace, you are a shameless liar.” Her teeth shone in the torchlight as she grinned delightedly up at him, brown eyes alight. That disoriented him for a moment and he almost leaned in to capture her lips with his. Fortunately, he remembered himself in time and inhaled sharply instead.

      

      “Are you impugning my honor, young lady, by calling me a liar?”

      

      “Yes, I absolutely am,” she said with robust aplomb, “Now, what does he really call you?”

      

      Emmanuel grinned at her. “If I tell you, you have to take it to your grave.”

      

      Miss Addison laughed. “What? But if he calls you by this mythical name, does everyone at your estate not hear him?”

      

      “Of course not. We never use it if anyone else is around.”

      

      “Now I am intrigued. You must tell me.”

      

      Emmanuel just laughed. “I’ll make you a promise, Miss Addison. Once you have become the Duchess of Helmsfield, I shall tell you my secret.”

      

      Miss Addison pouted prettily at him. “I shall hold you to that, Your Grace. Do not think I will forget.”

      

      The bubble of happiness that had been floating around in Emmanuel’s chest burst with his joy. “You have my word.”
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        * * *

      

      Lady Gefferton leaned in to whisper in Helen’s ear. “They seem to be getting along well.”

      

      Helen smiled at her. “They do, don’t they?” Her eyes moved to Lady Gefferton’s husband. “Why does your husband not seem pleased by this development?”

      

      Lady Gefferton glanced at Lord Gefferton, shaking her head. “I do not know. Isabella is his last daughter. Perhaps he feels a sense of loss at her impending marriage.”

      

      “Ah.” Helen felt wistful at the thought of having children. She and Edric had not been able to conceive and while they were grief stricken at the loss of Edric’s brother and his dear beloved wife, they were grateful to have a son to raise as a result. “Your children will always be your children, whether they go away and get married or not. I am sure His Grace will always welcome you in his home.”

      

      Lady Gefferton smiled. “So, you think that he will make an offer?”

      

      Helen looked at her nephew, his eyes crinkled at the corners as he smiled back at Miss Addison, who was looking deep into his eyes. “I think we can expect future nuptials from them.” She turned to Lady Gefferton, “Don’t you?”

      

      They exchanged knowing smiles.
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        * * *

      

      An oppressive silence hung over the carriage on the journey home that Isabella did not understand. She glanced at her mother, asking with her eyes if something was the matter. She got a shake of Diana’s head for her efforts and a wordless plea to hush. Clearly her father was in one of his moods.

      

      It was a trifle annoying because Isabella was very eager to discuss the dinner party, and when exactly they could invite the Duke for a return visit. She sighed inwardly, knowing that her mother would make time, perhaps in the morning, to talk about it all.

      

      It was hard to contain her excitement but somehow, she held it in until they were home. Her father bowed to them at the bottom of the stairs and bade them good evening before continuing on to his study as Isabella and her mother climbed the stairs to bed.

      

      “He reads, Mother!” Isabella burst out, unable to hold it in for a moment more.

      

      “Well, of course he does. He has a degree from Cambridge. I expect he had to be able to read and write to be admitted.”

      

      Isabella slapped her mother’s arm lightly. “Oh, Mother. You know what I mean. He has many books and he promised me that when I go and visit him in Helmsfield he shall show me his library.”

      

      “When you go and visit? Hmm, did he invite you already?”

      

      “Don’t be silly, Mother. He wouldn’t do that without asking you first. But of course we shall go, shan’t we?” Isabella clutched her mother’s arm, daring her to say no. Diana merely laughed. “Well, you are singing a different tune now aren’t you, my girl? His Grace is not as hideous as you expected?”

      

      “He’s not hideous at all, Mother. He’s amusing and kind and he listens to me.” Isabella did a little skip. “I think we shall get on very well.”

      

      Lady Gefferton smiled. “Well, that is a relief. I was beginning to think you should never find anyone with whom you could get on.”

      

      “Oh, Mother, you’re so dramatic! You should join a play on Drury Lane.”

      

      “I just might at that,” her mother said, doing a tiny twirl on the landing, “Am I not the picture of grace and beauty?”

      

      Isabella laughed. “Of course you are, Mother. Now I shall bid you goodnight, Sarah Siddons, and allow you to go and practice for your first foray on the stage.”

      

      Diana hummed a ditty. “I shall do that. Sleep well, my love.”

      

      “Good night, Mother.”
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        * * *

      

      There was a letter waiting for Isabella on the breakfast tray the next morning.

      

      My dearest Miss Addison,

      

      Forgive me for my forwardness in writing to you in this manner. I felt I could not rest until I had put my thoughts to paper, and conveyed them to you. I want to thank you sincerely for your company last evening. I must say that I have rarely enjoyed the company of anyone as much as I enjoyed yours.

      

      I look forward to speaking with you again, soon, and hope to invite you down to Helmsfield as promised. I wish to show you the extensive gardens of my estate, and the lake at the bottom of the garden, that is not manmade. I have a boat that I take on the water, often times in the early mornings, and do some fishing when the mist has yet to lift from the air and the dew is on the grass. It is the quietest time of day, where I can catch my breakfast and watch the sun come up over the water.

      

      After I have caught some fish, I have it for breakfast, fried over an open flame. It is a beautiful way to begin the day. You are likely not interested in any of this, but I do assure you that with a warm shawl upon your shoulders it is a conducive environment for reading.

      

      Thank you for reading my ramblings. I am your most humble servant.

      

      Emmanuel, Duke of Helmsfield

      

      Isabella sighed, eyes closed, holding the letter to her chest.

      

      “Is something the matter?”

      

      Isabella looked up to see her mother watching her with concern. “Absolutely nothing. The Duke has written to me.”

      

      Diana came to sit by her side as a servant poured ale into her glass. “What did he say?”

      

      Isabella smiled. “Oh, Mother, you know that’s private.”

      

      “Private? Are you already sending love letters, my dear?”

      

      “You could say that. He was telling me about his estate and wanting to show it to me.”

      

      “That’s very sweet.”

      

      “It is. I have never had a gentleman write to me in this way. The way that he describes his estate…” Isabella shook her head wonderingly, “It’s beautiful.”

      

      “You always did like the written word.”

      

      “Indeed I did.”

      

      Mother and daughter smiled at each other.
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        * * *

      

      George Chandler, Lord Gefferton’s steward, stepped into his office, closing the door behind him.

      

      “My Lord, I have heard some disturbing news about your daughter’s impending nuptials.”

      

      Lord Gefferton did not look up. “Have you? And what is it that you have heard?”

      

      “His Grace, the Duke of Helmsfield is to be her intended?”

      

      Lord Gefferton put down his quill and leaned back in his chair. “He has yet to make an offer.”

      

      “But he will?”

      

      Lord Gefferton looked away. “I think so.”

      

      “My Lord, this might not be the best idea.”

      

      “Do you not think I don’t know that?”

      

      “So what will you do about it?”

      

      Lord Gefferton shook his head. “I do not know yet. Her mother made arrangements without speaking with me first and now things have been set in motion. I cannot stop them without a valid reason.”

      

      “The man has a peg leg. Is that not reason enough?”

      

      “Normally, yes. With any of my other daughters, I might have turned the tide on that alone. But my Isabella,” Lord Gefferton shook his head ruefully, “she fills her own head with stories of pirates and monsters. A peg leg will not faze her.”

      

      “Well then…you will have to make sure that—”

      

      “I well know what I have to make sure of, Chandler. You do not need to speak about it in this house.”

      

      Chandler narrowed his eyes. “You know what’s at stake, Gefferton.”

      

      “I do know, and I do not need you to remind me, thank you.”

      

      The man huffed in annoyance, turned on his heel and left.
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        * * *

      

      “Good morning, Nephew.”

      

      Emmanuel looked up from his breakfast. “Aunt. You are up quite early.”

      

      Lady Edric smiled. “Well, I feel quite energized today. That was an excellent dinner last night, wasn’t it?”

      

      Emmanuel smirked, putting down the newspaper he was reading and leaning forward to look his aunt in the eye. “I concede, Aunt. You were right. I was wrong.”

      

      Lady Edric beamed. “And so? Will you make her an offer?”

      

      Emmanuel sighed. “I do not think we are ready for that yet. But I do look forward to seeing her again soon.”

      

      “Yes, well, it is the Season, perhaps we can take part in some events.”

      

      “Is that really necessary? You hosted a lovely dinner party last night. Why can’t we do more of that?”

      

      The smile on his aunt’s face lit up the room. “I can arrange a few more if that is your desire but it would be good to be seen out and about in public. Is it really so hard to socialize? We can go to the Assembly Rooms at Almack’s next Wednesday. Doesn’t that sound nice?”

      

      Emmanuel sighed. “There is usually such a press of people.”

      

      “Well…I suppose we can arrange a few dance parties of our own. But you must promise me that we will attend at least one hosted by someone else.”

      

      Emmanuel put a hand to his heart, a smile on his face. “I promise.”

      

      “That is all I ask.”

      

      Emmanuel shook his head at his aunt, knowing she was taking full advantage of his soft headedness to persuade him to mingle with the ton. He did not mind. His aunt had been trying for years to get him to be more sociable. If it meant spending more time with the lovely Isabella Addison, he would suffer through the asinine talk, the bad food, and the press of people.

      

      Soon though, he would invite the Geffertons to Helmsfield, perhaps for a week’s visit, and if they were able to get along, then he would make an offer at the end of the visit.

      

      It was a perfect plan and he could not wait to execute it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          Dancing Queen

        

      

    

    
      For the ton, it was just another Wednesday dinner and ball at Almack’s. Furthermore, since it was almost April and the London season was just beginning, the famed Assembly Rooms were quite busy.

      

      Miss Isabella Addison did not care about any of those things, because for her, the evening was full of anticipation.

      

      It had been at least four years since attending a ball at Almack’s meant anything to her. However, tonight, she was to meet with her intended, and it all seemed new and exciting again.

      

      Isabella had been looking forward to tonight so much she had even written to her sister Sarah about it. They had been fast friends as children, being the closest in age, but growing up their interests had diverged, especially after Sarah’s coming out.

      

      The last time they had been together, they had gotten into quite a row. Sarah was of the opinion that Isabella was ruining the family’s reputation with her bluestocking tendencies and that she should choose a man and settle down. Isabella had made up her mind then to limit their acquaintance, but in her enthusiasm about going to Almack’s again, she had reached out to her sister.

      

      The Duke of Helmsfield had promised her that they would dance tonight.

      

      Isabella smoothed down her gown, and then picked up her fan. It was difficult to stand still when it felt as though her every nerve was vibrating. She looked around for her mother but she had lost her in the supper room. Now she was just waiting for the Duke to appear.

      

      Flicking her fan open, Isabella gazed sweepingly across the ballroom, her face carefully schooled in polite interest. Excited as she was, she would be mortified if she did something as garish as gawk.

      

      The Duke of Wallington brushed past just to her left and she moved quickly out of his way. They had not been introduced and so she did not greet him. She was surprised when he nodded politely to her as he passed.

      

      The first dance began and Isabella stayed in her spot, watching the haut ton move through the steps of the Scottish reel. The second dance went by, then the third, without any sign of the Duke.

      

      She nodded to Lady McKinnon who came over with a smile and took her hand. She led her to a group of people, making some introductions—even to such a distinguished gentleman as the heir to the Duke of Aston, who asked her to dance.

      

      Although it was enjoyable to observe the ton in their natural habitat, a dance had been promised to Isabella and she did not succumb quietly into the role of a wallflower. Thus, she set out to find the Duke in the crowd.

      

      As she sauntered from one side of the ballroom to the other, she was chagrined to find her father in the company of Lords Carrington and Mayhew, neither of whom Isabella much cared for and both of whom had proposed and been turned down by her.

      

      She hesitated there for a moment, the unexpected presence of the two Lords serving as a deterrent for approaching her father as she might have otherwise.

      

      Moreover, hovering as she was, still undecided, she came to overhear the three gentlemen’s conversation.

      

      “Look at that,” Lord Carrington said to his companions, his lips curling in distaste. “I fear our patronesses of Almack’s are growing very lax these days. You would think that with his sometimes dangerous eccentricities Helmsfield’s voucher would have been revoked?”

      

      Mayhew shrugged. “I expect his dukedom has something to do with it and that dotty uncle of his, Lord Edric, taking the disgraced sod under his wing. You know his wife is a favorite of the ton. And as the patronesses of Almack’s are only women, I suspect they are soft at heart and may find his tragic story heroic.” He sneered as he said the last part and they all laughed.

      

      “No, I’m of the opinion that Almack’s standards are lowered. Why else would a man who has not bothered to ever punch his voucher be in attendance tonight?” Carrington said.

      

      Isabella stood a little straighter, even as a shiver ran down her spine. She took an unconscious step closer to the three men.

      

      “I wonder what inspired this appearance. Does he wish to make a fool of himself by attempting to dance?” Mayhew brayed at his own joke. “I may have to stay just to view that.”

      

      “Ha, not even Helmsfield would be that daring,” Carrington said. “Although I hear he sometimes walks about barefoot in the mud on his farm.”

      

      Something hard and heavy lodged itself in Isabella’s throat.

      

      “Ah, that is the least of the strange things that man does,” Carrington sneered. “I swear there should be a way to strip him of his dukedom. This is just ridiculous. No wonder he does not socialize within the ton. I hear he counts his steward a dear friend.”

      

      There was a low hum now in Isabella’s ears—but it was not loud enough to mask Carrington’s reply.

      

      “Probably because nobody else would have the honor. I remember him from Cambridge. He was quite the loner. Which begs the question of what he’s doing here tonight?”

      

      After that remark, her father glanced away.

      

      His gaze met Isabella’s and his eyes widened, his face grew a shade paler.

      

      Isabella stared right back at him, letting the anger seething inside of her show.

      

      “Well, the McKinnons are famed for their charity,” Carrington said dismissively.

      

      Isabella had heard enough. She could feel the tears starting to burn in the corners of her eyes, born of equal parts rage and humiliation. Holding her head high, she sent one last glare in her father’s direction before sweeping past the three loathsome Lords as regally as she could.

      

      Of course, that was not the end of it.

      

      Isabella had returned to her earlier spot by the wall and waved away the friendly concern of Lady McKinnon, one of Almack’s patronesses, who had sensed the change in Isabella’s mood. Isabella had reassured her that she was fine and urged her to go enjoy another dance with the Earl.

      

      She had enjoyed her solitude for all of four minutes before her father made his appearance.

      

      “Isabella,” he spoke in low tones, hovering by her elbow. It was very unlike his usual demeanor and confused her even more.

      

      Isabella looked away, doing her best to ignore him, but her father was not deterred.

      

      “You must forgive me for what you heard earlier. You know I couldn’t speak truly in the company of the Duke and the Marquess.”

      

      Isabella’s attention snapped to her father, her voice as cold as ice when she replied. “Must I indeed? Because I do believe, you did speak the truth. Tell me, are you apologizing for what you said, or that I happened to overhear those words?”

      

      His silence was more telling than any answer he may have voiced.

      

      Furious, Isabella turned and began to walk away.

      

      She did not get very far before she was halted by her father’s hand grasping her elbow.

      

      “Isabella, listen to me, I—”

      

      She was not going to listen to another word from him. Even though she did not want to make a scene, she needed to get away from this stranger in her father’s body. She wanted to find her mother and explain to her what had happened. Perhaps she could make it make sense.

      

      “Let me go, Father, please.”

      

      He did not.

      

      “You must allow me to apologize. I was crass and I truly am sorry—”

      

      Her father’s ramblings were interrupted again, but this time by a pleasantly deep voice.

      

      “Pardon me for the interruption,” His Grace, the Duke of Helmsfield cut in smoothly, “but I was wondering if you would do the honor of accompanying me in the next dance, Miss Addison.”

      

      Her father blanched at the Duke's sudden appearance. “Your Grace, you will forgive us but my daughter and I were having a word. If you would excuse her from this dance I would be highly obliged.”

      

      Isabella’s eyes flashed. “That is true, we were having a word but nothing that cannot wait for a more private setting. If you will excuse me, Father.” She looked up into the Duke’s crystal blue eyes. “Your Grace, it would be my pleasure to dance with you.”

      

      Before her father had any chance to offer further protests, Isabella yanked her elbow out of his grip and placed her hand on the Duke’s arm.

      

      He smiled at her and boldly covered her hand with his own before he led her away.

      

      Isabella was most grateful for the Duke’s interruption, which had saved her from an unladylike argument with her father, and making an even bigger spectacle of herself. 

      

      The implications of her father’s earlier inexplicable conversation still had her mind churning, twisting her stomach in knots. Why would he say those things about her intended or entertain insults from others about him?

      

      I cannot fathom what has gotten into him.

      

      Isabella’s fingers twitched, resting lightly on the Duke’s arm. His muscles were hard beneath her fingers and she wondered what he would do if she were to squeeze hard, just to feel his firmness. She imagined that he could sling his arm about her waist and pick her up…effortlessly.

      

      She shivered at the thought, forgetting for a moment, her father and his words.

      

      “I must admit my curiosity as to your conversation is piqued by the angry color in your cheeks,” the Duke intoned, jolting Isabella out of her thoughts. “Of course, as a gentleman, I shall not pry into whatever was the root of your disagreement with your father.”

      

      “Thank you, Your Grace. I appreciate that,” Isabella replied, turning and relaxing into him, her bosom brushing softly against his solid chest.

      

      “Although, if you do wish to tell me, I will listen and console you to the best of my ability.”

      

      The corners of Isabella’s lips twitched. She did not miss how his eyes swept downward, his gaze heating up. “That is exceedingly kind of you, Your Grace. I do not wish to dwell on the matter a moment longer, however.”

      

      The Duke grinned lazily, still staring at her mouth. “Excellent. You definitely should not dwell on it, ever. Whatever has upset you is not worthy of your regard, Miss Addison.”

      

      Her own more elusive smile blossomed at last. “On that, I agree.”

      

      The dance was about to begin and Isabella and Helmsfield hastened to take their places in the two long rows.

      

      The strings started slow, testing the chords of the music.

      

      Helmsfield bowed his head. Isabella made a modest curtsy.

      

      Their gazes met, hot and direct, for a brief moment, before the music picked up and the dance began.

      

      They stepped towards each other, met in the middle, and clasped hands, pacing in a slow circle, eyes locked on each other. Their shoulders whispered past each other as he stood close to her.

      

      Their movements were like waves in a lake, flowing smoothly through the slow steps and then the faster ones. As their hands clasped, Isabella reveled in the Duke’s warmth, even through their gloves. She enjoyed the fleeting touches and his large hand enveloping hers made her feel small and cherished.  

      

      His movements were more graceful than she had expected. Doubtless, he had mastered the use of his prosthesis to such an extent that it moved in harmony with the rest of his body. An admirable thing, indeed, and not something to be mocked. Isabella had to try very hard not to frown as she recalled the hurtful things said about this magnificent man.

      

      Given his figure, Isabella also suspected that he managed to indulge his athletic nature even as she tried not to let her gaze linger overlong on the broad shoulders and narrow waist. She certainly did not notice the curious dichotomy his knee-breeches did little to hide. One leg, muscular and defined, moving smoothly and powerfully. The other leg, identical in size and shape, dressed to match, the same bright white stocking and black dancing slipper, yet wooden—stiff and unchanging. With every bend of the knee came that distinctive click, fortunately masked by the cacophony created by the music and scores of people in the Hall.

      

      In the end, Isabella was pleased to have made it through the dance without stumbling or tripping over her feet. She knew she was being watched as carefully as her partner but for once her thoughts were not on her own performance but all on the man by her side. Her heart was bursting with pride for the courage the Duke displayed in full sight of the ton. His proximity, the overwhelming maleness, caused her breath to hitch. It was not the dancing that filled her mind but his touch, the intent look in his eyes when they faced one another, even the scent of sandalwood she could discern when the steps drew them together.

      

      After the dance, the Duke led her away, towards a quiet corner.

      

      Isabella’s breath came faster.

      

      Was he going to do what she had heard couples did at Almack’s and invite her to promenade around the room, finally leading her to an alcove where he would venture to kiss her? Isabella did not know how she would feel about kissing him. Was it not too soon? She did not want to appear fast. Her body was in strong disagreement with waiting, however. She looked up at his mouth, licking her lips.

      

      How would they feel against mine I wonder?

      

      However, he simply lead her to a row of chairs, with no apparent hurry to leave her side or socialize with anyone else.

      

      All of a sudden, Isabella was aware of the glances cast their way.  

      

      As they settled into the near-deserted corner, Isabella took out her fan and hid behind it.

      

      “Have a care, Your Grace, how much interest you pay me tonight,” she warned him.

      

      Her father’s insult still fresh on her mind, her lips drew downward. “We do not need others to find more mean things to say about us.”

      

      The Duke laughed away her concerns and turned to look at her.

      

      “Overall, Miss Addison, I care very little about what other people will think. I have found that it is not conducive to a happy disposition to pay attention to them. However, if they wish to talk of my spending time with a lovely lady, I wish them great happiness of it!”

      

      Flashing his blue eyes, his mouth quirked dryly as he leaned confidentially toward her. “Besides, I do assure you that I am absolutely guilty of having nefarious designs on you, Miss Addison.”

      

      “Your Grace, that is most improper,” Isabella admonished him, though she imagined the effect would have been better if she were not smiling.

      

      Her cheeks showed their colors as her heart fluttered. His earlier comments and the attention might have been simple courtesy, but she knew from her extensive reading that that last remark had been blatant; that look in his eyes had left nothing to doubt.

      

      The Duke was definitely flirting with her.

      

      The result of that realization unfortunately was a whirlwind of uncertainty.

      

      What should I do? Should I flirt back? Should I bat my eyes coquettishly? What would her favorite authoress do?

      

      Isabella had followed the romance and elopement of Mary Godwin and Percy Shelley, both thrilled and shocked. Perhaps that wasn’t her best role model. She thought of her sisters, and what they talked about most leading up to their marriages—houses, income, children. Isabella had been bored by it all. Where was she, in that range between giving up everything, even your reputation, to follow a man, like Mary Godwin—or looking at marriage as such a solid institution that the man chosen barely mattered?

      

      “What has you so worried, my dear Miss Addison?” the Duke’s voice cut into her musings.

      

      “N-nothing. I was just...enjoying the ambiance.”

      

      “Does it make you uncomfortable to be seen in public with me?” his questioning blue gaze was intent upon her face and Isabella blanched, not knowing how to repair that impression without telling him the truth.

      

      “Of course not, Your Grace, why would you think that?”

      

      “You just went exceeding quiet.”

      

      “I am not used to so many people. I cannot be completely at ease in the company of so many who love to be censorious for the sake of it.”

      

      The Duke roared with laughter. Isabella regarded him quizzically. “Did I say something funny?”

      

      He shook his head. “No, it’s just that I, too, suffer from the same unease in this elevated company. Would you like to join me in a promenade? The press of people in here is a tad oppressive.”

      

      And there it is.

      

      “I, uh, I don’t…I am not quite ready to kiss you, Your Grace.”

      

      The Duke seemed dumbfounded as he regarded her with wide eyes and an open mouth. “Well…that is…unexpected. However, I shall try to contain my lustful desires and simply escort you around the Hall, observing all proprieties. This isn’t Vauxhall Gardens, you know.”

      

      “Oh,” Isabella’s shoulders slumped and she was surprised to find that she was disappointed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Open Communication

        

      

    

    
      The Duke was faithful in his letter writing.

      

      Every morning, she found a message delivered with her breakfast and every afternoon, she took care to write him back. They discussed the most mundane of things, interspersed with some profound insights. Isabella loved that she could not predict what she would get on any given day.

      

      One thing they did not talk about was his leg and how he was injured. Isabella knew that there were many people who would be willing to fill her in with all the sensational details but she wanted to wait for a time that the Duke himself felt comfortable enough with her, to tell her. She was so happy that she quite liked her intended and vowed that their marriage would not just be one of convenience as was rife in the ton.

      

      She wanted to have a real relationship with her Duke, her peg-legged pirate, her eccentric brown-beard. Although she had noticed that his beard was no single color, but held all the earth colors within it, from hickory to roan. It really was a work of art. And while she still thought of him as a pirate, the daydream no longer had anything to do with his leg—but all to do with feeling his hands around her waist, and that dangerous look in his eye. She had so many new, nameless feelings shooting throughout her body when she thought of her Duke, and could feel she was growing towards—something.

      

      Today his note waxed poetic about the game of pall-mall, of all things. He had been invited by the MacKinnons to partake in a pall-mall match now that he was, apparently, ‘back in society’ and he was considering attending if she was going as well. He went on to describe, in detail, the making of the wooden mallets. He had a set, specially made for him by the carpenter on his estate. They had his crest emblazoned on its head.

      

      “It is too much of a work of art to actually play with,” he had written.

      

      “Good morning,” her mother walked into the breakfast nook, yawning delicately.

      

      “Mother, are we invited to play pall-mall at the MacKinnon’s?”

      

      Her mother looked up at her in surprise. “I had no idea you were interested in the game.”

      

      “I am not. But His Grace has begged me to be there.”

      

      Her mother’s eyebrow went up. “Begged you, has he?” she snorted. “I shall be sure to check for an invitation.”

      

      “Well, do it quickly because if we have not been invited I shall write to him and tell him to take me along as his guest.”

      

      Her mother laughed. “I am glad to see how well you are getting along. But don’t fret. I feel sure I saw such an invitation on the tray.”

      

      Isabella sobered, remembering her father’s behavior at Almack’s a few nights ago. “Mother? Why would Father talk ill of the Duke? Does he not want me to make a match with him?”

      

      Her mother frowned. “Not that I know of. Why would you say that?”

      

      “Because I overheard him doing so at Almack’s. He was laughing as Lords Carrington and Mayhew made fun of him.”

      

      Her mother frowned. “Well, I shall be sure to speak to him about it.”

      

      “Thank you. It was lucky that His Grace did not hear him.”

      

      Her mother’s frown deepened. “Indeed.”
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        * * *

      

      “Helmsfield, hello!”

      

      “Morning, MacKinnon. Lovely weather you’ve ordered.”

      

      Lord Mackinnon looked up at the sky. “Isn’t it brilliant? I wish I had ordered it, and then remembered how I did it. I would then be able to order this kind of weather every time I wanted to play pall-mall! Unless I wanted to come up with a new way to play known as Rain Pall-Mall. It could have canals as well as hoops.”

      

      “Would the balls float down the canals or is the idea to avoid them?”

      

      “Ah, Miss Addison, hello! I did not see you there. That is a very good question. I think I would have to experiment. So it would be brilliant if I actually could make it rain, whatever the weather was originally going to be.”

      

      “Ah, but you cannot begin today.” The Duke’s voice was gravely remonstrating.

      

      “Oh, I wouldn’t! We’re playing Perfectly Normal Pall-Mall today, which does best in the sunshine.”

      

      Miss Addison heard the upper cases and tilted her head, narrowing her eyes. “How many types of pall-mall do you have?”

      

      “Oh, so many!” Lord MacKinnon glanced up at her with an absent smile. “Well, depending on what you compare with. But about twenty or so, a little more than my types of chess but a lot less than my card games.”

      

      “Do you have them written down? I would love to read them.” Miss Addison smiled impishly at the Earl.

      

      “Oh, that you want to read?” Emmanuel laughed incredulously. “When I had to sit you down and make you listen to a simplified version of the Perfectly Normal rules so you could be an informed cheering section?”

      

      Miss Addison was blushing ever so slightly, hardly at all, when she made her rebuttal. “You invited me to join you in playing the game and not to cheer you on. Although I was perfectly prepared to do so whether I knew the rules or not. I did have to choose between reading the pall-mall rules or the lengthy treatise on fishing you sent me. So I ignored the pall-mall note.”

      

      “I know what you mean,” Lord MacKinnon said, “I’ve never really understood the ins and outs of fishing either, so I leave it up to my crofters to do the actual fishing on my land. I just benefit from their labor.” He grinned at them.

      

      The other guests began arriving—Lord Morley, who had been with Emmanuel at Cambridge, an amiable gentleman with a retiring manner. He and the Addisons were not acquainted and so Emmanuel introduced them.

      

      Miss Addison’s parents found acquaintances to socialize with. Not everyone was here to play, some just wanted to watch while others were here to see and be seen. The Duke and Lord MacKinnon were joined on the field by Lady MacKinnon, Lord and Lady Carrington, and Mr. Wilson—a very distinguished barrister.

      

      Miss Addison and Lord Morley retired to the benches to watch the match while her parents walked around the garden with a couple of dowagers.

      

      “So what are the rules? Refresh my memory, please.” Lady Jane Carrington looked to the MacKinnons, mallet already in hand.

      

      “All right, the rules of Perfectly Normal Pall-Mall! Everyone begins at the starting peg but not all at the same time. The first in line hits the ball with the mallet, followed by the second player, and then the third player.”

      

      Lady Mackinnon took over the explanation from her spouse. “Yes! Then the fourth. However, we begin with the first player chosen at random. Should your right-colored ball pass through a hoop, you get an extra shot and there’s an excellent chance in the beginning that you can get two extra shots if you manage both the first hoops in one go. But that’s actually much more difficult than it looks, even though they stand sort of close together.”

      

      “Well, rather. You’d have to shoot the ball in an almost straight line!”

      

      “That’s what I usually try to do, and that’s what’s really difficult.”

      

      Emmanuel tried to listen to them, just to make sure Lord MacKinnon’s idea of Perfectly Normal Pall-Mall was the same as his own, but he kept getting distracted, his gaze drawn to the bench where Miss Addison and Lord Morley sat. Miss Addison was talking animatedly, gesturing with arms and hands, and Lord Morley was listening raptly, occasionally commenting, or asking questions. They must have been clever interruptions because Miss Addison answered them with her whole face bright with interest.

      

      Lord Morley was not flirting, though. Emmanuel knew Lord Morley well, had seen him flirt at the rare house parties Emmanuel threw, and this was not it. He seemed genuinely interested in what Miss Addison had to say.

      

      Of course, flirting would most likely get nowhere with Miss Addison, whereas impressed admiration had certainly made her notice Emmanuel. Or, had convinced her of Emmanuel’s interest, if one looked at it another way.

      

      “Now, if you hit someone else’s ball,” Lord MacKinnon was saying, “you’re allowed to knock them out of position, and then you still have an extra shot left, to get through the hoop. You do not have to knock them out of position, though. There is no rule that says you have to…

      

      Emmanuel had lost all interest in the game, all his attention being taken by the animated conversation he could not hear between Miss Addison and Morley. He wondered if it would be beyond the pale to simply march over there and pull her away from him. That was his betrothed.

      

      His.

      

      Am I not allowed to have something without someone else attempting to take it away?

      

      Emmanuel could feel himself begin to seethe with fury. Perhaps this tournament had been a mistake.

      

      Lord MacKinnon held out four slim wooden sticks, and they all picked one each. The tips of the sticks, which had been hidden in his hand, had different colors, and Lady Carrington got red, Lady MacKinnon yellow, Mr. Wilson blue, and the Duke green.

      

      “Ah, so I start,” Lady Carrington said. “Don't worry, if I play through the entire course in my first round, I'll still have to wait one round for you lot to get out on the lawn before I win. So you will get to play a little, at least.”

      

      “Very generous, Lady Carrington. That's how I beat you four years ago, if I remember correctly,” Mr. Wilson observed.

      

      “And I get to start last, to chase after all of you, all lined up for me,” Emmanuel said. “How nice.” He sensed his smile was something feral, predatory, as he accepted his mallet from Lord MacKinnon, and hefted it, judging its weight and balance—and this time he did look up towards that certain bench, and immediately met Miss Addison's eyes.

      

      They were riveted to him, intense and unwavering. Miss Addison's gaze slowly traveled down to the mallet, and then even slower up his body again, back to his face. Emmanuel saw the movement in the long, pale, strong neck as Miss Addison swallowed, and then, solemnly, nodded.

      

      Emmanuel showed some more teeth and nodded back, adding a wink on a whim. Miss Addison settled into stillness on her bench and Emmanuel knew he had his audience's full attention. Lord Morley seemed slightly cut adrift, but accepted his fate and sat back beside Miss Addison to watch the game.

      

      Mr. Wilson swung his mallet in a circle. “Right, then. Shall we get on with it?”

      

      “No wishing ill will on any players in Perfectly Normal Pall-Mall, please,” Lady MacKinnon said, looking a little worried.

      

      Lord MacKinnon put the red ball into place in front of the starting peg and Lady Carrington walked up to it, steadied her hold on her mallet, and played the first shot.

      

       Lady Carrington made it through the first two hoops on one stroke and used her two extra shots to go through the third hoop in such a way that it lined her up to easily breeze through the Crown, in the center of the lawn, on the next extra shot.

      

      The two shots earned got her through the sixth hoop, but at an angle that left the pair of seventh and eighth hoops a nearly impossible attempt. Instead, she used her last extra shot to get into position—no one doubted the position was well planned.

      

      Lady MacKinnon aimed for quite a while and then carefully struck her yellow ball. It trundled slowly through the first hoop and stopped at an off angle in front of the second. Lady MacKinnon gave a little skip and smile of delight.

      

      “Yes! One hoop!” She smiled broadly, as she walked the few steps up to her ball, but then stuck her tongue between her lips, concentrated, and aimed. She took quite a bit of time, aiming.

      

      “While we're young, dear,” Mr. Wilson sighed.

      

      Lady MacKinnon looked up. “Oh. Yes, sorry. But now you made me lose my concentration and I'm going to have to aim again.”

      

      Lady MacKinnon hunched over her ball again, concentrating on aiming. When she finally struck, she looked up at once to see where her ball had stopped.

      

      It had gone through the second hoop. She would not be able to get through the third hoop from there, though, so she used the extra shot to place the ball in a sort-of straight line from it, hoping to go through in her next round.

      

      Mr. Wilson cleared both of the first hoops in one stroke. He took up position behind the ball again and aimed for long enough that he got Lady MacKinnon to comment.

      

      “You're aiming at me!”

      

      “Not quite, Lady MacKinnon.”

      

      “You know you won't get any extra shots for it, right? Because I haven't gone through the third hoop yet?”

      

      “I know,” Mr. Wilson said calmly.

      

      He struck the ball and it came to a stop just behind Lady MacKinnon’s. Then he lined up again, struck, and knocked both balls through the hoop.

      

      “Oh, thanks, Mr. Wilson. That was very nice of you.”

      

      “Wasn't it just? Because now that you're through the third hoop, I get two extra shots when I hit you.”

      

      He struck and promptly hit Lady MacKinnon’s ball again.

      

      “Oh,” she said.

      

      Finally, it was the Duke’s turn. Emmanuel took a stance behind his ball and surveyed the lawn for a short while before knocking through the first two hoops. As he walked to catch up, he briefly glanced over his shoulder to confirm that, yes, he had Miss Addison's complete attention. As well as Lord Morley’s, but that was neither here nor there.

      

      You can sit next to him, as long as you’re still looking at me.

      

      He most certainly did not add a bit of swagger to his walk before aiming again, and he did not strut towards the third hoop to clear it on his second extra shot. Moreover, he was not showing off in the least, he had meant to strike the ball that hard, with no good angle at all, towards the Crown.

      

      Because…because there was Mr. Wilson's ball, right there. He struck and hit it.

      

       “And now he's asking himself,” Mr. Wilson said, “did he mean to put me here to hit again now? Or does he think he can get all the way to ninth without letting everyone else getting a round in? If it's the former, he really should have hit my ball into a better position. If it's the latter, he has quite a challenging route up to sixth.”

      

      A voice yelled from the audience. “Boo! You’re all really dreadful players, and the only reason you’re getting anywhere is that you’re all equally bad.”

      

      They looked up to see Lady Carrington trying to silence her husband, slightly hampered by the fact that she was giggling helplessly as she did so.

      

      “Well, I for one, have no complaints about how well His Grace is playing,” Miss Addison said. Her voice was not loud, but carried to all the players clearly. She sat still, looking satisfyingly mysterious and cool with her cheekbones standing out and a pretty pout on her mouth.

      

      I might just want to kiss you.

      

      The Duke’s eyes lingered on her, unable to look away. The way that she stood up for him had the most peculiar effect upon him. It made her burnt sienna eyes glow as bright as the surface of a shallow stream when the sun skipped along it. Tendrils of her chestnut hair, dancing on the breeze, drew his eye and he wanted to curl his hand in her soft, wavy locks and pull her head toward him…plunder her lips and show her that she truly belonged to him.

      

      He did not bother to hide his smile and did manage to get through the sixth hoop, although at another bad angle. He stepped behind his ball and eyed Lady Carrington's.

      

      “You'd better hit me at first attempt and then run far and run fast, Helmsfield,” she said.

      

      “All right,” Emmanuel aimed, struck, and missed the red ball by half an inch.

      

      “Well, now,” Lady Carrington said and twirled her mallet just a little before striking and hitting Emmanuel's ball.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          Pall-Mall

        

      

    

    
      Lady Carrington was thoroughly enjoying her day. A new level of challenge and unpredictability was added to the annual game by the skill and determination of the Duke of Helmsfield. Naturally, he was nowhere near the level of experience she and Mr. Wilson had reached, but his level of in-game ruthlessness was not as far behind.

      

      According to her estimate, two rounds from now both of them would be in perfect positions to show Helmsfield exactly how the game was supposed to be played.

      

      Isabella had been sitting on the edge of her seat, muttering under her breath.

      

      “No, go after the red one here.”

      

      “Curve farther to the left!”

      

      “Do you have a strategy at all or are you doing this only to annoy me?”

      

      Before long, she had taken to directing her comments to the Duke. He glanced at her, rolled his eyes, and looked away without acknowledging her suggestions, and, worse, without obeying.

      

      She could see that he heard her next comment but only proceeded to glare at her and then continue to play. He ignored her next three very helpful directions. When the next five came in rapid succession, he asked the other players to kindly excuse him, and marched towards the bench where Isabella and Lord Morley were sitting.

      

      “Lord Morley,” he said, not even glancing at Isabella, “do you think you could make sure to keep the noise from the spectator section to a minimum? It's very distracting.”

      

      “'Course,” Lord Morley said, with a cheeky grin.

      

      “I was trying to be helpful,” Isabella complained, “or at least I would be if you would just do as I say.”

      

      “This morning, you didn't know the first thing about pall-mall,” the Duke reminded her, “whereas I have been playing my whole life.”

      

      “For heaven's sakes, what's to know? The rules are perfectly simple, and now that I know them and have seen how the others play, it is perfectly obvious what you should be doing, and yet you are not doing it. Are you deliberately playing to lose?”

      

      The Duke schooled his face to be perfectly calm, which made Isabella close her mouth and back away a little.

      

      “Ah, but here's the thing, Miss Addison. You have not seen how the others play. Not Mr. Wilson nor Lady Carrington. They've shown you, at a guess, one-fourth of what they're capable of.”

      

      “On the other hand,” Lord Morley said, “you've seen only about a tenth of what Helmsfield is capable of.”

      

      Isabella took a slow breath and gingerly settled back on the bench. “All right,” she said. “Show me.”

      

      The Duke grinned and nodded once. “Watch me,” he said. Then he turned and strode back out onto the lawn.
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel did not end up winning the match. That honor went to Lady Carrington. Her game was greatly helped by Mr. Wilson’s strategy—he was always attempting to move his opponents’ balls to abysmal positions, making their shots as challenging as possible. Still, the Duke comported himself well and he was proud of his performance. He was especially pleased when Miss Addison came up to him and complimented him on his game.

      

      “Your swing is quite strong, Your Grace,” she said running her eyes along his arm. He barely refrained from flexing it to show her exactly how strong it was.

      

      “Why, thank you, Miss Addison. You’re very kind to say so.”

      

      She took a deep breath, blinking a few times and then dragging her eyes up to his. “Would you like to get some refreshments?”

      

      He held out his arm to her. “I would be delighted.”
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel found that he wanted to ask about Lord Morley. If he had captured Miss Addison’s interest or if she had just been making friendly conversation. He was well aware that it was his own demons spurring him on to ask her such a thing. He suspected that she would be offended if he ventured to ask such a question and he could not fault her for that.

      

      They were clearly in the beginning of a courtship and she had not spurned him or given him any reason to believe she might not be interested. She had seen his leg and not been repulsed. She must have heard the whispers by now. The things people said about him. But she was still here, giving him a chance to prove that he was worthy of her.

      

      I would not throw that chance away on pointless jealousy.

      

      They went to the refreshments table where her parents were deep in dialogue with the MacKinnons. Emmanuel remembered again his vow to speak with Miss Addison’s father and apprise Lord Gefferton of his intentions. The man had not shown him an overly friendly demeanor but his wife and daughter were clearly in support of the match, so Emmanuel assumed he would be, too. If he was not…well then, Emmanuel would just have to change the man’s mind.

      

      He quickly went through all the advantages he brought to the match. His lands were flourishing and Gefferton’s daughter would not lack for a single thing when she was with him. That had to count for something, especially as Miss Addison was not a social butterfly who would waste away should he take her back to his seat with him, where he spent the majority of his time. He had a vast library. If she had three lifetimes she probably would not be able to get through it. Anything else her heart desired, he was willing to give. There was no reason to doubt that the match would be a good one.

      

      Still, Emmanuel’s instincts told him that Gefferton did indeed have his doubts. The only thing Emmanuel could imagine Gefferton objecting to was his one-leggedness. There was nothing he could do about that, now or ever, and so he would not dwell on it.

      

      “You’re so deep in thought, Your Grace. What shadows your mind?” Miss Addison’s soft voice broke through his musings and he turned to smile at her.

      

      “I was simply speculating on any possible objections your father might have to our union.”

      

      She visibly paled and Emmanuel’s heart went cold. “Why would you think that? Has he said something?” Her eyes were so wide and scared that he could not help but think he was right in his suspicions about her father’s position.

      

      “He has not said anything to me. In fact, he has hardly spoken two words to me.”

      

      Miss Addison shrugged one shoulder. “He is not much of a talker, my father. That does not mean that—”

      

      Emmanuel lifted a finger and put it to her lips. “Shh. Calm yourself. I was merely speculating…preparing for the worst while hoping for the best. It is simply the way I prefer to approach things.”

      

      Miss Addison’s lashes swept downward as she looked at his finger. Her eyes crossed adorably even as her lips trembled slightly. Helmsfield could not help but laugh in delighted arousal.

      

      She lifted her lashes, brown eyes unintentionally sultry. “So, you do intend to ask for my hand?”

      

      The question surprised him, if only because he had supposed that it was the natural assumption to be drawn from his words and actions.

      

      He picked up her hand, leaning forward slowly as he kept eye contact and planted a kiss on her delicate fingers.

      

      “But of course. Was there ever a question?”

      

      Miss Addison’s pleased smile was like the rising sun, spreading its warmth and light slowly across every inch of Emmanuel’s body.
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel spotted Gefferton walking on his own some time later and hurried after him. Which was easier said than done when he was outside like this. The ground was sometimes uneven, and the grass thicker in some spots than others. The toe of his wooden foot was angled upward, a wondrous embellishment that prevented the toe of his footwear from catching on cobblestones, or stairs, or most unevenness.

      

      But the bottom of his boot could, and often did, scuff and slow on bare ground, for no apparent reason, causing him to trip and flail his arms in an attempt to regain his balance. It was why he carried a cane whenever he was out walking on his estate.

      

      Today, he just wanted to appear as any normal young blood of the ton, so he left his cane in his carriage. Let the war veterans, and old men, who were content to sit and watch the play, carry canes. For the first time in a great while, he wanted to be part of the action, not a spectator.

      

      The Duke caught up to the peer finally. This was his chance to find out what the other man was thinking.

      

      “Gefferton, I am glad of the chance to speak with you.”

      

      Miss Addison’s father stopped and turned, a fleeting horror flicking through his eyes. It was gone so fast that Helmsfield wondered if he had imagined it.

      

      “What would you like to discuss?”

      

      “I thought that you and I ought to get acquainted. And perhaps you wish to know my intentions for your daughter?”

      

      Gefferton smirked. “Your intentions are quite apparent. A blind man could see what they are. I have no need to put you on the spot.”

      

      Helmsfield nodded. “That is good. So you have no objection to me making an offer?”

      

      “Well…that is a discussion for another day, is it not? Once my daughter has accepted your suit, then we can discuss terms.”

      

      “Absolutely. Of course. I simply meant that I am hopeful that you think me a good match for her as much as she and I do.”

      

      Emmanuel watched Gefferton narrowly, wondering why he was being so evasive. “My wife is very happy with the match and I have no objection to it. I wish you much happiness.”

      

      The Duke nodded. “I thank you for your kind words. I look forward to forging closer connections between us.” Gefferton seemed to pale at those words. “In fact, I should be much obliged if you would consent to visit me at my seat. I can arrange for a week of entertainment for you and your family. At the end of that time, we can look to making an offer.”

      

      “That is very generous of you.”

      

      “It is the least I can do. I had despaired of ever finding a bride that would suit me.”

      

      “Well…I shall make arrangements with my household and let you know when would be a convenient time for us to visit.”

      

      Emmanuel nodded his acquiescence. “I look forward to it.”

      

      Gefferton inclined his head, his smile seeming a bit strained. “I am much obliged by your regard for my family.”

      

      With that, Gefferton walked away. Emmanuel watched him go, a thoughtful look on his face. There was definitely something the matter there, and he intended to find out what it was. I will not let anything stand in the way of my nuptials to Miss Addison.

      

      “Are you happy now?”

      

      He turned to find Miss Addison herself holding out a syllabub to him, a smile on her face.

      

      “Happy? I am always happy.”

      

      “You were asking about my father and I just saw you having what looked like an amiable discussion. Am I wrong?”

      

      Emmanuel shook his head. “You are…not wrong.” He took a sip of his dessert, relishing the sweetness of the confection.

      

      “So are you satisfied now?”

      

      Helmsfield smiled, not knowing what to say. “I feel that we are headed toward the same destination.”

      

      Miss Addison smiled. “Excellent. Now come and tell me about the book you are reading.” She looped her arm through his.

      

      “Oh no, Miss Addison, today it is your turn. Tell me about these pirates I remind you of.”

      

      The rosy bloom on Miss Addison’s cheeks at his words had his body reacting in ways that would embarrass him shortly, should he not get a handle on them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          Absence Makes the Heart Grow Fonder

        

      

    

    
      Over the next few days, Isabella was quieter than usual because she had a lot to think about. She had yet to confront her father about his cutting words at Almack’s and now that she knew the Duke had spoken to him of their impending engagement, she felt that she should leave it alone. If he had not objected to their marriage, perhaps the snide comments were just some aberration that was best forgotten by all involved.

      

      She was still perturbed that he would conspire with her rejected suitors to mock her current suitor, especially when the Duke was clearly so much better than they were. Her father must have had a lot of sherry before they left for Almack’s or else he had temporarily taken leave of his senses.

      

      Whatever it was, Isabella prayed it was over because she was very excited about her Duke and she did not want anything marring her happiness. She tripped down the stairs every morning, eager to read his latest missive, while already mentally composing a reply. She had just finished reading Don Quixote and she was eager to discuss it with him in depth.

      

      She missed him and felt that they should set up a way to meet again. She knew he was not enamored of social functions—neither was she—but perhaps they could take a walk in Hyde Park. Or take in a play at Convent Garden. That sounded like a good time for both of them.

      

      Perhaps they would be doing one of the Shakespeare plays!

      

      She had been dying to read Hamlet but her father had flatly refused to buy it for her. Sarah Siddons might even be performing. Isabella had heard an awful lot about her. She was eager to see her in action.

      

      She could not imagine why she had never realized that courting had so many tremendous advantages.

      

      Just like clockwork, there was a letter from the Duke waiting with her breakfast, sealed as usual with his ducal crest and smelling faintly of sandalwood. She was beginning to think of that scent as his, and every time she caught a whiff of it in the air, her heart sped up.

      

      She opened it eagerly, wondering what new sentiments the paper might hold.

      

      My Dearest Miss Addison,

      

      It is with a heavy heart that I must inform you that I will be away for the next week. Business I cannot put off has called me away to the country. I do assure you that I leave with great reluctance and ask that I may call upon you once I am back in Town so that we may have tea together or perhaps take a walk in Hyde Park and take in a play.

      

      Isabella’s heart skipped a beat at these words.

      

      I shall return in a week hence and hope to find your reply awaiting me.

      

      I shall miss you every day.

      

      Yours sincerely,

      

      Emmanuel, Duke of Helmsfield

      

      She clutched at the paper, giving a deep sad sigh at his absence. The week seemed to stretch out before her with no letters to greet her at the breakfast table and knowing that the Duke was far away from her. She missed him already.

      

      She got to her feet, breakfast forgotten, and went at once to her father’s study to compose a reply. She knew his office was unoccupied for by this hour he was usually already at Whitehall. She grabbed a paper, quill, and ink, and sat herself down to write a reply to her Duke.

      

      Your Grace,

      

      I was heartbroken indeed to read that you have left the city for the entire week for I was looking forward immensely to your company. I too had it in mind to take a walk along Rotten Row and catch a play at Convent Garden. Perhaps you would take me to Gunter’s for some ice.

      

      But now my impatient heart has to wait an entire week and I do not know how I shall stand it. Hurry back will you for I am most eager to see you and share with you the latest story that I have read, a new pirate tale for my own personal pirate.

      

      Do stay safe and I shall see you when you return.

      

      Warmest regards,

      

      Miss Isabella Addison

      

      “Oh, I did not expect to find anyone in here.”

      

      Isabella looked up at the voice to see her father’s steward, George Chandler, hovering by the door. Try as she might, she had never reconciled herself to liking the man. He repulsed her in a way she could not explain.

      

      “It’s quite all right. I have finished my letter.”

      

      Mr. Chandler’s eyebrows lifted. “Is it to the Duke of Helmsfield?”

      

      She turned to face him in surprise, wondering how he could ask such an impertinent question. “I don’t see that it’s any of your business.”

      

      “Is it not?” His dark eyes flashed and she wanted to recoil from him as if he were a striking snake. She held her ground instead, chin lifted.

      

      “No, it is not. Now if you will excuse me.”

      

      She brushed rudely past him when he did not move away from the doorway fast enough, then walked quickly down the hall, refraining from looking back or breaking into a run as if the hounds of Hell were after her. She had tried many times to speak with her father about his steward and let him know that Mr. Chandler scared her, but her father had been dismissive of her fears. Especially since there was nothing specific she could accuse him of; he simply made her uneasy.

      

      She bumped into her mother coming from the breakfast nook and drew back with a gasp of surprise.

      

      “Mother! I was not expecting to see you there.”

      

      “Whyever not? Do I not live here? Is it not breakfast time?”

      

      Isabella snorted wryly. “You know what I mean, Mother.”

      

      “Yes, I do know. Now why are you rushing about like your hair is on fire?”

      

      Isabella laughed. “I was merely hurrying to have my letter delivered to the Duke. Perhaps I shall catch him before he leaves.”

      

      “Oh, is he going somewhere?”

      

      “He has been called out of town on business. He says he shall be away for a week.”

      

      “Oh, that is not too long, then.”

      

      Isabella glared at her mother. “Not too long? It is forever…”

      

      Her mother rolled her eyes. “Oh, you are so dramatic.”
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        * * *

      

       The afternoon post brought a letter from an unexpected source.

      

      Dearest Isabella,

      

      It has been a while since we corresponded but I felt I should write as I have heard from Mother that it is possible you are to be married soon! I cannot tell you how happy I am at this turn of events and look forward with joy to the wedding.

      

      I must say, it has been dreary, being stuck at my country estate. It does not suit my current temperament. You may remind me of all the reasons I am confined to our estate. I refer of course to our unfortunate row and the words that were spoken regarding my husband’s restrictions upon my movements, which, at the time, I denied voraciously, and put on a very good face. You have always been able to see through my very best faces. I remember when you used to laugh at me then, but someday I will be able to outwit you, and I shall have the last chortle.

      

      The point being, I am most put out, being stuck here with nobody but my poor lady’s maid to talk to, while my husband is at Whitehall, and you know how silly she is. There is simply no one of our caliber to talk with, except perhaps my neighbor, Lady Cowper, but she simply loves to endlessly discuss the ton and months old on-dits. It’s quite tedious.

      

      Ever since my husband left for Town, the company has been dreadful. I do hope there is a ball soon—we could do with some joie de vivre, even if I should enjoy it by myself. Therefore, in light of my predicament, I urge you to tell me everything about London—the sights, the smells, the sounds, and most of all, the people.

      

      I am so jealous, you cannot even know. I imagine all the teas, balls, and dances you must be attending at this very moment, with your intended fawning over you, and I simply turn green. A shade that never suited my coloring, as you very well know. So the only solution, my dear Bella, is to tell me everything so that I won’t stay green for long.

      

      I do hope that I can convince Peregrine to bring me to London, preferably soon, so that I may attend the Season. It is simply a tragedy that I am missing it, despite all that nonsense we got into last time I was in Town. I am sure you have already discounted it, as have I.

      

      I shall return to this letter later.

      

      I misspoke when I said nothing of note was happening. Apparently, a small gathering is to take place in a few weeks, a country-dance, but I shall have nothing to wear. Unless, that is, you could find me a shade of rose pink crinoline by next Tuesday? Moreover, Isabella, I swear to the high heavens, if you send me one more length of sky blue and cream, I shall cut you the next time we see each other in public. You know very well I cannot carry those colors off in the dimmest of lighting, despite your fixation with them.

      

      Your loving sister,

      

                  Sarah

      

      Isabella accepted it for the olive branch it was and was quite happy to put their spat behind her. She had missed talking with Sarah and now they were to have a lot more in common, for soon they would both be married ladies, probably living in the country. Isabella could not wait but she sensed that her sister would much rather be in London. She wondered if she should write and invite her.

      

      Sarah’s husband, Peregrine, was an older gentleman and jealous of his wife’s attention. He might not like it if she came to London without his say so. Still, she could write and ask.

      

      Isabella decided that it was something to do while she waited for her own Prince Charming to return from his country sojourn. She set out to reply to Sarah’s letter right away.
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel was as eager as a lad afflicted with calf love to see Miss Addison as soon as he arrived back in Town. He had only been away for five days but it felt like an eternity since he had seen her. He dropped off his bags at Helmsfield House before having his carriage take him to the Gefferton residence. He arrived just past noon, hoping that it was not too early to call.

      

      The butler ushered him into the drawing room to wait and he paced unsteadily about the room, unable to settle down sufficiently to have a seat. His leg was throbbing from the long journey and the hours he had spent with his prosthetic leg on. He needed to sit down and take it off, let the stump breathe. And he would do that, just as soon as he had seen Miss Addison and satisfied himself that she was still his.

      

      She came into the room in a rush and threw herself into his arms with no reserve.

      

      “Your Grace!” she held him close until her chaperone cleared her throat discreetly.

      

      “Oh!” Miss Addison exclaimed as she jumped away from Emmanuel, much to his regret, “Forgive my forwardness.”

      

      He shook his head. “Not at all. I have missed you just as much. I came straight to see you as soon as I arrived. And it is about time you called me by my given name.”

      

      Her smile was a song, affecting the recipient in unanticipated ways and resonating long after it was done; a cantata reverberating with its own unique tone and aria.

      

      “And you should call me by mine. I missed you, too. Will you stay? Have nuncheon with us.”

      

      He shook his head regretfully. “I’m afraid I cannot. However, may I call upon you tomorrow and escort you for a stroll around Hyde Park?”

      

      She positively beamed. “Yes, you absolutely may.”

      

      He bowed to her. “Very well, then. I shall look forward to it. Thank you for seeing me at such short notice.”

      

      “I assure you, it was my pleasure. I look forward to tomorrow, as well.”

      

      He hooded his eyes, if only to disguise the heat in them at her words. He could not help but dwell on the pleasure of her company and how much more it might one day become. “I’ll see you then.”

      

      With that, he took his leave of her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Duke proposed a curricle ride rather than a walk as his leg was still hurting from the journey. Isabella was only too happy to oblige. The yellow vehicle was drawn by a well-matched pair of powerful, glossy bays, who tossed their heads and stepped proudly, drawing more admiring glances than the Duke and Isabella. They were followed by a mounted groom.

      

      “Are you sure you would not rather go home and rest? It’s quite all right if you would.”

      

      He laughed. “Faced with the choice of resting or spending time with you, I should always choose you.”

      

      She felt a bubble of happiness in her bosom at his words but merely smiled demurely, eyelashes sweeping downward to cover her eyes. They rode in silence for a while, merely enjoying the scenery before Isabella turned to him. “Tell me how it happened. How did you lose your leg?”

      

      Emmanuel sighed. “Tis an ugly story. Do you really want to hear it on such a beautiful day?”

      

      She kept looking into his eyes, letting him know that he did not at all repulse her. Finally, he pulled to the side, under a large oak.

      

      “All right. It was about four-and-ten years ago when I was but a lad of eight. My parents and I were traveling from our country seat back to London when the wheel came off of our carriage. Our driver was putting it back as we waited when brigands set upon us. It was coming on dusk and they wore masks but their eyes, at least, were visible. They threatened us, ordered us to give them everything we had. My mother immediately turned over her reticule but my father…” Emmanuel looked away and Isabella stretched out her hand, laying it on top of his and squeezing gently.

      

      “M-my father attacked one of the men. There was a fight. My father had a pistol which he discharged. I think he hit one of the men. But the other ran a sword through his neck and he died. My mother began to scream and one of them grabbed her and told her to shut up. But she was hysterical so she kept screaming. They pinched her nose and mouth closed and she suffocated.” The Duke turned to her with haunted eyes. “I was so scared, frozen where I stood. I did nothing while they killed my parents. But when my mother fell to the ground, something broke in me…”

      

      She simply squeezed his hand tighter and waited. “I did not care if I lived or died so I ran at the one that had suffocated my mother. He lifted a pistol and shot me in the leg while another one of them drove the coachman through with a sword. I lay there, injured, for two hours or so before another coach came by. The ball had shattered my knee and the wound became infected. The sawbones had no choice but to amputate.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          A Rose by Any Other Name

        

      

    

    
      Isabella took a deep breath, feeling as though she had been holding it for the entirety of his story. She blinked at Emmanuel, not really knowing what to say.

      

      “That…must have been very lonely for you.”

      

      Emmanuel’s eyes dipped but not before she saw how they shone with tears. “It was. I do not know if I would have survived it were it not for my aunt and uncle.”

      

      Isabella wiped a tear from her own eye. “I am glad that you had them.”

      

      Emmanuel straightened up, his face forcibly brightening. “Well, this has been a lovely heart-to-heart but now that it is done, would you like to take a walk with me?”

      

      “I would very much enjoy that, Your Grace.”

      

      Emmanuel carefully climbed down from the curricle, trying to appear nonchalant. This was one of those actions that was so simple for those with both legs—and dashed difficult when one leg was made of wood.

      

      Normally, one foot went onto the step, a metal loop, then the other onto the ground. He’d rather perform both with his real foot, having once gotten his prosthetic foot stuck in the step, and more than once landing on the wooden leg crookedly, to crash face-first into the ground. Instead, he bypassed the step altogether and hopped down to the ground, landing on his good leg.

      

      “Wonderful. Shall we?”

      

      Isabella stood up as well, allowing him to assist her as she gracefully climbed down. She replied, looping her arm around his, and turning to him with a smile, “We shall.”
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel halted in mid-stride in the center of the crowded road and snapped his head around to stare at Isabella. “What do you mean—you’ve never been to Drury Lane?”

      

      Isabella rolled her eyes and dragged Emmanuel out of the road before a carriage ran him over. “Exactly what I said, Emmanuel. It hardly warrants this manner of a reaction.”

      

      Emmanuel gaped at her as though she had just insisted that Prinny was a coal miner.

      

      “Are you mad? A Drury Lane production is—why, it is magical, Isabella! There's nothing like it! The beauty of the language, the utter dedication of the actors to their roles, the energy sparking through the crowd. It is the most wondrous thing imaginable! Why have you not gone before?”

      

      Isabella bit her lip, feeling suddenly shy and inadequate. Her love of stories made her stand out from others and she could well understand why Emmanuel was shocked that she had not availed herself of the opportunity to visit Drury Lane. However, he did not understand the struggle involved when a girl wanted to take in a play on her own.

      

      Most members of the ton took in a play as a family or with their beaus. Her family was not interested in plays. Before Emmanuel, she had not wanted to entertain a beau. Nevertheless, to say she had no one to go with sounded to her ears like a weak excuse. Emmanuel would not understand. “I just have not yet had the opportunity.” She could not suppress the rosiness in her cheeks, eyes on her silver-tipped boots.

      

      “Oh,” Emmanuel’s tone was unusually soft. She flicked her eyes to his, trying to gauge why. The painful realization hit her and she clenched her jaw, her stomach churning.

      

      Was that pity in Emmanuel’s voice? She jerked her head up, her shoulders raised defensively and turned to glare at Emmanuel.

      

      Emmanuel was smiling softly at her, his eyes shining with such open affection that Isabella had to look away, ashamed at her assumption.

      

      “Well, we have some time to make up for, don’t we?” Emmanuel's voice was warm. “And, as we both would dearly love to see a play and we are courting, I have a proposition for you.” He took a step closer and leaned in so his voice would not carry beyond Isabella’s hearing. “Isabella, would you do me the honor of accompanying me to the theatre tonight?”

      

      She started and looked up at Emmanuel, her eyebrows raised in question. Emmanuel grinned in answer, his eyes twinkling. They were courting, it was true, but he had yet to declare his intentions.

      

      Could she afford to be seen on his arm and then have him change his mind later on? She did not want to rush him but she really could not afford any slights on her name.

      

      “Emmanuel...” Isabella hissed, glancing about them furtively in case someone had overheard.

      

      “Yes?” Emmanuel asked, feigning innocence as he fought back a smile.

      

      “But—I—you—we can’t—” Isabella spluttered.

      

      “Whyever not?” Emmanuel interrupted, his lips twitching as he fought back a smirk. “Is there anything in the ton’s many tedious rules that prevent us from enjoying an evening together? I shall even have Aunt Helen join us as a chaperone.”

      

      Isabella stilled. She cleared her throat and forcibly dropped her shoulders from where they had been encroaching on her neck. “You’re right, of course, Your Grace. We can take in a play without breaking the rules of propriety. How silly of me to think otherwise.”

      

      “Don't trouble yourself, Isabella. I expect your reticence is not because you do not, in fact, wish to accompany me?” Emmanuel stared piercingly at her.

      

      Isabella hastened to reassure him. “Absolutely not. I would love to attend a play with you. I graciously accept your invitation.”

      

      She curtsied prettily at him, head bowed but then hesitated, her brows pulling down. What did one wear to the theatre? Did she have anything suitable? She had heard tell of the elaborateness of some costumes worn in the audience. Would she have time to get something together in the time between now and then? Perhaps she should not have agreed to accompany him tonight.

      

      However, to attend a play with Emmanuel, to watch the joy radiating from him as he stared in rapt attention, surely that would be worth any inconvenience. “It would be a pleasure, Your Grace.”

      

      Emmanuel smiled so brightly the whole of London seemed to pale in comparison. “In that case, let us obtain our tickets at once! Come on! This way!” He spun around with a grace that spoke of his tutelage under a dancing master and sallied forth, a spring in his step Isabella did not know a one-legged man could possess.
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        * * *

      

      Isabella was fascinated by the rambling conversation Emmanuel kept up as they strolled along.

      

      “—or it might be The Rivals again,” Emmanuel continued, his steps becoming uneven as he bounced along Isabella’s side. “That would be all right, I suppose, although I’d much prefer it if Much Ado about Nothing were on. Soldiers, home from war, banter, intrigue, a small band of friends fighting against injustice—it would make for a perfect introduction to Shakespeare, and the theatre. You’d love it, Isabella!”

      

      Thus far, Emmanuel had encompassed the outlandish costumes, brilliant acting, captivating scenery, variety of smells, concessions available, and comfort of the seating at Drury Lane in his animated panegyric.

      

      A few months ago, Isabella might have taken such idle prattle as a sign of empty-headed idiocy, but now she knew better. From Emmanuel, it was a sound more welcome than even the turning of pages in a riveting story. It was like living in her own thrilling tale.

      

      “I’m sure I would. But, regardless of the work, I’ll be quite content with anything we see.”

      

      Emmanuel rolled his eyes. “That’s as may be, but your first time at the theatre should be more than merely satisfactory. It should be unforgettable! Outstanding!”

      

      Isabella smiled fondly as a strange fluttering sensation filled her bosom. She risked a quick glance about them. They were free from prying eyes, for the moment. She had not seen the groom since they left the park. Her mother would have a fit if she found out Isabella was walking around London without a chaperone. She wetted her lips; heart pounding in her ears, then leaned in close. “It will be. You’ll be there,” she whispered, as quietly as she could.

      

      Emmanuel’s eyes darkened and he gave her lips a quick, lidded glance, filled with things she could not acknowledge. He followed her example, eyes darting quickly to check their surroundings, before leaning forward, his mouth a mere breath away from hers. His hand reached down and clasped Isabella’s, stroking it gently with his thumb. “So I shall be. Right by your side.”

      

      He hesitated, and then straightened up, blue eyes boring into brown. “Forgive me for being forward but the nearness of your lips is the greatest temptation I have ever experienced.”

      

      Isabella swallowed and tried to push herself away from him before she took leave of her senses. She gave Emmanuel’s hand a quick squeeze, then pulled away to clasp her hands again.

      

      Such intimacies must be reserved for the marriage bed, not in the middle of the alley, lack of witnesses notwithstanding. She cleared her throat. “Just so. Well, Your Grace, lead on.”

      

      Emmanuel’s smile flickered like candlelight in a breeze. He stepped away rapidly and then nodded toward the end of the alley. “Of course, Miss Addison. This way.” He hurried on, not bothering to wait for Isabella to walk by his side.

      

      Isabella frowned. Surely, Emmanuel realized she was merely attempting to exercise caution.

      

      Perhaps he thinks you are ashamed of his leg.

      

      The voice in her head sounded strangely like her sister Sarah. Isabella winced as she recalled Emmanuel’s words from the dance.

      

      “Does it make you uncomfortable to be seen in public with me?”

      

      This was far more difficult than she had anticipated.

      

      “Emmanuel? Emmanuel, wait!” Isabella called out and sprinted after him, catching up with him as the alleyway turned into the main thoroughfare.

      

      Emmanuel turned around, with a smile a touch too brittle to reach his eyes. “Yes, Isabella?”

      

      Isabella took a deep breath and cleared her throat. “I…er…fear I may have unintentionally caused offense. I assure you that my—my actions a moment earlier were merely the result of a natural concern for our continued wellbeing, rather than an implication that I am embarrassed—”

      

      “Isabella, you—” A moment later, Isabella found herself being yanked back into the alley by the sleeve of her frock.

      

      “Emmanuel?”

      

      “Shh,” Emmanuel hissed, keeping them in silence until they had reached the mid-point of the alley. Emmanuel glanced around, his eyes darting back and forth with almost frantic speed. “Isabella, I can’t believe—you magnificent, absurd—” he took a deep breath, his eyelids fluttering nervously. “I wasn’t upset at…at what you thought I was upset by.”

      

      Isabella frowned. “Then what was it? What did I do?”

      

      Emmanuel rolled his eyes. “I was upset at myself, Isabella! You were right to pull away from my—” he jutted out his jaw, “-—my lapse of control. And clearly my…indiscretions invite your own, which was not my intention.”

      

      Isabella blinked, the precarious reality of their situation crashing into her. “Oh,” she said at last.

      

      “Oh indeed,” Emmanuel answered, his smile adopting a bitter note. “So, shall we continue, and this time, I’ll keep my hands to my own person?”

      

      Isabella sighed. “I suppose we must,” she said with no small amount of regret.

      

      Emmanuel’s smile was commiserating. There really was some special pull between them that went beyond ordinary attraction. The need to touch, to be close, to have, and to hold…it was compelling. He almost reached out to take her hand before remembering himself. “It’ll come with practice,” he mumbled inaudibly.

      

      Isabella let out a frustrated laugh. “Let us hope so. Shall we?” She gestured ahead of them.

      

      Emmanuel spared a look for Isabella one more time, his eyes dark with longing, before taking a deep breath and setting his eyes on the busy street that awaited them. “Right. Once more unto the breach, my dear.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          Shakespeare

        

      

    

    
      Isabella frowned as she tried to remember the source of that quotation. “One of the Henry’s or Richard’s, I assume?”

      

      Emmanuel smiled, the pinched look around his eyes starting to fade. “Good guess, Isabella! It is from Henry V! That would be another excellent one for you, I think. Full of patriotic speeches about the might of England, people doing their duty for the greater good, and all that. I should recite the passage for you in its entirety so you can experience its full glory.” He cleared his throat and proceeded toward the street, his head, and shoulders held high. “‘Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more, or close the wall up with our English dead. In peace, there’s nothing so becomes a man as modest stillness and humility; but when--’”

      

      Isabella followed, her heart full of love for this passionate man with a nigh irrepressible spirit, who somehow reciprocated her feelings. How lucky it was that she had waited to find a husband and that his aunt was such a busybody.
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        * * *

      

      “And, of course, it’s been years since I spent my halcyon summer days lounging about backstage, but perhaps we could slip in there after the show. There are some people there I would very much like you to meet, assuming they are still affiliated with Drury Lane. And, good God, this has grown,” Emmanuel said, staring up in awe at the magnificent facade of the Theatre Royal. “I had heard that it was being rebuilt, of course, but I had no idea its replacement would be so grand.”

      

      Isabella swallowed as she stared at the imposing Theatre Royal. Surely, it must be one of the tallest buildings in London—apart from the churches, of course.

      

      “Let’s see what marvel lies in wait for us.” With a jaunty grin, Emmanuel increased his pace as he hurried to the door whose playbill proudly advertised the performance for the night.

      

      Isabella smiled fondly as she followed him.

      

      Emmanuel stopped in front of the playbill. “It’s—oh,” he said quietly, his shoulders suddenly rigid.

      

      Isabella’s stomach lurched. She quickened her step and stood at Emmanuel’s side in mere seconds. “Emmanuel? Emmanuel, what is wrong? Are you unwell?” She placed a calming hand on Emmanuel’s shoulder.

      

      “Hmm?” Emmanuel blinked and looked up, his eyes slightly glassy. “Oh, it’s nothing. I’m merely a tad...disappointed in the choice of play.”

      

      Isabella frowned and read the title printed on the playbill. “In Antony and Cleopatra? Why? What’s wrong with it?”

      

      Emmanuel’s eyelids fluttered momentarily and his tongue darted out to lick his lips. “Nothing at all. It’s an excellent work. I…I had merely wished for you to see one of the comedies.”

      

      Isabella narrowed her eyes. Even Emmanuel, dramatic though he was, rarely reacted to something so small with such passion. He must be hiding something. Isabella pressed her lips together and tried to choose her words with the utmost caution. “Emmanuel, are you sure that is your only concern? You wouldn’t rather…do something else this evening?”

      

      Emmanuel’s eyes fluttered once more before he plastered on a smile and shook his head. “Isabella, are you suggesting that I steer clear of a Shakespeare play? I can hardly imagine a worse fate. No, Miss Addison, our celebration will continue as planned. You will witness a masterpiece, and I will share it with you.”

      

      “But—” Isabella trailed off, her forehead wrinkling. It seemed the Duke would not be moved to explain his disconcertion. Emmanuel’s lips were as sealed as a sea chest.

      

      There was nothing for it but to play along.

      

      Isabella managed a smile and a faint nod. “If you’re sure, Your Grace, then nothing would give me greater pleasure.”

      

      Emmanuel’s forced smile shifted into a ghost of its earlier, genuine sparkle. “Excellent. In that case, I’ll return in just a moment with our tickets.” He turned and started to walk inside.

      

      “Emmanuel, wait.” Isabella reached out, resting her hand on Emmanuel’s forearm to halt his forward movement. Emmanuel tensed and spun around, his eyes momentarily wild. Isabella let go instantly and took a step away, concerned at the look in his eyes. “Emmanuel?”

      

      Emmanuel stared with glassy, unseeing eyes at Isabella. Isabella waited, her heart pounding, praying that Emmanuel would snap out of it.

      

      Emmanuel blinked, then shook his head and let out a rather shaky sigh with a bitter smile. “Startled me there, I’m afraid. What was it you needed, Isabella?”

      

      Isabella hesitated. This hardly seemed the moment to discuss whatever had just occurred. Whatever ailed him, Emmanuel clearly had it under control now. She would perhaps mention it on the curricle ride home.

      

      “You don’t owe me an explanation. I am here to listen to you if you wish, at any time.”

      

      Emmanuel glanced away, his eyes blinking rapidly. “Isabella, I—” He swallowed, took a deep breath, then met Isabella’s gaze again, his eyes shining with tears. “I sometimes get…sometimes I go back.” He flicked an embarrassed glance at her. “When my parents were killed, we were ambushed from behind. One of the men grabbed me…pushed me to my knees. Ever since I…sometimes…” his voice trailed off as his eyes took on that faraway mien.

      

      Isabella’s gaze brightened in understanding. She had read books where the protagonist experienced such episodes where they relived something traumatic that had happened to them in their childhood. They told of how vivid the scene was, as if they were experiencing it again. If that was what was happening to Emmanuel, well then, no wonder he had become so tense. “I understand. Do…do you wish to leave?”

      

      Emmanuel chuckled. “Indeed, not. I wish to enjoy this play with you. Come, Isabella,” Emmanuel continued before Isabella could object or change her mind, “Let’s go inside and get our tickets. I am eager to see if the theatre has changed as much within as without. It looks enormous!” With that, he turned and entered the imposing structure with an ease that belied his tears just moments ago.

      

      Isabella blinked. Emmanuel may have trod his wooden foot on the muddy lands of his estate rather than on the stage, but he was certainly as fine an actor as any they would see tonight.

      

      If only Emmanuel would realize that he need never pretend with her.

      

      With a heavy sigh, Isabella followed him into the building.
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        * * *

      

      “Why there then: thus I do escape the sorrow of Antony's death,” the actor playing Eros declaimed, before spinning the sword around and running it through his own breast.

      

      Isabella jumped as Eros fell to the ground. She forced herself not to look at Emmanuel, but could not resist reaching for him in search of comfort even though this was merely a play.

      

      There was no reason it should unnerve her so. She wondered if it might upset Emmanuel to see her so moved. He had seemed upset about the choice of play and she did not want him to regret it. So she squared her shoulders, clasped her hands in her lap to keep herself from clutching Emmanuel to her, and fixed her eyes upon the stage.

      

      “But I will be a bridegroom in my death, and run into't as to a lover's bed,” Mark Antony exclaimed. “Come, then; and, Eros, thy master dies thy scholar: to do thus—”

      

      Isabella’s heart stuttered to a stop as Antony, too, fell upon his sword. There was an awful lot of violence on display. She did not know how she felt about that.

      

      “How! Not dead? Not dead? The guard, ho! O, dispatch me!”

      

      Isabella clenched her hands together more tightly to prevent them from shaking. She risked a glance at Emmanuel, who was staring at the stage intently, his nostrils flaring, jaw firmly set. She wondered if he was still thinking about the tragedy that took his parents from him.

      

      Isabella dragged her eyes back toward the stage, her heart aching, as Antony was laid in Cleopatra’s arms. If only there were something she could do, some way to distract Emmanuel from the reminder that the fate of these lovers might be similar to that of his parents, but that he had survived; that they would live, would always be together…

      

      “—shall I abide in this dull world, which in thy absence is no better than a sty?”

      

      Isabella frantically blinked back tears, remembering what Emmanuel had told her about the attack. She knew now that this life without Emmanuel would have been equally barren.

      

      Antony slumped, lifeless, in Cleopatra’s arms.

      

      Isabella swallowed back a sob and felt the Duke tense at her side. Isabella prepared to find some means of reassuring him that she would be there to comfort him, but Cleopatra’s character began her eulogy over the body of her beloved.

      

      “The crown o' the earth doth melt. My lord! O, wither'd is the garland of the war—”

      

      Isabella reached out, her hand grasping Emmanuel’s tightly.

      

      His head was bowed, eyes fixed on a spot on the floor of their box, his shoulders high and rigid, and his knuckles white from their grip on his knee. As Isabella watched, Emmanuel hunched further into himself, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he tried not to cry.

      

      Isabella wanted to hold him, to run her fingers through his hair, to lean forward and offer her body with a whispered promise that Emmanuel could hold onto it as tightly as necessary. To promise he would be loved for all eternity.

      

      But they were in public and not affianced. So all she could do was squeeze his hand, catching the eye of Lady Edric, who had appeared at some point in the evening and sat behind them in the box. She simply nodded as if in approval and turned her eye back to the stage.

      

      Isabella shook her head and tried to focus. Railing against the cruelty of the world would hardly bring Emmanuel peace. She glanced around, ascertained that no one from a nearby box could see, and then shifted her legs to bump her knee gently against Emmanuel's, the most innocuous gesture of comfort she could come up with.

      

      Emmanuel swallowed again and shook his head, unable to meet her eyes. His shoulders began to shake with the effort of holding back tears.

      

      Isabella hesitated, glanced around once more and noting Lady Edric’s studious disregard of them, and then shifted to the edge of her seat until the left side of her leg was gently touching Emmanuel’s.

      

      She stayed there; desperately hoping her affection would seep into Emmanuel along with her warmth and would help stop the faint tremors that Isabella now felt coursing through Emmanuel’s frame.

      

      Emmanuel turned his head slightly toward Isabella. His face was a mask of misery, his lips held tightly together in a thin, white line that trembled despite the pressure, his eyes brimming with tears, shame, and pleas for forgiveness in equal parts.

      

      Isabella swallowed, her heart in her throat. How could she possibly convey all her love and reassurances with looks alone? She hesitated and glanced around once more.

      

      Surely, in their private box, and during such an emotional moment, no one would notice a slight breach of protocol. Moreover, Lady Edric would not say a word. Before she could think twice about her decision, she slid her hand down to his knee and let her fifth finger rest gently against Emmanuel’s.

      

      Emmanuel’s head jerked up, his eyes flying open, saying more loudly than any words that he thought Isabella had just taken leave of her senses.

      

      Isabella smiled and shook her head, then gently tapped her little finger against Emmanuel’s again. It was hardly a sonnet or a six-shilling theatre ticket—it was painfully insignificant, compared with what Emmanuel truly needed—but here and now, it was the most lavish gift she could provide. Emmanuel’s happiness would always be worth any risk.

      

      Emmanuel sniffled as his tears started to fall and gave a glimmer of a smile. He slid his own hand to the right side of his knee and, slowly and carefully, hooked Isabella’s finger with his own.

      

      Isabella gave his finger as supportive a squeeze as she could surreptitiously provide, and hoped it conveyed with it a promise to love, to honor, and to cherish him, from now, until the end of time.

      

      Emmanuel breathed out a quiet wisp of a chuckle and squeezed back, his smile saying that at least some of the message had been received.

      

      By unspoken agreement, they turned to face the stage again, their fingers still loosely entangled. It was not nearly enough, but it would suffice for now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          Developments

        

      

    

    
      Isabella had been afraid that Emmanuel might pull away from her after his breakdown at the play so she was more than a little relieved to find a letter from him the next morning, beside her plate, like clockwork.

      

      She smiled wide, ignoring her food in favor of tearing it open and reading it.

      

      My dearest Isabelle,

      

      I have no words to express to you the comfort I found in your company yesterday. I scarce know how to thank you. Please accept this meager gift as a symbol of my gratitude. It may seem an odd choice but it was one of my father’s and I know that you will cherish it as much as I do.

      

      Isabelle stopped reading, looking around for a package. When she did not see any, she picked up the bell and rang it. The butler came hurrying into the room, an enquiring look on his face.

      

      “Could you tell me if a package came with my letter?”

      

      He furrowed his brow as if thinking. “I did not collect the letter from the messenger but I shall ask the footman who did.”

      

      “Thank you, Rogers.” Isabella went back to reading the letter as the butler left the room.

      

      It feels strange yet very good to be able to share this and other interests with you. I do not know much about marriage, but I feel strongly that our shared interests might be the key to wedded bliss.

      

      I look forward to finding out.

      

      In the meantime, would you favor me with your company this afternoon? We have yet to be seen taking ices at Gunter’s which I believe is a huge faux pas. I would not wish the ton to think me negligent as a courting man and I cannot wait to show you off on my arm.

      

      Isabella grinned at that, feeling her cheeks heat even though there was nobody to see. A slight knock had her looking up to where the butler was peering in, holding a bundle.

      

      “The footman informs me that this package came at the same time as the letter.” He held out a square package wrapped with brown paper and tied securely with string. She held out a hand for it, suppressing a pleased smile and Rogers placed the package in her palm. With a nod, he closed the door behind him and she set about unwrapping her present.

      

      “Matters of Great Note and Consequence. Hmm. I haven’t read that one.” She turned the book this way and that, examining it critically. It was more of an autobiography than a story but the premise was interesting nevertheless. She would read it so that she and Emmanuel could debate it together and in doing so, she would learn new things about her intended. She really was enjoying the process of finding out who the Duke was but she was also beginning to think that a winter wedding would suit them just fine.

      

      She resolved to tell him that in her reply to his letter.

      

      That reminds me…

      

      She picked up his letter to read the rest of it. The letter simply spoke of his continued devotion, and how much he was looking forward to seeing her again. She gave a pleased grin and put the letter aside, meaning to put it in her little box where she kept all his letters. Then she took up her spoon to have her breakfast.

      

      “Good morning.”

      

      She looked up to see her father looming over her, his face solemn.

      

      “Oh, good morning, Father. I thought you would have left by now.”

      

      The Viscount of Gefferton shook his head. “Indeed not. I have no urgent business today. I thought that we might spend some time in discourse.”

      

      Isabelle put her spoon down. In all her years of living, she had never heard her father say he wanted to spend any time with any of his children. This was unprecedented. Isabelle was afraid that it would not bode well for her.

      

      “All right. What would you like to discuss?” She clasped her hands together to stop them from shaking.

      

      “I wanted to speak about your beau. Are you sure he is the right course of action for you?”

      

      Isabella took a deep breath, surveying her father in disbelief. “You and mother have been on me for years about getting married and now that I have attracted the attention of a duke, you ask me if I’m sure?”

      

      Lord Gefferton shook his head. “Just because we have been…anxious…about your prospects does not mean we meant you to throw yourself into the arms of the first man who showed interest.”

      

      Isabella frowned. “Emmanuel is hardly that.”

      

      “And that is another thing. You are not yet betrothed and yet you call him by his name. It is not seemly.”

      

      Isabella felt hurt pierce her chest. “He asked me to.”

      

      “Indeed. And why did he do that? Has he no regard for propriety?”

      

      Isabella stared open-mouthed at her father. “He has never done anyth-”

      

      “Hasn’t he? I understand you went to the theatre last nig-”

      

      Isabella cut him off. “Lady Edric was with us.”

      

      Lord Gefferton shot back just as fast. “Was she?

      

      “Of course!”

      

      “My sources tell me she hardly provided any buffer between you. That you sat altogether too close. That she did not even join you until the play had started. Does this not sound like chicanery to you?”

      

      Isabella was shaking her head in bewilderment. Lord Gefferton’s eyes dropped to the book she was still holding. “And he is clearly trying to curry your favor with his notes and his books. Are you not in the least wary?”

      

      “He is courting me!”

      

      “Is he? A two-and-twenty-year-old Duke, fairly attractive, good prospects, and unmarried. Why has he remained so for so long? Perhaps he has no intention of ever marrying. Have you thought of that? Has he tried to despoil you?”

      

      Isabella could only stare at her father, chest heaving, heart pounding, light-headed as if she might faint at any moment.

      

      Why is he saying these things to me?

      

      She got to her feet and ran out of the room, still clutching the book in her arms. She hurried to her chambers, slamming the door behind her and threw herself on her bed. That was when she realized she had left her latest letter on the breakfast table.

      

      “Gadzooks!” she exclaimed and then blushed bright red, glancing furtively at the door to make sure she was still alone.

      

      You had better not read my letter.

      

      She did not understand at all what had gotten into her father.
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        * * *

      

      “Did you speak with her?”

      

      “I did.”

      

      “And…?”

      

      Lord Gefferton shook his head. “She has her heart set on him. I do not think I will change her mind.”

      

      “It has been years. Perhaps the issue will not arise.”

      

      Lord Gefferton twirled his quill in his hand, looking pensively out of the window of his study where he had retreated after his talk with Isabella. “Perhaps…”
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel’s visit to the theatre had awoken memories that slept uneasily in his mind. Cold silver-grey eyes followed him in his dreams, never veering away from him. The eyes were strangely familiar even though he was sure he knew no one in his actual life with such arctic windows to the soul. The dreams left him feeling cold and bereft and he had no idea why.

      

      He thought about speaking to his uncle about it, perhaps he could shed some light on whether the man was real or not. However, before he could, Lord and Lady Edric left for the Helmsfield estate, where they would prepare for the visit from Lord Gefferton and his family. There was much to be done. Emmanuel did not entertain often at his country estate and he had been content to leave it as it was.

      

      The furniture might have been a bit dusty and neglected. His housekeeper was old—she had worked there since his father was the Duke. Emmanuel was reluctant to let her go. She was a crucial piece of his history and he did not mind the mess.

      

      But now that he had guests coming, his aunt had undertaken to supervise the cleaning and sprucing up of his estate. He was grateful because left to his own devices, he would not have known where to start. Besides, he did not want to leave the city just yet. Not leave Isabella again.
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        * * *

      

      Isabella heard a knock on her door and sat up, eyes narrowed, wondering if it was her mother come to placate her.

      

      “Bella, open up!”

      

      Isabella knew that voice well. It belonged to both the bane of her existence and the closest thing she had to a bosom friend. She scrambled off the bed and hurried to open the door. “Sarah!”

      

      She threw her arms around her sister, who held on to her just as tightly. They stood in the doorway, just holding each other, in no hurry to let go.

      

      “What are you doing here?” Isabella pulled back at last.

      

      Sarah gave her a brilliant smile. “I came to see you. Did you not get my letter?”

      

      “I did indeed. And you mentioned being bored in the country but not that you were coming to Town. How did you manage that?”

      

      Sarah gave an airy wave. “Oh, you know I have Peregrine wrapped around my little finger.”

      

      Isabella smiled. “You have everyone wrapped around your little finger.”

      

      “Hmm, true.” Sarah spun on the spot before landing gracefully on the bed, ankles crossed. “Now come sit, tell me about this Duke of yours.”

      

      Isabella gave a huge sigh, flopping down on the bed next to her sister. “You don’t even know, Sarah, he’s perfect.”

      

      “Well, nobody’s perfect.”

      

      “Yes, well, he’s perfect for me.”

      

      “So why the sighs?”

      

      Isabella leaned on one elbow, looking miserably up at her sister. “Father.”

      

      Sarah simply raised her eyebrow.

      

      “He’s trying to dissuade me from the match. I have no idea why.”

      

      Sarah’s voice rose in her surprise. “Have you asked him? It’s not like Father to spurn a Duke.”

      

      Isabella sat up. “Exactly! It’s not like him. I just don’t understand, Sister. Would you ask him what he means by it?” She batted her eyes pleadingly at Sarah.

      

      Her sister gave a deep, put-upon sigh. “Since it is you, I shall ask Father what he’s thinking. But I am to meet Peregrine soon, so I will have to do it when we come back for dinner.”

      

      Isabella squeezed Sarah’s arm. “Thank you ever so much.”

      

      Sarah scoffed. “It’s nothing. Now I really must go. I simply wanted to let you know I am in Town.” She got to her feet.

      

      “All right. It is truly a joy to see you.” Isabella got to her feet as well, ready to escort her sister down the stairs.

      

      “Where is Mother? I should like to say hello before I go.” Sarah forestalled her progress towards the door.

      

      “Oh, I think she’s in her chambers.”

      

      Sarah flitted out of the room and Isabella watched her go, feeling quite bemused. Her sister was something of a gale, blowing into their lives and disrupting everything before disappearing again. Isabella did not even want to think about how she had managed to convince her husband to let her come back to the city. He had been quite adamant at their last meeting that she would stay in the country and learn to be quiet and demure.

      

      Isabella had known it was a lost cause at the time but she thought Sarah would wait a little bit longer to rebel. She was relieved to see her, nevertheless, because if there was anyone who could get to the truth of her father’s feelings, it was Sarah.

      

      She sat back down on the bed, exhaling with relief before jumping up again. She had not replied to Emmanuel’s letter and the one he had sent her was most likely still in the breakfast nook. It was time to retrieve it. Feet swishing quietly along the parquet floor, she made her way quickly downstairs, eyes darting hither and thither, not wanting to encounter her father again. She dashed into the breakfast nook and saw that her letter was neatly placed upon the table that had been cleared of breakfast things. She snatched it up and turned to leave.

      

      “You should listen to your father, you know.”

      

      She almost jumped three feet in the air, so startled was she. Turning slowly, she saw her father’s steward leaning against the Chippendale commode. She narrowed her eyes, wondering how he found the gall to even speak to her.

      

      “I do not see how that is any of your business.”

      

      He looked up at her, his cold grey eyes surveying her dispassionately. “Your father is a lot more experienced than you in the matter of men and their intentions. You would do well to heed his warnings.”

      

      Isabella left the room as fast as she could. She did not want to listen to any of this anymore. She hurried to the sewing room where she could write in peace, hoping to hear Sarah as she left so that she could exhort her once again to find out what her father was possibly thinking.
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        * * *

      

      “Father! How nice to see you.” Sarah walked up to him and presented her cheek for him to buss.

      

      “Sarah. It is wonderful to have you here. I am glad that you were able to come.”

      

      “Of course. When you wrote to me, asking for my help, I hastened to come at once.”

      

      Lord Gefferton nodded approvingly. “You never let me down, Sarah.”

      

      Sarah took a seat opposite her father. “So, tell me what is so awful about this man Isabella has set her sights on.”
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        * * *

      

      Isabella finished up her letter and stood to go in search of a footman to deliver it. She was just emerging from the sewing room when she espied Sarah, coming out of her father’s study. Her back was turned to Isabella as she said her goodbyes to Lord Gefferton and Isabella wondered if she had already confronted their father over Emmanuel. She watched as her sister came down the corridor, head down, seemingly lost in thought. Opening her mouth to call out to Sarah, she hesitated, not knowing why, but suddenly reluctant to let her sister know that she had seen her.

      

      Sarah passed within a yard of her but did not see Isabella lurking at the doorway. She collected her redingote from the footman, murmuring something to him, and then left the house. On an impulse, Isabella decided to follow her.

      

      “John, would you fetch me a carriage? I wish to go out,” she said to the footman as she watched Sarah’s curricle take off. She was going in the opposite direction from Whitehall so it was unlikely she was meeting her husband. Isabella wanted to know what she was up to.

      

      “Yes, Miss.” John gave a slight bow and went to alert the stables. Isabella shifted from foot to foot, impatient to be off and as soon as the carriage came to a stop outside the front door, she was climbing into it and urging the driver to go.

      

      “We must catch up to Sarah.” She ignored the look of confusion on his face, pointing in the direction that Sarah’s curricle had taken. Don’t let her see you.” The road was fairly empty and to Isabella’s relief, Sarah’s curricle was soon in sight.

      

      Sarah came to a stop at a familiar residence, nestled behind a thick hedge, with a crest Isabella recognized embedded in the archway over the gate. Sarah’s coachman alighted and rang the bell while Sarah waited and before long, she and her abigail were let in.

      

      Her carriage came to a stop on the opposite side of the road and Isabella leaned forward curiously, peering out the window. “What is Sarah doing at Emmanuel’s house?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          Surprise

        

      

    

    
      Emmanuel was not expecting company. He especially was not expecting the Earl of Peregrine’s wife. He knew of her, of course, because Peregrine had an estate close to his seat at Helmsfield. The Earl was wont to call on him at Helmsfield for advice on pig rearing, or he might stop by to share a rare vintage from Emmanuel’s extensive collection.

      

      What he knew of Lady Peregrine was that she was high-strung and was a bit of a social butterfly. The Earl had invited him to many a ball that his wife threw at Peregrine Hall but Emmanuel had not been interested. Now she and her abigail were in his parlor. He could not imagine what they could possibly want. He was not obligated to see them. He could tell Stevens to let them know he was ‘not at home’ but now he was curious and seeking distraction as Isabella had not—yet—written to him today.

      

      This infatuation is getting out of hand.

      

      He sighed, getting to his feet and limping over to the parlor. He leaned against the doorjamb, surveying his visitors.

      

      “Lady Peregrine, this is an unexpected surprise. Is there some emergency with your husband?”

      

      She stepped forward, looking very confident for having walked uninvited into his home. “My husband is fine, as far as I know. I am here to speak with you.”

      

      Emmanuel cocked his eyebrow but said nothing. Sarah looked him up and down. “For a cripple, you really are not as hideous as you are made out to be.”

      

      Emmanuel straightened up. “I beg your pardon?”

      

      Lady Peregrine turned to her lady’s maid. “Anna, would you wait for me in the carriage, please?”

      

      Anna hesitated, clearly aware of the impropriety of that request. Lady Peregrine turned to look at her, blue eyes narrowed dangerously, “Now, please.”

      

      Emmanuel did not know what was happening but he knew that he did not like it.

      

      “It’s quite all right. Your lady’s maid can stay. In fact, I insist on it.”

      

      Lady Peregrine closed her eyes and sighed. “Very well…” she turned to him, taking another step closer. “There is no need to ruin Miss Addison’s life if marital relations are what you desire. You can easily get that by other means.”

      

      Emmanuel barked a laugh, unable to contain his shock. “Marital relations? Have you taken leave of your senses? Should I have your husband commit you to Bedlam?”

      

      To his even greater surprise, Lady Peregrine merely laughed. “If not marital relations, then what is it you want with her? She is young, naïve…she does not know what’s good for her. But you do. And you know it’s not you. So why are you courting her?”

      

      “What Miss Addison and I mean or do not mean to each other is none of your business.”

      

      “Oh, it is very much my business for I am my sister’s keeper.”

      

      Emmanuel snorted. “Your sister?”

      

      Lady Peregrine merely regarded him impassively and Emmanuel’s eyes widened with shock. “Isabella is your sister?”

      

      “Indeed she is.”

      

      “D-did she send you?”

      

      Lady Peregrine hesitated just long enough for Emmanuel to understand two things; Isabella had not sent her, and Lady Peregrine was considering lying and saying that she had.

      

      He unfolded his arms, taking a step closer so he could loom over her. “Who really sent you?”

      

      Lady Peregrine inhaled sharply. “That is neither here nor there. What is important is that you end this farce. I do not understand why you are even trying to maintain it. What do you have to gain? You do not need her dowry and she has spent her life buried in boring old books. What could you possibly see in her?”

      

      Emmanuel had to take a few deep breaths to stop himself from saying something regrettable. He could not believe Isabella’s own sister would speak of her in such a manner.

      

      “What do I see in her? Her mahogany eyes that I drown in, the soft wavy lengths of her hair that I cannot wait to untie from its eternal coiffure and run my hands through. Her delicate fingers that she uses to gesticulate when she is talking about something she is passionate about while she keeps her eyes squarely on mine. Her freckles that dance across her nose and right down to her cleavage. I cannot wait to see if she has them all over. Her skin like an opal, so fair yet smooth, makes me want to run my hands along her arms just to feel how soft it might be. What do I see in her? The bright interest in her eyes when she listens to me. Her letters, as lively as she is. Her forthrightness. I ask you, what is not to love?”

      

      Lady Peregrine looked quite taken aback at his speech, which was as it should be. “If you really feel all of that for her, then you should let her go. Let her find someone more deserving of her.”

      

      “Sarah!” They both turned in surprise to see Isabella standing in the doorway. Emmanuel frowned, wondering when his house became a way station for wayward women. Stevens came hurrying into the room after her.

      

      “Forgive me, Your Grace; I was hanging her coat when she simply rushed past me.”

      

      Emmanuel nodded, allowing Stevens to leave, wondering what he had done to deserve this madness. He turned back to Lady Peregrine with raised eyebrows. “You were saying?”

      

      Isabella pushed past him. “What are you doing here, Sarah?” Her voice was sharp and angry in a way Emmanuel had never heard before. He stiffened with interest, listening keenly.

      

      “I am saving you from a disastrous marriage, Sister.”

      

      Isabella grabbed her arm and propelled her toward the door. She stopped briefly in front of Emmanuel. “I apologize for this unforgivable breach in etiquette. I hope you will allow me to explain at a later date?”

      

      Emmanuel nodded once curtly. He did not know what was happening, but it was better that Isabella contend with it, rather than himself. He moved out of the way to allow her to pass and watched as Isabella marched her sister to the front door. Once Stevens had closed the door very firmly behind them, Emmanuel shook his head, crossed to the drinks tray and poured himself a stiff one. He drained it in one swallow, feeling anxiety twist in his chest even as the alcohol burned its way to his stomach.
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        * * *

      

      The curricle bounced along the lane, silent except for the thudding hooves of the matched grays and the crunch of the wheels.

      

      “You know that I was right,” Sarah said finally.

      

      Isabella ignored her, keeping her eyes fixed on the horses. Her gloved hands were tight in her lap and the tension was thick enough to cut with a knife.

      

      “Everything turned out for the best,” Sarah insisted. “You know that I couldn’t love you more if you were my only sister, and he—”

      

      “What you did was uncalled for,” Isabella growled.

      

      Sarah gave her a sidelong glance. Isabella’s jaw was set, and her brown hair, done up in a tight bob at the top of her head—Sarah could not help but recall the Duke’s words on what he would like to do with it—did nothing to soften her demeanor.

      

      “Of course I didn’t need to interfere,” she said sweetly. “But I wanted to.”

      

      “You—” Isabella bit down on her words, but not before her brown eyes, smoldering with anger, raked over Sarah. “I had everything in hand.”

      

      “Of course you did.” Sarah smoothed the printed muslin of her skirt. “That’s why you asked me to intervene with Father.”

      

      “With Father, not Emmanuel!”

      

      “Well, in the words of Father, ‘Your sister is almost engaged to the most tedious man alive,’ and you, my dear Isabella, were all set up to be the most miserable—”

      

      “Emmanuel is not tedious—”

      

      “Oh, of course not, I forgot. No one with five thousand a year could be tedious. He is…eccentric. And crippled. And a strange, suspicious fellow—”

      

      “If there’s a strange suspicious person in this tale,” Isabella snapped, “it is you.”

      

      Sarah put her hand on her chest as if she had sustained a mortal blow, her mouth open in shock. “You see, that is what you don’t understand. This is no tale!”
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        * * *

      

      Isabella could not believe her sister. The nerve of her to take it upon herself to go and insult Isabella’s beau! It was beyond scandalous. What must Emmanuel think of them?

      

      First, her father, now her sister, had completely lost their heads! She needed to speak to her mother about all this and ask her to have a talk with both Father and Sarah. They were clearly suffering from some major delusions.

      

      She jumped out of the curricle as soon as it came to a stop and hurried inside the house, calling for her mother.

      

      “Where is the fire?” her mother emerged from the parlor, closing the door behind her, “I am entertaining guests, Isabella, could you keep your voice down?”

      

      She waved away her mother’s concerns, clutching her arm and pulling her to the dining room. “Mother, you have to speak to your daughter.”

      

      Lady Gefferton gave her a strange look, her hand rising to her ears to check that her diamond earbobs were still in place. “Whatever do you mean by ‘talk to your daughter’ Isabella? Are you speaking of yourself in the third person?” Her hand crept to her neck where she gave a magnificent imitation of clutching her pearls.

      

      “No indeed, Mother. I am not speaking of myself but your other daughter who is in Town, Sarah.”

      

      Lady Gefferton sighed tiredly. “Oh, Isabella, don’t tell me you two have managed to get in a fight already.”

      

      Isabella puffed up like an adder, so angry was she. “She went to see His Grace! By herself! And said insulting things to him!”

      

      Lady Gefferton frowned. “Whatever do you mean by that? Sometimes I just don’t understand you young people.”

      

      “I mean exactly what I said. Sarah went to the Duke’s house, and started asking him all sorts of insulting questions, telling him to stop courting me.”

      

      “Why would she do that?”

      

      “I don’t know! I think Father put her up to it.”

      

      “Stuff and nonsense! He would not do that.”

      

      “Oh, but he did. Sarah told me so.”

      

      Lady Gefferton simply gawped at her, mouth agape.

      

      “Yes, Mother! You need to talk to your daughter.”

      

      Lady Gefferton shut her mouth with a click, turning away from Isabella, still fingering her pearl necklace, the myriad of jeweled rings on her fingers glinting in the sunlight. “You must have been mistaken. Why would she do that?”

      

      “You should ask her.”

      

      Lady Gefferton sighed. “Leave it with me, Isabella. I’ll find out what is going on.”

      

      Isabella nodded curtly. “All right, Mother. Please do it soon, though. I do not want the Duke to get cold feet.”

      

      “Of course, darling. You should go and lie down, you’re evidently a little upset.”

      

      Isabella huffed and strode out of the room, mumbling to herself.
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        * * *

      

      A letter was delivered to Emmanuel’s residence that evening and he received it with relief and opened it at once.

      

      Dear Duke,

      

      I would like to sincerely apologize for my sister. I do not know what got into her head to encroach upon you in such a way. I want to emphasize that I had no prior knowledge that she was planning such a thing. Please believe me. I hope that this unfortunate incident will have no effect on our future plans.

      

      I await your reply with bated breath.

      

      Yours sincerely,

      

      Isabella.

      

      He stared at the ‘yours sincerely’ like it might hold the key to her soul.

      

      Is it mine indeed?

      

      Did she truly belong to him or were she and her family playing some kind of game with him? He just did not know.

      

      For the time being, he decided to take her at her word. He picked up a quill and pulled a paper to him.

      

      My dear Isabella,

      

      I believe we have an appointment at Gunter’s tomorrow. I look forward to seeing you there.

      

      Yours faithfully,

      

      Emmanuel.

      

      He called the footman to deliver it and then turned his attention to the administration of his estate.
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        * * *

      

      Gunter’s Tea Shop was quite busy as usual, as they drew up in a curricle, its burnished wood trimmed in gold and glinting in the sunlight. Emmanuel carefully stepped down from his driver’s seat and then turned to help Isabella descend. She could not help the wide smile on her face as his hands spanned her waist and he lifted her with his strong arms and placed her on her feet.

      

      “Oh. Strong.” Her cheeks were flaming with heat and she could feel eyes on her. The haute ton was probably quite shocked that the cripple and the bluestocking dared to show their faces in such a fashionable place. Emmanuel gave her his arm and she looped her hand through it, smiling uncontrollably all the while.

      

      She followed him, head held high, as he led her to the shop.

      

      “Good afternoon, Your Grace. It is indeed an honor to have you in my shop. What may I get you today?”

      

      Emmanuel turned to Isabella, “What will you have?”

      

      Isabella made a show of examining the choices on offer but she already knew what she wanted. “I think I’ll have the chocolate cream ice.”

      

      Emmanuel nodded approvingly. “Good choice. I shall have the burnt filbert cream ice.”

      

      “Excellent,” Gunter nodded, “Will you be eating it in the shop or shall my waiter bring it out to that magnificent curricle I see outside?”

      

      Emmanuel looked at Isabella, eyebrow raised.

      

      “Let us eat in your curricle, Your Grace.” She murmured softly.

      

      Emmanuel nodded and conveyed their preference to Gunter before leading her back to the two-wheel curricle. He put his hands on her waist again and hoisted her back into her seat. She was quite flustered, thinking about what else he could do with those strong hands.

      

      He circled to his side of the curricle and climbed aboard. They sat in silence for a moment, simply regarding each other.

      

      “Everyone is looking at us.”

      

      “No, they are too busy with their own ices.”

      

      Isabella snorted. “It is not the ices that bring people here, you know. It is to be seen.”

      

      “And to be able to spend time with a gentleman without offense.”

      

      Isabella could not help but smirk. “That is true.”

      

      They beamed at each other.

      

      “Your ices, Your Grace and madam?”

      

      The voice startled them both and they turned to see a waiter with a tray, two glasses filled with ices on it. Emmanuel reached down and retrieved them, passing Isabella her chocolate confection.

      

      “Thank you,” she spooned up a morsel to have a taste, her eyes brightening as the cream chocolate melted in her mouth, “Mmm, it’s delicious.”

      

      Emmanuel held out his spoon, “Would you like a taste of mine?”

      

      Isabella looked around at the audience they had. “Maybe not just at the moment.”

      

      Emmanuel brought his ice-filled spoon to his lips, putting it into his mouth slowly. “That’s a pity because…well, it’s delicious.” He slurped his ice loudly making Isabella grin.

      

      “It cannot be better than mine.” She flicked her tongue around the spoon full of ice, her eyes on Emmanuel. He gasped, stiffening in reaction.

      

      “Please don’t eat like that,” he begged.

      

      Isabella cocked an eyebrow. “Why not?”

      

      “Because I like it a little too much.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          Investigative Musing

        

      

    

    
      “Because I like it a little too much.”

      

      Those words played over and over in Isabella’s mind. She gave them different inflections, savoring the words, pondering them.

      

      Did he mean what I thought he meant?

      

      She suspected that their behavior at Gunter’s might have been just a little bit scandalous. The way he had looked at her, his eyes hot, skin flushed, his hand twitching slightly at his side as if he wanted to do more than just lick a spoonful of ice. She shivered, half wishing he had done whatever it was he wanted to do, half relieved that he hadn’t.

      

      She straightened, frowning.

      

      I should ask Mother about marital relations.

      

      She got to her feet, heading for the door. She hesitated in the corridor, remembering that her sister was still around despite her incredibly terrible faux pas. Perhaps she would make a more truthful source of information. Isabella did not know if she could speak civilly to her, but if Sarah could tell her what she needed to know about the ways men and women related, it might be worth it.

      

      She had yet to come across a book that explained it adequately. They probably existed, but there was no way she could get her hands on one. She sighed deeply, deciding to confront her sister.

      

      She realized belatedly that she and Emmanuel had not even discussed her sister’s visit. She had no idea how he felt about it all. If she were to judge by their outing to the Gunter’s, she would say that he was unbothered by her sister’s antics but there had been no letter from him this morning…

      

      What does that mean? Did he forget? Was he too busy? Or is he losing interest?

      

      Isabella anxiously wrung her hands together. Making up her mind, she marched down the stairs and to the music room where her sister was ensconced at the pianoforte, picking out a tune as her mother knitted a scarf. It was her second most favorite activity after collecting jewelry.

      

      Isabella hesitated at the doorway as her mother put down her knitting and Sarah stopped playing.

      

      “Isabella! Come in.”

      

      Isabella was already shaking her head. “No, I…wondered if Sarah would walk with me in the gardens.”

      

      Lady Gefferton looked disappointed. “Are you two still fighting? It is quite unseemly at your age.”

      

      Isabella held up her hands. “I don’t want to fight. Just to talk.”

      

      Sarah stood up from her seat. “Very well. Let us talk, then.”

      

      She strode purposefully out of the room and Isabella followed as their mother rolled her eyes.

      

      They landed in the bottom garden where a glasshouse had been built for their mother’s hothouse flowers. Outside of the building was a bench at which one could sit and enjoy the sight of the flowers.

      

      Sarah took a seat and looked up at Isabella expectantly. She sat down next to her sister, avoiding her eye while she cleared her throat and tried to find the words to ask her questions.

      

      “Well, Bella? Why have you brought me here?”

      

      “I, I, I wanted to ask you something.” Isabella risked a glance at Sarah, her face flaming.

      

      “Go ahead.” Sarah folded her arms as if in preparation for battle.

      

      Isabella took a deep breath and closed her eyes, praying for strength. “I…wanted to ask you about ma-m-marital relations.”

      

      Sarah stared at her, open-mouthed. “I beg your pardon?”

      

      “I…you have been married for three years now and…I…am to be married soon. I just wanted to know what…to expect.”

      

      Sarah burst into peals of laughter. “Really? The widely-read Isabella Addison does not know what to expect in the marriage bed? What fallacy is this? What kind of books have you been reading?”

      

      Isabella snorted. “You know Mother would never let me near any book that actually told me something practical about marriage. All I know is kissing and…touching.”

      

      “Kissing and touching…” her sister buffed her chin. “So adorable in your ignorance. Is that what the Duke sees in you? Does he wish to sully your purity? Corrupt all your goodness? I can see the temptation.”

      

      Isabella turned away, clenching her jaw in anger. “Will you help me or not?”

      

      “Of course I’ll help you. You want to know what happens in a marriage bed, I will tell you. All you need to do is close your eyes, and open your legs.”

      

      Isabella turned back to her, brow furrowed in puzzlement. “What does that mean?”

      

      “It means that your husband will place his…manhood inside you. And it will hurt—the first time most of all—but you will endure it and then it will be over.”

      

      “Th-that’s all?”

      

      “I’m afraid so, my dear. That is all.”

      

      Isabella felt her heart sink. “I thought there might be more. All the books imply that it is a blissful thing.”

      

      Sarah laughed. “And indeed it might be. But not likely with your husband. The marriage bed is for heirs and satisfying men’s lusts, it is not for female pleasure.”

      

      Isabella’s eyes narrowed. “What are you saying?”

      

      Sarah merely smiled. “You asked me how it is, and I am telling you.”

      

      “You imply that the female derives pleasure elsewhere. Where is that?”

      

      Sarah leaned over and patted her knee. “I expect you’ll find that out for yourself quite soon. Patience, my dear.”

      

      Isabella felt even more confused than she had before.

      

      Perhaps I would have done better to ask Mother.
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        * * *

      

      “What are you up to, Gefferton?” Diana walked into her husband’s study without knocking. The Viscount looked up from his ledgers, eyebrow raised.

      

      “I beg your pardon?”

      

      “Why are you trying to undermine your daughter’s relationship with the Duke of Helmsfield? What is your objection to the match?”

      

      “I have no objection.”

      

      “Oh, no? Then why did you send Sarah to coerce him into dropping his interest in Isabella?”

      

      “I did no such thing!”

      

      “So you’re saying she just took it into her head to go and confront the Duke by herself?”

      

      “Sarah has always been high-strung.”

      

      Diana gritted her teeth. “You’re up to something, Gefferton. I know it. I cannot fathom why you would think you can hide it from me. I will find out what you are up to.”

      

      Lord Gefferton spread his arms out, his eyes wide and innocent looking, “I invite you to give it your best effort. There is nothing I am hiding from you.”

      

      Diana sniffed and whirled around to leave. “We shall see, Colin. And if you are up to some sort of…chicanery…”

      

      Gefferton laughed. “Chicanery? I am a Viscount, My Lady. I do not indulge in chicanery.”

      

      “Very well then, husband, I apologize for my assumption. Please speak with your daughter and let her know her intervention between Isabella and the Duke is unnecessary.”

      

      Lord Gefferton inclined his head. “I’ll do what I can.”

      

      “She listens to you.”

      

      “I said, I will do what I can.”

      

      Diana sighed, shook her head, and reached for the doorknob. She walked out of the room without so much as another glance at her husband.
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        * * *

      

      “You have to be more careful than that. You cannot afford to show your hand in such an obvious way. You know how reckless Sarah is.”

      

      Lord Gefferton turned as his cabinet opened and his steward stepped out. It was a large cupboard, filled with ledgers going back years, debts he owed and was owed, land titles, and other documents. His steward had already been in there when Lady Gefferton walked in with her demands, and it made sense that he would simply stay in there until she left.

      

      “Do not speak of my daughter like that.”

      

      “Apologies, My Lord, I simply meant—”

      

      “I know what you meant,” Lord Gefferton bit out, “And I asked that you cease and desist.”

      

      George Chandler bowed his head. “Of course. Understood.”

      

      “Now, did you find those papers?”

      

      “Not yet, but I will. We must get rid of them, just in case.”

      

      “Please continue searching, then, because time is of the essence.”

      

      “Yes, My Lord,” George said, a glint in his eye that Lord Gefferton did not like. It was way too late to do anything about it now, so he cast it out of his mind and continued with his ledgers.
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        * * *

      

      Isabella left Sarah sitting on the bench and took a walk around the garden, deep in thought. Her sister’s words confused her even more and now she had no idea what to think.

      

      “Miss Addison!”

      

      She turned, seeing the butler, hurrying toward her.

      

      “Yes, Rogers, is there some emergency?”

      

      “No, Miss. I simply have a letter for you, marked urgent.”

      

      “Oh!” Isabella perked up at once. “Who from?”

      

      Rogers held out the letter, the ghost of a smile on his face. “Who else?”

      

      Isabella almost skipped in joy, snatching the letter out of his hands and holding it to her chest, a huge grin on her face. “Thank you, Rogers.”

      

      He gave a slight bow. “You’re welcome, My Lady.”

      

      Isabella ran off to find a secluded corner where she could read her letter in peace. She went to the arbor on the other side of the garden from the glass house. She did not want Sarah coming upon her by accident. She curled up behind the vines that lined the arbor and tore open the letter.

      

      My dear Isabella,

      

      I am sitting here in my study, unable to do anything but think of you. I have tried to find some mundane topic to discuss in this missive but my heart is still hot with passion, and all I can think of is my time with you at Gunter’s, the flick of your tongue as you licked at your confection. Your lidded eyes watching me from beneath your lashes, seemingly knowing…

      

      Were you aware of your effect on me? Do you know how I burn for you? I apologize for the forwardness in this letter, I could not help myself. I could not hold back. I had to let these feelings out.

      

      You had a flush under your skin as if perhaps, you felt what I did. I could not help but ran my eyes hungrily over your smooth, velvety skin. I wanted to touch it so very badly. If you find this letter abhorrent, please, please just tear it up and burn it. I simply could not hold back anymore. Your lips call to me, every time I see them. The way your bottom lip juts out a bit, all red and swollen because you bite it so much…it makes me want to bite it too, lick it, kiss it.

      

      Now that I have exposed myself so mercilessly to your eyes, I ask that you forgive my lustful thoughts and remember only that I desire for us to join our lives together soon. And perhaps my fancies will become real.

      

      I hope to hear back from you.

      

      Yours sincerely,

      

      Emmanuel.

      

      Isabella found that she was breathing hard by the time she was through reading. Her skin felt hot and way too tight. She stood up, pacing up and down, rubbing at her own lip as she went over Emmanuel’s words, again and again. So she had not imagined it then, the…tension between them at Gunter’s.

      

      She felt a mixture of relief and apprehension. He was saying everything that she wanted him to, and more. But according to Sarah, it all meant nothing. Who was she to believe?

      

      She wished she could talk of these things with Emmanuel himself, but even she knew that would be way beyond the pale. She shuffled her feet, her body feeling as if it was not her own. Wanting something she did not know how to give it.

      

      “I need to reply to his letter. I need to let him know that I will cherish his words and not burn them.”

      

      She turned, hurried towards the house. Perhaps she would keep her own counsel for now, and wait and see what happened with Emmanuel, instead of trying to anticipate. She could not wait for him to invite them to his seat so that they could be together every day. She was looking forward to it with unseemly eagerness.

      

      Would he try to kiss her there?

      

      Lord, I hope so.

      

      She crossed her fingers, picking up her speed as she practically skipped across the lawn, dodging gardeners before slipping in through the back door and hurrying to her chambers. This was not a letter to be written anywhere that someone else might read it.

      

      She opened her drawer and grabbed a paper and quill and then hesitated. She had nowhere near the talent with words nor the experience to express her true feelings. She felt inadequate and frustrated at her lack of sufficient knowledge.

      

      Sighing, she leaned over the page, determined to do her best.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Emmanuel was anxious. He had not meant to burn the pages of Isabella’s letter with emotion, but that was what had happened. What had possessed him to have it delivered he could not imagine. He should have thrown it in the fire. What kind of man sent such a letter to an innocent? Perhaps her sister had been right after all, and he was simply trying to corrupt her.

      

      No!

      

      The word burst through him like a firebrand, lighting everything within him. If he was sure of one thing, it was his intentions toward Isabella. His passion for her was simply part of everything that he felt for the lady who had come into his life and showed him that there was hope for more than just basic living.

      

      I should have written that in my letter.

      

      He felt regret at the thought, sighing deeply as he tried to distract himself by checking that the horses’ hooves were all well shod. He knew he was keeping himself busy so as not to wait anxiously for her letter…if she was even going to send one.

      

      A footman stepped into the stables, his pumps shining so brightly that Emmanuel could see his reflection in them. He looked up, meeting the footman’s eyes. “Yes, Greenlaw?”

      

      “Your Grace, you have a letter.” He raised a tray and held it out to Emmanuel.

      

      Everything in the Duke sagged in relief as he reached out for the missive. “Thank you, Greenlaw.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          A Day in the Life

        

      

    

    
      There was a soft knock on her door and she lifted her head from her pillow, putting Matters of Great Note and Consequence aside. “Come in.”

      

      Her abigail poked her head in the room, a smile on her face. “Miss, your beau is here to see you.”

      

      Isabella scrambled off the bed, searching frantically for her shoes. “What? He’s here?”

      

      “Yes, Miss. Downstairs in the music room with her Ladyship and Lady Peregrine.”

      

      Isabella felt as though her heart stopped. “What?” Her search for her shoes got more frantic, “Uh, Lisle, can you find my—” she looked up to see her abigail holding her shoes in her hand.

      

      “Are you looking for these?”

      

      Isabella snatched them out of Lisle’s hand with a nod of thanks, and hurried out of the room, putting them on as she scrambled towards the stairs. Her hands flew to her hair as she tripped down the stairs, hoping it was still tidy. She dashed down the corridor, skidding to a halt outside the music room and then pushed the knob, stumbling into the room in her rush. She came to an abrupt stop as Emmanuel got to his feet. They stared at each other, hearts in their eyes, forgetting they were not alone.

      

      Lady Gefferton cleared her throat loudly and from the pianoforte, Sarah’s tinkling laugh rang out, breaking the spell. Isabella jumped as if she had been struck by lightning.

      

      “Oh!” she looked frantically around the room, mouth opening and closing, “Mother, Sarah…what are you doing?”

      

      Her mother raised an eyebrow in surprise. “Why, I’m entertaining your guest. What does it look like?”

      

      Isabella swallowed. “That’s very kind of you.” She wanted to ask them to leave but knew that she could not. She was not supposed to be alone with a man, even if, nay, especially since he was her beau.

      

      She looked to Emmanuel for help. “Miss Addison, I trust I find you well?”

      

      For a moment she was stuck in an aura of shifting reality. Her mind was still reeling from the letter he had written her, so full of emotion and passion—but the reality of him standing before her, hands decorously clasped around a cane, his face impassive was…confusing.

      

      “I…am well.” Her voice clicked as she tried to adjust to reality.

      

      He nodded, “That is good. I wondered if I might interest you in a carriage ride.”

      

      “C-carriage ride? Tha-that’s would be…enjoyable.”

      

      Her mother got to her feet. “Well…I expect I should go and put on my riding bonnet, then. Come along, Sarah, you’re coming, too.”

      

      “What?” Isabella blurted the word before she could think. She did not want her mother and sister joining them on her carriage ride. “Lisle can come with us.”

      

      “Oh, no, that’s fine. I could do with some fresh air. Sarah, too, I imagine. Come along.” She swept out of the room with Sarah in her wake, who did spare a moment to smirk naughtily at both Isabella and Emmanuel before she left.

      

      Isabella turned to Emmanuel, opening her mouth to apologize for her family.

      

      “It’s all right, Isabella. I expect they are right to insist upon chaperoning us.” He took a step closer, his eyes hot and intent upon hers, “As Heaven is my witness, the things I want to do to you…”

      

      Isabella shivered, unable to break eye contact. “L-like what?” she breathed.

      

      Emmanuel turned away, his breathing ragged. “And this is exactly why we need a chaperone. We should not be speaking in this way.”

      

      Isabella took a step closer, placing her hand lightly on his arm. “Then why did you send me that letter? What did you think would happen? What am I to do with all these emotions you have evoked?”

      

      Emmanuel took a deep shuddering breath, eyes closed. “I would have thought that the reply you sent would be enough to burn up all your passion. I was certainly surprised that the pages were not on fire.”

      

      He surprised Isabella into a laugh. “So…you liked it?”

      

      He turned his head, not quite looking at her. “I came as soon as I finished it. I had to see you.”

      

      Isabella exhaled. “Oh…”

      

      “I expect your mother can see how much I want to kiss you.”

      

      “No, I think what she saw was me, scrambling in here as if the house was on fire and this was the only safe room.”

      

      Emmanuel turned back to face her with a smile. “That is some very vivid imagery.”

      

      Isabella smiled coyly. “I read a lot.”

      

      Affection shone bright in Emmanuel’s eyes. “It shows.”

      

      The door opened and her mother walked in, looking suspiciously from one to the other. “All right, then, are we going for this carriage ride?”

      

      Emmanuel bowed. “Indeed we are.” He held out his arm for Isabella to take. She smiled as she looped her hand through his arm, trying her best to seem decorous and lady-like rather than excited and aroused. She could not help the high color in her cheeks or the way her hands shook but she buried her left in Emmanuel’s arm and the right in the folds of her gown and hoped her mother and sister didn’t notice.

      

      Emmanuel took them to Hyde Park, on a relatively silent ride. Lady Gefferton and Sarah sat silently on the back seat of the barouche while Isabella sat next to Emmanuel in the front seat. He purposely left his curricle home and had the groom bring the barouche, his plan being to insist Isabella bring her abigail. Having her mother and sister wasn’t part of his plan, but he was so focused on Isabella’s nearness he forgot the others were even there.

      

      They exchanged heated glances but confined their conversation to comments on the weather or acquaintances they passed along the paths, with the occasional interjection from Sarah. Isabella generally tried to ignore those. She had not really forgiven Sarah for what she did, but she was more perplexed as to why, than hurt.

      

      They left the park and stopped at the entrance to a market and bought strawberries from a barra boy. A flower girl came up with a bunch of daisies and Emmanuel bought a bouquet, presenting it with an elegant bow, to Isabella. She beamed at him, thought about kissing his cheek, but resisted as much as she could.

      

      Isabella closed her eyes, taking in a deep breath, and smiling. “This has been a lovely day.”

      

      Emmanuel turned, an answering smile on his face. “I’m glad you think so. I am having a lovely time, as well.”

      

      Behind them on the second seat, Sarah sighed loudly.

      

      Just then, thunder rumbled across the sky. Isabella looked up at the gathering clouds. “Looks like rain.”

      

      “Hmm. Then I had better take you home.” He turned toward his groom, who was already whipping up the reins. “Heeya!”
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        * * *

      

      George Chandler, Lord Gefferton’s steward, was waiting outside the doors of the house as they drew up. Even as the Duke of Helmsfield alighted from his carriage to help the ladies out, George stepped forward, bumping into the Duke. He stumbled, grabbing onto the door of the barouche to steady himself and then turned around to face George with narrowed eyes.

      

      “Your Grace, my apologies. In my haste to get the ladies into the house before the rain comes down, I was clumsy.”

      

      George looked him in the eye and the Duke frowned. There was, however, no hint of recognition.

      

      “And who might you be?”

      

      “My apologies, Your Grace. My name is George Chandler. I am Lord Gefferton’s steward.”

      

      The Duke nodded curtly before turning away to give Isabella his hand. George watched as he carefully helped her from the carriage and walked her to the door before coming back for her mother and sister. George hurried forward, taking Lady Peregrine’s arm as the Duke helped her mother.

      

      George watched him keenly, but Helmsfield barely looked his way again.
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel drove home feeling discomposed of spirit. He did not know why—perhaps it was having Isabella so close and yet so far. With her mother and sister there, he had barely been able to hold her hand—the hand that twitched in her lap more than once, as if she, too, were restraining herself from an unseemly touch.

      

      He handed the barouche over to the groom as soon as he arrived at the townhouse, hurrying up the stairs as much as his aching leg would allow. He was eager to sit down and take his prosthetic leg off, perhaps get his valet to rub salve into his stump. He limped to his chambers, summoning his valet with a bell, before struggling with the straps that anchored the device to his leg.

      

      His valet was not long in coming and after a deep massage that somehow did nothing to soothe the pain, he consented to take a tincture of laudanum to be able to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Isabella was sitting next to him in the barouche and they had managed to get rid of her mother and sister by dropping them off at Gunter’s. Lady Gefferton and her daughter wanted to be seen by the haute ton, as they ate their chocolate ices. Sarah had tried to feel his prosthetic leg before they left. She had knocked on it, laughing, and then called him a cripple.

      

      Isabella looked away the entire time as if she could not see or hear what her sister was doing. It hurt Emmanuel but he found himself unable to say so. As they drove away, she took his hand and that made everything better.

      

      The barouche became a covered coach and he was sitting in it with his mother and father. He remembered how he used to look up at his parents, so big and tall, they filled up his world. Now, however, he was looking at them eye to eye, just as if they were the same height. He could not fathom how that could be.

      

      He looked around the coach, wondering if they had died in the same one.

      

      His mother leaned over and squeezed his knee. “Manny darling, are you sleepy?”

      

      He blinked at her uncomprehendingly, wondering how he could feel both of his legs.

      

      It was strange.

      

      He was fairly sure he’d lost one of them in the accident that killed his parents. Why did he have them now?

      

      And your parents aren’t dead.

      

      The voice sounded curiously like Isabella’s. He glanced up and his mother was still giving him a concerned look. The coach jerked to stop, listing to one side just as it had done the first time.

      

      The first time they had been ambushed.

      

      “Get out of the coach now and nobody will be harmed!” a voice called from outside of the window. Emmanuel’s heart pounded with fear.

      

      ‘No, no, no, no, not again, please,” he murmured to himself, one hand shooting out to grab at his mother’s gown. He was terrified, his hands were shaking, he was sweating…the brigands bashed the door in, causing it to splinter into a million pieces. There was a piece of wood embedded in his cheek. He knew because he could feel the warm wetness of blood trickling down to his neck.

      

      However, there was no pain. They grabbed him and threw him to the ground. Even if he was a grown man, he could not match their strength. He could hear his mother screaming, his father bellowing.

      

      Cold and grey. Everything was cold and grey.

      

      Emmanuel sat up in bed with a gasp, blinking the tears out of his eyes. His heart pounded as he frantically searched the darkened chamber, embers from the fire in his fireplace providing the only light. It was enough for him to see that he was not in a coach.

      

      He was at home, in bed.

      

      “It was just a dream. Just a dream.” He repeated, his hand rubbing against his chest, as his stump throbbed with phantom pain.

      

      “Just a dream.” He lay back down, staring at up at a ceiling he could not see, as he tried to calm his frantically tripping heart. “Just a dream.”
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        * * *

      

      Isabella Addison had scarcely seen a Friday as perfect as this one in her twenty years of living.

      

      The rays of the early sun shone brightly through the curtains, dappling the forest-themed wallpaper with flickering shapes, bringing the mosses and twigs to life. The dawn sparkled with the chorus of birdsong and she flung the windows open, breathing in the sharp, clean scent of early morning.

      

      Even the previous day’s relentlessly pouring rain had receded, the skies were blue, and she knew it would be a fine day. Surely, there was no lovelier place than London on a late spring morning.

      

      Isabella breathed it all in, wondering what this day would have for her. Whatever it was, she was ready to face it with her whole heart.

      

      After years of being misunderstood by people in her social circles, she finally had found someone who really saw her. Too many people around her were shallow and looked only on the surface. They were people who made frivolous statements about her even though they did not know anything about her character apart from her family title and the image that she projected in company.

      

      Compared to many in their circle, the Addison family was quite liberal. Her mother never tried to pressure her into picking someone to marry even though some circles would have said she was inching past her prime.

      

      The Addisons were of a more modern stock and fully believed in the right to choose—and that love matches were not just possible, but preferred. Therefore, she knew that to refuse or accept Emmanuel’s suit would entirely be in her hands. This made her father’s behavior ever more puzzling. Perhaps it had something to do with Emmanuel’s past—some dispute with his parents.

      

      Even if that were so, they were dead and so her father needed to take a step back and let her live her life.

      

      All of this, however, was quite far from her mind that morning. For today, one of her dearest childhood friends was marrying her own Prince Charming. They had shared schoolrooms and playrooms while growing up and today she was to marry a man she had chosen. Miss Caroline Ralston had been quite taken with Lord Alexander Barstow from the moment of their meeting at Lady Cowper’s Venetian Breakfast last season. Isabella remembered it vividly, as she had been present. Her mother did not insist she attend many ton events, but Lady Cowper’s Venetian breakfast was an exception.

      

      She had watched as Caroline and Barstow tiptoed around each other for a month. They were hardly discreet in the silly games they played in an effort to grab each other’s attention—much to the kind amusement of their friends. They soon pulled themselves together and began to court. The announcement of their engagement had surprised no one. There was just enough time to plan a grand wedding before the end of the season.

      

      Isabella could not have been happier for Caroline.

      

      Caroline had appointed her chief attendant, which meant making sure the bride had the prettiest wildflowers for her bouquet, amongst other duties.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Weddings and Marriages

        

      

    

    
      Isabella took her responsibilities seriously, knowing how much Caroline adored the wonders of the countryside, having grown up mostly in Town. Thus, she rose as the sun did, pulled on a gay yellow walking gown and her half boots, and set out with her lady’s maid and two footmen, to the market, making every effort to keep her mind on the job at hand.

      

      It was hard when she remembered that just yesterday they had encountered those flower girls from whom Emmanuel had bought daisies. They might have had more flowers if she had only asked. She decided that she could not be blamed for not thinking of anyone else when she was with him, however. He tended to consume her every thought, especially when he was so close, yet so far away, thanks to her mother and sister.

      

      “Two bundles a penny, primroses!”

      

      “Sweet violets, penny a bunch!”

      

      The flower girls accosted them as soon as they came within range. Isabella left it to her lady’s maid to do the negotiating while she looked around, taking in the hustle and bustle of the market.

      

      When she had her own household, she might have more occasion to shop for her household in this way. Like as not, her housekeeper or butler would do the honors but on her say so. It was curiously exciting to think about.
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        * * *

      

      “I cannot express how happy I am that you have made it.”

      

      Isabella jumped, wondering who that was. She peered into the foliage behind the arbor on which she had seated herself to read.

      

      Oh, it was Lord Barstow.

      

      She relaxed a little. Caroline’s betrothed and his family were using the estate as a base to get ready for the wedding. They lived in Surrey and had no house in Town—it was more appropriate than sharing a roof with his wife-to-be, who lived in the neighboring house.

      

      He had been quite taken by the estate grounds. During the day, he liked to wander through the many walkways in the Gefferton gardens, his fiancée by his side when possible.

      

      It was highly unlikely that Caroline was his current companion. Who could it be?

      

      It was hard for Isabella to make the reply out since it was less audible than Lord Barstow’s own words. So she leaned a little closer, pressing her hands against the stringy vines of the trellises that hung over the arbor.

      

      Now, of course, would have been a good time to make her presence known. However, if there was any trait that defined Isabella, it was her curiosity. So instead, she tilted her head and leaned a little closer to the voices.

      

      “I worried that the letter of invitation would not reach you in time.”

      

      She heard a soft chuckle. “I have been in Town for a while, doing my own courting. Indeed, your letter was fortuitously timed, as you have given me the perfect excuse.”

      

      Her mouth drew slightly more open as the man spoke further—

      

      It was His Grace, the Duke of Helmsfield.

      

      Her heart clenched in reaction, and she bit her lip, straining to hear their words.

      

      The traitorous pitter-patter rhythm of her heart, accompanied by the nauseating squeeze of her stomach, was mortifyingly familiar by now. Emmanuel was possibly the last person she had ever expected to attend her friend’s wedding.

      

      She had had no idea he even knew the groom. Which, when she thought about it, was not really surprising—she did not know everything about the Duke of Helmsfield, after all. Here was a new tidbit to clutch to her bosom.
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel beamed at his friend. Seeing the joy in Alexander’s eyes, he had pulled him into a warm embrace, rapping his knuckles against his forehead for luck as he used to do when they were children.

      

      From the moment Emmanuel had greeted him that morning, with the sun barely above the horizon—Emmanuel chased from his bed by lingering emotion from his dream—his spirits had lifted. Finding Alexander walking along the pathways of Mayfair had been a stroke of luck, for the truth was, he had not been aware of the letter of invitation to Alexander’s wedding. Indeed, before he met Isabella, he hardly ever bothered to look through his letters unless they pertained to business or family.

      

      Emmanuel had missed his friend. He was also quite happy that Alexander had found a bride who deserved him.

      

      “Well, I am glad all the same. It has been too long and you have been missed. That you are here to share in my happiness brings me great joy.”

      

      Emmanuel nodded, “And I cannot wait to make the acquaintance of the lady who has reduced one of Cambridge’s most accomplished rakes to his knees.”

      

      “Ah, when you’re a monk, I expect everyone looks like a rake to you.”

      

      They both laughed and time seemed to stop and go backward as they fell into the banter of their student days. They had both attended Eton and then Cambridge, Alexander being one of the very few friends Emmanuel had made. They had drifted apart after university, when Alexander had bought a commission and had been deployed to Borneo.

      

      Just for a second, the thought caught in Emmanuel’s throat, trapped in a peal of laughter, the understanding that things had changed. Both of them were embarking on a hopefully happier phase of their life. He had cut himself off from so many people, perhaps it was time to reconsider that.

      

      Alexander broke him out of his reverie by jabbing him in the ribs with his elbow. “And what about you, my friend, still rolling around in the mud at Helmsfield?”

      

      Emmanuel almost blushed. His reputation as some sort of eccentric farmer annoyed him sometimes. He was not surprised that Alexander had heard something about it, and he knew how much his friend loved to make fun of him. How could he know what a sensitive subject the continued derision of the ton was? He gritted his teeth, turning away, hands behind his back.

      

      “My apologies, my friend, I did not mean to discompose you,” Alexander had clearly noted his annoyance “I am so pleased to be here with you again. Are you happy?”

      

      Emmanuel smiled, wanting to return the sentiment in full. “I am happy to be here with you, as well. And yes, I am happy. I too, hope to be married before too long.”

      

      Alexander beamed, clapping him on the back. “That is indeed great news.”

      

      “Yes, indeed. In fact, the lady I am courting is a daughter to the Viscount Gefferton.”

      

      Alexander laughed. “What a small world.”

      

      “Indeed.”

      

      “Would you care to come with me to the house for breakfast, in that case?”

      

      Emmanuel shook his head regretfully, “Ah, I am not expected, unfortunately. I am sure we shall see each other again at the ceremony.”

      

      Alexander nodded. “You are right. It would stretch the bounds of propriety for a guest to bring a guest.” He laughed uproariously. “My time in Borneo has made me forget my manners.”

      

      Emmanuel folded his arms and gave his friend and assessing look. “So you are back for good, then?”

      

      “I would not be joining myself in matrimony if not. I find that that is supremely detrimental to the family one is trying to build.” Emmanuel nodded in full agreement with the other man. He still had but a vague idea of what shape his future would be. That was a matter for discussion with his fiancée. “That is true.”

      

      Nodding, Emmanuel pulled off his hat and ran a hand through his hair. He had fled his home, not two miles away, hours ago, in an effort to flee his thoughts.

      

      “It still must be one of the most frightening things you’ve ever done, marriage.”

      

      “Oh indeed, terrifying.”

      

      They both laughed.

      

      Alexander regarded him somberly. “Will you let it stop you?”

      

      Emmanuel’s look became pensive and brooding. “I should think not.”

      

      Isabella barely let herself release a breath as she listened from behind the vine-covered arbor that hid her from their view. Until the two men moved away and their voices had faded into nothingness, she remained frozen and unmoving.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Miss Isabella Addison was not a coward. Quite the opposite—she dreamed of swashbuckling pirates on the high seas, imagining herself in their place. She was not without fear but she never let that stop her from doing anything she wanted to. Any bullying she witnessed would not be long tolerated in her presence.

      

      Therefore, she did not understand why she was lurking at the edges of the ballroom like a wallflower. It was a combination of uncertainty and anxiety. Every interaction with Emmanuel before today had been previously planned and she had been prepared for it. However, to see him here, outside the context of their daily interactions, she found that she was unsure of how to act.

      

      The wedding ceremony had been blissful and sincere—she was absolutely happy for the couple and that had eclipsed her earlier alarm at Emmanuel’s presence. He had been seated at the front of the church, which helped her focus on her duties and removed any chance that their eyes should meet across the room.

      

      She was not so lucky at the wedding breakfast, where Emmanuel greeted her family warmly, even Sarah—probably because she was there with her husband, who had been his friend for ages. He took Isabella’s hand and bowed over it, his clear blue, penetrating gaze lingering on her riveting brown one for a moment too long.

      

      Her heart would not be still—it was skittering and thudding as if she was the daintiest maiden. The feeling persisted throughout the meal, affecting her appetite. Even when she was not looking at him, she knew exactly where he was at all times.

      

      The mere fact of his presence warmed her like the sun. When he rested his gaze upon her, she felt scorched.

      

      Heat crept up her neck and across her cheeks as the meal progressed and she thanked the heavens when Caroline’s mother declared it was time for the ladies to retire to rest for the evening.

      

      Now here she was, lingering behind the sweeping, velvet curtains that covered the floor-to-ceiling windows of the ballroom. She watched Emmanuel interact with the groom, his smile brighter and more animated than she had ever seen when he was speaking to anyone outside of herself. He pulled on his beard, looking quite pleased with himself, blue eyes twinkling. He was quite a sight.

      

      “You look miserable.”

      

      Isabella started at the sound of Caroline’s voice.

      

      “I have no idea what you mean.”

      

      Caroline laughed as she drew her arm through Isabella’s and pulled her towards two upholstered, claw-footed chairs that had been set aside for the dowagers to recline upon. Isabella sat with Caroline, smoothing down their gowns in silence, as the orchestra changed over from a waltz to a stirring country reel.

      

      “Come now, this is my wedding day, I demand you enjoy yourself.”

      

      Isabella gave her a pointed look. “I am fine.” She paused a second before adding, “It is simply a little surreal knowing that I might be where you are in a while.”

      

      She could not help but look back towards the dancers. He was there again, on the other side of the ballroom, while a pretty young lady, with the most beautiful blue eyes—who had probably just made her debut—gazed hopefully up at him.

      

      Isabella grimaced.

      

      “He has eyes for nobody but you.”

      

      Isabella felt the color suffuse her face. She licked her bottom lip, “How would you know that?”

      

      Her friend took her hand, wrapping it in her own until Isabella looked up. Caroline’s face beamed with the joy of a newlywed. Hope and love radiated from her beautiful features.

      

      “I know the look well.”

      

      Isabella took a breath, suddenly desperate to know. “What does love feel like?”

      

      Caroline’s mouth dropped open and her jade eyes were wide with surprise. “Oh my, I…” her voice trailed off, eyes far away and thoughtful, shining with emotion. Isabella knew she was thinking of her brand new husband. “For me, it’s a bubble of happiness when I think of him. I feel light and content when I think of him. I am no authority, Isabella. I am told the experience differs for everyone.”

      

      Isabella fidgeted, exhaling sharply in despair. That did not describe her feelings at all.

      

      “Did you just know or was it a slow realization?” she whispered, eyes on Caroline in anxious hope.

      

      “It appeared when I least expected it,” Caroline squeezed her hand once more as she stood. “I must see to our guests, but I shall come to find you, later?”

      

      Isabella nodded jerkily and smiled. It seemed she would not get the answers she sought tonight.

      

      In a swish of pale gold skirts, the bride left, leaving Isabella free to keep watch on Emmanuel and the young lady still gazing hopefully at him. A new thought flitted across her mind.

      

      Get away from him; he’s mine.
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        * * *

      

      The ballroom looked the same as the one they had been returning from next door—he was having a little trouble separating memory from reality.

      

      It could be because of meeting Barstow once again after all these years—the connection to his childhood. Barstow might be one of just a few peers who remembered Emmanuel’s parents. They had spent many a summer following his father, the late Duke, around Helmsfield Estate, as he explained how it worked, how they were to relate to tenants, and instilling in them a sense of duty and responsibility. They were too young to comprehend fully the gravity of his lessons. They mostly spent the time chasing each other around the farmland, dodging the pigs, and trying—in vain—to get the head groom to let them ride the full-grown horses.

      

      They had been young and innocent then. Now, however, they were fully-grown.

      

      He was aware of Isabella watching him. She disguised it well, only risking a glance at him when it was apparent that his attention was elsewhere, but her gaze was like a heated brand—wherever it touched him, his blood boiled.

      

      The awareness of her was the best kind of distraction. He could hardly focus on his conversation with Barstow, or worse yet, the young lady who joined them shortly after.

      

      His attention was on the other side of the ballroom, where Isabella lurked with her bright sienna eyes and pale creamy skin. Her silk gown, in several russet shades, fit her like a glove and showed off all her attributes, including the twin mounds of her lush breasts.

      

      She looked so…soft.

      

      He knew without a doubt that the color would stay with him for a long time. Whenever he saw that color from now on, his mind would jump to her and how she looked tonight—the candlelight flooding her skin, bathing it in warm, soft light, cheeks flushed from either the heat or the dancing.

      

      Yes, he was a fool for her.

      

      Excusing himself from his companions, he made his slow way across the dance floor to where Isabella sat feigning indifference to her surroundings.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          These Games We Play

        

      

    

    
      “Miss Addison,” he bowed mockingly, unable to hide the smirk on his face as he reached her. She raised her head slowly with faux surprise.

      

      “Your Grace, I thought perhaps you had forgotten me.” She surveyed him from beneath her lashes, looking not at all pleased.

      

      “Isabella,” he said softly, just loud enough for her to hear.

      

      He sat down beside her—not near enough to breach propriety but close enough to feel how tense she was and notice the set of her shoulders. Her chin was also raised, jaw clenched. Emmanuel did not know what he had done to anger her. He let a moment pass.

      

      “The ball, it’s quite splendid,” she nodded towards the orchestra.

      

      He cocked an eyebrow at the shallow attempt at niceties but answered her all the same. “Yes, indeed.”

      

      The atmosphere did not get less awkward and the conversation was stilted. Emmanuel did not understand why. It struck him, then, that he was not sure about appropriate topics of conversation in this setting. Not any that would assist him to understand Isabella’s ire. He got carefully to his feet, making an elegant leg, before holding out his hand. “May I have the honor of this dance?”

      

      She blinked up at him as the first strains of the next set began. He wondered if he needed to repeat himself, but the furrow on her brow stopped him.

      

      “You want to waltz?” she asked.

      

      Nodding, he replied, “I learned in Vienna, where they say it originates. Allow me to show off my skills.”

      

      It did not evoke the smile he hoped for. “You never told me you went to Vienna.”

      

      His smirk intensified. “There are many things about me you do not yet know, Isabella.”

      

      Her eyes lit up as she got to her feet, and his breath caught. “Well then, I suppose I’d better begin to learn.”

      

      “Indeed, let us begin. Dance with me.” His words were spoken so softly that they were almost swallowed up by the din.
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        * * *

      

      Isabella looked at his hand and swallowed. She placed her hand in his to allow him to lead her to the dance floor. He paused a moment, gaze locked with hers, and placed a soft kiss a few inches above the back of her hand.

      

      That evening gloves were de rigueur was a huge injustice, in her opinion. Any self-respecting heroine would mourn the inability of his lips to touch her skin, because of the satin between them.

      

      Emmanuel silently led her onto the floor, where they were joined by other couples. The chatter of voices ceased as the first bars of the waltz filled the hall.

      

      Her hand clasped his, the other on his shoulder. His left hand slipped around her waist.

      

      Oh, Lord.

      

      She looked around the room, aware of his hand like a brand on her waist, settled in that little curve, upon the burnt umber of her gown. She had chosen the gown especially for the wedding. She knew how well it brought out the color of her eyes.

      

      They began the dance in unison, the gentle sweep of their steps falling naturally into a rhythm as if they had done this a hundred times before. Emmanuel was such an accomplished dancer. With such a command of his prosthesis, he led with gentle strength, swirling her across the waxed wooden floor in time to the strains of the violin, which masked the clicking of his knee and ankle. With such graceful movement of his upper body, it was not noticed that he may have taken a few less steps here or there. One only saw his elegant, fluid passage around the floor.

      

      Very soon, sensation made her dizzy as with a smile, she let him propel her so that they moved easily together, as one.

      

      The room faded into the background and her heart raced. She basked in his gaze which was fixed upon her. He studied her face intently. She tracked his eyes as they moved from one attribute to the next.

      

      Her breath came fast and short and she felt exposed. Still, she did not look away but matched him gaze for gaze. Her eyes lingered on his full bottom lip, a sudden urge to taste it overwhelming her.

      

      The dance ended far too soon, with partners separating and making their bows and curtsies. Isabella suddenly realized that they had spoken not one word to each other. Indeed, she did not have enough breath for it. Regardless, a great deal seemed to have passed between them. Emmanuel escorted her back to her seat. He made to release her arm but she gently placed her hand over his.

      

      “May we take some air? It’s rather close and stifling in here, wouldn’t you say?”

      

      She blinked up at him, more aware than ever of his height advantage. Her eyes took in his elegant brown beard, noticing, not for the first time, that it was streaked with red and auburn. She gazed at his matched mane, long and straight, pulled into a black ribbon at the back of his head, emerging in a loose hanging fall. The candlelight made his lips look lush and full in the flickering light. The hair and beard were so suggestive of a man of the sea, of her very own pirate.

      

      “Of course,” he smiled, taking her hand and leading her through the guests towards the veranda.

      

      Isabella glided over to the balustrade, setting her hands on the railings and relishing the cool stone against her heated skin. She stared out into the moonlit darkness, savoring the peaceful silence between them. He broke it soon enough.

      

      “Miss Ralston seems to be a kind soul. Lord Barstow is most fortunate.”

      

      “That she is. And one of my best friends,” Isabella agreed. “We grew up together and I hope her marriage will not make us grow apart.”

      

      “I expect you shall make sure of that,” he murmured, walking slowly toward her. “They seem very much in love.”

      

      Isabella nodded, her eyes on the distant moon, replicated beautifully across the center reflecting pool before them.

      

      She focused on the rippling orb, seeking to distract herself from her racing heart as he moved closer to her. It felt as if they were all alone here on the veranda, even with a ball continuing mere yards behind them.

      

      “He seems to care for her a great deal,” Isabella said.

      

      “I cannot wait until it’s our turn.” He cut through her thoughts, and she gave him a sidelong glance, her eyebrows raised.

      

      “I do not believe you have asked…yet,” she replied slowly.

      

      “Yet…that is the pertinent word.” He grinned at her, pushing back slowly from his position in order to face her more fully.

      

      “Is it?” she was a little breathless, moistening her bottom lip even as she swallowed nervously.

      

      His face went blank momentarily, brow furrowed, “Well…I mean to say… you and... I thought—I mean…”

      

      He cut himself off as he stepped back a little.

      

      “Yes…?”

      

      His mouth opened but he said nothing more. His sudden muteness gave her pause, and then she was emboldened. She turned to face him, taking a step closer to him so they were standing flush against each other. She knew it was a risk—knew that anyone could come out to the balcony at any time and see them. She did not care. At this point, all that would precipitate was an earlier than planned marriage.

      

      “I suppose we should find out if we are compatible, do you agree?” she said boldly, her hands flat on his coat, fiddling with his buttons.

      

      He gaped, blinking at her. “How would you ascertain that?”

      

      Their eyes met before hers trailed along his features once more, skating down the slope of his sharp nose, to his well-shaped lips.

      

      She let him see the want in her eyes. Letting the tug she felt towards him—still so confusing yet increasingly common—take her over. The knot permanently lodged in her gut loosened, warmed, becoming altogether more pleasant, and addictive.

      

      His eyes dropped first, a hand reaching out but not touching.

      

      “I, I should li-like that, I think.” He swallowed audibly.

      

      “You would?” she crooned softly. “That is good. I would so have hated to be feeling this way all on my own.” Her voice trailed off as she ran a hand down his gold lapels, to his engraved gold cufflinks.

      

      She felt breathless at the way he was looking at her—

      

      “I most certainly would.”

      

      Isabella swallowed. Now that she had gotten them both aroused, she had no idea how to proceed.

      

      “I mean to deal with you with honor, Miss Addison.” His breath was now haggard, each inhalation in time with her own. The world seemed to melt away a little at the edges.

      

      “I appreciate that, Your Grace.”

      

      Their eyes locked, each unable to take a step forward, or back.

      

      Gently, her hand slid up his arm to grapple again with the lapel of his jacket.

      

      “From the moment we met, I have wanted to put my lips to yours. Will you forgive me for my desire?”

      

      She nodded. “Only if you forgive me for mine.”

      

      Isabella knew she was playing with fire, she knew that this could all end with embarrassment and blushes, but she also saw the way he was looking at her.

      

      She had heard what he had said to Lord Barstow that morning. Her heart was his, she knew that, knew that she cared for him beyond her prior comprehension of the emotion. She tightened her hand more securely on his jacket lapel, pulling him boldly towards her, and dismissing the fear of discovery. She took what she wanted. “Emmanuel, men are not the only ones who must declare their intentions with purpose,” she whispered. “A woman must, too.”

      

      Then she pressed her lips against his, and everything before was nothing.

      

      The feel of his lips on hers was a sensation unlike anything she had ever felt before in her life. The cool wetness of his lips, merging with the warmth of his breath, all presented to her with immediacy. It was a physical assault on her senses, the feel of his lips pressing down on hers, as his arms, like bands of steel, encircled her waist and drew her close.

      

      She went up on tiptoe, wrapping her arms around his neck and clinging for dear life.

      

      The kiss was getting out of hand and she knew it. But she could not pull back or make him stop. She did not want him to stop.

      

      “Have you seen my sister, Miss Addison? She suddenly disappeared from the dance floor.”

      

      “I think I saw her go out to the veranda.”

      

      They drew apart as the voices came closer, leaning their hands on the balustrade, and trying to look as if they had done nothing more strenuous than talking.

      

      “There you are, darling. Mother was worried.” Sarah glided toward them, a bright smile on her face. Isabella grimaced, knowing that Sarah had probably seen more than she was letting on. The girl lived to torture her.

      

      “It is hot inside. His Grace and I were simply cooling off.”

      

      “Cooling off?” Sarah glanced at the Duke from beneath her lashes. “Indeed.” She held out a hand to Isabella. “Shall we go?”

      

      “I am not ready to leave yet.”

      

      Sarah glared. “It is not seemly for you to stay here alone with a man.”

      

      “A man? He is my betrothed.”

      

      “Is that so? Where is the betrothal agreement? I have heard no announcement. Are you sure you are not delusional?”

      

      Emmanuel took a threatening step toward her but Isabella reached out and restrained him. “It’s fine, Your Grace. I shall see you…another time.”

      

      She tugged at her sister’s sleeve to get her moving. Now that Sarah had managed to induce Isabella to do as she wanted, she seemed in no hurry to leave. She kept staring at Emmanuel in a speculative way that annoyed Isabella to no end.

      

      “Sarah! Let’s go.”

      

      Her sister turned at last and they walked back into the ballroom.
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel stumbled to his carriage, as his tiger ran forward to help him up. He had maybe imbibed a little more than he had intended. It had been a long time since he had socialized in such a way. Since he had felt as if he was amongst friends. He looked back at his life, stretching back in lonely self-imposed isolation. He wondered if it was his own insecurities stopping him from immersing himself fully in the activities enjoyed by his peers.

      

      For the sake of his future wife, he needed to try.

      

      Why does her sister hate me?

      

      It was strange to him that as much as Isabella and her mother were welcoming and friendly, her father and sister were distant and cold. He did not understand if it was some sort of jealousy or prejudice. He wondered how much weight he should put to their opinions. He needed to be sure that their attitudes would not turn Isabella against him.

      

      It was too late now, he was not willing to go back to living without her. He resolved to solidify their invitation to his estate so that he might ask for Isabella’s hand in marriage. He had received a letter from his aunt just that morning, informing him that she had redecorated the entire guest wing, changing all of the décor, everything from the wallpaper to the furnishings.

      

      Emmanuel would have been the first to admit that perhaps his house was a bit drab and old-fashioned. If she had modernized it—sparing no expense—it was more than past time. She was now working on the parlor, dining area, and music room. She was thinking of ordering a new pianoforte.

      

      Aunt Helen never did anything by halves and if her excesses got out of hand, Uncle Edric was there to remind her of sensibility. Emmanuel trusted them to do what was best.

      

      Tomorrow he would call upon Lord Gefferton with a formal invitation to his home two weeks’ hence. That would give everyone sufficient time to make arrangements. At last, he would have her at his home and they would see once and for all if this match could work.

      

      Isabella would finally be his.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Country Trip

        

      

    

    
      Emmanuel tapped his toe as he waited for Lord Gefferton to appear. His fingers beat a staccato on top of his cane, as he gritted his teeth, trying to contain his annoyance. He had sent a note, just that morning, notifying the Viscount that the Duke of Helmsfield would be calling on him at precisely three o’clock. It was quarter past that now, and he was still waiting, in the drawing room, for his appointment.

      

      If he had had any doubts before that the Viscount harbored some antipathy towards him, they had been dispelled by this disrespect.

      

      Just remember why you are here. He repeated it to himself like a mantra. The Viscount could be as discourteous as he pleased, but Isabella was interested in him and her mother was on their side. Emmanuel was not above being underhanded to get what he wanted…and he wanted Isabella.

      

      The door to the drawing room opened. “Apologies, Your Grace, for the unconscionable wait. I had a sudden emergency I had to resolve.”

      

      “Indeed?” Emmanuel got to his feet, to greet the Viscount.

      

      “Yes, my apologies.” He pointed towards his study, “Shall we?”

      

      Emmanuel nodded curtly. “We shall.”

      

      He followed Lord Gefferton to his study, all the while reminding himself that he was a Duke, well-versed in the art of controlling his emotions. He would not let the Viscount get under his skin.

      

      Lord Gefferton led Emmanuel to his study and closed the door behind him.

      

      “So, Your Grace, what did you wish to discuss?”

      

      “Well, as you know, I have interest in your daughter.”

      

      Lord Gefferton nodded.

      

      “In the interests of forging closer ties, I would like to invite you and your family to visit me on my estate for a week. The hunting is excellent, and so is our hospitality.”

      

      “That’s very kind of you, but hardly necessary.”

      

      “Perhaps not. But if we are to be family, it would bode well for us if we can get along.”

      

      Lord Gefferton sighed. “Yes, I see that.”

      

      Emmanuel got to his feet. “Good. My family and I shall expect you all on Friday.”

      

      Lord Gefferton nodded. “Indeed, you shall.”
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        * * *

      

      Isabella was not ashamed to have been lurking outside her father’s study, eavesdropping on his conversation with Emmanuel. She heard him tell her father that he wanted them to be family and her heart skipped a beat. He was not the first man to show interest in proposing to her but he was the first that she was excited about. She wanted this to work just as much as he did.

      

      When her father agreed to the visit, she jumped up, racing to her room. There was so much to be done, so many things to pack. She had but three days to get ready. It was not much but it would have to do.
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel left for Helmsfield that same day. There was a lot to do to prepare for the Geffertons and he could not rely on his aunt and uncle to do it all. He arrived in the evening to a heavy downpour. He drew up at the courtyard and waited while the butler brought out an umbrella to lead him to the manor where his aunt was waiting with a hot toddy.

      

      “Emmanuel, how nice to see you. It feels like forever since I saw you. You don’t write…why, I feel like you forgot about me completely!”

      

      Emmanuel smiled, leaning forward to buss his aunt’s cheek. “Hello, Aunt. I am sorry for my reticence. I’ve been a little busy. But I am here now.”

      

      “Yes, you are. And what about the Geffertons? When should we expect them?”

      

      “Friday.”

      

      “Ooh. It’s a good thing I didn’t wait for you to give me a specific date. We are quite ready to receive guests. Invitations have been written out for the neighbors, all we were waiting for was a date.”

      

      “Invitations?”

      

      “Yes, of course. To sup with us.”

      

      “When exactly would you like to have this dinner party?”

      

      “Well, how about Saturday night? That will give our guests enough time to settle in.”

      

      “Very well, Aunt. I assume you have discussed the menu with the housekeeper already?”

      

      Aunt Helen scoffed. “Please, Emmanuel, you should have let that woman go years ago. Retire her with a good pension. I know you value her but she’s really too old to be running a household.”

      

      Emmanuel sighed. “You’re right. I suppose I just haven’t wanted to confront the reality of it.”

      

      Aunt Helen moved closer, her eyes narrowed with concern, and placed a gentle hand on his arm. “Oh, Emmanuel…I wish I could take this burden from you.”

      

      Emmanuel shook his head. “No. It’s time I stopped burying my head in the sand. It has been nigh on four-and-ten years since they died, my denial has gone on long enough.”

      

      Lady Helen squeezed his arm. “You were just a child—I do not know if you remember this but you did not speak for a year after that tragic time. We hardly knew what happened to you.”

      

      Emmanuel both shook and nodded his head. “Aunt. May we not speak of this now?”

      

      Her eyes went soft and contrite, bright with moisture. “Of course, Emmanuel. Whenever you’re ready.”

      

      Emmanuel squeezed her hand. “After our guests have left, perhaps we can speak of it at last.”

      

      Aunt Helen nodded, before turning and pulling Emmanuel along with her. “Now, you need to come with me. I have temporarily promoted the second housekeeper and given Mrs. Pinfield some much needed time off. She was most reluctant to leave but I assured her that she would be paid. I really think you ought to give her the cottage at the end of the lane and send her off with someone to watch her. She really is too old to be on her feet all day.”

      

      “I understand Aunt. I shall have it taken care of.”

      

      Lady Edric nodded. “Good. Now, come and see what we have done with the ballroom. I think that you shall like it…”

      

      Emmanuel trailed after his aunt, a slightly pained smile on his face. He had no desire to view decorations but he knew there was no way he could escape to his quarters without at least having a look. Heaving a sigh of resignation, he reconciled himself to at least another sore hour in his prosthesis before he could take it off and lay down.

      

      Emmanuel pinned a smile on his face and prepared to be suitably appreciative. It was good practice for the weekend. If he knew his aunt at all, she had probably invited everyone who lived within a carriage ride distance—and considering how rarely they had these dinner parties, every single one of them would probably attend, if only to gossip about it later.

      

      Emmanuel tried to dismiss the uncharitable thoughts but he was too tired. He listened with half an ear as his aunt told him all about the décor changes and staff upgrades. Just as he was about to throw in the towel and beg her to let him go, his uncle came to his rescue, swooping in upon them in the gallery and leading Emmanuel away on some urgent pretext.

      

      “Quick, go to your chambers now and do not emerge until the bell rings for dinner,” Lord Edric whispered urgently to him as they reached the foot of the stairs. Emmanuel squeezed his hand in thanks and climbed as fast as his sore leg would let him. He really loved his aunt and uncle, if only because they complemented each other so well. They were his model for long-married life and he hoped that one day, he too would save his son from a long-winded monologue from his mother in the kindest, gentlest, most loving way.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He was getting dizzy with the swaying of the carriage and was feeling more and more that if he did not alight from the vehicle, he would cast up his accounts right there on the seat. He reached out for his mother and she bent down, face concerned.

      

      “Manu, honey? What’s the matter?”

      

      Manu. What a strange thing to call him. He did not remember anyone ever shortening his name before. He found that he could not speak for fear of emptying the contents of his stomach into his mother’s lap.

      

      “Are you feeling sick, Manu?”

      

      Her voice was so soft, so troubled; he just wanted to reach out and soothe her while simultaneously basking in her love.

      

      “I’m all right, Mama.”

      

      Her hand came out, rifling gently through his hair, making him lean into her. He knew he shouldn’t. He was a big boy now, the next Duke. It was unseemly. But his mother didn’t seem to mind and so he would not stop.

      

      An overwhelming sense of urgency assailed him; to take as much as he could before it was too late. He could feel his breath coming short, and tears fall from his eyes; fear spreading like a shadowed cloud throughout his body.

      

      Just then, the carriage came to an abrupt stop, listing to one side and Emmanuel jackknifed up in bed, breathing hard as he looked around frantically, surprised to find that he was sitting on a soft feather mattress rather than the hard bench of a carriage.

      

      “Where…what?” He looked down at himself, surprised to find that he was much taller than he had been minutes ago in his dream. His bum leg throbbed as if it had just been amputated. Strobes of pain shot from limb to head, almost blinding him with the agony of it. Tears fell unchecked down his cheeks.

      

      It was disconcerting to have these memories assail him like this—for that was surely what they were. He had thought that he remembered what had happened with relative clarity but now he realized that he had forgotten or suppressed many of the events of that night. He could still feel his mother’s arms around him as if it had happened minutes ago rather than four-and-ten years.

      

      Slowly, he shuffled out of bed, hopping on one leg towards his dresser where a bottle of port sat, courtesy of his valet. It helped with the pain, should it get bad during the night and Joseph always made sure to leave some out. Emmanuel could not understand why he would place it at the other end of the room, rather than on his bedside table. He lurched to a stop, using the dresser to support his weight as he grabbed the glass and filled it to the brim. He gulped it down in one go and then staggered back to his bed, panting. He closed his eyes, slowing his breathing with difficulty until his whole body was inhaling and exhaling in a slow, deep, rhythm. He felt calmer, and in less physical pain, although the loss of his mother still felt fresh and new.

      

      He lay back down, staring at the ceiling as he relieved it all again. He remembered details that he had thought lost to him. What his mother had been wearing that day—a canary yellow gown, with a bright red ruby shining from her bosom, her hands beringed. She had smelled of lavender and honey, her skin so soft against his cheek. His father, tall, like Emmanuel was now, and similarly bearded, had sat across from them, his face customarily stern.

      

      Emmanuel felt the nagging pull of desire to make his father proud and the humiliation of always falling short—his upper lip trembling with fear instead of remaining stiff and impassive when the brigands came. The last time he had seen his father, Emmanuel had let him down. The crushing shame of that had never left him. It had simply been buried in years of denial and suppression.

      

      Now it was all coming to the surface, probably thanks to the talk he had had with his aunt. He didn’t know whether to be angry or grateful. It was long past time he dealt with his angst and put it away, once and for all.

      

      It was just tremendously inconvenient that these feelings were surfacing now, when he was preoccupied with welcoming guests to his dukedom for the first time since he had taken on the official title.

      

      He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, let the breath out and then opened his eyes.

      

      It’s going to be all right.
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        * * *

      

      Helmsfield Manor had not been this festively adorned in years. Not since Emmanuel’s parents were alive. The theme of the decor was different since times had changed, flowers, candles, and chalk drawings were distributed in bursts of red, gold, and blue in honor of the Geffertons.

      

      Hosting his bride-to-be’s family and holding a welcome party was a great honor, as Lady Edric insisted on telling him repeatedly during preparations.

      

      “There will be no skulking in the library tonight, Emmanuel. You’ll be not only present but engaged and charming with our guests, and you know I mean through all the dancing, as well as dinner.”

      

      Emmanuel shuffled about irritably. “Of course I will, Aunt. What do you take me for? I would not neglect Miss Addison in such a way.” He knew her warning was justified. He tended to disappear every time they had visitors. It was less tiresome than socializing and much less tedious than listening to gossip he was not interested in.

      

      Lady Edric rewarded his impudence with a smack on the arm. “Just because you have a title does not mean you can be rude to me,” she sniffed. “Now, are you ready to receive your guests? They will be here any minute.”

      

      Emmanuel sighed. “Aunt Helen, you should know that I am a grown man. So kindly treat me accordingly.”

      

      Lady Edric lowered her chin and gazed at Emmanuel from beneath her quizzing glass. “I am perfectly aware that you’re an adult, Emmanuel. Whatever makes you think I don’t?”

      

      Emmanuel sighed, exchanging looks with his uncle who was further down the hall. “It doesn’t hurt to get a reminder, Aunt.”

      

      His aunt harrumphed, spun on her heel, and swayed away. His uncle shrugged at him before following his wife. Emmanuel was beginning to doubt he would survive the week.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      For once, Isabella’s head wasn’t buried in a book. Her belly was too twisted with anxiety for her to concentrate. On the seat opposite, her mother was engrossed in her needlework, making a decorative sampler that she intended to give to Lady Edric. It was shaping up to be quite the beautiful rendition of a ruby. Isabella wished she could employ her mind in such a way as well but she was too agitated.

      

      The journey had begun inauspiciously. The excitement of going on this visit had been tempered by the addition of Sarah, her husband, and her father’s steward to the party. She could not understand why they had to come along. Lord and Lady Peregrine had shown up, bags packed, in the morning, ready to travel.

      

      “Father invited us,” Sarah declared.

      

      “You don’t even like His Grace!” Isabella protested.

      

      “Indeed, I do not.” Sarah took a step closer to Isabella, winding her left hand around Isabella’s elbow and squeezing gently. “But I like you.”

      

      “Nonsense!” Isabella shouted just in time for her mother to come into the parlor and hear her.

      

      “Isabella!”

      

      “Sorry, Mama.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          House Party

        

      

    

    
      Now they sat on opposite sides of the carriage bench. Lord Peregrine, Mr. Chandler, and her father were following behind in a second coach.

      

      Isabella sighed, casting jaundiced glances at her sister. There was no possibility that Sarah was not out to cause some mischief with her presence. While her mother looked calm and serene, Isabella could see the tension in her shoulders. She too was not happy about this sudden interest Sarah was taking in Isabella’s beau.

      

      Their father, however, was in total support of Sarah’s inclusion in their party and so there was not much they could say about it at this point.

      

      Isabella sighed, watching the countryside go by, appreciating the greenery and even the gray cast to the skies. It matched her mood perfectly; bright and eager with a cloud hanging over her in the form of Sarah.

      

      She glanced over at her sister with narrowed eyes. Lady Gefferton cleared her throat loudly as if to stem any attempt at another argument. Sarah smirked and picked up her own embroidery, busying herself with needlework. Isabella rolled her eyes, picked up her book and tried to lose herself in St. Irvyne, or, the Rosicrucian.

      

      They arrived at Helmsfield in the early afternoon to find a welcome party waiting at the front steps—the Duke together with Lord and Lady Edric surrounded by their house staff. Isabella’s heart quickened at the sight of him. It felt like a lot more than the four days since she had last seen him. He looked taller than she remembered, his beard shining as the light fell on it, highlighting the roan and the auburn interspersed in the brown. His blues eyes seemed to glitter, lighting up as they fell on her. Perhaps he has missed me as much as I have missed him.

      

      Isabella smiled wide, almost standing in her seat before the carriage had come to a stop.

      

      “Isabella, calm yourself and behave like the young lady you are, not some overeager flower girl.”

      

      Isabella settled back down on her seat, squirming in embarrassment. “Yes, Mother.”
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel felt his heart speed up as the carriage carrying Isabella approached. It felt much longer than a few days since he had last seen her. He took a step forward only for his aunt’s hand to clamp over his wrist.

      

      “You are a Duke, Emmanuel,” she hissed, “Act like it.”

      

      Emmanuel barely suppressed the flush that wanted to suffuse his cheeks as he subsided, stiffening his spine and upper lip.

      

      The carriages came to a stop in front of them. From the one at the back, three men emerged, the Viscount Gefferton, the Earl of Peregrine, and a third man not immediately familiar to Emmanuel. They went to the first carriage and opened the door, helping out the Viscountess Gefferton, Lady Peregrine, and finally, Isabella.

      

      Emmanuel could not help straightening up further, or the smile on his face when he saw her. Judging by how her face lit up, she felt exactly the same. They got the pleasantries out of the way, Emmanuel murmuring the right words, he hoped. He could not really focus on anyone else aside from Isabella, who was staring at him from beneath her lashes with the slightest smile on her face.

      

      He wondered when he could get her alone for a proper greeting. Sometimes he felt as if he could still feel the kiss they had shared burning on his lips.

      

      “Your Grace, how nice to see you again,” Lady Peregrine had entered his field of vision, completely blocking her sister from view. Emmanuel frowned.

      

      “I am happy to welcome you to my home,” he said and she continued to stand there expectantly so he sighed inwardly and extended his arm for her to take, leading her to the house. He could hear Lady Gefferton and Lady Edric twittering away excitedly.

      

      Lady Peregrine was chattering away in his ear and he could hardly bring himself to pay attention, his focus mostly on Isabella who was being escorted into the house by his Uncle Edric, just one step behind them. He seemed to be inquiring about her journey, if she was fatigued—her answer was too soft for him to hear. He strained his ears while trying to appear to still pay attention to what Lady Peregrine was saying. He flicked his eyes back to look at Isabella and his eyes fell on Lord Gefferton, his head close to the third man they had arrived with…they seemed to be having a very intense conversation.

      

      Emmanuel frowned. There was something about Gefferton’s steward that filled him with cold and dread. He did not understand the feeling and chalked it off to nerves. They would have some refreshments and allow their guests to settle down in their quarters and he was sure by then that his nerves would have settled.

      

      Lady Peregrine tightened her grip on his arm and he turned back to her with a strained smile. He did not understand why the Peregrines were here. From his last conversation with the lady, she was anything but pleased with this match. Why would she choose to come for this visit?

      

      Perhaps she simply loves her sister that much.

      

      Lady Edric led them to the drawing room, where tea was laid out. The gentlemen seated the ladies and then themselves while the butler directed his staff in the serving of tea.

      

      Emmanuel found himself seated opposite Isabella which gave him the perfect excuse to stare fixedly at her. She returned his look, eyes fluttering, a smile trying to break out on her lips. His eyes dropped to her mouth and stayed there, mind straying back to when his own was pressed to hers, his tongue questing. She squirmed and he raised his eyes to find her blushing fiercely.

      

      He smiled knowingly and she returned the look. He could not wait to get her on her own.
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        * * *

      

      The Duke sat at the head of the table, engaging Lady Gefferton in a lengthy discussion about Renaissance Art. Lord Peregrine sat at her right hand. He and Emmanuel were close acquaintances and his presence went a long way to assuaging the Duke’s uneasiness about the presence of his wife.

      

      Isabella sat between Lord Peregrine and the Viscount’s steward, Mr. George Chandler. The man continued to niggle at Emmanuel, like the ghost of a memory he could not quite grasp. Mr. Chandler was apparently here at the behest of Lord Gefferton, but his purpose in the festivities remained unexplained.

      

      Lady Edric was on the other side of the steward, carrying on a polite conversation with him on the sights of London. Across the table sat Lady Peregrine, resplendent in gold and crimson satin, and Lord Gefferton, talking loudly of decadence and fripperies.
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        * * *

      

      Isabella cut into the poivré filet de chevreuil with a silver knife, then drained her glass of sherry. She knew that she ought to be talking to her brother-in-law, but she had yet to forgive Sarah for her transgressions and Lord Peregrine was guilty by association.

      

      Besides that, she was too busy staring at Emmanuel from the corner of her eye, wondering how he could focus on that conversation with her mother when she was sitting right here.

      

      Though she held no love for the Medici herself, she understood her mother’s fascination with their collection of jewel-like paintings. Her mother loved jewels.

      

      She was about to ask the Earl about his recent purchase of Prussian horses when the Duke brought his discourse with the Lady Gefferton to an end and turned to her.

      

      Apparently, this was a signal that everyone should converse with the person on their other hand, for Lady Peregrine turned to talk to Lady Gefferton and Lady Edric to her husband, Lord Edric. That might be a faux pas but seeing as there were only a few people present, it could be overlooked.

      

      The servant filled her glass again, and as she raised it to her lips she felt Emmanuel’s gaze upon her. He wore a fitted dark coat of superfine above a startlingly white cravat, with a single sapphire pin that sparkled like his eyes.

      

      Isabella sighed with pleasure. He looked quite becoming in the candlelight, and she was not ashamed to admire him openly.

      

      His eyes were dark with lust, quite unmistakable. She felt as if she could taste his interest even from across the table. Her hands were shaking. She realized she’d tipped a little wine down her bodice.

      

      “Please allow me,” said Mr. Chandler, passing her a napkin. She turned and thanked him.
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        * * *

      

      She was so much more beautiful than remembrance had painted, and yet his memory was excellent. Emmanuel watched intently as she blushed, patting the napkin to her cleavage. Her gown had a low slung neckline, giving him a quite unimpeded view of her soft looking, lush bosom. He surreptitiously licked the venison juices from his lips.

      

      Isabella. 

      

      His answers to Lady Peregrine’s entirely predictable observations were absentminded and trite. His attention was completely taken with watching Isabella make awkward conversation with Mr. Chandler.

      

      There was something about the steward’s eyes that distracted Emmanuel from his fixation for a second. He remembered the fragment of a dream where grey eyes followed him, relentless and evil…

      

      He shook his head discreetly and looked away from them. Clearly, he needed to curb his intake of wine if it was fueling these flights of fancy. He expected he was fixating so on the steward to avoid his irritable thoughts on Isabella’s father and sister.

      

      Yes, that must be it.

      

      He nodded firmly to himself and returned his attention to the succulent steak on his plate. His mind must have wandered sufficiently to alert Lady Peregrine to his inattention.

      

      “I do declare, Your Grace, that you have not listened to a word I said in the last five minutes. I asked you whether you conceded that this necklace is better set with opals than with diamonds.”

      

      “I fear you have the right of it, Madame. But there are no jewels that could improve your appearance.”

      

      She looked offended. “Your Grace, I have no idea what you might be implying.”

      

      “You may look into any looking glass and observe it for yourself. No words of mine suffice.”
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        * * *

      

      Dessert was lemon cream served with Madeira. Isabella could feel Emmanuel’s distraction as he tried to engage with her sister yet could not stop his eyes from straying to her. She felt that azure gaze on her like a hot brand, despite his best efforts to pay attention to Lady Peregrine. Thankfully, with time and sherry, etiquette was put aside in favor of general conversation.

      

      “How long do you believe we will stay here, Miss Addison?” Mr. Chandler’s paused in his tales of house parties he’d accompanied the Viscount on in the past that had been better than this one, to ask.

      

      “I do believe we will be here for a week, but you’d best ask Father, for he would know better than I,” Isabella stretched her lips in an attempt at smiling. Being polite to Mr. Chandler was really quite tedious and she did not like having to do it. “We are most grateful for the invitation, so it would behoove you to keep your opinions to yourself.”

      

      On the other side of her, Sarah touched a hand to her hair and fluttered her eyelashes at the Duke as she answered his throwaway remark. “One should never underestimate the virtue of dressing to perfection, Your Grace.”

      

      “Indeed,” remarked Lady Gefferton, looking straight at Isabella, who blushed.

      

      “So unfortunate,” continued Lady Peregrine, “that Isabella did not learn that sooner. Why, she could have been married long ago!”

      

      “Oh, she has some time, tis not too late,” protested Lady Edric. “Our family is indeed very grateful that she chose to wait. It has given Lady Gefferton and me a chance to reacquaint ourselves, and our families a chance to meet and bond. I consider it the very best of luck, don’t you, my dear Lady Gefferton?”

      

      Isabella stayed quiet but caught her mother’s eye. They exchanged smiles before her mother turned to Lady Edric to agree enthusiastically.
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        * * *

      

      The ladies retired to the music room for some coffee, and Lord Gefferton looked around him as he sipped port.

      

      “Well, if this evening’s talk is anything to go by, my daughter has made an impression on the company,” he simpered. “I can see that you are still highly taken with her, Your Grace.”

      

      His Grace bristled angrily. “It is no secret that I consider your daughter to be more than just a pair of fine eyes, Gefferton. How many girls have heard of the Critique of Pure Reason, let alone have read it?”

      

      “Let us hope that she is still pure in other ways as well, for you have not declared your intentions, Your Grace, yet you steal away with her every chance you get,” retorted Lord Gefferton. “It would be such a shame if such fine eyes were doomed to dwindle on a shelf.”

      

      “You’re mixing your metaphors, Gefferton,” the Duke lazily swirled the port in his glass. “I do wish you would take care for your language, imperfect though it is.”

      

      Lord Gefferton, studying the Duke’s studious maintenance of his air of nonchalance, felt a moment’s jealousy. Helmsfield was just a boy after all, a puppy. But the way he assumed that his will would prevail in this and possibly everything—despite being a cripple—set all of Gefferton’s teeth on edge.

      

      Lord Peregrine hastened to fill the tense silence that permeated the room as thickly as the cigar smoke. “What say you, we rejoin the ladies in the music room?” He got to his feet expectantly and the rest reluctantly followed suit.
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        * * *

      

      Lady Peregrine was already at the pianoforte as they entered, while Lady Gefferton and Lady Edric sat huddled on the couch, deep in conversation. Isabella sat by herself in an armchair, a book in hand, seemingly engrossed.

      

      She looked up as they entered and found Emmanuel at once, a half smile on her face. He walked straight over to her and bent over as she extended her hand. Kissing the back of it reverently, he then returned her hand to her with a smile. His eyes fell on the book.

      

      “What are you reading?”

      

      Isabella picked up the book and put it aside. “Nothing, really. Just passing the time.”

      

      Emmanuel smiled. “Until I got here?”

      

      Isabella merely lowered her lashes and colored beautifully. Emmanuel extended a hand to her while behind him, his uncle suggested they play a game of whist and Lady Peregrine belted out a new song on the pianoforte.

      

      “Then will you take a walk with me?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Courting

        

      

    

    
      They stepped out onto the veranda, where they were in full view of everyone in the music room but could converse alone. Isabella turned to Emmanuel.

      

      “It is a pleasure to see you again. I had missed you.”

      

      Emmanuel smiled. “I had missed you, as well. Welcome to my home. You must look around and tell me if you like it…if you would feel at home here.”

      

      Isabella smiled, looking away from him. “Oh, don’t you think you get ahead of yourself a little?”

      

      “I have never hidden my purpose for inviting you here.”

      

      “Indeed, you have not. But until all is formalized between us, let us not act like it is.”

      

      Emmanuel smiled. “By that you mean…? The kissing, perhaps?”

      

      Isabella’s cheeks flamed. “I…I simply meant that language that assumes you have proposed and I have consented should be avoided.”

      

      Emmanuel leaned closer, his breath lightly brushing her ear. “So you’re saying we can still kiss.”

      

      Isabella’s eyes quickly darted toward the music room and then widened at him in warning. He straightened up, still smiling. “I shall take that as a yes.”

      

      Isabella snorted. “Silence is certainly not consent.”

      

      “Oh, indeed? What is it then? Confusion? Hesitation? Shyness? Tell me, my sweet Isabella.”

      

      Isabella slammed both hands over her face, hiding from him. Emmanuel barked a laugh. “Don’t hide from me, please. I do so enjoy seeing the flaming of your rosy cheeks and the way your eyes widen with shock and embarrassment. Perhaps also…desire?” His voice softened, “Tell me, Isabella, do you desire me?”

      

      “You’re very forward now that we are in your territory, are you not?”

      

      “I do admit, my home makes me comfortable. Am I making you uncomfortable?”

      

      Isabella shook her head so vigorously that a few tendrils of hair came loose from her coiffure.

      

      “Good. I should not like you to be uncomfortable here…for it is to be your home.”

      

      Isabella swallowed, turning away from him to look out into the night. There was not much to see as it was a moonless night and all that was visible was the shadowy shape of trees swaying in the slight breeze. She could hear the occasional hoot of an owl somewhere close by.

      

      “I should like to see your estate, during the day.”

      

      “Tomorrow we shall definitely take a walk after breakfast. I thought that we might picnic down by the lake before you ladies withdraw to prepare for the dinner party tomorrow evening. I do hope you don’t mind a rather large—I suspect—influx of strangers in what was to be our time to spend together.”

      

      Isabella shrugged. “I expected it. I have been to a house party or two.”

      

      Emmanuel lifted an eyebrow. “Indeed? I have not. Avoid the blasted things like the plague. But for you, I shall endure this one.”

      

      Isabella laughed. “How so very chivalrous of you.”

      

      Emmanuel made her a mock elegant leg and then straightened up with a grin. “I aim to please.”

      

      The game of whist behind them was getting rather loud and Isabella turned to glance at them only to find that Mr. Chandler was sitting off to the side, his eyes on them and filled with malice. She felt something cold slither down her spine and moved closer to Emmanuel.

      

      “What is the matter?” he asked, his hand resting very lightly against her waist.

      

      She shook her head, “It’s nothing. I…would it be terribly rude of me to head to my chambers now? It has been a long day and I wish to retire.”

      

      “Of course, Isabella. I shall send for a lady’s maid to escort you.”

      

      “Thank you, Your Grace.” She smiled into his eyes.

      

      “You’re very welcome, Miss Addison.” He smiled back.
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        * * *

      

      Isabella had the strangest dream. She was sitting in a music room not unlike the one they had all been in that very night, but instead of her family, she was surrounded by the strangest array of women!

      

      All of them were quite beautiful, the very Pinkest of the pink. Their eyes were knowing and they whispered behind their hands, giggling amongst themselves and laughing at Isabella.

      

      She really did not know what to make of it, especially as she did not recognize a single one of them. In the dream, Emmanuel walked into the room, a smirk on his face, glint in his eye—he looked around at the girls, nodding his acknowledgement of each, and calling them by name.

      

      When he called their names, they came to him, planting kisses on his lips, staining his face with the red of their lip paint. He seemed pleased by the attention, holding onto all of them in the most intimate manner.

      

      Isabella shivered, not knowing what to do or how to proceed. He did not seem to have seen her, nor did he acknowledge her in any way. She got slowly to her feet and walked tentatively closer. He was still occupied with his harem and paid her no mind.

      

      “Emmanuel?” she called, her voice barely loud enough for her to hear.

      

      He froze, looking up to see her, and then his eyes widened. “Oh, you’re here.” He sounded most disappointed. Then he looked back at the wench in his arms. “Would you leave me alone please, Your Grace, I have visitors to entertain.”

      

      Isabella stood still, trying to digest this new information. He had called her ‘Your Grace’ as if she were his duchess, perhaps? Or had she married some other duke? Perhaps he was not speaking to her. Why would he say such things to her anyway?

      

      He looked up again, eyes definitely on her, looking irritated. “Really, Isabella. I would appreciate it if you left this instant. Have I not given you enough books to bury yourself in? Do you not have enough children? I need some excitement in my life. Do leave and let me have it.”

      

      There was no doubt that he was speaking to her, that time.

      

      “Very well.” She walked backward out of the room, watching the women crowd him, giggling, laughing at her. She fled into the darkness, heart pounding.

      

      It was then that she woke up, sitting up in bed, a hand on her chest, trying to slow her heart beat.

      

      “Oh dear God, that was awful,” she murmured in the dark.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you ride, Your Grace?”

      

      Emmanuel looked up, surprised at her words. Isabella stood by her chair, regarding him with a warm amber gaze.

      

      Emmanuel considered his answer. Lord Gefferton was engaged with his steward, Chandler, this morning, and Lady Peregrine was, quite unusually, in silent repose in the library. Emmanuel’s options for company included Lady Gefferton and his aunt, both of whom were amiable enough, but more concerned with catching up on twenty years of their own lives. Lord Peregrine might provide company but they had several days of the visit to go and he did not want to exhaust the fertile ground of conversation. That left his uncle who was exerting himself to be pleasant to Lord Peregrine.

      

      Emmanuel had found himself lacking the patience for engaging in further idle pleasantries. Yet, he didn’t ride much, not since the accident that took his leg and his parents. He much preferred to travel by coach. When on his estate, he used his feet and a cane to move about.

      

      There was an air of danger about Isabella today. Something in her gaze made a shiver run down Emmanuel’s spine.

      

      “Yes,” he said.

      

       Isabella moved with elegance in the saddle and she pushed her mount, pushed Emmanuel. By the time they thundered back towards the stable yard, Emmanuel was panting and laughing. They dismounted and to Emmanuel’s surprise, Isabella waved the stable hand away.

      

      “We’ll see to them,” she said, and the lad didn’t need to be told twice, although he did flick a glance at Emmanuel just to confirm that the Duke was in agreement with this sentiment. Emmanuel did not know what Isabella was up to but he was willing to go along with her. He had said he wanted her to feel at home here.

      

      They rubbed their mounts down and Emmanuel could not help but watch Isabella at work, her riding coat discarded, riding habit hugging every curve; the slight jiggle of her breasts as she scrubbed her horse, a wisp of hair falling in her eye.

      

      He watched for too long and Isabella caught him at it. The look she gave Emmanuel was knowing. He hurried to finish, to escape from the closed quarters of the stables and return to the bounds of propriety where his self-control would not be tested. Before he could do so, however, Isabella came to stand behind him.

      

      “Your Grace, allow me to breach the bounds of propriety and ask you something…personal.” Isabella’s honey-sweet voice created a low rumble that started at the cleft between Emmanuel’s ear and his skull, rolled down to his shoulder blades then shot straight to his manhood, devil take her. “Are you very well versed in the…art of Eros?”

      

      Emmanuel turned, his gaze avoiding Isabella’s.

      

      “Are you…?” He inclined his head stiffly.  “I am not sure what you are asking me.”

      

      Isabella was far too close. Her habit was now covered in fine horse hair, her sleeves crushed. Isabella had always been impeccably dressed, now she looked disheveled. Emmanuel exhaled.

      

      “Emmanuel,” Isabella murmured with a hint of reproof, and the brazenness of the familiarity sent a frisson through Emmanuel. He felt hot. Did she have to stand so damnably close? He turned his face away, away from the scent of lavender and honey assailing him.

      

      Emmanuel’s throat was tight and he knew he was flushing. “What do you want from me, Isabella? Tell me what this is about?”

      

      Isabella’ hand clamped around Emmanuel’s bicep and her gaze burned into him. “I want to know what I have to live up to.” She whispered, “I have read…things. I know that a man is especially enamored of his first amour. I know that I am but a gauche bluestocking. I do not want to lose your interest.”

      

      She released Emmanuel and drew herself up to her full height, and the fire in her gaze was banked as coolness settled over her features. “What I want, Emmanuel," she said lightly, all gentle manners, “is to know that when we lie together, I am the only one you are thinking of.”

      

      Emmanuel’s breath stopped, fists clenching and unclenching. His breeches suddenly felt quite tight and he did not know what to think of this new Isabella. She held his gaze, a supercilious smirk quirking one corner of her wanton lips.

      

      “Or, we could leave now, return to the house, and prepare for the picnic with my mother and Lady Edric. I will withdraw into my most retiring self and never speak of this again.”

      

      Emmanuel swallowed.

      

      “What will it be, Your Grace? I don’t want to chivvy you but I have to say that you are not the only one feeling vulnerable at the moment. I too, feel quite nervous at my forwardness. It could well backfire on me.” Isabella’s voice shook.

      

      The stab of protectiveness that assailed him did not surprise Emmanuel. He leaned toward her, mustering his dignity. “Then why ask me? If you are just as uncomfortable as I am?”

      

      Isabella seemed to find this amusing and tilted her head to consider Emmanuel. “Because you’ve forgotten your limp,” she said simply, popping the last ‘p’.

      

      Emmanuel stared at her as he realized that it was true. He hadn’t felt a twinge since he mounted his horse two hours earlier. But what that had to do with baring his sexual past to Isabella, defied explanation. “I don’t understand.”

      

      “I feel as if you and I are on the cusp of a new adventure. We can leap or we can be afraid. That you are not limping seems like a sign for us to leap.”

      

      Emmanuel closed his eyes, taking a deep breath. “I feel it as well. I feel that change in the air. While it seems to fill you with reckless abandon, for me, all I feel is creeping tendrils of trepidation.” He opened his eyes, looking deep into Isabella’s. “To answer your question, when I was one-and-twenty, I had a mistress.”

      

      “Oh! You did?” Her hand flew to her heart and her eyes widened.

      

      Emmanuel smiled. “I did indeed.”

      

      “For how long?” She returned his gaze and did not seem intimidated at all, instead rather intrigued. A shiver ran through Emmanuel as he stepped closer.

      

      “I stayed with her for five months until she caught the eye of an Earl with two feet and a substantial fortune.”

      

      Isabella exhaled through her nose, looking displeased on his behalf. “Were you heartbroken?”

      

      Emmanuel shrugged, “Indeed, not. She saw that I was losing interest and she gave herself the congé. I hold no blame to her.”

      

      “And she was your only…”

      

      Emmanuel tilted his head from side to side, “Well, apart from a serving maiden when I was five-and-ten, yes.”

      

      Isabella gasped. “Really?”

      

      Emmanuel smiled. “I have told you too much.”

      

      Isabella cocked an eyebrow, mouth twisted. “Hardly.”

      

      “And what of you, my dear sweet Isabella? Have you had affaires of the heart before?”

      

      Isabella smiled. “Only with fictional characters.”

      

      “Ah,” Emmanuel smiled back. “Those are the best kind, for they do not break your heart.”

      

      “Ah ha! So your heart was broken!”

      

      “By the milkmaid, yes.” Emmanuel’s smile became a full-blown grin, “I have never recovered.”

      

      He held out his hand to her, “Come, we have delayed long enough. We should go back to the house.”

      

      Isabella looped her arm around his and they walked companionably to the house, just in time to join the rest for the planned picnic.
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        * * *

      

      Isabella’s mother and Lady Edric tried their level best to make the picnic a joyous affair but her father was withdrawn, her sister could not seem to stop uttering snide comments, and George Chandler kept casting dark looks at the Duke. It was all very distressing for Isabella. She was embarrassed for her family. Lord Edric was telling an endless story about Prinny that nobody was really paying attention to, while Emmanuel shifted about as if his leg was bothering him.

      

      Isabella turned to Lady Edric. “I do feel the need for some exercise. Might there be a chance to play some pall-mall after luncheon?” she remembered that the Duke was an excellent player and she knew that her father wasn’t. Perhaps this would be a chance for the Duke to take him down a peg or two. Her father seemed to need it, and his steward could also stop looking at the Duke as if Emmanuel were dirt beneath his shoes. Isabella was quite tired of it all.

      

      Lady Edric’s eyes lit up. “Indeed, we do!” she cried, barely raising her eyes before her butler was bending over her, an inquiring look on his face.

      

      “Er…Giles, would you have the staff set up pall-mall for us?”

      

      “Yes, ma’am. Shall I serve the syllabub in the meantime?”

      

      “Yes, do that, Giles.”

      

      The butler seemed a little green and eager to please. Isabella thought it was sweet of them to give him a chance and he certainly was doing everything possible to make sure the party went smoothly.

      

      She accepted her lemon syllabub with thanks and sipped slowly as she watched the Duke from the corner of her eye.

      

      “Are you enjoying your desert?”

      

      She turned to face him and found Emmanuel staring at her mouth. She swallowed convulsively and smiled.

      

      “It’s very nice, thank you.”

      

      His eyes swept over her face, seemingly taking her in. “That’s good. Are you enjoying the picnic so far?”

      

      Isabella grimaced involuntarily. “My family could be better behaved.”

      

      Emmanuel smiled. “Oh, don’t take it personally. They feel comfortable enough to be who they are around us. That is a good thing. It would not do to start a marriage with illusions.”

      

      Isabella rolled her eyes. “What did we say about putting the cart before the horse?”

      

      Emmanuel lifted an eyebrow. “I do not recall us speaking about carts. Perhaps you’re mistaking me for the stable hand?”

      

      Isabella surprised herself by laughing at his not at all funny joke. She reached out and clapped him hard on the thigh. “You know what I mean.”

      

      His eyes lit up, crinkling at the corners with delight. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. We may never know.”

      

      Isabella took another sip of her drink to hide her blush, rolling her eyes all the while. She shook her head at him, trying to bite back a smile. “You’re impossible.”

      

      “And you like that.”

      

      Isabella turned away because she could not deny the truth of his words. She did indeed like that. She liked him. A lot.

      

      It bodes well for our marriage, she thought, as she gave him an enigmatic smile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Interlude in a Dell

        

      

    

    
      The pall-mall game ended for a time and everyone returned to the blankets, laughing, the sour mood from earlier quite forgotten. Isabella was proud of herself for thinking of it.

      

      Emmanuel leaned down to her and took her hand. “Will you walk with me?”

      

      “Are you not worn out yet?” she teased, a twinkle in her eye.

      

      He merely smiled and continued to hold her hand.

      

      She could see many eyes on them as she got to her feet—her sister with the pursed lips and the steward with his customary narrowed eyes. She ignored them both and let Emmanuel lead her away. They left the group and took a forest trail, walking in companionable silence until they were out of sight and sound of the picnic.

      

      “You wanted a tour of my estate.”

      

      “Indeed I did. You have a lot of land.”

      

      “Indeed. Passed on from father to son for generations.”

      

      “And the surrounding village, too?”

      

      “Yes. We are the sole landlord for miles.”

      

      “That is…intimidating.”

      

      “Do not worry yourself, my dear, if there is something you need to know, that you do not already, I will teach you.”

      

      Isabella merely cast him a glance from beneath her lashes.

      

      “No doubt their minds will be reeling in thoughts of what we are up to,” Emmanuel laughed. It would be amusing if it weren't for the potential scandal they were both caught up in. She smiled grimly and ignored his teasing. He stopped smiling and favored her with a serious expression. “I do assure you, Isabella, that my family would not have let you walk with me if they did not know that you would be perfectly safe.”

      

      She sniffed in derision, glad not to have to put on a show in front of him. “I am not worried for my safety, Emmanuel. I knew you are a perfect gentleman.”

      

      He halted and turned to her, hands on her shoulders as he gave her a small shake, a strange smile on his face.

      

      “I promise you, Isabella, that you are indeed safe in my home and my heart.” His eyes were dark with emotion as he said it and suddenly his lips were on hers, demanding things she was only too happy to give. But only for a moment.

      

      Struggling in his arms, she managed to push him away. They weren’t married yet and in spite of her earlier forwardness, she’d prefer not to be treated like they were. It was simply common sense. One could not get carried away simply because emotions were running high.

      

      He stood before her and laughed, taking her hand and pulling her further along the trail. She was reluctant to go forward as her feet were tiring, but did not want to leave him, either.

      

      Eventually, they stopped at a small clearing and he turned to her, propelling her backward to sit on an old broken tree trunk. He removed his coat and laid it on the ground, managing to shock her by getting down on one knee before her.

      

      He had managed to catch her quite flat-footed as he fumbled in his pockets, pulling out a white gold band, set with a large Burmese ruby in the center, surrounded by five small diamonds. He took her hand.

      

      “Miss Isabella Addison, will you do me the honor of consenting to be my wife?” he asked in a serious tone.

      

      She felt at a loss for words at his proposal. It was quite reminiscent of the more romantic stories she had read about princes sweeping a damsel off her feet, like in the story about Cinderella.

      

      Isabella was much too old to feel as if he had taken her breath away but that was exactly what she was experiencing.

      

      “Yes, Emmanuel, I'll marry you.”

      

      He grinned wide and happy, sliding the ring onto her finger. Pulling her hand to his mouth, he kissed the band, sealing the pact.

      

      It was a tender moment, such as she had never expected to experience in her life.

      

      He slowly got to his feet, leaning heavily on the tree trunk for support, eyes intent on hers. “May I kiss you now, Miss Isabella Addison?”

      

      She felt uncertain but curious, ready to explore further than ever before.

      

      I am allowed to kiss him now, am I not? We are betrothed.

      

      She shifted on the log, nodding to him, giving permission for him to come closer. He leaned in, running his hands up her gown, barely touching the periwinkle muslin. Her eyes trailed his hand, not knowing if she wanted him to touch or not.

      

      “Remember that night at the Barstow’s wedding, my dear?” he whispered to her and she nodded, unable to deny it hadn't been playing on her mind. “Remember what I did to you, how I made you feel?”

      

      She smiled. “I, I do believe it was mutual.”

      

      She stuttered, embarrassed, though she knew they were far away from everyone and unlikely to be caught. His fingers trailed up, circling her waist and she did not stop him. In fact, her bosom heaved in anticipation, her mouth parted, tongue darting out to wet her lips.

      

      “I’m going to teach you things, Isabella, the kind of things which will make you blush even redder than you are now,” Emmanuel whispered against her ear, his warm breath a caress on her flesh, making her shiver. “And you're going to love it all, to get a taste for the excitement and passion, so that you never feel sated.”

      

      His hands were clamped like a vice around her waist, her bosom pressed tightly to his chest. She gasped as his fingers brushed against the skin of her cleavage, brushing ever so gently across her nipple, which stood to hungry attention even as his hand continued downward to lock with his other about her waist.

      

      She flushed even more. Nobody had ever touched her or looked at her in such a way and she felt paralyzed to do anything but let Emmanuel do whatever he wanted to with her. He reached forward and licked a stripe from her collarbone to her jaw, making her gasp and groan quietly.

      

      “Do you like when I touch you like this?” he murmured against her skin.

      

      She couldn’t find her voice but nodded in response.

      

      “Look at me,” he ordered and she obeyed, turning her head to gaze into his eyes, moaning, and feeling the heat in her cheeks at her reactions to his touch. “Good. Now tell me a secret, Isabella my love, do you touch yourself?”

      

      She swallowed audibly and closed her eyes.

      

      “Do not be shy with me, Isabella. You are safe. There is nothing you could say to me that would make me turn away from you. Share yourself with me, my darling.”

      

      Isabella opened her eyes and stared into his. “A few days ago...I, I was thinking of you and…” she admitted in a whisper. She did not add that it was to the memory of his touching her on the veranda at the wedding.

      

      “Good, that’s good.” He bent to her neck and sucked at her flesh and she squawked, jumping a little at the unexpected sensation. He straightened up, smiling into her eyes, “When you…touched yourself, was it better or worse than that?”

      

      Her brow furrowed as she thought. “It was…different. It is different when you touch me. More…”

      

      “More?” Emmanuel boldly reached his hand up and flicked at her nipple. She gasped, maybe in shock, maybe with desire. She was not sure.

      

      “Tell me, Isabella. More how? Is it more intense? Tell me how you feel.”

      

      “I, I, I ca-can’t. I don’t know.” His hand was covering her breast, squeezing gently, and she keened, feeling her insides twist and liquefy.

      

      He leaned forward so they were breath to breath. “I am going to kiss you now. Do you want me to?”

      

      She felt a rush of lust at his words, conflicting sharply with her conscience that wanted her to be more cautious. She swallowed, feeling parched. Nodding jerkily, hopefully, she parted her lips, eyes staring hungrily at the sliver of his tongue peeking from his mouth.

      

      His eyes darkened as he watched her and then she was surrounded by him, his tongue embedded deep in her mouth, milking her of all resistance. She felt disembodied, a spirit deprived of its body whose strings had been ruthlessly cut by the sharp focus of Emmanuel’s tongue, his teeth, the warmth of his lips and the insistence of his hands. Urging her closer, begging for more than she should be willing to give.

      

      She felt relieved of the responsibility of thought for was she not a floating soul, free of earthly care or responsibility? She could let his hands roam wherever they pleased for her body was a separate thing, no longer under her control. Indeed, her body was his burden now; his to cherish and minister to. If his hand trailed lower until it cupped her derriere and then squeezed hard, it was none of her business. She was too busy allowing him to plunder her with abandon to care.

      

      Suddenly he gasped, pulling away from her, causing her body and spirit to unexpectedly and reluctantly reunite. She blinked at him, lips tingling, suppressing a whine of protest with difficulty. “Look at me, Isabella,” Emmanuel ordered and she dragged her eyes from his lips to meet his own. There was a dark feral look there that she could sympathize with completely and she groaned at the sight of it, pleasure shivering down her spine.

      

      He was breathing quite audibly.

      

      “Isabella.”

      

      The whisper was like a siren call and she leaped forward, chasing the pleasure of his lips, eyes locked on her target with quivering intensity. Feeling his fingers dragging up and down her clothed thighs, she let out a loud groan. She was so close to that place that had her spiraling out of control.

      

      “Yes, darling, don’t be afraid, I won’t let you fall,” Emmanuel whispered to her and she shuddered, pleasure exploding out of nowhere as she arched her back, plastering herself to him as something inside her clamped tight and then let go in a flood of warm liquid.

      

      She gasped for breath, suddenly weak but satisfied.

      

      “Did you…?” Emmanuel’s darkened eyes were questioning, a slight shake in his hand as he gestured at her.

      

      She stared at him, not at all sure what he was asking, and not having the capacity to think at the moment.

      

      “I’m tired,” she mumbled, leaning into him.

      

      He smiled wryly. “I suppose you must be.” She could feel him against her leg like a terrifying rod of steel. She did not look down, thought that she should pull away, but lacking the energy to worry about it.

      

      He pulled back from her and she swayed, wanting to utter a protest.

      

      “Come, my dear, and lie on my coat while I…” he stood up and stepped away from her. She looked up at him in innocent query but he just shook his head and walked away. She watched his painful gait as he went, wondering if his leg was hurting him again. She shrugged to herself, lying down on his coat; her nose buried in the scent of him, she fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      They returned to the picnic party, slightly more disheveled than they left it, color high in their cheeks, but that could be put down to a vigorous walk in the country air.

      

      At least Emmanuel hoped that it could.

      

      They had agreed to keep their engagement to themselves until Emmanuel had completed the formalities of asking for her hand, including obtaining her father’s permission. Until then, she tucked his ring into her pouch in which she kept all her little necessaries that Emmanuel did not really want to know about.

      

      She was veritably glowing and to see her happy made Emmanuel’s heart sing. They emerged from the trees to find that the picnic party was winding down, with the ladies already making their way back to the manor while the men stood around, clearly waiting for the couple.

      

      Lord Gefferton frowned as he caught sight of them. “Where did you go? We were about to send out a hunting party to look for you.”

      

      His uncle rolled his eyes at Emmanuel from behind Gefferton’s back and Emmanuel almost burst out laughing. He restrained himself and tried to look suitably contrite. “I’m afraid it’s my fault. I forget sometimes that the feminine constitution is not given to vigorous exercise. I am afraid I took Miss Addison much further down my property than was wise and we had to stop several times so she could catch her breath on the way back.”

      

      He felt the sharp sting of a pinch just below his elbow and bit his lip to refrain from reacting. Flicking his eyes to his right, he beheld Isabella’s glare and bit his lip harder so as not to laugh.

      

      I cannot believe she agreed to marry me!

      

      He felt a bubble of happiness float up his body, lighting everything it came in contact with. It was all he could do not to grin like a loon.

      

      Still, it did not escape his notice that the steward wore an identical dour expression to that of his employer. Perhaps Gefferton had brought him to echo his moods.

      

      The thought made Emmanuel want to laugh even harder.

      

      Gefferton took a deep breath. “I should like a word with you, Helmsfield, if you don’t mind.”

      

      The steward stepped forward. “I shall take the lady to the house.”

      

      Emmanuel frowned, wondering if he had ever spoken to Mr. Chandler before. His voice, the inflection, sounded like an echo, familiar in a way that escaped like a wisp of wind. The more he tried to grasp it, the further away it got. He stared at Mr. Chandler, truly paying attention to all of him, from his dark, stringy hair, his cruel-looking grey eyes, to the scar on his cheek.

      

      No, he was sure he did not know this man. Yet he was equally sure that he did. It was very disconcerting.

      

      Isabella seemed reluctant to be alone with him, turning to her brother-in-law with a smile. “I’m sure Lord Peregrine would not mind escorting me instead,” she declared.

      

      Peregrine looked slightly taken aback at the warm look but extended his hand out chivalrously, nevertheless. “I would be delighted.”

      

      Mr. Chandler stomped after them, looking the slightest bit put out. There was something about the set of his shoulders…

      

      Emmanuel shook his head vigorously and turned to Gefferton with an expectant air. “What did you wish to discuss with me?”

      

      He could not stop his eyes from following Mr. Chandler’s figure as it stalked behind Isabella and her escort. There was something about the man that filled Emmanuel with a cold grue. He could hear Gefferton speaking beside him, but could not pay attention to the words.

      

      “How long have you had your steward?” He interrupted the Viscount’s monologue to ask.

      

      Gefferton’s brow furrowed. “I beg your pardon?”

      

      “Your steward, how long has he been in your employ?”

      

      Gefferton seemed disconcerted by the question. “Uh…a long while. Why do you ask?”

      

      Emmanuel shook his head slowly. “I cannot say.”

      

      “Is this an attempt to distract me? I really must insist—”

      

      “Let me stop you there, Gefferton, for I do believe we both want the same thing—for me to ask for your daughter’s hand in marriage.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Secrets and Lies

        

      

    

    
      Lord Gefferton stamped into his chambers, pacing from side to side in agitation. The valet who had been assigned to him knocked discreetly and Gefferton called for him to come in.

      

      “Shall I help you with your boots, My Lord?”

      

      Gefferton nodded grumpily, feeling most put upon. The game was becoming more dangerous by the hour and now…the Duke had asked about George.

      

      The valet finished taking his boots off and was getting to his feet with them in his hand, undoubtedly to go polish them to a mirror shine. Gefferton cleared his throat. “Send my steward to me, would you?”

      

      The valet bowed. “Of course, My Lord.”

      

      Gefferton paced as he waited, trying to think what to do for the best. George, of course, stepped into the room without knocking. Gefferton whirled around to face him. “The Duke is asking about you,” he said without preamble.

      

      “Wot’s he askin’?” George usually let his cockney out when they were not in company.

      

      “Just how long you have worked for me.”

      

      George sighed, his eyes thoughtful. “Well, that’s not sayin’ much, is it?”

      

      “Well, yes, I suppose not.”

      

      “Well then…we’ll see what ‘appens.”

      

      He turned and walked out at that, leaving the Viscount feeling even more discomposed than before.
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel lay on his bed, trying to get some rest before dinner. He stared up at the ceiling of his chambers, his spirit unable to settle. He turned onto his side, casting his mind back to the interlude in the clearing, and the furrow cleared from his brow. He closed his eyes, hands trailing in spirit along Isabella’s body, astonished at the freedom she allowed him, to explore.

      

      Suddenly he was sitting in a carriage and his mother’s hand was covering his, her fingers glittering with jewelry. The ruby she wore…so reminiscent of the one in Isabella’s engagement ring. The carriage swayed gently from side to side and that familiar feeling came over him again, of sickness and dread.

      

      Suddenly the carriage listed to one side and Emmanuel slid down the seat, his mother trying to catch him but she was sliding, too. They both laughed, clutching at each other as they tried not to fall on the floor of the carriage. His father sighed, shaking his head from the opposite seat and helped them both up.

      

      “Sorry, guv’nor,” the coachman called as he climbed down from the driver’s seat. “Carriage wheel’s busted,” and bent down to look at the wheel. Emmanuel peered out of the window to see what was going on but that caused the carriage to list as if it might overturn. His mother grabbed him and told him to sit still.

      

      “Guv’nor, you need to alight from the carriage so I can fix the wheel,” the coachman called.

      

      “Will it hold steady for us?” his father stuck his head out of the window to inquire.

      

      “Yes, Your Grace, it will. You and your family just need to alight carefully.”

      

      Emmanuel's father nodded, taking his mother's hand and helping her down.  Emmanuel followed right behind, nimble as a monkey. He jumped out of the carriage and landed in a puddle of mud, splashing his mother's gown.

      

      She cried out in surprise, taking a step back.

      

      “Careful, Manu, you make your poor mother all dirty.” She laughed even as she said it.

      

      “Sorry, Mama.” He was genuinely contrite. His mother was wearing a bright yellow gown that made her shine like the sun.  He did not want to be the one to dim her glow.

      

      They stood off to the side as the coachman tussled with the wheel. Emmanuel looked around him, searching for something to play with. He was still at the age where every little thing was a distraction. He caught sight of a shiny rock a few meters away and ran to pick it up.

      

       When he turned back, there was a man standing over his mother, looming. Her shiny yellow gown was all dirtied with mud. He frowned, wanting to shout at the man for making his mother muddy.

      

      The man reached down and grabbed his mother's hand, yanking the rings roughly from her fingers and making her scream. He ran to her, screaming as well, only then noticing that his father was held between two other men and he was struggling.

      

      He didn't understand what was happening.

      

      “Mama!” he shouted, looking for direction.

      

      “Emmanuel! Run!” His father ordered, but still, he hesitated.  These were evidently bad men. He did not want to leave his parents with them.

      

      “I thought he said the Duchess would be alone, with just the boy,” one of the men said, his voice muffled by the kerchief he had tied across his nose and mouth.

      

      The other man holding his father shrugged, grey eyes gleaming coldly. “No matter, we have the ruby. Kill them all.”

      

      Emmanuel was young but not so young that he did not understand the threat to his family. He threw himself at the man even as he heard his father's voice. “Emmanuel, NO!”

      

      The next thing he knew his father was between him and the brigand, a sword sticking out of his neck.

      

      The Duke startled awake to find his face wet with tears. “I remember,” he whispered to himself. “I remember now.”

      

      He knew why Mr. Chandler’s voice sounded familiar. The man had been there that day. He was the man Emmanuel had been searching for, for what seemed his whole life. The man who took his family away from him.
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        * * *

      

      “You cannot be sure of that.” Lord Edric pulled from his cheroot, his voice low and concerned. Emmanuel had brought his concerns to his uncle because he was the one most likely to know what had occurred that night, from an eye witness account.

      

      “The voice is the same. The same as in my dream.”

      

      Lord Edric shook his head. “That is no proof.”

      

      Emmanuel nodded. “You’re right. I remember one more thing about him, clear as day—how he shot a pistol. I am going to watch him during the hunt. Then I will have my proof.”

      

      “You will have your confirmation, not proof, Emmanuel. You must remember that.”

      

      Emmanuel nodded absently, not really listening to his uncle’s words. He had no need to prove the black guard’s guilt to anyone but himself, after all. He knocked on his wooden leg, and then stood up and left his uncle’s study.
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        * * *

      

      As the sun spread its rays upon the countryside, the fox hunting party gathered on the front steps, horses milling about, awaiting their riders. Lady Edric was chatting animatedly with Mr. Chandler, while her husband kept an eye on her. They had not told her of their suspicions—Lord Edric because it was still supposition, while Emmanuel kept his mouth shut in order to let her enjoy her house party without shadows marring her thoughts.

      

      Lady Peregrine was talking to her husband, annoyance clear on her face. Emmanuel was glad he was not a fox, he was sure Lady Peregrine would shoot him if she got a chance. Lord Peregrine frowned and his mouth turned into a small line. He placed a hand on his wife’s arm and whispered something in her ear. She listened intently and nodded, seeming a little brighter after whatever he told her.

      

      Isabella was avoiding Emmanuel; it was obvious. She kept a considerable distance between herself and her fiancé. He assumed that she might feel embarrassed about their…encounter in the woods. Just at present, he could not bring himself to worry about it.

      

      Isabella chose to keep Lord Gefferton company.

      

      “Your lady seems a bit withdrawn.” Lord Edric appeared next to him on his black stallion. He stared at Isabella and her father.

      

      “We have much to talk about between us and I suspect she has an attack of shyness,” Emmanuel admitted with a small sigh.

      

      “And why is that?” His uncle was watching him with a twinkle in his eye.

      

      He shrugged. “I suppose the reality of our situation is weighing on her, or…I do not know, Uncle.”

      

      “You are a good man, Emmanuel. You will be a good husband to Miss Addison,” Lord Edric reassured him.

      

      “I believe you. If the time comes and she is still amenable...I would be the happiest man alive.” Emmanuel smiled at his uncle.

      

      “And what about your theory on the identity of Mr. Chandler? Have you given it up?” Lord Edric asked quietly.

      

      The Duke shook his head. “Oh no, I mean to find out the truth.”

      

      Lord Edric looked Lady Peregrine’s way.

      

      “I have always known that one day you would seek revenge. Just…be careful, Nephew. I don’t trust Gefferton.” Lord Edric turned his head back to Emmanuel and there was concern in his eyes.

      

      “What could he possibly do?” Emmanuel laughed a little.

      

      “I do not know, but I do not trust him.” Lord Edric sighed. “Well, let us get ready for the hunt.”

      

      They joined the others. Emmanuel saw Lord Gefferton instructing Isabella. Lord Gefferton was seated on Pegasus, one of Emmanuel’s stallions. He himself was riding Poseidon, a brown stallion and his favorite horse.

      

      A double note was blown, signaling they were moving off. The hounds took off, tracking the fox. The party followed on their horses.

      

      It was only half an hour in the hunt when the first drops of rain began to fall from the grey, overcast sky. Emmanuel hoped it would stay like this until the hunt was over.

      

      Unfortunately, it did not. It was only a matter of minutes before the drops turned into a steady rain, then a cold, wet deluge.

      

      The sharp report of a gunshot startled Emmanuel, but he could not see much. Lord Edric was ahead of him, pressing his horse onward through the woods. Mr. Chandler was right behind him. An uncomfortable position, indeed.

      

      “Did someone shoot the fox?” Mr. Chandler shouted and Emmanuel could not help but sneer. He did not know who the steward was trying to fool.

      

      “It appears so,” he murmured.

      

      Lord Edric slowed down and Emmanuel and Mr. Chandler caught up with him.

      

      “Something is wrong,” he shouted at Emmanuel. “The dogs are still chasing after the fox. Why did someone shoot?”

      

      “That is odd.” They trotted after the dogs, who lost the scent after a while and kept walking in circles. There was thunder in the distance.

      

      “We have to go back,” Emmanuel shouted to Mr. Chandler and Lord Edric. “It is getting too dangerous to stay out.” There was no trace of Lord Peregrine, Isabella, and Lord Gefferton.

      

      “They probably went back, as well.” Lord Edric pointed out when he saw Emmanuel looking around him, trying to spot the rest of the party through the pouring rain. It was now coming down in sheets, soaking through their attire. Emmanuel’s mind was on Isabella, hoping she had indeed returned to the house. Getting all wet would no doubt be detrimental to her constitution. He did not want her to fall ill.

      

      They rode back as fast and safely as possible. When Helmsfield Manor came into view, Emmanuel saw three horses waiting near the stables.

      

      “Duke! Have you seen Isabella?!” Lord Gefferton shouted at him.

      

      Emmanuel quickly trotted toward him.

      

      “No. Why? Isn’t her horse here?” Emmanuel was confused.

      

      “The horse came back on its own. Lord Peregrine did not see her, either. He was already here when I came back.” Lord Gefferton sounded desperate. “My wife will strangle me if something has happened to her.”

      

      “We will have to go back. Lord Gefferton, did you see where Medusa came from?” Emmanuel could not suppress his worry. The sky was getting darker, thunder was nearing, and they were all wet.

      

      Lord Gefferton pointed back in the direction of the woods. Emmanuel sprang into action, giving instructions to his stable staff. He ordered the stable boys to saddle up more horses, before urging both Lord Peregrine and Mr. Chandler to return to the house and inform the women and staff to get everything ready for their return.

      

      Lord Gefferton, Lord Edric, Emmanuel, and a stable boy returned to the woods on fresh horses, while the other boys tended to Pegasus, Poseidon, Medusa, and Lord Edric’s horse, Odin.

      

      “We need to find her quickly. The weather is getting worse,” Emmanuel yelled.

      

      He issued directives on which way each person should go.

      

      “Fire a shot if you find her. If not, let us meet at the entrance of the woods in half an hour to report,” he barked.

      

      Each took off at a gallop in a different direction. Emmanuel bent low over his horse to avoid hanging branches. He led his horse into the darkness beneath the trees. A crack of lightning startled his horse and it neighed in complaint.

      

      “Yes, I know, I know. It is fine. Calm down.” Emmanuel whispered in his horse’s ear. It was a young stallion he had only ridden a few times.  “We need to find Isabella. She is very important to me, you hear?”
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        * * *

      

      “Isabella! Isabella!” he shouted, through the pouring rain and thunderclaps. He stopped, not sure if he had heard a sound or not, listening carefully.

      

      “I am here,” he heard distantly. He trotted forward until he reached a huge oak tree. Underneath it he found Isabella, half sitting, half lying, her face pale and eyes narrow. She was clearly in pain.

      

      Emmanuel jumped down from the horse, cursing his prosthetic leg, fastened the reins to a branch of the oak tree and bent down next to her.

      

      “How bad is it?” he whispered.

      

      “My head hurts and my shoulder,” Isabella whispered back, her voice barely audible. She had clearly used all her strength to call for help.

      

      Another flash of lightning made them wince and the stallion shied, pulling on the reins. Emmanuel needed to alert the others and fired a shot into the air. Isabella winced, her face scrunched up in pain. The horse was struggling to get away, but Emmanuel had secured it tightly to the branch.

      

      “We need to get you back as soon as possible. Can you stand?” Emmanuel was quite ready to pick her up and carry her all the way home if he had to—if only he could.

      

      “I think so, with a little help.” Isabella bravely tried to stand. She would have fallen back down if Emmanuel had not caught her. He helped her get up, supporting the arm that was not hurt.

      

      “I feel dizzy.” Isabella’s voice was quiet as she tried to keep upright.

      

      “Just hold on. I’ll help you get on the horse.” It took a few attempts and a few cries of pain from Isabella before she was able to be seated on the horse. He talked softly to his horse, calming it, before unfastening the reins and ascending to seat himself behind Isabella. Thankfully, the thunder stopped and the rain was slowing in its ferocity.

      

      “Just lean back against my chest. Make yourself as comfortable as possible. I’ll ride back slowly and try to avoid obstacles. All right?”

      

      “Thank you…Emmanuel.”

      

      “You’re very welcome.”

      

      The ride back was slow and they were both shivering in their wet clothes. They encountered a few obstacles, causing Isabella to cry out in pain. Every wince of pain or cry of agony had Emmanuel wincing and he apologized profusely every time.

      

      Just out of the woods they meet the others, all of them sighing in relief when they saw Emmanuel and Isabella trotting towards them.

      

      “Are you all right?” Lord Gefferton inquired immediately, coming forward and stretching out his arm to Isabella.

      

      Isabella nodded reassuringly as she gritted her teeth to keep from shouting out in pain. She let go of his hand and collapsed in Emmanuel’s arms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          Accidentally on Purpose

        

      

    

    
      Emmanuel paced unevenly in the parlor, ignoring the twinges in his leg as they awaited news on Isabella’s condition. Her father sat in the winged arm chair, staring bleakly out into the rain, while his steward stood behind his chair, eyes following Emmanuel’s movements like a predator.

      

      Emmanuel was more and more certain that this man was the one who shot him, and ran a sword through his father. He needed to get Lord Gefferton alone and ascertain the man’s background. Just to be sure.

      

      But right now, he could think of nothing but Isabella’s cold body, so pale and weak looking as he had carried her into the Manor. He had been allowed to take her to her room but then he was banished to the parlor with the rest of the men.

      

      His aunt and her mother were fairly sure they could help her using the household simples but if needed, one of the footmen was standing by to get a sawbones.

      

      Lady Gefferton entered the room, looking tired. “She’s all right. There was a bit of wood that had embedded itself in her side. We managed to remove it and clean the wound. Lady Edric stitched it up.”

      

      Emmanuel got to his feet. “May I see her?”

      

      “We gave her laudanum for the pain. She’s asleep now.”

      

      Emmanuel nodded, and swallowed. “I would still feel better if I could see her, please. Just for a moment.”

      

      Anxiety twisted his belly in a way that he did not understand. He felt he had to see with his own eyes that she was still alive and unharmed. That no one had taken her away, too.

      

      It was irrational but he could not help himself. He did not care about propriety.

      

      Lady Gefferton studied him with narrowed eyes before beckoning for him to precede her.

      

      “Diana!” Lord Gefferton exclaimed, clearly not in agreement with Emmanuel seeing his daughter while she slept.

      

      “Just for a moment, Colin,” Lady Gefferton murmured, and Emmanuel raised an eyebrow at their casual language. They must really be worried for their daughter to discard all formality like that.

      

      That simply increased the anxiety in Emmanuel’s breast. He quickened his footsteps.
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        * * *

      

      Agonizing pain.

      

      Isabella felt surrounded by it.

      

      She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to escape into sleep but the deeply intense throbbing pain in her side prevented her from finding unconsciousness.

      

      She shifted uncomfortably but a strobe of agony streaked through her and she froze.

      

      “Oh…” She groaned and relaxed into the mattress. She could not believe she had managed to injure herself in such a manner.

      

      She had been riding along, her mind wandering to that magical glen where Emmanuel had made her feel things—and then afterwards, he withdrew from her as though he was…perhaps he was disgusted with what they did. She did not know, but it was bothering her. As a result, she had not been paying attention to where she was going. Suddenly, it was raining and she heard a shot, so close to her that she was startled, her horse shied, and there was a sharp pain in her side. To make matters worse, she had fallen off her horse, onto her side.

      

      The agony had almost made her pass out.

      

      Medusa, faithful horse that she was, had stayed, snuffling at her face as if inquiring if she was all right. Isabella had reached up to stroke her head but then almost screamed in agony.

      

      She tentatively explored her side and felt the warm, thick wetness of blood seeping into her riding habit.

      

      Am I going to die here?

      

      She tried to think what the heroines in one of her books would do, but she was in too much misery to think. She pulled herself up against the tree trunk, thanking the heavens for both the canopy of leaves above her that made sure she was not drenched, and that the flow of blood from her wound was not exacerbated.

      

      A jagged bolt of lightning, followed by the deep, crashing rumble of thunder panicked her horse, and it ran off. Scared by the storm herself, she controlled her breathing, taking shallow but long breathes, trying to control her fear and the pain in her side. Finally, she must have fallen into a doze. The next thing she knew, she was shivering from the cold and wet.

      

      She tried to call out for help, hoping her father was somewhere close by. She took a deep breath and called out and much to her surprise, someone answered her call…Emmanuel.

      

      He was literally her knight in shining armor.

      

      Does that mean he is not disgusted with me?

      

      There was a knock on the door. “Come,” she called, pulling the covers up higher.

      

      Emmanuel poked his head into the room. “Good evening, Miss Addison. Are you well? Can I fetch you anything?”

      

      Isabella just blinked at him.

      

      Emmanuel tentatively sidled into the room, looking around as if searching for something. “You’re alone.”

      

      Isabella blinked at him again. He sighed, stepping closer. “I do not mean to breach propriety. I just needed to see how you were doing. Are you well?”

      

      Isabella shook her head.

      

      “Oh. Er, what can I do to make it better?”

      

      Isabella’s mind flicked to the clearing, the burst of…ecstasy she had felt when he…she didn’t even know. How floaty and full of well-being she had felt afterwards. She suspected that whatever he’d done then would certainly help with the pain now. She just did not know what to ask for.

      

      Was it the kiss?

      

      Was it the clearing?

      

      Something extraordinary had happened there and she hoped that it would not be the last time.

      

      “Isabella?”

      

      She jerked in surprise and then closed her eyes, wincing in pain. Somehow, she had forgotten that Emmanuel was standing in front of her and that he had asked a question.

      

      I must be in a lot more pain than I realized.

      

      “I am…all right. Thank you.” The words had to be forced from her mouth. She did not understand what was happening to her. She blinked several times, trying to clear her vision.

      

      “What is…?” she moaned and suddenly his hand was around her arm, vice-like in strength.

      

      “Isabella?” he sounded frightened. Isabella wanted to reach her hand up and reassure him but she didn’t have the strength.

      

      “M’alright…” she murmured, before her eyes closed again and everything went dark.
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        * * *

      

      Mrs. Pinfield had not only been the housekeeper at Helmsfield Manor for forty years, but she had also been the keeper of simples. There was not much she did not know about healing. Lady Edric had called her in to look after Isabella as she recovered.

      

      “My wound is healing nicely," said Isabella. "I think the stitches should be ready to come out today.”

      

      “I shall decide that, Miss Addison,” said Mrs. Pinfield. “Now if you would just loosen your robe and seat yourself on the sofa over there so that I can examine you.”

      

      “I hope your hands are warmer this time,” Isabella grumbled. “Last time you touched me, they were freezing. Perhaps you should warm them in front of the fire before you examine me.”

      

      “I am certain my hands are warm enough,” said Mrs. Pinfield. “You are not a babe or a frail old man. Now if you please, Miss Addison.”

      

      Isabella sighed. She inched down her robe before moving from the bed to the sofa. It still hurt to sit up for too long, but she was also getting bored with lying down. Emmanuel came to visit her every day but her visits were limited by her mother and her aunt. He was only allowed to check that she was still breathing before they hustled him out.

      

      She knew the house party was still going on—albeit in a subdued way—for her sister told her all about it. The excursions planned, shooting, games of cards, and musicales still went on. She felt simultaneously sulky for being left out, yet relieved that the whole trip was not curtailed by her injury. She was about to sit down when she noticed Emmanuel's cane leaning against the wall. She reached for it, using it to maneuver her way to the sofa.

      

      While Isabella disrobed, Mrs. Pinfield went to wash her hands in the perpetually refilled bowl of hot water from the cauldron in the fireplace—it provided warmth as well as sufficiently heated water for Isabella’s needs. The constant low fire warmed the room enough that she was comfortable in just her robe, or even without it. Mrs. Pinfield then dried her hands and carefully unwrapped the silk bindings that covered her entire middle to reveal the ugly, jagged, slightly swollen slash held together by a row of stitches.

      

      “You are lucky, Miss Addison,” she pronounced. “The wound is healing cleanly and there is no infection. You should take better care of yourself.”

      

      Isabella smiled. “Thank you for your care and concern, Mrs. Pinfield. I do appreciate it.”

      

      “You would need more stitches from me if you the splinters had gone deeper. It was very lucky that you did not move much once you were penetrated. Do you remember now how you got the injury?” Mrs. Pinfield set about cleaning the site with gentle efficiency. She had a lavender-smelling paste with which she coated the wound after it was cleansed.

      

      “No, I do not. There was a loud shot and my horse shied and then a pain in my side. What is that paste you use?” Isabella was staring at her wound, which was now liberally covered in green goo. “It seems His Grace left his cane behind the last time he was here. He will be upset later, thinking his favorite cane is lost. I don’t even know why he had it, he doesn’t usually need it. Was he injured, too?”

      

      “So many questions!” Mrs. Pinfield retorted. “To answer your first, this is the paste I used on the young Duke when he was recovering from the lead ball those brigands put in his leg. It stopped him from getting the fever. It helped cure his wound and it seems to be helping yours, as well. The Duke left you his cane, should you need it to move around. He came by while you were asleep.”

      

      “Please thank His Grace for the cane.”

      

      The old lady snorted. “You can thank him yourself. I am sure he will be by soon. He has been most anxious about your health.”

      

      Isabella made no reply, preferring to allow the healer to concentrate on her ministrations.

      

      “Good, now all that is left is to rebind the wound.”

      

      “Does it need the bandage? It is so itchy now that it is starting to heal.” Isabella squirmed a little, unable to touch the wound but needing to scratch.

      

      “Are you treating this wound or—” Mrs. Pinfield was interrupted by a knock on the door, “Speak of the devil…”
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        * * *

      

      Gefferton burst into George Chandler’s chambers, fury radiating from him like a furnace.

      

      “Did you have my daughter shot?” he growled.

      

      George’s eyebrow rose. “I was under the impression that she was stabbed by a splinter of wood.”

      

      “Yes, well the Duke and I went back to the site of her incident and can you guess what we found?”

      

      George shrugged. “I was not there, how could I?”

      

      “We found the ball on the ground beneath the tree. Someone had definitely shot in her direction.”

      

      “Yes, well, I was with the Duke at the time, so clearly it was not me.”

      

      “That does not mean you could not have orchestrated it. Why would you do that?”

      

      Gefferton narrowed his eyes at George. The steward walked towards the window, shoulders set. “Helmsfield is beginning to suspect…things.”

      

      “How do you know that?”

      

      “The way he stares at me. The way he speaks to me. He is short with me, unfriendly.”

      

      “Perhaps he just does not like you. In case you were unaware, you are not a likable fellow.”

      

      George barked a laugh. “Oh, I do know that, My Lord. I also know that Dukes do not normally show emotion in such a manner.”

      

      “Helmsfield is no ordinary Duke. He is known to be…eccentric.”

      

      “Perhaps. However, it is always prudent to remind you, in case you have forgotten, which side you are on.”

      

      “So you did have my daughter shot?” Gefferton growled.

      

      George turned, regarding Gefferton with cold eyes. “She was not in any danger. My man is an excellent shot. He meant to hit the tree. It was simply a warning, not an execution. The fact that a bit of wood broke off and embedded itself in her side was an accident.”

      

      Gefferton ground his teeth together. “This was never part of—”

      

      “No doubt Helmsfield will come to you, sooner or later. I know how you nobles love to band together. You always think you’re better than the rest of us. You will not do that to me. You understand?”

      

      “I had no intention of—”

      

      “Do you understand?”

      

      Gefferton snorted. “As long as you understand that it goes both ways. You, too, cannot throw me to the wolves without consequence to yourself.”

      

      “Good. Now we understand each other. Besides, now the Duke is too busy worrying about your daughter’s health to bother with us.”

      

      Gefferton clenched his jaw.
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel poked his head in Isabella’s chambers, a smile on his face. “Good morning. And how are you feeling today?”

      

      Isabella’s mouth turned down. “Three days of bed rest is more than enough time, I think. I feel much better. Tomorrow I am coming downstairs.”

      

      Emmanuel walked into the room and sat himself on the sofa opposite Isabella. “There is no hurry, my dear. Take your time to heal. We are not impatient for you to exert yourself.”

      

      Isabella snorted. “Well, I am. I cannot wait to be shot of this room.” She looked around with a frown and then her eyes widened in mortification and she hastened to add, “Not that it is not lovely.”

      

      Emmanuel smiled. “Would you feel less restless if I brought you some books to read?”

      

      Isabella nodded slowly. “That would be a start.”

      

      “And perhaps I could visit with you in the evening and we could play a game of cards.” His eyes flicked to his former housekeeper. “With Mrs. Pinfield to chaperone, of course.”

      

      Isabella turned to Mrs. Pinfield. “Only if it won’t put her out too much.”

      

      Mrs. Pinfield inclined her head. “I am at your service, Your Grace.”

      

      “And I thank you for yours, Mrs. Pinfield.”

      

      “Oh, how endearing,” Isabella grinned teasingly at them both. They both turned and glared at her and she lifted her hands in mock surrender. “Apologies.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          Whist

        

      

    

    
      “You needn’t look so grim, Emmanuel. It was no more than a few shillings.”

      

      “That’s not the point, Isabella,” Emmanuel grumbled. “I fail to understand how you could have followed my play in such a fashion! Could you not tell that it was mathematically impossible, after the Sergeant Major’s discards?”

      

      “As a matter of fact, I could not,” Isabella said, ruffled. Emmanuel was rarely impatient, but whist brought out his least appealing qualities. “You forget, Your Grace, not everyone has your ability with numbers.”

      

      “But it was perfectly obvious,” Emmanuel protested.

      

      “Perfectly obvious to you. A mystery to most.”

      

      “All it requires is some application of memory, Isabella.”

      

      “My memory may not run to figures, but I’ll warrant it’s just as sharp as yours, Emmanuel,” Isabella said. “It’s merely that my bent is for words. I’ll wager the price of our losses over again that you can’t recite four lines of Shakespeare together, even after attending all the plays you have.”

      

      A glint came into Emmanuel’s eyes. “That’s a wager you’ll lose, Miss Addison.” His lips curved into an uncharacteristically wicked grin, and he recited,

      

      “In me thou see’st the glowing of such fire

      

      That on the ashes of his youth doth lie,

      

      As the death-bed whereon it must expire

      

      Consum’d with that which it was nourish’d by.

      

      This thou perceiv’st, which makes thy love more strong,

      

      To love that well which thou must leave ere long.”

      

      Isabella stared at him in astonishment. She seized Emmanuel’s face in her hands and kissed him soundly.

      

      “Lose, Your Grace?” she whispered in Emmanuel’s ear. “I do believe I’ve won.”

      

      Emmanuel smirked, “So why do I feel like I’m the one who got a reward?”

      

      Isabella bit her lip, trying to conceal a pleased smile. “Well…”

      

      Emmanuel leaned forward. “What is it?”

      

      “I need to ask you something. I completely understand if it’s something you’re not comfortable with but there is no one else I can ask.”

      

      Emmanuel’s brow rose and he flicked a glance toward Mrs. Pinfield who was snoring gently on the sofa. “All right. Ask me.”

      

      Isabella also looked at Mrs. Pinfield, before leaning forward so she could speak directly in Emmanuel’s face. “What happened that day in the clearing?”

      

      Emmanuel’s face filled with color. “W-What?”

      

      “Tell me.”

      

      “I, uh…” Emmanuel scratched his head. “When a man and woman…uh…”

      

      He looked away from her and then back, swallowing hard. “Surely you have read about this already?”

      

      “Read about what, Emmanuel? Tell me.”

      

      Emmanuel closed his eyes, inhaling sharply through his nose. “What you experienced in the clearing is something that…when two people uh…engage in sexual congress—”

      

      Isabella gasped, hand flying to cover her mouth, eyes wide. “No! That was sexual congress? I am…soiled?”

      

      Emmanuel, in his haste to reassure her, grasped her wrist hard. “No! You’re not soiled. You’re still…pure. That was just. Really, all we did was kiss.”

      

      “But…?”

      

      Emmanuel nodded. “Yes, your body reacted to what we did as if we had sexual congress.”

      

      Isabella merely stared at him with wide eyes, awaiting clarity.

      

      “Your emotions, uh, you got carried away and…well.” Emmanuel sighed. “Your body got carried away and you…achieved completion.”

      

      “So it was some sort of…anomaly?”

      

      “N-not really. It does not always require full congress to bring about that reaction.”

      

      “Was it…wrong, what happened?”

      

      “No. It was,” Emmanuel shook his head, “beautiful.”

      

      “Then why did you withdraw from me after? You barely spoke to me.”

      

      “You barely spoke to me!”

      

      They stared at each other in surprise before they both burst out laughing.

      

      “I suppose we really are a pair,” Isabella said.

      

      “Yes, a pair of idiots.” Emmanuel agreed.

      

      Isabella reached out and punched him in the arm.
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel settled down on his bed, a slight smile on his face. He was still thinking about Isabella and her questions. That had been the most nerve-wracking ten minutes of his life. He had not been prepared. If he was honest with himself, he had never thought that he might have to explain any of this to a lady. He had never expected that emotion would be such a large part of his relationship with his future wife. He felt the need to seek advice for himself. He did not want to steer Isabella wrong.

      

      He sighed loudly, biting his lip to stop himself from laughing out loud.

      

      Life is good.

      

      The smile slid from his face as he thought about the reason Isabella was confined to her room; why they were able to sit alone in her chambers and talk of forbidden things.

      

      Mr. George Chandler.

      

      Emmanuel was increasingly certain that he was the man who was responsible for his parents’ deaths. Every time he closed his eyes, he had fragmentary dreams of that time—almost every night.

      

      There was not much he could see of the assailants’ faces, but those eyes—those cold grey eyes were imprinted on his psyche. They burned into him every night, staring with malice as he stabbed his father repeatedly and then lifted a hand and shot at him.

      

      Can two people possibly have those very same eyes? I think not.

      

      Emmanuel sat up in bed, his breath coming short. He had long ago vowed that he would not die until he had avenged his parents. Now he had a chance to do just that. All he needed to do was to capture Mr. Chandler, get him to admit what he did and then…

      

      He sighed, lying back down and stared up at the ceiling.
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        * * *

      

      Breakfast was presented service à la française in the dining hall and for once Emmanuel and Lord Gefferton were eating at the same time. Everyone else was either still asleep or already finished with their meal. Emmanuel took a breath, deciding that there was no time like the present.

      

      “Gefferton, may I have a word?”

      

      Lord Gefferton looked up with a grin. “Is it time then? For you to ask for permission to wed my child?”

      

      Emmanuel hesitated because it was indeed past time that he asked for permission.

      

      Should I kill two birds with one stone?

      

      “Well, yes, that too,” he said.

      

      Gefferton raised an eyebrow, putting down his fork to face Emmanuel. The younger man sighed, straightened his spine, and looked Lord Gefferton in the eye. “Sir, I am enamored of your daughter. I would consider it the greatest honor if you were to give me permission to marry her.”

      

      There was a squeal from the doorway and both men turned to see Lady Gefferton and Lady Edric smiling with delight. They turned and embraced each other before stepping in the room to offer hearty congratulations all around.

      

      “Ladies?” Lord Gefferton raised his hand placatingly, “do not get ahead of yourselves. I have yet to give my permission.”

      

      Both ladies shouted him down and Lady Gefferton took his hand. “Consider our permission granted, Your Grace. When do you want to formalize it?”

      

      “As soon as possible.”

      

      “Wonderful. Isabella has been cleared to dine with us tomorrow. You can do it then!” Lady Edric clapped her hands with delight.

      

      Emmanuel smiled. “Yes, I suppose we shall.”

      

      Lord Gefferton walked out of the dining room and the moment was lost.
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel caught sight of George Chandler walking down the garden path. His stride was determined, as if he had a definite destination in mind. Emmanuel slipped out the side door in his study and stumbled awkwardly after the steward.

      

      He prowled after Mr. Chandler using the shrubbery and his knowledge of the lay of the land to keep himself out of view. Emmanuel’s heart quickened, sure that he was on the cusp of getting some answers.

      

      They ended up at the lake, with Mr. Chandler skirting it before disappearing back into the woods. By the time Emmanuel caught up with him, he was deep in conversation with another man.

      

      Emmanuel crept as close as he could without breaking cover, straining his ears in an attempt to hear what they were saying.

      

      “That was a close call with the girl,” Mr. Chandler growled.

      

      The other man shrugged. “I couldna have divined that she would stab hersel’ wi’ a piece of wood.”

      

      “A piece of wood released by your lead ball.”

      

      “Och, mayhaps I should ha’ aimed higher,” the man smirked, looking not in the least bothered by almost killing somebody.

      

      “In any case, it worked.” Mr. Chandler removed his hand from his pocket, and Emmanuel saw that he was holding a small pouch. It made a jingling sound as Mr. Chandler handed it to the other man who opened it, extracted a gold coin, and bit it. Then he nodded in satisfaction.

      

      “Well, I shall be taking mysel’ off now then.”

      

      “You do that.”  Mr. Chandler turned and began to walk away. If he continued on the path he was on, he would bump straight into Emmanuel. The Duke backed away, concealing himself in the underbrush, praying that he would not blunder into a mole hole. He was torn between wanting to follow both Mr. Chandler and the other man.  

      

      If that was the man who shot at Isabella, Emmanuel was not about to let him get away with it. However, he seemed like a hired killer and Mr. Chandler the perpetrator of the crime.  

      

      He frowned, wondering where a steward would get so much gold.  His mind flicked to the Viscount but he shook his head in denial. The Viscount had been just as distraught as Emmanuel at the injury. It was unfathomable that he had ordered it on his own child.

      

      Besides, he was the one who found the discharged lead ball, beneath the tree. If he had ordered the shooting, all he would have had to do was conceal it and they would have been none the wiser.

      

      Emmanuel decided that he was going to speak directly with the Viscount. It was the only way to get the truth. The question was, to do it now or after the proposal?

      

      He limped after Mr. Chandler, feeling his leg throbbing with pain, caused by walking on uneven ground and the ensuing rubbing of the wooden leg on his stump tip, which was prone to injury or sores.  He ignored it, intent on not losing the other man. Fortunately, Chandler walked straight to the Manor, with no further detours. Emmanuel slipped back into the bed chamber, ringing the bell for his valet.

      

      When Andrews came in Emmanuel pointed at his leg. “I require some salve.”

      

      “Yes, Your Grace,” Andrews bowed to him and hurried away.
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        * * *

      

      Isabella was sitting on the window seat when Sarah stepped into the room, crossed over, and came to sit opposite her.

      

      “I understand your beau is going to propose tonight.”

      

      Isabella put down her book and looked impassively up at her sister. “Is that so?”

      

      Sarah’s eyebrows rose. “You didn’t know?”

      

      Isabella shrugged sullenly. “I’m confined to my room. Nobody tells me anything.”

      

      “Well, I’ve heard you will be joining us for dinner and a proposal.”

      

      “Oh.” Isabella worked very hard not to blush.

      

      Sarah squinted at her, mouth twitching. “You’re excited about this. You cannot wait.”

      

      Isabella ground her teeth together. “Do not ruin this for me, Sarah.”

      

      Sarah clutched her pearls as if insulted. “Me? I would never.”

      

      Isabella snorted. “Oh, you so would. Just please…don’t.”

      

      Sarah snorted, looking away. “I’ll never see what you see in the one-legged Duke, but I have no intention of perpetuating any mischief. I am a married woman now.”

      

      “Indeed you are. I pray you remember that.”

      

      Sarah simply laughed and got to her feet. “Well, I had thought to keep you company until then but if you are disposed to be disagreeable, then I shall take my leave.”

      

      Isabella stretched her lips in the parody of a smile. “All right. I will see you later.”

      

      Sarah sighed and shook her head. “Oh, Bella…” She flounced out of the room and Isabella heaved a sigh of relief to see her go. She did not have the mental energy to deal with her sister’s peccadillos. She had an engagement dinner to prepare for.
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        * * *

      

      The dinner bell went precisely at eight o’clock and that was Emmanuel’s cue to leave his study and make his way to the dining room so he would be first to greet his guests.

      

      Lord and Lady Peregrine were the first to arrive, elegant in brightly colored silks and satins. Emmanuel greeted them formally and amiably, directing them to their seats. They were quickly followed by Lord and Lady Becket, who bussed him excitedly on the cheek, before taking their places at the table.

      

      “It’s all very exciting, isn’t it?” Lady Edric declared with a joyous smile.

      

      Lady Peregrine gave a strained smile and Lord Edric squeezed her hand in solidarity. Emmanuel smiled, just as excited as his aunt but trying to maintain his decorum. Lord Gefferton and his steward walked in together, barely acknowledging the Duke before taking their places. Everyone sat up expectantly as footsteps were heard and soon, Lady Gefferton passed through the doorway. Behind her was Isabella, beaming happily. Her golden eyes lit up as they landed on Emmanuel, and he stepped away from the table to hand her to her seat.

      

      He bowed over her hand with a smile. “My dear Miss Addison, you are a vision tonight.”

      

      He would not have thought it possible but her smile widened. “Thank you, Your Grace.”

      

      Emmanuel seated her, then took his own seat at the head of the table, and nodded to the butler for the first course to be served.

      

      He barely tasted his soup, his hand shaking the whole while. Even though he had already asked, and she had accepted his proposal, doing it in public was something else entirely.

      

      He risked a glance at her and found that she was just as pale as he assumed he was. Lady Gefferton and Lady Edric covered what would have been an awkward silence with their excited chatter. By the time the fish course was replacing the soup, his nerves had calmed somewhat and he was debating internally whether it would be best to wait for dessert or coffee to propose.

      

      I think dessert, and then we can celebrate with champagne.

      

      His eyes dropped to her bosom, where his ring was suspended on a silver chain. He smiled at it, appreciating how her creamy skin provided the perfect backdrop to his ruby.

      

      Suddenly, he could not wait a moment longer and got to his feet.

      

      “Lords, Ladies and Gentlemen, pray silence,” Emmanuel said clearly.

      

      Conversation around the table died quite suddenly.

      

      He took a deep breath. “I have an announcement to make. Two months ago, my aunt and Miss Addison’s mother had a meeting in which they decided that their charges might make a good match.”

      

      Both ladies giggled in delight.

      

      “Well, when we—both Miss Addison and I—heard this plan, we did not take it well.”

      

      Isabella smiled and nodded.

      

      “However, once we met and spoke, we realized that the ladies were right. We do make a good match. And so today, I would like to formalize that relationship.”

      

      He stared intently at Isabella and then took a deep breath as she stood to face him. “Miss Isabella Addison, would you do me the honor of consenting to be my wife?”

      

      Isabella simply beamed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          Confrontation

        

      

    

    
      Celebrations went on until the early hours. Isabella had given up somewhere after midnight and declared her fatigue. She needed to go and lie down.

      

      “Perhaps my future husband can be allowed to escort me to my bed chambers?” she asked the largely drunken gathering.

      

      There was a chorus of protests from her parents. “You are not yet married,” her mother declared.

      

      The Duke held up a hand solemnly. “I promise to behave myself, and I shall be right back. Mrs. Pinfield is upstairs waiting, anyway.”

      

      “All right, Isabella, just this once.” Her mother wagged a finger at her.

      

      Sarah stood up. “I can take her. It’s no trouble.”

      

      Isabella frowned at her in utter annoyance. “No. I don’t want you. Go away.” She might have drunk a little more champagne than was wise.

      

      “Oh, boo,” Sarah waved a hand at her, pouting sulkily.

      

      Emmanuel took her hand with an elegant bow and led her unsteadily out of the room. She could hear her father complaining in the room they had left and her mother placating him dismissively.

      

      She turned to Emmanuel with a conspiratorial smile. “Alone at last.”

      

      Emmanuel smiled back. “Would you like to take a walk?”

      

      Isabella smiled sadly. “I would, but I really am tired.”

      

      “Very well. I shall escort you to your bed chamber.”

      

      They walked silently up the stairs and down the lamp-lit hall. They paused in front of her door and faced each other. “Well, thank you for a lovely evening, Your Grace.”

      

      “You are most welcome, Miss Addison.”

      

      Isabella turned to her door but Emmanuel stopped her. “Wait. Just one thing.” He reached for her bosom and she tensed but all he did was lift her silver chain and turn it so he could undo the clasp.

      

      He slid her ring off the chain and then reached for her hand. “It is time,” he whispered.

      

      She smiled shakily, extending her hand to him. He slipped the ring carefully onto her finger and then covered her hand with both of his. He raised his eyes, smiling at her.

      

      “There, now we are truly betrothed.”

      

      Her lip trembled. “Should we seal it with a kiss?”

      

      His eyes dropped to her lips. “Do you want us to?”

      

      Her eyebrows went up and she lifted her face. Emmanuel slowly lowered his face, closer and closer. His eyes alternated from her eyes to lips and his tongue darted out and wetted his lips. Isabella sighed in anticipation. She closed her eyes, feeling the warm wetness pressing down on her skin and then his tongue questing politely for entrance into her mouth. She granted access and he immediately invaded her, planting his flag and staking a claim on her body.

      

      She moaned in utter submission, letting her body relax into him. Heat spread from her center to every particle of her being and she wondered if it would be a repeat of the clearing. She wanted to pay enough attention to understand what was happening to her but she felt too drunk and uncoordinated.

      

      Emmanuel pulled her away from him. “We cannot. Not here.” He whispered, which meant he had to know what she was thinking. She nodded, trying to contain her disappointment.

      

      “I will bid you goodnight.”

      

      “G-good night, Emmanuel.”

      

      He leaned forward, and kissed her on the forehead, then walked away. Isabella watched until he disappeared around the corner, then she sighed and opened the door to her chamber.
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel decided to send Lord Gefferton a note, asking him to meet him in his office. His head was pounding from last night’s festivities but not as much, he suspected, as it would be for everyone else. They had all drank a lot more than he did. He was not a heavy drinker, since he never knew when his leg might flare up and he would need some laudanum.

      

      He loathed the dreams he got when he mixed alcohol and laudanum and the unsettled feeling he had for days. He was already unsteady on his feet and the addition of that haziness just made things worse.

      

      He sat at his desk, nursing a cup of coffee as he waited for Lord Gefferton to join him. Andrews had informed him that he delivered the note himself and Lord Gefferton had promised to be at Emmanuel’s disposal presently.

      

      There was a knock at the door followed by the turning of the knob. Lord Gefferton came in and seated himself without preamble, folding his arms against the chair and staring balefully at Emmanuel.

      

      “I received your note. Your valet seemed to think it was urgent that I see you.”

      

      Emmanuel sighed. “I have something I wish to discuss with you. It involves your steward.”

      

      Gefferton’s eyebrow rose. “My steward? What could you possibly have to discuss with me about him?”

      

      “I need to know where he comes from, and how long he has been in your service.”

      

      “What business is that of yours?”

      

      “I have reason to suspect that your steward was involved in the robbery and murder of my parents.”

      

      “What? That’s preposterous.”

      

      “Is it?”

      

      “Of course. My steward is no brigand.”

      

      “Is he not? Because I saw him the other day, exchanging money with an unsavory fellow apparently for services rendered. Said services included shooting at your daughter.”

      

      Lord Gefferton frowned. “You must have been mistaken.”

      

      “I also recall his eyes from the incident with my parents.”

      

      “How could you remember that? You were barely a child.”

      

      “You seem quite bound and determined not to believe me.”

      

      “I simply have not seen any proof of these allegations. Mr. Chandler has served me faithfully for many years. I owe him some loyalty.”

      

      “Do you not owe me the benefit of the doubt? Tell me how long this man has worked for you.”

      

      “A long time. About fourteen years.”

      

      “Is that so?”

      

      “Do you doubt me?”

      

      Emmanuel merely looked impassively back at him. Lord Gefferton sighed.

      

      “I understand your desire to avenge your parents, Helmsfield, but you are barking up the wrong tree.”
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel decided that if he could not get a straight answer out of the Viscount, he would ask his daughter. The ladies were sitting on the veranda, having afternoon tea and gossiping about whatever it was ladies gossiped about. Lord Peregrine was off fishing with Mr. Chandler. This was a good time as any to make enquiries.

      

      He knocked lightly at the doorway leading out to the veranda, smiling shyly at all the ladies present.

      

      “May I join you beautiful ladies?” he asked the room in general. There was an awful lot of oohing and aahing, some cooing and general coyness but Emmanuel got the message that yes, he was perfectly welcome to join them.

      

      “Thank you, ladies.”

      

      He took a seat, on the same couch as Isabella, leaving a respectable distance between them. He did not miss the pleased smiles exchanged between Lady Gefferton and Lady Edric and the moue of distaste on Lady Peregrine’s face.

      

      He did not know if Isabella’s sister knew anything but it was clear that their father had been poisoning her mind with something. Either that or Lady Peregrine simply harbored a distaste for wooden legs, or perhaps brown beards.

      

      Who knows?

      

      He mostly kept quiet, listening to the conversations around him. Isabella was shooting him expectant glances and he turned to her eventually and smiled.

      

      “So how are you feeling today?”

      

      “I am in the very pink of health.”

      

      “That is good to hear.”

      

      “So what has motivated you to join us this afternoon?”

      

      Emmanuel shrugged. “I just thought that I have not really spent time with the ladies. It pays to be on their favorable side.”

      

      Isabella laughed. “That’s true.” She leaned forward and whispered, “Especially when they are planning your wedding.”

      

      Emmanuel shrugged. “I gave up on controlling that aspect of my life long ago. I shall just go along with whatever you all agree.”

      

      “Mmm.”

      

      Emmanuel took a breath. “So, I wanted to make an enquiry of you.”

      

      Isabella smiled. “Go on.”

      

      “Your father’s steward…” Emmanuel noted her automatic grimace, “How long has he been with him?”

      

      Isabella shrugged. “He has been with us for as long as I can remember. At least through my childhood. I cannot say how long.”

      

      “So I suppose you cannot remember when he joined your household?”

      

      “No, I can’t. Why don’t you ask my father?”

      

      “He does not seem to recall.”

      

      “Is it important?”

      

      “I think so.”

      

      Isabella turned to look at Lady Gefferton. “Mother might know.”

      

      Emmanuel also looked over at Lady Gefferton. “Hmm, probably. Would you mind finding out for me?”

      

      “Of course not. I would be happy to.”

      

      He reached out and squeezed her hand. “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      “What were you two whispering about?” Lady Gefferton asked Isabella as she came to collect her when the dinner bell rang.

      

      “You mean His Grace and I?”

      

      Lady Gefferton gave her a look. “Who else would I mean?”

      

      Isabella giggled. “Well, funnily enough, he was asking me about Mr. Chandler.”

      

      “Mr. Chandler?” Lady Gefferton’s voice went high with surprise, “What did he want with your father’s steward?”

      

      “He wanted to know how long he has worked for us. Do you know?”

      

      Lady Gefferton tapped her lip as she thought. “Well, it’s been quite a while. Perhaps fourteen years? Something like that.”

      

      “That’s a long time.”

      

      “Yes. It is. He started out so rough at the edges, you know. I could not for the life of me imagine why your father would want him. But he was quite insistent.”

      

      “Strange.” Isabella looped her hand around her mother’s arm, focusing on climbing down the stairs without stumbling. Neither of them noticed Mr. Chandler lurking in the darkened corner, listening to their conversation.
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        * * *

      

      “It gets more and more dangerous every day, My Lord. What do you intend to do about it?”

      

      Lord Gefferton sighed. “I do not know what you expect me to do about it. I am not the one meeting with brigands on His Grace’s land.”

      

      George’s eyes narrowed. “Who told you that?”

      

      “Who do you think?”

      

      “And how did he know?” George’s voice got inadvertently louder.

      

      “He followed you.”

      

      “Fiend seize it!”

      

      “Whatever you intend to do, George, you need to be discreet.”

      

      “What…you mean if I…kill the Duke?”

      

      “Do not say you were not thinking it. You should have completed the job long ago.”

      

      “I am no monster to kill children.”

      

      “No, you just cripple them.”

      

      George turned away, clenching his jaw. “This is not productive. Do not say another word to him.”

      

      “I do not intend to. As long as you do your job.”
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        * * *

      

      Isabella was distracted at dinner. She was thinking about the clearing, and the kiss last night. She wanted more, and she did not want to wait.

      

      “Mother? What do you think about a small wedding? We could have it by the end of the week, right here at the Manor.”

      

      Lady Gefferton stared at her as if she had lost her mind. “Don’t be silly, Isabella, the banns have not been called.”

      

      “We can get a special license.”

      

      Lord Gefferton narrowed his eyes. “Is there anything you are not telling us? Any reason for this haste?”

      

      It was all Isabella could do not to blush. “Of course not, Father. I am simply in favor of small weddings. Everyone I would want at my wedding is already here. I am not interested in an elaborate affaire.”

      

      Lady Gefferton turned to Emmanuel. “What about you, Your Grace? You’re remarkably quiet.”

      

      “I am in support of anything Miss Addison would like. If she wants a small wedding, then we should have a small wedding.”

      

      Lord Edric shook his head. “Ah, Son, such a mistake. You cannot begin your marriage giving your bride everything she wants. It sets her expectations too high.”

      

      Lady Edric gave him a look. “You gave me everything I wanted.”

      

      “Exactly. So I know what I’m talking about.”

      

      That elicited laughter around the table.

      

      “What would we need to have a wedding by the end of the week?” Isabella raised her voice to be heard above the noise.

      

      “A special license, and a priest, I suppose.” Emmanuel said.

      

      “Do not forget the gown,” Lady Edric pointed out.

      

      “Oh, I have had that picked out for years.” Lady Gefferton retorted.

      

      Isabella gave her mother a look. “I don’t suppose you carried it, did you?”

      

      “Of course not, my dear, the presumption…” Lady Gefferton shook her head at her daughter.

      

      Emmanuel smiled with amusement. “I am in support of presumption. And if you are serious, I expect we can send for the gown, and anything else you might need.”

      

      Lady Gefferton whined. “I did so want my last born to marry at the Cathedral.”

      

      “Oh, Mama, you have had enough weddings there. Let me have this one.”

      

      Lady Gefferton looked to her husband. “Well, My Lord? What say you?”

      

      Lord Gefferton shrugged. “I do not feel as if it is in my area of expertise.”

      

      “So you have no preference on where your daughter weds?”

      

      “No personal preference, no.”

      

      Lady Gefferton turned to Emmanuel. “What about you, Your Grace? Do you also have no personal preference?”

      

      “My parents married in the small chapel on this property,” he said, eyes on Mr. Chandler. “I should like to wed there as well.”

      

      “Oh, of course!” Isabella said at once.

      

      “Well then…” Lady Edric clapped her hands, “That’s settled.”

      

      “Just that easy?” Lord Edric asked skeptically.

      

      “Yes!” his wife and Isabella said at the same time.
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel escorted his fiancée to her chambers again. They stood outside the door, hesitating.

      

      “Mrs. Pinfield isn’t there today.” Isabella whispered, her hands in Emmanuel’s.

      

      “Then I suppose I should not come in.”

      

      They gazed into each other’s eyes, each waiting for the other to move.

      

      “Well…goodnight,” Emmanuel said.

      

      Isabella made an inarticulate sound, deep in her throat. Then his mouth was on hers, hard and demanding, and her arms were snaking around his neck, pulling him closer.

      

      Suddenly he broke off the kiss. “Why did you insist on such an early wedding?”

      

      Isabella blushed. “Well…I didn’t want to wait.”

      

      “Wait?”

      

      “Yes, I…” her eyes dropped, and she took a deep breath. “I want…all of it.” She whispered.

      

      “You want…to…” his eyebrows rose.

      

      “Yes.” She whispered.

      

      Emmanuel barked a laugh and Isabella punched him in the arm.

      

      “Don’t laugh at me.”

      

      “I’m not, I promise.” He leaned down and kissed her again, “I cannot wait to…either.”
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        * * *

      

      Isabella was still smiling as she slipped into her bed. She moved luxuriantly against the soft sheets, thinking about Emmanuel’s hands on her. A slight shuffle in the dark caught her attention and she looked around in the slight glow from the embers of the fire. There was a dark figure, looming over her bed and she sat up in shock. She opened her mouth to scream, but a hand shot out and covered her mouth.

      

      “Shh,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          Abduction

        

      

    

    
      “Mmmph,” Isabella replied, wide eyes blinking at the looming, broad shouldered shape with the familiar voice.

      

      “Shh, don’t fuss now. We’re just going on a short sojourn, you and me. It is going to be a good time, I promise.” He spoke in a soft soothing voice as if she were a child. It simply frightened Isabella even more. She tried to resist as he dragged her bodily from the bed, hand flying up to cover her cotton-covered bosom.

      

      Mr. Chandler merely laughed, manhandling her easily off the bed before handing her robe to her. Isabella stared at him, wondering if he was really mad enough to think she would put it on and follow him.

      

      He threw it on the bed.

      

      “You can wear it or you can walk around in your nightgown. I don’t care either way.”

      

      Isabella drew in a sharp hissing breath. “The assumption that I will be walking anywhere with you is mind boggling.”

      

      There was a growling noise and then he reached out and pushed her so she fell back onto the bed, her legs splayed in shock. The next thing she knew he was twisting her hands painfully behind her back and tying her up. She opened her mouth to scream only to find a cloth stuffed unceremoniously into it. It was only after he pulled her to her feet and began to drag her towards the window that Isabella realized he was serious about taking her away.

      

      She began to struggle in earnest but his hand was like an iron vice around her arm. He pulled her to the window and then lifted her into his arms and passed her outside. She tried to spread her legs so as to use them as a barrier to stop him pushing her out of the window. But suddenly a second pair of hands was around her ankles, pulling even as George pushed. Between them, they got her out of the window and down the trellis which lined the walls. It was pitch dark outside and although she could hear dogs barking frantically in the distance, no one came out to see what the fuss was about.

      

      As soon as they reached the bottom, they used rope to bind her hands and feet. She tried her best to spit out the cloth in her mouth so she could scream but it was wedged quite deeply.

      

      Before she knew it, they were carrying her away at a fast run.
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        * * *

      

      “What are you even thinking about doing with her? Ransom? What? This was a bad idea, George.”

      

      “I don’t see you coming up with any better ones so shut up and drive.”

      

      “This will end very badly for us, George. We could find ourselves hanging off the end of a hangman’s rope.”

      

      “That is exactly what I am trying to prevent, fool.” Mr. Chandler’s voice sounded tense and irritable. Isabella struggled to open her eyes and see what was going on but they felt so heavy—as if glued shut. She realized she was lying down on a hard wooden surface and tried to sit up but could not move her hands or feet. They were still tied.

      

      Isabella tried not to think about it too much lest she panic and get lost in hysteria. She focused instead on the cold wind, whistling past her and freezing her frame. The bathrobe Mr. Chandler had handed her was not meant to protect her from the elements in such a direct way.

      

      Isabella swayed on her seat, almost falling off the bench but someone roughly pushed her back with an irritated sigh. She began to make sounds around her gag, needing her mouth at least to be free.

      

      “She’s awake.” The other voice, that was not Mr. Chandler, said.

      

      “Hmmph,” Mr. Chandler replied.

      

      Isabella began to wiggle harder. She only stopped when, with a loud thud, she found herself on the cold, hard, swaying floor of the carriage, rather than the cold, hard, swaying bench. Down here, she could feel every cobblestone that the carriage wheels went over, every pot hole they dipped in.

      

      The two men did not bother to help her up and she began to struggle in earnest, at least to sit up.

      

      “Quit yer wiggling.” The second man growled.

      

      Isabella wiggled harder, trying again to open her eyes and realizing that it was a blindfold stopping her. A throb at the back of her skull told her that she had been hit with something that knocked her out. Realizing that these men meant business, she stilled, frozen with cold and terror.

      

      They left her lying there on the floor, ignoring the pained gasps that managed to get past the gag.  The floor under her buttocks was very hard and very cold…as was the bit of bench her back reluctantly and involuntarily lay against.  

      

      The moon had entirely moved on, and the sliver of sky she could see through the mesh in the blindfold darkened, and then lightened again with creeping dawn. At this time of year, dawn came early, which meant Emmanuel and her family should notice she was kidnapped soon enough.

      

      Her body registered various aches and pains from whence she did not know—probably all the struggling and getting hit. Her head throbbed with each beat of her heart—she was willing to bet that was from getting coshed across the skull. Her wrists and arms ached from the strain of having her hands tied behind her back…her side was still very painful underneath the stitches. It was altogether a very uncomfortable time.

      

      Isabella prayed her Duke would find her soon, hopefully with a plan to foil George—before escorting her home, marrying her, and taking her to his bed so she could forget about this terrible ordeal. One could always dream, anyway…

      

      The carriage continued to go at speed.

      

      Isabella fidgeted. She tugged at the ropes around her wrists until she had burned the skin beneath them. She pulled away from her back support so much that she stupidly strained her shoulders.  It was all that she could do and, by Jove, she would be the heroine of her own story and not the hapless victim, waiting meekly to be rescued. Emmanuel had no clue where she was or even who took her. She could not rely on him to find her—she must rely on herself to escape. She would not be Snow White, sleeping until her Prince found her.

      

      In spite of her bravado, Isabella also hoped her mother woke up bright and early. If she had, she would send someone to wake Isabella so they could have breakfast together to discuss wedding plans. Then it would not be long before they realized something was amiss.

      

      Namely Isabella.

      

      Emmanuel was a traditional fellow, and he definitely liked his routines. He tended to go for a walk every morning before breakfast. The exercise was good for building endurance and even though he had a prosthetic leg for nigh on four-and-ten years now, the work of strengthening his leg never stopped. Her heart broke, thinking of the motherless child learning to use the wooden apparatus, enduring months of pain until his stump healed over. She wondered how many renderings of a leg he had gone through as he grew from that young eight-year-old child to the tall man he was today.

      

      Isabella had taken to accompanying Emmanuel on his morning stroll. They often took a very predictable route. He stopped at the dairy barn to chat with O’Malley, who milked the cows at that hour. The Duke would accept a cup of the warm, frothy drink and present it to Isabella with flourish. Isabella looked forward to the press of Emmanuel’s fingers against her own as the cup changed hands, relishing the warm huff of breath against her neck as he bent forward to tuck her other hand into his arm. Next stop would be the outer kitchen used as a bakehouse, to pick up a loaf and muffins for a snack and say hello to the baker and her assistant. Emmanuel had told her that they not only supplied the household with baked goods but all the surrounding crofters, as well.

      

      Eventually, the basket would be full, although Emmanuel never seemed to be carrying anything heavy. He would swing his walking stick about while Isabella chattered nonstop and enjoyed being the focus of Emmanuel’s gimlet attention. If the day were particularly nice, they’d detour into the garden and pass an hour wandering the paths or tossing crumbs at the ducks. Lastly, the Duke would spread his cloak on the grass by the lake and they would have an impromptu breakfast before heading back to the house for a proper repast…

      

      Isabella wondered what part of the morning routine Emmanuel was engaging in currently, no doubt wondering why she had not joined him this morning. She was not afraid, of course. Just…trying to determine how much longer until Emmanuel rescued her.

      

      Isabella shivered in the chill air wondering if they intended to leave her to freeze to death at the bottom of the carriage. She wished she could close her robe up properly and tuck her nose into the collar, breathing in the warm scent of her room.

      

      What would the Duke do when he found out? Would he lose his mind with fear and confusion or would he be cold and focused on the problem, proposing and discarding actions and solutions until he found one that worked well? Was he already on his way or waiting for a ransom note?

      

      What would my father do?

      

      Her mother must be quite hysterical by now. Sarah would no doubt blame the Duke—her dislike of him was puzzling but unimportant at this time.

      

      She was interrupted at that point in her musings. The thug whose feet she kept bumping into whenever the carriage hit a porthole reached down and lifted her back onto the bench. His effortless strength was disheartening even though Isabella knew there was no way she could have fought her way out of this. This was turning out to be a deuced uncomfortable ride. Even without the mention of the freezing air, the back of the carriage was so icy against her thinly covered skin she couldn’t stop shivering. The gag presented an interesting obstruction to the way her teeth wanted to chatter. There was further talk between Mr. Chandler and his thug, but Isabella was too panicked to focus on what they were saying.

      

      It felt as if hours passed since she left her warm bed. The cold made her nose drip, a worrying thing because it was her only means of breathing, due to the rag tied in her mouth. Each breath required effort and echoed with a nasty wet crackle that added misery and embarrassment to fear.  

      

      She was wedged in the corner of the carriage like a contorted sardine, was hardly able to wiggle a foot, therefore there was no hope of squirming sufficiently to scrape off the rope securely wrapped around her hands and feet. She could not bring her arms around to the front, or find some miraculous release from the inside. However, being hunched over did help to keep out the cold. Altogether, she was vehemently opposed to her travel conditions and would rather have been dragged by raging wild horses than endure the pain and uncertainty she was currently experiencing.

      

      The carriage shook her about, banging against one side and then another. The hard metal framing of the door of the carriage smacked against her regularly and punishingly, on her head, shoulders, and hips.  

      

      After a while, she looked forward to each sharp bruise, to distract her from the cramp from her poor misused arms. All her muscles were tight and shivering in the cold, which certainly didn’t help.  

      

      The drive was interminable, seeming to last an eternity. Isabella was suddenly, wretchedly, made aware of her bladder, which chose that moment to loudly declare its need to be emptied.

      

      Eventually, in an effort to abandon her body, she gradually entered a fugue state; a kind of walking away from everything, as it were, ignoring all the incoming messages of discomfort. She felt quite afraid that she might lose control quite soon if nothing happened before long.

      

      Where are you, Emmanuel?
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel was pacing up and down the corridor as his entire household tried to locate Isabella. Her assigned lady’s maid had reported that she was not in her room and furthermore, there were signs of a struggle. Nobody seemed to have seen her, even though Emmanuel knew for a fact that he had escorted her right to her door last night.

      

      He stopped mid-pace, his face frozen in thought before hobbling in a half trot to the parlor where Isabella’s father, mother, and sister were waiting for news.

      

      “Where is your steward, Gefferton?” he asked with no preamble as he burst into the room.

      

      “My steward? What—?”

      

      Emmanuel reached out, grabbed his lapels and pulled him in, “Where is he?”

      

      Lord Gefferton opened and closed his mouth like a landed fish. “I…d-don’t know.”

      

      Emmanuel let him go, his eyes and lips narrowed menacingly. “Perhaps you’d best find out.”

      

      Lord Gefferton opened his mouth to utter some protest but had a second thought about it. Instead, he strode from the room as fast as he could, headed for Mr. Chandler’s quarters.

      

      Emmanuel began to pace again while Lady Gefferton and Lady Peregrine watched in silence.

      

      It did not take long for Gefferton to return. “He is not here.” He was huffing and puffing from anxiety and rushing around.

      

      Emmanuel strode up to him and grabbed his arm. “Do you know where he could have taken her?”

      

      “We do not know tha—”

      

      Emmanuel tightened his grip on Lord Gefferton’s arm, until it was like a vice. Gefferton gasped, and then winced. “I-I don’t know.”

      

      “Where would he have taken her?”

      

      Gefferton shook his head slowly. “This was not—” he cut himself off, eyes wide as if he had said too much already.

      

      “This was not…what?”

      

      Gefferton shook his head. “We have to send out a search party.”

      

      “I imagine he kidnapped Bella to get some sort of leverage. Shouldn’t we wait for a ransom note?” Lady Peregrine asked.

      

      Emmanuel turned to her. “Yes. You’re right. You and my aunt and uncle should stay here and wait for any ransom note. I shall see if I can track them. You,” he turned to Gefferton, “try to think where your man might have gone.”

      

      Gefferton nodded reluctantly as his wife got to her feet, wringing her hands. “What about me?”

      

      Emmanuel regarded her solemnly. “Whenever we find Isabella, she will undoubtedly need you. Be prepared for anything.”

      

      Lady Gefferton nodded grimly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          Rallying Point

        

      

    

    
      Isabella managed to rally round a bit and recover some of the renowned Gefferton equanimity under fire by the time the carriage stopped and the doors were opened, heralded by a veritable flood of fresh but frigid air.  

      

      Her bladder was so taut she was afraid it would pop just from the movement when she was hauled out of the carriage. She was then dragged down a graveled path for an interminable time, the cramp in her legs raging with pins and needles. Her feet were so numb that she had trouble making out where the actual ground was under her feet. To her relief, she was ushered up a few steps and into a dwelling before too long.

      

      She felt the need to express herself in spite of the gag, the dry mouth and the blindfold over her eyes. “Mm mmrmp rrrapah mmmrp mmrha mmrha…” 

      

      She was relieved when one of the men removed her blindfold causing her to blink in the morning light.

      

      Mr. Chandler had two accomplices who looked a bit windswept and irritable. Isabella crossed her legs tightly, helplessly bouncing from side to side. “Mmmrmmmwa mmmwrhha ruuumrr unhrhrm–”

      

      She didn’t know about them, but if this was a novel and Isabella was the kidnapper, she would not have accounted for such practicalities. She hoped that Mr. Chandler and his goons took a more pragmatic approach and had somewhere she could seek relief before she embarrassed herself. The blighter on the left whom Isabella promptly dubbed Tom King after the famous highwayman, curled his lip into a moue of disdain as if he had never experienced nature’s call himself.  

      

      “The Duchess needs to tinkle,” he said.

      

      As Isabella was not, yet, a peer she assumed there was some sarcasm involved in his speech.

      

      This was no time to cling to semantics, not when her human dignity was at risk.  She nodded fervently. “Rrrann mmmmffw.”

      

      The brigand with the blue eyes laughed crudely, and pulled out a very long and shiny knife. Isabella tottered back a couple of steps until she hit a wall. Both men laughed, but the one with a knife—to Isabella, he could not be anything but Brutus—spun her around and sawed at the rope around her wrists.

      

      Before Isabella could examine the results of this casual butchery—for she could imagine that she felt blood even though everything from her forearms down was completely numb—they escorted her through a couple of hallways and then opened the door to a water closet.

      

      “In you go,” said Tom King. “Do your business. Anything funny and we start chopping off bits, clear?”

      

      Isabella amenably nodded once again and slipped inside, utterly relieved to smack the door shut in their faces. The room had a window from which a sliver of dawn light allowed her to see what she was doing. The small octagonal window on the side of the room might have been big enough to accommodate her head, but never her shoulders, much to Isabella’s despair.

      

      Geffertons never bowed their heads in defeat, however, and as she did her business, Isabella had plenty of time to look around and evaluate the room for weapons. There was depressingly little that could be useful on hand, especially since Isabella had no experience as a fighter.

      

      Apart from a few incidences with Sarah in their younger days when fights got out of hand, she really had no experience using her fists for anything remotely violent.

      

      A glance in the looking glass over the water bowl showed that her face was pale to the point of looking quite deceased. There were dark circles under her eyes, hair wildly disordered. There was a dried up scratch at her temple where she must have scraped against the stone wall last night.  

      

      She scrabbled at the gag fruitlessly, simply lacking the facility to untie the knot, and finally managed to tear it down around her neck. Making a moue of distaste, she spat out the saturated bit of cloth still held in her mouth. She fumbled at the water bowl, gracelessly managing to fill her hands with sufficient water to quench her thirst. Then it was back to searching for a weapon.

      

      The only thing that looked remotely weapon-like in the room was a little bronze towel-stand. With the Geffertons, to think was to act, so Isabella discarded the hand towel, grabbed up the stand and flung open the door.  Brutus was on duty, leaning against the wall opposite, and Isabella launched herself forward, filled with noble bravery and verve, and thwacked him across the cheek, quite as hard as she could.

      

      Brutus exploded into motion, growling horrifically, pulling the small rack out of Isabella’ hand and snapping it into two pieces. He stalked forward until Isabella had backed herself up against the wall on the other side of the hall.  

      

      There was a reddened bruise on his face, but it faded so quickly Isabella had to doubt she even left a mark.

      

      “Next time,” Brutus said, leaning in and breathing into Isabella’s mouth, “see if you get bathroom privileges.”

      

      Hmm, Isabella may have not factored in everything she should have before attacking her kidnapper. This was the kind of situation where she had to think long term, in tactical terms rather than throwing tantrums as she was wont to do at home.

      

      “Err,” she offered, voice raspy and dry.  “Sorry. I just, erm. Wasn’t looking where I was going.”

      

      Tom King wandered in then, taking in the situation his eyebrow raised with amusement and disbelief.

      

      “All right then,” Isabella continued infusing cheer into her voice and ignoring the way her belly swooped tightly with nauseating waves of panic. Instead, she endeavored to project an air of quiet competence, as any lady should. “Where will I be staying, while we wait for Chandler and Emmanuel to get this all sorted out?”
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel walked into the stable in search of O’Malley, who had been a skilled hunter before joining the Duke’s household. He was unsurprised to find him waiting at the doorway, dressed in hunting leathers, with a bow and arrow in hand.

      

      “We are going to catch a fox?” he asked with narrowed eyes.

      

      Emmanuel nodded. “Oh, yes we are. Hopefully we get there in time to save the hen.”

      

      O’Malley straightened up. “What are we waiting for, then? Let us go.”

      

      O’Malley led the way towards a carriage lane that passed between the bakehouse and the lake, that was used to get to the dower house and a means for a carriage to travel to the crofter’s cottages set at the back of the property.

      

      “When I was coming in this morning to milk the cows, I noticed fresh tracks on this road. Thought it was passing strange. Meant to tell you about it when you came down with the young miss.” O’Malley said as he walked.

      

      “Can you tell what kind of carriage made the tracks?”

      

      “Oh, aye. Twas a coach. Wasn’t carrying more’n twa people, mebbe three.”

      

      “So…Miss Addison, the steward, and perhaps…a driver?”

      

      O’Malley shrugged. “Aye.”

      

      “Should we take more men?”

      

      “I dunno. Let’s find them and see what’s what.”

      

      Emmanuel nodded, grateful for O’Malley’s quiet competence. It made him feel less frantic with fear, although every beat of his heart seemed to tell him to “hurry, hurry, hurry.”

      

      They walked in silence until they came to a bend in the road. O’Malley stopped and got down on one knee. Then he looked up at Emmanuel with a raised eyebrow. “I think they may have taken her to the Peregrine place.”

      

      Emmanuel frowned, “What do you mean by that? Surely you’re not saying that Peregrine—”

      

      O’Malley was already shaking his head. “No, Your Grace. But he lives nearby and the steward knows that the Earl and Countess are not currently in residence there…”

      

      Emmanuel’s heart jumped, then slowed as he pondered this revelation. It was remarkably clever if true, for the steward to take Isabella to the Peregrines. Who would think to look there? And even if the staff spotted her, they must know that she was Lady Peregrine’s sister. It would not be remarkable for her to be wandering the halls.

      

      Emmanuel took a deep breath. “Quite, then. What are we to do about this?”

      

      “You go back to th’ hoose and I’ll follow this trail, see what’s what. How many they are and so on. Meanwhile, I expect they’ll have sent some sort of demand note.”

      

      Emmanuel gave him a small smile. “You almost sound like you’ve done this professionally.”

      

      O’Malley grinned. “Done what? Kidnappin’? Not really my cuppa tea. But my cousin what lives in the New World now did a spot or two of abduction in his day.”

      

      Emmanuel laughed. “Well, well, remind me not to get on the wrong side of you. I shall go back and see about ransom notes.” He turned to leave.

      

      “Your Grace?”

      

      The sober sound of O’Malley’s voice had him turning around. “Yes?”

      

      “Give them what they want. I seen that steward aroun’. He has the eyes of a killer.”

      

      Emmanuel blanched, then nodded his head. “I will.”
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        * * *

      

      The room they put Isabella in was quite well appointed with a large four poster bed sitting squarely in the middle of it, neatly made up. Next to it was a chest of drawers with a jar and bowl filled with steaming hot water. She used it to warm her hands and face. The armoire contained several old fashioned gowns belonging to someone with a much larger bosom than Isabella’s. However, she did find a velvet cloak that she slung over her flimsy robe before going to sit hunched over on the bed.

      

      Her eyes were drawn to the large windows that would easily have allowed her through were it not for the iron bars crossing from one side to the other. She sighed, wondering just how much planning had gone into this abduction. Mr. Chandler seemed remarkably well-prepared. It was daunting.

      

      Come on, Emmanuel, you have to find me!

      

      She wrung her hands together with anxiety, looking around for anything she might use to defend herself or escape. After a few minutes of staring fixedly at the door, she decided to try and see if it was open. They might have forgotten to lock her in or maybe they didn’t care to. She crept toward the door, and went down on her knees, peeping through the keyhole to see if anyone was standing outside.

      

      All she saw was empty blackness.

      

      She reached up and pulled the door handle down, as slowly as possible, before trying to pull the door open.

      

      It did not budge.

      

      “Fiddlesticks!” she hissed before stomping back over to the bed and throwing herself down upon it.

      

      She had underestimated how tired she was from the long night of adventure for soon after she lay down, she was fast asleep.

      

      She woke up eventually and popped up for another look around.  The iron bars over the windows left quite a bit of space for peering out.  The spring sun was as high as it got in March and Isabella stared forlornly out through the gaps.  

      

      Her view was of a long, manicured lawn with yews and oaks marking the verge. As there was no driveway, she must be in the back of a guest cottage or dower house, and indeed, there was no other structure in view.  She evaluated whether it would be worth it to find a way to break the glass in order to call for help. Eventually, she decided that the influx of cold negated the scant chance of arresting the attention of a gardener or someone else that was not already in league with Mr. Chandler.

      

      She bruised and scraped some fingers trying to pull the iron bars away, but they were firmly attached. The struggle flexed her bosom and caused the wound she’d sustained to reopen. On top of the fierce sting of the ragged edges of her flesh rubbing against one another, it was a bit more than she could take.  Feeling vaguely woozy and rather less confident in her prowess, she withdrew to the bed once again. Surely Emmanuel would be along soon.

      

      He was reliable and steadfast.

      

      Only moments later, it seemed, Isabella could hear the front door slam, and the tread of boots on parquet, snarling voices, and a muffled thud that vibrated through the walls. She crept back up to the keyhole and placed her ear there, to ascertain what was happening. This time, she squatted on the balls of her feet, so she could jump away if someone should approach.

      

      She identified the voice of Chandler himself, impatient and coughing, with a muffled shout contributed by an unknown personage. Then she heard someone who sounded a lot like O’Malley, but with his tone wrecked and pleading. That made Isabella’s hair stand on end. She certainly hoped that O’Malley was all right and that his being here meant that Emmanuel was not far behind.

      

      Voices continued—frustratingly blurred through distance and interference—and faded as they moved further away. Isabella retreated to the bed again, lips pursed in frustration, but sat up seconds later, unable to relax when danger might enter at any moment.  She paced, instead, like a disenchanted tiger in a cage.

      

      Eventually, footsteps trooped down the hall and her door was unlocked and thrown open.  Two men entered—Tom King, with his ugly sneer and condescending attitude and another brigand she did not recognize. O’Malley came stumbling through next, off balance and shoved in front of another brigand. The side of his face was reddened and smeared with blood, and his leather hunting clothes were smeared with brownish stains that Isabella did not want to examine too closely.

      

      She looked up into his eyes, one swollen shut, blood dripping from the corner of his mouth, and her heart froze.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          Capture and Release

        

      

    

    
      Isabella gasped and took a step forward before she wised up, faced with a room bristling with pistols from the two brigands, Chandler, and Brutus. O’Malley wiped some blood off his cheek and shook his head at Isabella. “Ma’am, no, please—”

      

      Isabella froze, eyes stretched wide and mouth going dry, never having seen this fazed and beseeching side to O’Malley. Of course, the circumstances were as different from their cheerful early morning chats as they could possibly get. If, by any small chance, Isabella had not understood that before, she certainly did now.

      

      She allowed a brigand to manipulate her into a corner whilst watching O’Malley get crowded into another one. A fifth man came through the door bearing, of all incongruous things, a tea tray with three cups, pot gently steaming with a pleasant minty-herbal scent.  He set it on the dresser and fastidiously poured the cups.

      

      The man turned to Chandler with brows raised in inquiry and hand hovering over the sugar tongs. “Do you want sugar in your tea?” Chandler inquired much to Isabella’s chagrin. At his lifted eyebrow, she slowly nodded her head.

      

      “How many? One or two?”

      

      Isabella gawped some more before lifting two fingers.

      

       So the servant added two sugars to one cup, placed it slightly apart from the others, bowed to Chandler, didn’t even glance at Isabella and swept back out of the room.

      

      Isabella simply gawped.  

      

      Chandler said, “It’s breakfast time. We’re not monsters, you know. I got you some tea.”

      

      This was surreal. Her father’s steward had kidnapped her and now he was offering her tea.  

      

      Over the course of her life, Isabella had spent quite a bit of time with Mr. Chandler—be it in her father’s office, reading as he and her father went over the estate accounts. Sometimes he would be the one to accompany her, along with a lady’s maid, on a journey to one of the country estates. She had sat in the parlor with Chandler before, drinking tea, and although she never was comfortable with the old warthog, she was never afraid. And now here he was, the criminal, nodding to one of his men to bring Isabella a cuppa, and there was something absolutely terrifying about it. Chandler’s eyes were fierce and avid and utterly callous, like a hungry shark.

      

      Isabella shivered, wanting to seek out O’Malley, and ask him what to do. O’Malley gave her the tiniest, nearly invisible facial tick, what might almost be a wink, and nodded his head. Not that there appeared to be any choice, but watching O’Malley bleeding, pushed around by men with large pistols, might have moderately reduced Isabella’s confidence that all this was some colossal misunderstanding that would be resolved soon.  She wormed her hand out of her velvet-wrapped cocoon to accept the tea and tried to stiffen her spine.

      

      “I don’t understand,” she said to Chandler. She shook her head. “I'll be dashed, sir. I really... What—?”

      

      Chandler gestured sharply at her.  “Do you think I care what you do or don’t comprehend, you empty-headed goosecap? You’re to drink the tea, that’s all you need to know.” He smirked over at O’Malley. “See? You can tell your boss we’re treating his lady perfectly fine.”

      

      O’Malley ever so slightly rolled his eyes. “All right then, I’ll just go now then, shall I?”

      

      Chandler sneered. “Don’t you worry your little head. I’ll find some use for you.”

      

      O’Malley ignored Chandler's implied slur and reached, slowly, for the other cup on the tray. “To your health,” he said dryly to Isabella before taking a sip. Isabella followed his lead.

      

      The tea was just shy of hot, its color watery and murky green, and it tasted nothing like the early morning tea that Isabella preferred. There was something sharp and piney in it, and mint with a strong undertone of dirt. She made a face, but it wasn’t terrible. Since she obviously had no choice and it was equally obvious that O’Malley didn’t seem to see the harm, she drank it as quickly as possible.

      

      Finishing with a flourish, she felt somewhat more confident about the whole exercise, upon not immediately expiring.  

      

      “Thank you, sir,” she said with as much sarcasm as she could infuse in the words. Because whereas O’Malley might be no fool, Isabella definitely could be on occasion. She liked to keep her hand in, anyway. “No biscuits then? Tea cakes? What kind of breakfast do you call this?”

      

      Chandler dismissed her, probably thinking she was absolutely no threat to him. O’Malley finished his own cup and set it neatly on the tray. His every move was followed with the menacing barrels of four pistols, which he ignored with aplomb.  

      

      Chandler nodded to himself, took a sip of the tea, made a moue of disgust and then turned on his heel and sauntered out the door, teacup held delicately before his chest.

      

      “You’re just going to leave us here?” O’Malley ventured to ask to his back, not raising his voice. Chandler lifted a hand in a dismissive wave but didn’t turn.

      

      Isabella sucked absently on her teeth and watched everyone with wary bafflement. What the devil was that all about? Tea with the enemy, for heaven’s sake.

      

      After Chandler vanished from view, one of the brigands came back in burdened with shackles and chain, and O’Malley was then thoroughly and boorishly tied up to the armoire, the sole piece of stable furniture in the room apart from the bed.  Almost everyone departed after that.  

      

      They were left alone except for Tom King, who had pulled a chair inside the room and sat with his rifle across his knees, bored and venomous at the same time.  The minutes dragged, as the crisp cold of the morning became warmer as daylight brightened the room. Isabella huddled against the headboard, darting glances at the brigand, but mostly just watching O’Malley. Tom King stared at the wall, picking at his cuticles and tapping an unlit pipe against his thigh.

      

      O’Malley looked savage, fettered in chains and sitting on the floor. Isabella dozed; she couldn’t help it. Her stomach was a little unsettled, and she sometimes felt as if she was floating, but that could just have been situational.  It was difficult not to suspect that the tea had something to do with it, since such a spectacle had been made about it. She wished someone would give her some breakfast, for she was beyond peckish. It had been a jolly long time since she had had a proper meal.

      

      Isabella awakened with a jolt when the door creaked open. Brutus was there, his own rifle resting in the cook of one elbow. A quick check showed O’Malley with his head down, slumped against the armoire. Brutus and Tom King exchange shifts with a minimum of verbiage and fuss and Brutus sat silently in the chair for a good fifteen minutes while O’Malley slowly tipped his head back and stared at him through slitted eyes. At some point, Brutus rose and walked out the door, leaving it open.

      

      He returned with keys and a pair of leather gloves, which he drew on before unlocking O’Malley’s chains. He looked at Isabella expectantly. Isabella glared back, eyes narrowed and confused.

      

      “What?”

      

      “This is yer chance. If you have a message for yer beau, now is th’ time to give it.”

      

      Isabella just stared at him, quizzically, caught short and speechless.

      

      Brutus sighed, rolling his eyes as if he had never before in his life encountered someone as bacon-brained as Isabella. “O’Malley is to be sent with a ransom note, now that he knows how things stand.” He paused to narrow his eyes at the stable hand. “If you would like to add something personal, you may.”

      

      Isabella was game, if still somewhat perplexed. She clambered off the bed, dropping her blanket en route, and went over to kneel by O’Malley.  

      

      “I don’t want you to leave me,” she whispered fearfully.

      

      O’Malley nodded with a quick glance at Brutus. “I would prefer to stay as well but I reckon it’s safer for everyone if we just do as they say.”

      

      Isabella sighed. “Tell the Duke and my mother I’m all right. Just scared. And that they should please hurry.”

      

      “We will get yer out, whatever it takes.” O’Malley looked her solemnly in the eye, and she believed him.

      

      “Thank you.”

      

      He reached out and squeezed her hand. “Just hang on, please? It’ll be all right.”

      

      Isabella nodded jerkily.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “We should get the constable.” Emmanuel said as he paced, wearing out the Turkish carpet in his drawing room.

      

      “No!”

      

      Emmanuel froze, turning to regard Lord Gefferton with a raised and inquiring eyebrow. “Whyever not?”

      

      “We have no idea what Mr. Chandler is planning or how far he will go, but I’d wager that adding the prospect of gaol would make him even more desperate than he is now.”

      

      “What is he desperate about exactly?” Lady Edric wanted to know. Everyone looked at Lord Gefferton. They had all gathered in the drawing room to await news. Only Emmanuel knew that O’Malley was this very moment infiltrating the enemy camp but the others did know that they were awaiting news from ‘scouts’ sent out to make enquiries.

      

      Lord Gefferton frowned as he found all eyes on him. “Well, I’m sure I do not know why you are all looking at me. I have no clue why Mr. Chandler would be so desperate.”

      

      “It’s just that…” Lord Edric began trying to be delicate, “He’s been your steward for a bloody long time—excuse my language, ladies—and surely you must have some inkling what this is about. For example, could he have fallen in love with young Miss Addison and was driven to desperation by her engagement?”

      

      Lord Gefferton snorted. “Stuff and nonsense. Mr. Chandler is too old for calf love.”

      

      “Then what, Daddy? What has caused this descent into madness?” Lady Peregrine chimed in quite sharply. Her color was very high and she looked a trifle upset. Emmanuel thought she might actually care that her sister was taken, in spite of her appalling behavior before all this. It was heartening to know that she most likely had nothing to do with this kidnapping.

      

      “I do not know what has possessed Mr. Chandler to do such a thing. I expect we shall find out once he sends his ransom note.”

      

      “Are we quite sure he’s not trying to run away with her to Gretna Green?” Lady Gefferton asked quietly.

      

      “We feel fairly certain he has not left the district,” Emmanuel said.

      

      Lady Gefferton subsided in relief. “That’s good then…she never liked him, you know. Wanted me to talk to you about getting rid of him.” Lady Gefferton sniffed as she looked at her husband. He hurried to her side, squeezing her hand.

      

      “It is not your fault, Diana. If it’s anyone’s fault here, it’s mine.”

      

      “Yes, it is your fault, Daddy. Whatever were you thinking to hire such a brigand? I wager his references were forged.” Lady Peregrine spoke quite sharply but her father ignored her. Emmanuel turned away, not wanting to witness any more of their personal family drama. He began to fidget, getting extremely impatient for news. The butler came in with a tray of tea and scones, leaving them on the sideboard in case anyone felt the need to bury their worry in food.

      

      It was not until midday that O’Malley came stumbling into the room, quite the worse for wear. There was a collective exclamation in the room as the ladies got to their feet and the gentlemen hurried forward to help him to a seat.

      

      “I’m quite fahn. Don’t you worry. Just a little banged up.” O’Malley said as Lord Edric handed him a brandy. He gulped it down before looking up at Emmanuel.

      

      “They’ve got ‘er up at the Peregrine house. Not the main hall, but the dower ‘ouse in th’ back.”

      

      Emmanuel squeezed his shoulder hard. “What do they want with her?”

      

      Lady Peregrine took a step forward. “You’ve seen her?”

      

      Lord Gefferton clasped his hands behind his back looking stern. “How do you know this?”

      

      The three spoke at the same time and O’Malley looked from one to the other as if not knowing who to answer to. Emmanuel waved a hand at them all and turned back to O’Malley.

      

      “Tell us what you know. We will not interrupt again.”

      

      O’Malley nodded. “I followed th’ tracks of their carriage like we agreed and I was right. They took me right to the Peregrine property. Instead of going to th’ front like usual, they turned in at th’ small gate at th’ bottom of th’ garden.”

      

      O’Malley had followed the tracks right up to the dower house where he’d seen that people were moving about inside. He knew from gossip amongst the servants that the Dowager Countess, Lady Peregrine, lived in Dover for she had a love of the sea and so the dower house normally stood empty. It clearly wasn’t empty now, for men were going in and out but there was no sign of Isabella.

      

      O’Malley did not want to return without at least confirming that she was indeed in the house, alive and well. So he poked his head out of the bush he was hiding behind at the ‘wrong’ moment and sure enough, Chandler’s bandits came for him.

      

      “That was a very dangerous thing to do. They might have killed you!” Emmanuel growled.

      

      O’Malley shrugged. “Well, they didn’t. And I didn’t really expect them to, what with them being on someone else’s property. If’n they were a-going to kill me, they would ha’ waited until they could dump me body somewhere.”

      

      Emmanuel just shook his head at his stableman’s thinking.

      

      “I told you, my cousin…” O’Malley lifted an impertinent eyebrow at Emmanuel who hid a smile.

      

      “Go on, then.”

      

      “Well, they dragged me in the ‘ouse, with me ‘ollerin and carryin’ on o’ course. They banged me about a bit…”

      

      Everyone leaned forward anxiously to hear the rest. He told them about being taken to Isabella, that she was fine, just scared.

      

      “They didn’t hurt her?” Emmanuel interrupted in spite of his promise.

      

      “Not that I could tell. Well, that steward o’ yours,” he nodded at Lord Gefferton, “he gave me a note to give to His Grace.”

      

      Emmanuel held out his hand for it and O’Malley fumbled in his pocket to produce a dirty piece of paper. Emmanuel snatched at it, opening it and reading it as fast as possible.

      

      “What does he want?” Lady Peregrine was, of course, the first to ask.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          Ransom and Pardon

        

      

    

    
      To: Emmanuel, The Duke of Helmsfield

      

      From: George Chandler

      

      I have something that is precious to you. In return for it’s safe recovery, I require you to obtain a pardon in my name for any and all crimes I may have committed in the past. Once this pardon has been delivered to me, then you shall get your precious fiancée back. Should you try to cheat me in any way or make an attempt to rescue her, she will die. You have twenty-four hours.

      

      Emmanuel’s brow furrowed, as he raised his eyes to meet Gefferton’s. “A pardon? What a strange thing to ask for. Do you know of what crimes he seeks to be exonerated from, Lord Gefferton?”

      

      The Viscount was very pale as he shook his head jerkily. “I, I have no idea. Mr. Chandler ha-has worked for me for fourteen years with no incident. I can only imagine that he has lost his mind.”

      

      “Either that or he has done something of which you are unaware.” Lady Gefferton cut in gently, “It is possible.”

      

      A bead of sweat rolled down Lord Gefferton’s nose. He shook his head. “I cannot…I do not—” Lady Gefferton got to her feet. It was her turn to offer comfort to her husband.

      

      “Do not blame yourself, Colin. You could not have known. We will get her back.”

      

      “How? There is no way to obtain such a pardon.” Lord Edric pointed out, earning glares from the ladies present.

      

      Emmanuel stayed silent, his brow wrinkled in thought. “Does it have to be a real pardon? How will he know the difference?”

      

      “I expect he means to check somehow. He is no fool.” Lord Gefferton replied.

      

      “Well, since I happen to know a magistrate who can help us draft a convincing document, perhaps we can try.”

      

      Lord Gefferton was shaking his head. “He will kill her if it is not the real thing. We must find a magistrate and convince them to give him what he wants.”

      

      “I am the magister for this district as appointed by His Majesty. I am telling you that there is no way to grant a blanket pardon. It would not hold up in a court of law.”

      

      Lord Gefferton sighed. “But that is a problem for another day, is it not? As long as you can get the pardon written up and properly stamped, then we will have done our part.”

      

      “Our part in letting loose a potential killer.”

      

      “We do not know what he did.”

      

      Lady Peregrine got to her feet, eyes narrowed at her father. “Well, we know he did something and I for one would not rest easy until I knew what.”

      

      Lord Gefferton turned away from his daughter to face Emmanuel. “What do you need?”

      

      Emmanuel turned to face O’Malley. “Will Chandler be expecting an answer from you?”

      

      O’Malley shook his head. “I expect not. He certainly does not expect me to return.”

      

      “May I ask one more thing of you?”

      

      O’Malley stood up at once. “Ask.”

      

      “Go back and tell him that the magistrate is ready to write him his pardon, but he must know the sins which he is pardoning. For legal reasons, he must be specific. Tell him I would speak with him in person.”

      

      “No! That would be a mistake!” Lord Gefferton tried to protest but Emmanuel ignored him.

      

      “I will come with you and wait outside the grounds.”

      

      Lord Peregrine got to his feet. “They are using my estate. I will escort you to the dowager house myself.”

      

      Lady Gefferton also stood up. “I am coming, too. She’s my daughter.”

      

      Lady Peregrine stepped forward. “Well, you are certainly not leaving me behind.”

      

      “We will all go.” Lady Edric declared.

      

      Lord Gefferton sighed in resignation.
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        * * *

      

      They went in the carriage to spare Emmanuel’s leg and because of the ladies. They used the same route as Mr. Chandler had, and came to a stop in front of the dower house. Lord Peregrine alighted first, a frown of annoyance on his face as he took in the trampled flower beds.

      

      A man walked out of the house, carrying a rifle.

      

      “Don’t move!”

      

      Everyone froze as he pointed the musket at them, his face a mask of malevolence.

      

      “We come in peace. Mr. Chandler had asked for a magistrate. I am here to serve in that capacity.” Emmanuel called.

      

      “Don’t move,” the man said again.

      

      They waited in silence until Mr. Chandler emerged from the residence, looking them all over as if they were strangers.

      

      “Chandler! What are you doing?” Lord Gefferton’s voice was cold and irritable as he regarded his—former—steward with loathing.

      

      “Getting what’s mine. I warned you, and you did not heed me.”

      

      Lady Gefferton turned to her husband, a question in his eyes. Lord Gefferton shook his head and shrugged. “I do not know what he is talking about.”

      

      George Chandler snorted in amusement. “Oh, you don’t? Shall I remind you?”

      

      Lord Gefferton shook his head. “We do not have time for this. Where is my daughter? How dare you steal her away?”

      

      Mr. Chandler just sneered at him before turning to Emmanuel. “Do you have what I need?”

      

      “I have the means to afford you a pardon if you tell me exactly what it is I am absolving you of.”

      

      Chandler narrowed his eyes at Emmanuel. “That is none of your concern. You just do as you’re told if you want to see your Duchess ever again.”

      

      Emmanuel took a deep breath. “Where is she? I would like to confirm that she is alive and unharmed.”

      

      Chandler turned to the bandit on his right, who stood with his rifle raised, finger on the trigger. “Go and get her.”

      

      The man stomped back into the cottage while they all waited in silence. Lady Peregrine fidgeted a bit while Lady Gefferton sighed but nobody said a word until the bandit returned, dragging a bedraggled Isabella along. Emmanuel involuntarily stepped forward, his hand outstretched but one of the other bandits got between him and his goal. “Stay back!”

      

      Emmanuel stopped but could not prevent his eyes from raking over her frame, in search of injury. His gaze snagged on the scratch at her temple and the dried blood around it and his eyes narrowed. “Why is she bleeding? What did you do to her?”

      

      “I…” Chandler looked back at Isabella with a frown, “Nothing. I have no idea how she got that injury. Nobody has touched a single hair on her head.”

      

      Emmanuel stared at Isabella, searching for confirmation and she nodded slightly, lashes sweeping down to hide her eyes as she shivered. Emmanuel noticed that beneath the red cloak she was wearing, all she had on were some night clothes. “Could you not have dressed her in something warmer?”

      

      “Oh, forgive me, we forgot to carry a lady’s maid.” Chandler rolled his eyes and looked irritated. “You have seen that she is well, can we get on with this?”

      

      “I will need a surface on which to write. May we go inside?”

      

      Chandler hesitated, searching Emmanuel’s mien for any sign of trickery. His gaze then moved to Lord Gefferton with whom he exchanged narrowed eyes. “Very well, then, ladies first,” he pointed at Lady Gefferton, Lord Peregrine and Lady Edric. Without hesitation, they stepped into the cottage, following the bandit who had Isabella firmly in his grasp. He led them all to the study, seating Isabella in a corner bench and training his rifle at her head. The other ladies arranged themselves in a semi-circle simply watching him. Finally, the men filed in, with Emmanuel heading straight for the desk. Lord Peregrine stood by the door while Lord Edric joined the ladies. Emmanuel took a seat while Lord Gefferton stood at his back.

      

      Chandler strolled into the room and stood on the other side of the desk, staring at Emmanuel. “Well?” he asked.

      

      “I am waiting for you to tell me what you need pardon for.”

      

      “And I told you that’s none of your business.”

      

      “Well then, we are at an impasse!”

      

      Chandler raised his eyes and stared balefully at Lord Gefferton. “Are you going to get this done or not? I will shoot your daughter. Might as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb, eh?”

      

      Lord Gefferton moved restlessly. “Look, Your Grace, why don’t you just write the pardon and leave the space for alleged crimes blank? Mr. Chandler can fill that in himself.”

      

      Emmanuel was staring at Mr. Chandler with slitted eyes. “So, you have murdered before, have you? Would you care to enlighten us as to your escapades?”

      

      They eyeballed each other, neither blinking nor moving.

      

      “I do not care to, no.” Chandler said at last with sneering contempt.

      

      “That is unfortunate, I had hoped to get to the bottom of this matter.” He reached into an inner pocket of his coat. A pearl-handled pistol fell out of it, onto his palm. He placed it carefully down on the table.

      

      There was pin-drop silence in the room.

      

      Emmanuel picked up the gun. “Do you recognize this weapon?” he asked Chandler.

      

      Chandler merely stared, his face blank.

      

      “I think you do. I think that you recognize it very well. You used it to cripple me, after you killed my father.”

      

      Immediately the room erupted in noises of disbelief and shock.

      

      “I have no idea what you’re on about. We’ve never met before.”

      

      “Have we not? I remember your eyes quite clearly. Those have not changed. Your hair is a bit gray now, where it was jet black before. And your beetle brows are a bit thinner, but I recognize the widow’s peak, the thick curly hair, the beetle brows and most strikingly, your eyes, staring at me coldly, without an inch of mercy in them. You have been haunting my nightmares recently, sir, but it was not until just now, when you commanded your man to bring Miss Isabella Addison out that I knew without a shadow of a doubt that I had found the man who killed my parents.” He leaned forward, looking Chandler in the eye, “I have been looking for you, for a long time. I wish to repay you of the debt you owe me.”

      

      He pointed the pistol at Chandler.

      

      The former highwayman raised his hands, shielding his face. “Wait! Do you not want to know the whole story? Would you risk the life of your betrothed to get revenge? Is she worth the hollow satisfaction of killing me?”

      

      Isabella squawked as the man holding a rifle over her, swung it into her temple. It was not a hard blow but it reopened the wound at her temple. Emmanuel jerked back in shock as Lady Gefferton cried out, “Please don’t!”

      

      “Put the rifle down,” Chandler growled.

      

      Emmanuel continued to point the pistol at him. “You owe me two lives. Will you make it three? I will not rest until every one of you is dead.”

      

      “Do you not want to know why we were there? Why your particular carriage?”

      

      Emmanuel narrowed his eyes at Chandler, “And what is that supposed to mean?”

      

      “Twas no accident that we ambushed you that day, but a well thought-out plot. Somebody wanted what your mother had.”

      

      “Chandler! What is this nonsense?”

      

      Emmanuel turned to look up at Lord Gefferton, who was too busy glaring at George Chandler to notice. “Let the man speak,” he said.

      

      “No! Don’t you think he has spouted enough lies? Shoot him and have done with it.” Lord Gefferton said.

      

      Emmanuel look back at Chandler, whose malevolent gaze now rested on Lord Gefferton. “Is that so, Colin? Am I lying?” His eyes shifted to Emmanuel, “Would you like to know if I am lying to you? Your mother wore a red ruby necklace on that day, did she not?”

      

      Emmanuel swallowed down remembered grief. “What of it?”

      

      “That ruby was a prize of not only great value but much coveted by the ton. Was it not…Lady Gefferton?” Chandler turned to her, a contemptuous smile on his face. Lady Gefferton uttered an inarticulate sound, her face drained of color.

      

      “No,” she whispered.

      

      “Oh yes. You wanted that ruby, did you not, Lady Gefferton? And your husband was bound and determined to get it for you. He did it out of love, or lust, or pride, I have no idea. But what you wanted, he was determined to give you.”

      

      “No. No. No. You lie! I never wanted—”

      

      “You never wanted to kill anyone? But did you spare even a moment’s thought to where the jewels came from? Or even if your husband, a mere Viscount, could afford such expensive baubles? Or did you show them off to your friends with perfect happiness and dismiss any doubts you might have had about their source?”

      

      “I, I never…he told me he got them at auction. That there had been a private…auction.”

      

      “Indeed. But did he also tell you not to flaunt the jewels in public, ‘out of respect’ for the deceased?”

      

      Lady Gefferton’s breath was coming short and her knees gave out. She might have fallen to the floor if Lord Edric had not caught her.

      

      “Leave my wife out of this! She has nothing to do with your crimes,” Lord Gefferton shouted.

      

      “Oh, but you do, don’t you, My Lord?” Chandler turned on him at once.

      

      “I have no idea what you are talking about!” Lord Gefferton drew himself up to his full height, the better to look down on Chandler.

      

      “I am talking about the fact that you hired me to steal those jewels. You told me that Her Grace would be traveling with her son alone and that I was to ambush them and steal the ruby along with the other jewelry she would have on her person. You did say I was not to harm her, however, you reckoned without her husband being present and her son,” Chandler turned to glare at Emmanuel, “being a brat enough to fight back.”

      

      “I didn’t, I—” Lord Gefferton looked around the room, shaking his head in denial. Emmanuel pointed the pistol at his head. Immediately Lady Gefferton and Lady Peregrine began to scream in protest, while Isabella whimpered.

      

      “You had my family killed for some jewelry?” He did not recognize his own voice, so twisted with fury was it.

      

      Lord Gefferton extended a tentative hand as if he might try to take the pistol from Emmanuel. He got cracked on his knuckles, hard, by the pistol for his trouble.

      

      “Answer the question!”

      

      “I, I…” Lord Gefferton said, looking frantically around the room for help. “I was…young, foolish, and in love. I did something foolish. Believe me, it has haunted me all these years.”

      

      “Haunted you so much that you employed this…brigand…to be your steward?” It was Lord Edric who asked the question, eyeing both Chandler and Gefferton with a jaundiced look.

      

      “He threatened me. I, I needed to keep an eye on him.”

      

      “You had him around our children!” Lady Gefferton screamed, tears streaming down her eyes.

      

      “He would not have hurt them, I swear to y—”

      

      Lady Gefferton jerked her hand in a quelling gesture. “No. You do not get to swear anything to me, Colin Addison. How dare you?”

      

      “How dare I? You were the one who wanted all the baubles, my dear. I was simply trying to satisfy the demands that you made upon me! It is you who claimed to be unable to hold your head high amongst the haut ton if you did not have the rock.”

      

      Lady Gefferton screamed, in anger and frustration. “Do not try to put this on me. I never asked you for anything you could not provide.”

      

      There was a loud silence as everyone stared balefully at everyone else.

      

      “Well, I for one, would say that he could not provide what you needed, hence the stealing and the killing,” Chandler lazily pointed out.

      

      “Shut up! You do not get to talk to me!” Lady Gefferton was almost foaming at the mouth. “Now release my daughter this instant.”

      

      “Not without my pardon.”

      

      “You will get a pardon over my dead body.”

      

      Chandler cocked his own pistol. “That can be arranged.”

      

      “Enough!”

      

      The scream had the entire room freezing in shock and they all turned to look at Lady Edric. She stepped forward, taking a deep breath and smoothing down her gown. Just as if there were no threats of violence being traded, she walked right up to Chandler and snatched the pistol from his hand. Then she turned to Emmanuel, holding out her hand. “Give me the pistol, Manu.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          Revelation

        

      

    

    
      Emmanuel stared at his aunt before slowly handing her the weapon. She turned toward the third bandit in the room but he nudged the rifle against Isabella’s skull, his face threatening and she froze, before turning back to Emmanuel.

      

      “Now listen here, we are going to all sit down like civilized people and get to the bottom of this very complicated situation. A lot of unsubstantiated accusations have been flying about and before anyone gets shot, we are going to get to the truth of the matter.”

      

      Isabella was grateful that a level head had intervened. For a moment she had been terrified that her father was about to be killed by her husband-to-be. That would have made for some awkward dinners.

      

      “Shall we adjourn to the parlor?” Lady Edric was saying and to Isabella’s surprise, the men meekly obeyed her; even Chandler. Brutus, who had a rifle practically up her nose, led the way, poking the rifle continuously in her back. It was annoying and Isabella had to refrain more than once from turning on him with a sharp word. She allowed herself to be shepherded into the room and hustled into a corner, away from everyone else.

      

      Even as she dealt with the physical discomfort of being held at riflepoint, part of her was reeling from the revelations in the study. Had her father really been responsible for the deaths of Emmanuel’s mother and father? And was it horribly selfish of her to wonder how this would affect their wedding plans?

      

      She felt guilty even thinking it, but she had waited so long to find her perfect match that she was not ready to lose him because she was related to a man who would kill another over jewelry.

      

      My father had Emmanuel’s father killed over jewelry?!?

      

      She wanted to scream hysterically. Her father was every villain in every book she’d ever read. While they had never been close, she had always admired and respected him. She had loved him. How was she to deal with finding out about his feet of clay?

      

      She felt pulled in so many directions it was all she could do not to succumb to exhaustion and faint dead away. The only thing that stopped her was that she did not want to be that kind of heroine—the kind who fainted and waited for others to solve problems for her.

      

      No.

      

      She wanted to be like Lady Edric, taking command of the room and navigating pitfalls like the leader she was. She stiffened her spine and listened as Lady Edric outlined what had already been said.

      

      “Right, so His Grace avers that you, George Chandler, together with other persons unknown, did conspire to rob and kill his parents, the late Duke and Duchess of Helmsfield. True or false?”

      

      “I did not conspire with persons unknown. I did conspire with Lord Gefferton who promised me riches if I would steal the Cabochon Ruby necklace from the Duchess, for his wife greatly desired it.”

      

      Lady Gefferton made a sound of extreme distress but otherwise said nothing.

      

      “Lord Gefferton, what say you?” Lady Edric’s expression remained serene and non-judgmental.

      

      “I…have no idea what this man is on about. I would never do such a—”

      

      “Stop lying!” somebody screamed and Isabella was shocked to find by the strained feeling in her own throat, that she had done it.

      

      Everyone was startled, including Brutus, and she took the chance to grab the rifle from him and throw it across the room. It was caught quite neatly by Lord Edric, who tucked it under his arm and then nodded for his wife to continue.

      

      “Lord Gefferton, do I need to make you swear upon the Bible, or will you do the honorable thing and tell the truth?”

      

      Lord Gefferton sighed, looking away as a bead of sweat rolled down his temple. “I am telling the truth. I did not conspire to kill the Duke and Duchess, only to obtain the jewel. I specifically asked Chandler not to hurt them.”

      

      “You also told me that it would just be the Duchess and her brat in the coach!” Chandler growled.

      

      Lord Gefferton would not look at him, or anyone. Lady Edric sighed deeply, clearing gathering her spirit before going on.

      

      “All right, so regardless of the details, on the night of February 3rd, 1798, you, George Chandler, and your accomplices did stop the carriage belonging to the Duke of Helmsfield, did take his life and that of his Duchess, crippled their only son, and stole the Duchess’s jewelry. Is this a fair summary of events?”

      

      Emmanuel made a growling sound, deep in his chest, his eyes reddened and glaring. His hands were balled into fists and Isabella knew it was taking everything he had not to kill both Chandler and her father at the moment. And Isabella could not blame him. Not one bit. If she were in his shoes, she would want them dead, too.

      

      She looked to Lady Edric, wondering where they were all to go from here.

      

      Lady Edric sighed. “These are very serious and criminal accusations that have been brought before us today and I feel that the only fair way to handle them is to let the law deal with it.”

      

      “Do not forget I will kill Miss Addison if—”

      

      Isabella got to her feet. “Oh, shut up. Killing me would do you no good and would only add to your crimes.”

      

      “If they are going to hang me anyway, what is one more body?” Chandler raised a knife he’d been holding in his hand.

      

      Emmanuel got to his feet as well. “If you go anywhere near my betrothed, I will jam that in your eye.”

      

      Isabella shivered at the violence in his voice, torn between disquiet, relief, and arousal. It was good to know that Emmanuel still considered her his bride, however, he was not thinking too clearly right now and likely the repercussions of her father’s involvement in his parents’ deaths had not occurred to him—yet. What would happen when they did?

      

      Isabella tried to think of a way out of this quagmire but everywhere she looked, they were mired in bog.

      

      Damn you, Father, for a greedy bastard!

      

      Immediately, she clamped her own hands to her lips even if she had not expressed the thought aloud. She could not believe she had thought such a disrespectful thing about her own father. She sought her sister’s eyes, looking for reassurance but all she found there was more confusion. If any one of them had idolized their father, it was Sarah. This whole mess must be hitting her a lot harder than it was Isabella. She sought her mother, who was sitting slumped over on the settee, eyes downcast. What Isabella could see of Lady Gefferton’s face looked horrified beyond belief.

      

      Everyone was taking this so hard.

      

      Isabella took a deep breath, and straightened her spine. “I think you’re right, Lady Edric. We have to involve the authorities.”

      

      “No!” Chandler shouted and lunged for her. He raised his hand, knife glinting in his fist, and Isabella watched as it rose and then began to drop in an arc, headed straight for her bosom. And then Emmanuel was there, standing between her and the knife.

      

      “No!” The sound erupted from her throat and she leaped forward and pushed him out of the way. A jolt of pain hit her as she jerked, her arm erupting in agony so terrible she almost fainted from it. Somebody shouted and someone else was screaming hysterically. Isabella could not pay any attention to any of it. She was too busy drowning in aching, throbbing, paroxysms of misery.

      

      There were spots in front of her eyes and her vision was going in and out. Very gratefully, she sank into the waiting dark, running as far and as fast from the pain as she could.
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel leapt at Chandler as soon as Isabella went limp in his arms, murder in his eyes. Lord Gefferton held his daughter’s head in his lap, his tears wetting her hair and face in a deluge of remorse.

      

      Lord Edric ran forward, getting between Emmanuel and Chandler.

      

      “Peregrine!” he shouted, “Hold him.”

      

      Lord Peregrine came forward, unsure who to restrain. A crash at the window had them turning to see the second thug had burst through the window and was currently running towards the wood.

      

      Lady Peregrine plucked the rifle from Lord Edric, that Isabella had thrown to him, and pointed it menacingly at Chandler. “Don’t you move, you bastard.”

      

      Chandler hesitated, clearly calculating his odds. Lord Peregrine came forward, and grasped his arms, pressing them behind his back and tying them tightly with his cravat, while his wife held the rifle steady, aimed at Chandler’s head.

      

      Lord Peregrine kept casting glances at his wife as he tested the bonds he had tied.

      

      “What is it?” she snapped.

      

      “Nothing…just…that was remarkably well…” Lord Peregrine took a deep breath, “That was quite…something to see.”

      

      Lady Peregrine lifted an amused eyebrow in spite of the seriousness of the situation. “Quite something to see? What do you mean by that?”

      

      “Just that you look quite…spectacular with the rifle in your hands like that.”

      

      Lady Peregrine showed her colors. “Well…” she simpered, “Perhaps we could—”

      

      “Will you be silent?” Lady Gefferton exclaimed irritably, “We have a very serious situation here to deal with. Your sister is injured, Sarah.”

      

      That pulled the Peregrines out of their self-imposed bubble and now that Chandler was securely tied, Lady Peregrine dropped the rifle across her mother’s lap and hurried over to her sister, kneeling on the floor beside her.

      

      Isabella was breathing shallowly, sweat beading her brow. Chandler’s knife was wedged in her upper arm and the wound was bleeding sluggishly. She was shivering, either with pain or cold, as Gefferton smoothed her hair while crooning to her, the tears rolling down his face.

      

      “We have to summon a physician at once.” Emmanuel said, feeling that he might just shake apart and disintegrate if he lost one more person that he loved.

      

      Lady Peregrine got to her feet. “I’ll get the coachman to ride for the local physician. Meanwhile, let us put her somewhere more comfortable. The Dowager’s bedchamber is just down the hall…”

      

      Emmanuel leaned down and picked her up. Her slightest whimper had him wincing in sympathy. He turned to look at Lady Peregrine with wide, scared eyes. “Lead the way.”
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        * * *

      

      Isabella came to her senses, to find herself in a bed. Her arm was throbbing and she knew that it hurt, but she was floating in a sea of calm and did not really care about the pain at the moment.

      

      She blinked the blurriness away, trying to bring the person seated by her bed into focus. She smiled when she could finally see Emmanuel clearly, his hand, warm around hers. She was generally warmer than she had previously been and for that she was grateful.

      

      “Should you be in here alone with me?” She looked around the room for a chaperone even as she asked.

      

      Emmanuel smiled. “You have just taken a knife to your arm, on my behalf, and the first thing you are concerned about when you finally open your eyes is whether we are chaperoned?”

      

      Isabella’s eyebrows rose. “Did the rules change while I was out? Is it no longer necessary?”

      

      Emmanuel shrugged. “Nobody around here cares. Their primary concern is your return to full health.”

      

      Isabella moved her arm slightly and felt a jolt like lightning, heat up her entire left side. She hissed, turning to the side and closing her eyes. “I expect I shall not be in good health for some time.”

      

      “Yes, the physician feared the same.” Emmanuel’s face took on such a visage of desolation that it scared Isabella.

      

      “What else is wrong, Emmanuel? Why do you look like that?”

      

      Emmanuel shook his head, his eyes—which were avoiding hers—shiny with tears. “I…I am just so sorry that this has happened to you, Isabella. The…physician is skeptical about whether you shall ever regain feeling in your hand.”

      

      Isabella stared at him, taking the words in, and his reaction. “Well…I suppose we can be cripples together, then.”

      

      He lifted his eyes, filled with abject misery. “Do not say that. You will never be a cripple, do you hear me? I won’t allow it.”

      

      Isabella tried to shrug but even that slight movement was excruciating. “What’s good for the goose…and all that.”

      

      Emmanuel shook his head. “No. Not you. Never you.”

      

      Seeing how much this topic was depressing the Duke, Isabella decided to change it. “What has happened with Chandler and my father? What is to happen?”

      

      Emmanuel sighed. “Your father has given himself up to the constables and his steward was taken away to Newgate. Lord Peregrine is seeing about getting your father out on some kind of bail.”

      

      “Oh.”

      

      Emmanuel searched her eyes intently. “Do you hate me now?”

      

      She smiled painfully at him. “Do you?”

      

      The Duke slowly shook his head, his eyes never leaving hers. “You took a knife in the arm for me. How could I do anything but love you?”

      

      “My father…had your parents killed. How could you possibly love me?”

      

      Emmanuel looked down at his hands. “It is indeed complicated.”

      

      Isabella moved her fingers slightly, but soon desisted, trying to hide the resultant wince. “We do not have to solve everything this instant. Tell me when they are scheduled to stand trial.”

      

      “I will. I have not paid much attention to them, I must admit. Not with you lying here…” He looked away, swallowing hard and blinking back tears.

      

      “I am all right.” She whispered and felt as if she must sleep soon. She had not the energy to keep her eyes open.

      

      “I know you are, my love. For I have prayed for your deliverance.”

      

      Isabella closed her eyes, the last thing she saw was Emmanuel covering her cold hand again, keeping her warm.
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        * * *

      

      Lady Gefferton followed the warden down the dimly lit hallway of the prison, her gown pulled up with one hand. The warden came to a stop in front of a door and she paused as well, taking a deep breath to slow her pounding heart. She did not know what she would find on the other side of the door—whether it would be her husband or some living, breathing caricature of him. The warden stepped back, and she stepped into the room.

      

      Lord Gefferton got to his feet. The cuffs of his shirt were stained brown as were his stockings but otherwise, he looked whole and much the same as the last time she’d set eyes on him.

      

      “Diana…” he said, his eyes wide with hope for her forgiveness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          Repercussions

        

      

    

    
      “Diana, my love…” Lord Gefferton did not know what he was feeling. On one hand, to see his beautiful, pure wife in this filthy cell offended his sensibilities. On the other, that she would brave this endless grime to see him was heartening. Perhaps there was hope for him yet.

      

      She drew herself up to her full height and Lord Gefferton knew that she was here to make some sort of declaration. Seeking to delay it as long as possible, he opened his mouth and let the first thing that occurred to him emerge. “How are the children? Do they all know yet?”

      

      She took a deep breath, seemed to freeze, closed her eyes and then opened them again. He was taken aback when she moved to the bed and sat on it. He wanted to protest, tell her that it was too dirty for her to sit on…instead he followed her lead and sat down next to her.

      

      She sighed deeply, closed her eyes before opening them to regard him sadly. “I do not know how we got here.”

      

      He did not dare break eye contact with her. “I…made some wrong choices and then…” his voice cracked, “I tried to cover them up. And now our daughter is paying the price.”

      

      Lady Gefferton nodded. “We all are.”

      

      “Yes.”

      

      “I never meant for you—”

      

      “No, no, I know you did not. You did not pressure me or indicate to me in any way that getting you that jewelry was some sort of ultimatum. I was young, I was stupid, and I thought I could get away with it—I don’t know why I thought that. I suppose…my privilege blinded me.” He shook his head slowly.

      

      “I never thought to ask questions. I simply accepted your gifts as my due.” Lady Gefferton swallowed, “Oh God, what the Duke and his family must think of us!”

      

      His mouth twisted. “There will be other matches for our Isabella.”

      

      Lady Gefferton shook her head slowly. “No, there won’t. She loves him. She will disown us before she is forced to turn her back on him. She put her life in danger for him.”

      

      Lord Gefferton scrunched his eyes shut. “What are we to do then? If he will not accept her, then—”

      

      “I think that he will. I think that they will find a way.”

      

      “How?”

      

      Lady Gefferton shook her head, “I do not know. I suppose…” she turned to face him, “the same way that we will.”

      

      Lord Gefferton slumped in relief. “So you will…stand by me?”

      

      “I married you for better or for worse, Colin.”

      

      “I do not think they meant this when they made those vows.”

      

      She gave him a strained smile. “I suppose not all of us get to deal with some lighthearted troubles like a mistress on the side or a by-blow showing up.”

      

      “Umm, well...” Lord Gefferton gave her a look and she widened her eyes angrily at him.

      

      “No!”

      

      He put up his hands as if to ward off blows. “Of course, no. I suppose it’s too soon to be making jokes.”

      

      She knocked him on the forehead with her knuckles, a grim smile on her face. “It is way too soon for jokes, you fool.”
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        * * *

      

      It took three weeks for Isabella to be well enough to get out of bed, at least according to Emmanuel’s exacting assessment. While she continued to stay at the Peregrine dower house for the sake of propriety, Emmanuel visited every day and spent long hours with her, simply waiting on her hand and foot.

      

      Isabella tried to chase him away, reminded him of his responsibilities, but he would hear none of it.

      

      “You are my most important responsibility at the moment.”

      

      He also would tell her nothing of what was happening with her father or his steward, and so once he left for the evening, she would bombard Sarah for details.

      

      “Our father has been released on bail. His hearing will be in two weeks.”

      

      “Oh…” Isabella’s heart sank. Once the ton heard about her father’s doings—if they hadn’t already—things would get difficult for them. They were likely to be shunned. That might not be such a hardship for Isabella, who preferred to spend time with her books anyway and was used to the ton regarding her as something of an oddity, but for her mother and other sisters, it would sting.

      

      Isabella felt sorry for them. She felt bad for the ruination of their reputation which would likely follow them like a curse for generations. She wished there was something that she could do to alleviate the worry and stress she saw in her mother’s eyes every time she came to visit.

      

      “Will you testify at the trial?” she asked Emmanuel when he came to visit.

      

      “I do not wish to discuss it,” he would reply and then distract her by feeding her soup or extracting a book from his bag to tempt her with.

      

      It was frustrating, although she could understand his attitude.
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        * * *

      

      If you had asked Emmanuel how he thought the saga of his parents’ tragedy would have ended, he would have said that it would end with lead balls and blood. With their killer laid out on the ground and him perhaps arrested for murder, or dead as well.

      

      He had reckoned without the additional drama of a fiancée, whose father was responsible for the worst thing that had ever happened to him. How was one to respond to it all? He was quite sure that even the most thorough book of etiquette did not cover this.

      

      All he knew was that he had been frantic with fear while Isabella lay ill and unresponsive after she had put herself in harm’s way to save his life. What he knew for sure was that he loved Isabella. For the first time since his parents’ demise, he had a chance for a family of his own.

      

      He was very grateful to his aunt and uncle for everything they had done for him, but he had always felt like something vital was missing from his life. He was always looking for that missing piece. He had filled that emptiness with thoughts of revenge and retribution but now he realized that since he had found Isabella, that wound was no longer bleeding.

      

      And so he was willing to do whatever it took to make this situation succeed.

      

      To that end, he took himself to the magistrate’s court on the day of Lord Gefferton’s hearing, who was just arriving, in company with a barrister, to the magistrate’s quarters when Emmanuel drew up. He hailed them to halt, for he wanted to have a word with the Viscount.

      

      Lord Gefferton stood, his barrister standing a step or two away, and waited for Emmanuel to approach, his expression wary.

      

      “What may I do for you, Your Grace?”

      

      Emmanuel sighed. “I cannot drop the charges for this case.”

      

      Lord Gefferton nodded. “I am aware.”

      

      “But…I would like to speak a word on your behalf.”

      

      Lord Gefferton frowned. “Why?”

      

      “You know why.”

      

      Lord Gefferton shook his head, dropping his eyes. “I do not deserve any mercy, Your Grace. Not only did I send these brigands after your parents, but I sought to hide it from you, even going so far as to suggest that Chandler should kill you, to keep my secret. Have no care for me, Your Grace. I am getting exactly what I deserve.”

      

      Emmanuel sighed. “I know it well. But what of your family? Do they deserve the shame that will be heaped on them?”

      

      Lord Gefferton kept his eyes downcast. “Do not beat me with that stick for already, it is stuck in my craw. I have asked my family to distance themselves from me and I do intend to state that I did what I did completely without their knowledge. But that is all that I can do.”

      

      “Perhaps…there is more.” Emmanuel said, “If you are willing to do the hard thing.”

      

      Lord Gefferton looked up at last. “What do you mean?”

      

      “I mean that we can meet with the magistrate privately, in his chambers. If you are willing to make certain concessions, and pay certain fines to the Crown, you will at least be able to go home to your family.”

      

      Lord Gefferton’s eyes brightened. “I am ready.”

      

      Emmanuel nodded curtly, “Very well. Let us go.”

      

      They entered the magistrate’s quarters through a side entrance and were led straight to the chambers. While there had been some gossip to do with Lord Gefferton’s arrest, no one as yet had the details as to why. No doubt wild stories had been invented to compensate for this lack of knowledge but so far, the truth was only known to a few.

      

      If the magistrate accepted Emmanuel’s proposal, nobody would have to know a thing about Lord Gefferton’s crimes.

      

      They entered the chamber, bowing to the magistrate.

      

      “Your Grace, I understand you have a proposal for the defendant,” the magistrate began without preamble.

      

      “Yes, I do, sir.”

      

      “All right then, let us hear it.”

      

      Emmanuel took a deep breath. “When he was a young man, Lord Gefferton committed a crime. He meant to steal a jewel from my mother, but the brigands he hired ended up k-killing my parents. That was not his intention, but it was carried out in his name. Lord Gefferton acknowledges this.”

      

      The magistrate turned to the Viscount. “Is this the truth?”

      

      “Yes, Your Honor, it is.”

      

      The magistrate nodded for Emmanuel to continue.

      

      “In addition to the horrific crime committed, Lord Gefferton sought to conceal the crime from the general public and to keep the perpetrator close by so as to ensure that he, one George Chandler, did not turn on him.”

      

      The magistrate’s brow rose, but he said not a word.

      

      “However, being a member of the ton, and having family members who are innocent of any wrong doing, I see no benefit in humiliating Lord Gefferton in public.”

      

      “Oh? So what do you propose, Your Grace?”

      

      “At your discretion, of course, and if Lord Gefferton is amenable to it, I have a proposal.”

      

      “Go on.”

      

      “I propose that Lord Gefferton be stripped of his title and all the lands entailed to that title, which should be remitted to the Crown in the form of fines.”

      

      Lord Gefferton gasped and both Emmanuel and the magistrate turned to look at him. “Is this agreeable to you, Lord Gefferton?” the magistrate asked.

      

      Lord Gefferton’s barrister immediately began whispering frantically in his ear. Gefferton nodded to him and then straightened up. “It is, Your Honor.”

      

      The magistrate eyeballed him from above his spectacles. “You agree to have all your lands and your title confiscated by the Crown?”

      

      “I do, Your Honor.”

      

      “Very well then. It shall be done. Consider it my judgement that the defendant, one Colin Addison, current Viscount Gefferton, has consented to relinquish his title and all lands thereby entailed in compensation for the crime of accessory to robbery and murder.”

      

      Lord Gefferton bowed to the magistrate. “I thank you, Your Honor.”

      

      The magistrate got to his feet and nodded to Gefferton. “I must say, it must be the first time that a defendant has thanked me for confiscating his property.”

      

      “I do not thank you for that, but for the chance to restore my honor.”

      

      The magistrate nodded solemnly. “In that case, you are welcome.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Emmanuel walked out of the magistrate’s quarters, his head pounding in synchronicity with the phantom pain in the stump of his leg. He could barely see, so great was the agony. But he kept walking anyway, until he came to his carriage.

      

      Not allowing his coachman to help him inside, he struggled on his own until he was seated. “Take me to the cemetery.”

      

      The driver didn’t waste another moment, simply took off at a fast trot. The swaying of the carriage only made his pain worse but Emmanuel did not utter a word of complaint.

      

      It was an interminable time later that they arrived at the cemetery. Emmanuel stumbled out of the carriage and half-limped, half-dragged himself to his parents’ graves. He collapsed between them, eyes closed.

      

      “Mother. Father.” He murmured, barely able to articulate the words, “Forgive me.”

      

      He closed his eyes, drifting in a haze of pain and misery.

      

      ‘Oh honey, there is nothing to forgive.’

      

      He almost opened his eyes but he was afraid that the voice would go away if he did.

      

      ‘Mother?’

      

      ‘Yes, Son, it’s me.’

      

      Emmanuel felt a spasm of pain twist his leg and he tensed, knowing full well that there was no leg, no spasm and no actual pain. It was so real however, he could almost feel the solid muscle clenching tight and refusing to let go.

      

      ‘I am sorry. I caught him and I let him go.’

      

      ‘You did not let him go. The punishment you chose will be more painful than any number of years in gaol. And the man who pulled the trigger will hang. We are at peace, my son. It is time for you to find peace, too.’

      

      Emmanuel sighed, feeling the light fade to pinpoints beneath his lids and then there was nothing.

      

      “Your Grace? Sir?”

      

      Someone was shaking him and Emmanuel uttered an inarticulate word of protest.

      

      “Your Grace! Are you all right?”

      

      The pain in his leg was gone and he was lying somewhere hard and wet. He blinked his eyes open, looking around. He was still lying on the grass between his parents’ graves, a light drizzle the cause of the wet. His driver was leaning over him, looking worried.

      

      “Oh, thank heavens! I thought you might be dead, sir.”

      

      Emmanuel sat up with a grimace. “Not dead. Not yet, anyway.”

      

      The driver extended a hand to help him to his feet. “Let’s get you to the house, then, before you catch your death of cold.”

      

      The driver handed him his cane and Emmanuel leaned on his shoulder as he limped slowly back to the carriage. Whatever demons had chased him here, they were all gone and his heart was at peace.

      

      He took a deep breath of the cold, bracing air. “Take me home,” he said, “there is nothing left for me here.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sarah came to tell Isabella the news.

      

      “So he gave it all up? What will happen to us now?”

      

      “Well, Mother has that cottage in the Cotswolds that her late aunt left her. I believe they intend to retire there for now. You will stay here with me until you are better and then you can decide where to go.”

      

      “And you say Emmanuel offered him this compromise?”

      

      Sarah nodded and Isabelle leaned back on her abundance of pillows. It was sad news about her father’s loss, but at the same time, it filled her with hope that she and Emmanuel could indeed find a way to be together. If he could be so generous with her father, perhaps there was still a chance for them.

      

      Sarah took a deep breath next to her, and Isabella turned her attention to her sister. “Bella, I need to apologize. I have acted abysmally toward your affianced. It has been bothering me.”

      

      Isabella inclined her head curiously. “Why did you do that?”

      

      Sarah just sighed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          Confessions

        

      

    

    
      Sarah knew her sister. And she knew that Isabella would keep asking until she got an answer. She was not proud of herself; just the opposite. That did not mean she wanted to lay it all out in black and white to her baby sister. It was beyond embarrassing.

      

      “The thing to do is just bite the bullet and get it over with,” she told herself as she followed the serving maid carrying a tray of broth for Isabella’s midday meal.

      

      “I beg your pardon, milady?” the maid asked.

      

      “No, nothing. Just giving myself a reminder.”

      

      “Yes, milady.”

      

      Sarah sighed, stepping into the bed chamber after the maid. Isabella looked up from the book she was reading with a smile. “Oh, have you come to keep me company while I eat?”

      

      She was like a puppy, delighted for any attention. Sarah drew a breath in with a hiss. “I suppose I have. Do you remember the question you asked me yesterday?”

      

      “About why you behaved abysmally toward Emmanuel?” Isabella said at once, confirming Sarah’s suspicions that she would not just let it go.

      

      “Yes.”

      

      Isabella sat back with a raised eyebrow, lifting the spoon to her mouth even as her eyes never left Sarah’s.

      

      “I…fear that I am easily influenced, Bella. When father told me he was suspicious of your Duke, that he was of the opinion that Helmsfield was doing nothing but using you…I believed him.” Sarah blushed, eyelashes sweeping downward to hide her eyes. “I goaded the Duke to try and expose his nefarious intent, but he remained puzzled and pained at my behavior. I thought him a very good actor. I saw you fall under his spell and was determined to save you from his clutches.”

      

      Isabella giggled as she spooned some broth. “You make him sound like a beast in a fairy tale.”

      

      “That is how I thought of him.”

      

      “What changed your mind?”

      

      “Well, it did not really change until the day you were abducted. I saw then how worried he was. How frantic. I realized that he loved you, truly.”

      

      Isabella smiled. “I love him, too.”

      

      “Then you are both blessed by God, for to find a suitable match, and then fall in love, is doubly fortunate. Do not let what our father did ruin it.”

      

      Isabella shook her head solemnly. “I will do everything in my power to make sure that it won’t.”

      

      There was a tentative knock at the door and Sarah turned to see the Duke peering in. “Speak of the devil.”

      

      He cocked an eyebrow. “May I come in?”

      

      “Of course you may.” Isabella answered with a smile.
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel slammed the book closed and let it drop. It landed softly on the blanket he was sitting on. He and Isabella were picnicking by the lake now that she was allowed out of bed. In theory, Emmanuel had thought the lake romantic. In practice, he was glad that he was well away from anyone else who might hear him reading this.

      

      “Why did you stop?”

      

      “It’s obscene,” Emmanuel croaked. “I do not think it is appropriate for me to read this to you.”

      

      “We are to be married. Would you prefer I have it read to me by someone else?”

      

      “But it’s explicit!”

      

      “So?” Isabella rolled her eyes. “Are you truly shocked by this? It’s very tame.”

      

      “Ah.”

      

      That certainly painted a vivid picture in Emmanuel’s mind. He was not sure whether he liked it or not.

      

      “Well, if it offends you—”

      

      “The content doesn’t offend me,” Emmanuel hastened to say, realizing that Isabella was not really talking about the book. She was most likely talking about them, or rather her interest in things…sexual. “But don’t you think it’s ridiculous that she dreams about him? She hates him.”

      

      “Does she? She says she hates him. But people say things they don’t mean.” Isabella leaned in. “People think things they don’t mean. Should I read to you?”

      

      “What?”

      

      “If your sense of propriety will not allow it,” Isabella reached for the book and paged through it until she found where Emmanuel left off, “I would be happy to—”

      

      “I will do it.” He would not have Isabella think he was a stuffy old coot. But he also did not think that he could listen to Isabella read him an explicit account of a dream without his body reacting. He accepted the book, and then, thinking better of it, turned the page to read ahead. “This—it goes on for ten pages!”

      

      “Oh, excellent.” Isabella rested her chin on Emmanuel’s shoulder. Her eyes drooped as if she might fall asleep, as the spring sunshine gave her skin an unearthly glow. “So you had reached the part where the Duke was sucking…something?”

      

      Emmanuel shut his eyes and tried to rein his thoughts in tight.

      

      Ten pages could be very long, particularly when three of them were devoted to the Duke sucking various parts of Anantilda’s anatomy—Emmanuel learned some very alarming euphemisms, and from the way Isabella snorted when he stuttered it, he could see that she must have come across them in her reading before—and the following three described in great detail both Anantilda and the Duke’s naked bodies.

      

      Emmanuel was bewildered that Anantilda managed to compare herself to a peach, alabaster, the first ray of the rising sun, and warm milk all at once, as none of those things were alike. Did anyone have such raptures about their own skin? Emmanuel could not ever recall having compared his to any foodstuff at all.

      

      There were three pages dedicated to penetration, which ended with climax, described in an entire page. One passage was so heavy on the metaphors that it confused Emmanuel into thinking that they fired an actual musket and killed both characters in the bloodiest version of coitus interruptus he had ever seen.  Frankly, he shared Isabella’s notion that an actual murder might improve the story.

      

      By the time Emmanuel was reading the final words, he was very, very aware that Isabella was breathing against his ear, and that she was holding very tightly onto his waistcoat.

      

      “Well?” Isabella asked. “What do you think of that?”

      

      “It does not seem anatomically sound,” Emmanuel said faintly. He dared not comment any further on the content. “And the author is so impressed with themselves that parts of it are quite obscure. Clearly, this book is not popular on its literary merits.”

      

      Isabella’s grip on him loosened.

      

      “And also,” Emmanuel continued, “Anantilda is more inconsistent than ever. She was opposed to him because he was degenerate; she has not changed her mind.”

      

      “That is a unique interpretation.”

      

      “My interpretation is that the author wanted to titillate by shoehorning this dream sequence into a story it has nothing to do with.”

      

      “Well, the purpose is enjoyment,” Isabella said. Emmanuel could feel her warm breath against his neck; Isabella’s scent was very close. “It is like enjoying a glass of fine wine by yourself…or luxuriating in the feel of silk on the skin. Don’t you ever indulge yourself?”

      

      Emmanuel thought that their current situation was the very epitome of self-indulgence. He had Isabella to himself, no one else in sight—not even a lady’s maid—and he was reading to her from some forbidden risqué novel. If that was not indulgent, he was not sure what was. Isabella’s hand had slipped down his stomach and was now dangerously close to his thigh. The spring sunshine was bracing, despite the breeze. Suddenly Emmanuel was achingly thirsty.

      

      “Let’s go inside.”

      

      Emmanuel untangled himself with some effort and started back towards the house. Isabella followed at his heels, book under her arm. She looked as flushed as Emmanuel felt. Maybe she did find the chapter scandalous, after all. Or maybe she had spent too much time out in the sun. But even in the cool interior of the house, Isabella still looked unaccountably pink.

      

      “Are you all right?” Emmanuel asked. “You look a little warm.” He laid his hand against Isabella’s forehead. “Do you have a fever?”

      

      “Perhaps I should lie down,” Isabella offered.

      

      Emmanuel was immediately alarmed. Isabella resented being bedbound the whole of her recovery. For her to willingly want to go rest must mean she felt truly unwell.

      

      “Yes, you should. I’ll go have some tea brought to you. Should I call the physician?”

      

      “Should you…” Isabella stared at him. Possibly Dr. Peddingcote had put her off sawbones for life. “No. Excuse me.”

      

      She stormed off. Emmanuel watched her scramble down the corridor in an unusual hurry. 

      

      Maybe I should make the tea willow bark, Emmanuel thought, she did seem feverish. 

      

      The dower kitchen had been well-stocked with herbs and medicines, but he still found the tin marked willow bark easily. He left a pot to steep as he rummaged around for a tray and a teacup. He was about to take the tea to Isabella when the lady’s maid assigned to her entered the cottage, gasping as she saw the tray in the Duke’s hands. “I’m just taking some willow bark tea for Miss Addison,” he felt compelled to explain. The lady’s maid made to take the tray but he shook his head.

      

      “I’ll do it.”

      

      She stepped aside, still looking quite confused. Emmanuel might have laughed if he wasn’t worried about Isabella.

      

      The bedroom door had been left ajar. Emmanuel was reaching for the doorknob when he heard a noise like a moan from within. Thinking better of it, he knocked.

      

      There was no answer. Maybe it was the wind, Emmanuel thought, and he opened the door.

      

      It was not the wind.

      

      He slammed the door closed, heart pounding, the tea tray crashing to the floor unheeded. The hand Isabella had over her mouth was inadequate to muffle the sounds she was making. Her other hand was out of sight, under the covering she had flung over herself.

      

      “Emmanuel!”

      

      “Excuse me,” Emmanuel said, strangled. “I—have some pressing business. Right now.”
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        * * *

      

      Isabella was embarrassed at being caught in flagrante, so to speak. She had thought that the Duke would have left at once—but he had not. Scrambling out of bed, she made to follow him but then paused.

      

      Perhaps I should give him some time.

      

      She had discovered that she could recreate something of the feeling she had experienced in the wood with Emmanuel by…touching herself in a certain way. The long days lounging about in bed, letting her imagination run wild, had certainly given her enough time to explore her own body.

      

      The results were not quite as…intense as they had been but she was intelligent enough to add two and two together and come to the conclusion that the missing ingredient was Emmanuel.

      

      She had wanted to bring up their marriage again but felt it was not her place to hold him to an obligation he had made in happier times. If he was still interested in consummating their relationship, then he would have to be the one to bring it up.

      

      Very soon, she would have to make a decision on where she wanted to live and she had been hoping that he would have asked her again, by now, to be his wife. She could not blame him for hesitating, though. The situation was fraught with problems.

      

      She got back into bed, covering her face with her hand, and willing the heat to recede. She did not know how she would look Emmanuel in the eye ever again.
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel could not stop thinking about Isabella. From what he had seen earlier, she was sufficiently recovered that they could…perhaps…make use of the special license he had obtained weeks ago.

      

      He sipped his brandy as he pondered the advisability of asking her to walk down the aisle. Would she even want to, with everything that stood between them?

      

      You’ll never know until you ask. That voice that sounded like his mother spoke up in his head. He sighed, pulling one of his monogrammed sheets of paper toward him and wrote a note upon it. He sealed it with his official crest before summoning the footman outside his study door.

      

      “Take this to the Peregrine estate at once.”
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        * * *

      

      Sarah burst into the dower house, startling Isabella considerably.

      

      “A note has arrived from the Duke,” she beamed at Isabella delightedly.

      

      Isabella merely raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      

      “Yes. He invites us to dine with him and his family tonight.”

      

      “Us?”

      

      “Yes!” she did a little skip, “Oh, I must write to mother at once so she can have your gown prepared.”

      

      “My gown?”

      

      “Yes, silly! For the wedding.”

      

      Isabella’s brow furrowed. “Don’t you think you’re getting a little ahead of yourself?”

      

      Sarah was already shaking her head. “No, no, no. There is only one reason he would issue a formal invitation like this and that is to make good on his proposal.”

      

      Isabella got to her feet, coming to stand flush against Sarah. “We will not bring it up if he does not, understood?”

      

      Sarah lifted her hands in airy agreement. “Of course we won’t. What do you take me for? A beggar?”

      

      She whirled on her heel and trotted off. “I must find something to wear and so should you,” she called.

      

      Isabella sighed, pulse beating a tattoo of hope and fear in her throat.

      

      Is this it?

      

      “God, I hope so.”
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was a quiet affair, just the Duke, his aunt and uncle, the Peregrines, and Isabella. She felt self-conscious in her green gown, not having realized just how much weight she had lost in her weeks of recovery. Emmanuel watched her as if she hung the moon and it made her even more uncomfortable.

      

      He did not keep them in suspense long, for as soon as the last course was cleared, he stood up to make a speech.

      

      “Lords and Ladies, you must be wondering why I have gathered you all here today.” His eyes drifted toward Isabella and he smiled. “Well, a while ago, in happier times, I asked this beautiful lady to join with me in matrimony. I will ask again tonight. Miss Isabella Addison, will you be my wife?”

      

      It was all Isabella could do not to jump up and dance a jig. She smiled at Emmanuel, wide and happy, before putting her hand to her bosom. “Why, Your Grace, this is so sudden.”

      

      He grinned at her, stepping away from his seat and coming around the table to stand in front of her with his hand held out for her to take. She slipped her hand into his, her ring glinting in the firelight. He looked down at it, and then up at her.

      

      “Do you still…?” he asked.

      

      “I do.”

      

      He brought her finger to his lips and kissed the ring, never breaking eye contact. “So do I.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Consummation

        

      

    

    
      “Are you going to tie me to the headboard?”

      

      It took Emmanuel too long to comprehend Isabella’s question, so distracted was he by her attire. Rather than a nightgown, or even lacy, yet demure chemise, Isabella was in Emmanuel’s discarded shirt from the ball.

      

      It covered everything while still leaving her exposed, the fire backlighting her to perfection so that he could see every curve of her body through the thin material, perky nipples standing to attention, her bare legs begging him to wrap them around his waist.

      

      He took a deep breath.

      

      To think that Isabella had entertained the notion that Emmanuel would not want to marry her, and yet she still allowed him so many liberties, including risking her reputation to be alone with him…it boggled Emmanuel’s mind. He was not worthy of her—he knew that.

      

      Emmanuel had brought some rope with him, pink silk, which he set on the bed beside Isabella.

      

      “Shall I?”

      

      “Well, you did promise that we would try this on our wedding night.”

      

      “Yes, I did. I expect most marriages do not begin with this extreme, so I thought I’d better ask.”

      

      The idea of binding Isabella made Emmanuel uncertain. He had no desire to terrorize her or frighten her into obedience. If Isabella sent him from the chamber now, Emmanuel would go. But there was still something terribly erotic about her wanting to try this, with him.

      

      “Is it painful?”

      

      “No.”

      

      “Have you actually—?”

      

      “Yes.”

      

      “Oh.”

      

      “We need not if the idea disturbs you.”

      

      “No, I wish it.”

      

      Emmanuel smoothed Isabella’s mussed hair and then reached for his shirt, unbuttoning it slowly as he stared into Isabella’s eyes. She watched him, back arched as he undid the last button.

      

      Isabella blushed, unearthly in the sliver of moonlight through the window, as she allowed Emmanuel to slide the shirt off her shoulders leaving her bare to his eyes. She folded her hands in her lap and stared at Emmanuel with wide eyes.

      

      Emmanuel set his shirt aside before using a silken kerchief to blindfold her. Isabella shivered as the knot was tied, but insisted it was neither too tight nor too frightening. In fact, it was quite liberating—the book she had read did not mention that.

      

      He had the sense Isabella was impatient with his attempts to be comforting. Emmanuel lifted Isabella’s arms and wrapped the rope about her wrists. It was simple enough to tie her securely, and when Isabella pulled, there was not much give, and she was well and caught.

      

      And entirely at Emmanuel’s mercy.

      

      He traced over Isabella’s arms, to begin with, down the insides of pale wrists, over her arms and shoulders, smooth and silken, except where there was a rough bump from her knife wound. It had scarred over but was still quite prominent. He stared at it, tears misting his eyes. Leaning down, he placed a gentle kiss upon it, holding onto her as she jerked away.

      

      “Shh. It’s only me.”

      

      “I know. Let’s not think of that tonight.”

      

      He nodded, even if she could not see him.

      

      Isabella’s whole body was tight with cold, skin pebbled with gooseflesh, nipples red and hard. Her stomach was drawn taut as she held her breath. She bit at her lip to keep quiet as he licked and sucked his way down her body.

      

      Isabella’s pulse through her skin was racing.

      

      Emmanuel bent down to kiss her forehead, and then her nose, and then her lips. He lingered there, Isabella’s mouth slow against his own, Isabella’s body arched against his hands.

      

      He ought to say something, to describe the beauty of Isabella’s every feature to her, but words failed him utterly. Instead, Emmanuel stripped off his waistcoat and cravat, and then seated himself at Isabella’s side; he turned her to expose her flushed nipples.

      

      Isabella shuddered.

      

      “Shall I mark you mine?” he murmured into her skin, teeth grazing her tender flesh.

      

      “Not yet…”

      

      Emmanuel let his mouth wander, stilling Isabella’s body with his fingers. The ruffles on his shirt scraped over her skin as he lay atop her, laving Isabella’s collarbone, before laying butterfly kisses, in lazy spirals over her heart. In the two months since their engagement, and then her accident, Isabella had lost a little weight.

      

      She needs feeding up, Emmanuel thought, fingertips trailing up Isabella’s side.

      

      “Please,” Isabella said. “Emmanuel.”

      

      “Yes?”

      

      “Could you…?”

      

      “Could I…?”

      

      Isabella scowled at him, though she couldn’t see Emmanuel through her blindfold.

      

      Emmanuel laughed and had mercy on her. He turned his attention to Isabella’s pert nipples, which drew a shudder out of her. Isabella was blooming, pink from her cheeks down to her soft stomach.

      

      Only Emmanuel’s weight over her body was holding her still. The scent of rosewater lingered on her skin. Isabella must have bathed in it.

      

      Emmanuel could scarcely imagine it, Isabella fumbling to unlace herself of her bodice, perhaps undoing her garters before sliding her stockings down. Taking her gloves off, letting her hair down with her petticoats all crumpled on the floor. Stretching herself out on the bed, laying herself out like a pagan sacrifice of old.

      

      “Why did you wear my shirt?” Emmanuel asked, between sucking marks into Isabella’s bosom and belly. He could taste the sweat on Isabella’s skin. “I seem to recall being billed for your trousseau.”

      

      “I read it in a novel about a pirate and the lady he kidnapped in the high seas. She wears his shirt because she has nothing else and it drives him mad with lust.” Isabella said breathlessly.

      

      She groaned as Emmanuel caught the tip of one nipple between his teeth. “I think, ah…I think it worked.”

      

      Emmanuel grinned. “It most certainly did. Thank you for making the night memorable already.”

      

      “You’re most welcome, Your Grace,” Isabella panted. “Don’t stop—”

      

      Emmanuel dipped his tongue into Isabella’s navel, dragging his nails over Isabella’s hips. He drew a line down from Isabella’s navel, low over her belly, down until he was just touching Isabella’s center, so lightly that Isabella tried to lift her hips to meet Emmanuel’s hand.

      

      “Do you like it?”

      

      “Oh…I cannot tell for you have stopped. Like I told you not to.”

      

      Emmanuel kissed deliberately between Isabella’s thighs, where she was damp and delicious.

      

      “I would suspend no pleasure of yours, my love,” he said between kisses, “but I want to take it slow and give you everything that you deserve tonight.”

      

      “And I want to do the same for you,” Isabella panted. “I want to be a wanton maiden for you if that is what you desire, or a virginal—oh!”

      

      She keened as Emmanuel started to suck gently at the swollen bud that crowned her sex, laving it with his tongue. The way Isabella tasted made Emmanuel drunker than any brandy he had ever drunk; was headier than the best wine. Her thighs trembled as she tried to rut against Emmanuel’s mouth. Her pulse was erratic between Emmanuel’s lips, her harsh breathing like music to Emmanuel’s ears.

      

      Emmanuel continued his ministrations, ceaseless like the oncoming tide until Isabella’s breath quickened. Then Emmanuel lifted his head.

      

      “Finish it,” Isabella hissed.

      

      “You finish. Tell me, how long have you been reading in preparation for this?”

      

      Isabella’s expression was wildly displeased, but one soft lick coaxed her to speak.

      

      “I—I started because I was bored of lying around all day and I had a lot of time to think about…I wanted to learn more—ah, to make sure that what happened in the wood was—”

      

      Emmanuel stopped again when Isabella trailed off. “Was what?”

      

      “I wanted to make sure it was not some flight of fancy or one-time thing,” Isabella admitted. Emmanuel put his mouth on her again and set to pleasuring her in earnest, two fingers pressed deep inside her. “I only—I knew that I—I wanted to explore my own body, to know what it was that set off that spark, whether I could get there without you or—” Her heels scraped against the sheets as Emmanuel gripped her hips and buried his tongue inside her alongside his fingers.

      

      Isabella’s scream of pleasure was no doubt heard throughout the Manor.

      

      Emmanuel caressed Isabella as she composed herself, her delicate ankles, calves and knees, and then her face. Isabella did not say a word as Emmanuel untied the blindfold and tossed the mangled ribbon to the side, then undid the bonds around Isabella’s delicate wrists. She reached for him, and Emmanuel settled beside her on the luxurious bed, intertwining their limbs like ivy entangling around a tower.

      

      Isabella tried to put her hand beneath Emmanuel’s shirt, and without thought, Emmanuel batted it away.

      

      “Emmanuel?”

      

      “Don’t.”

      

      “Why?” Isabella asked, incredulous. Her brows were drawn. “You won’t even undress?”

      

      Emmanuel was a man who knew what he looked like. The scars on his body culminating in an ugly stump of a leg. Where Isabella’s body was loveliness personified, Emmanuel’s had the ugliness of his youthful accident and the experience of living with a prosthetic limb. There was nothing attractive about his naked body.  He had no desire to show Isabella his mutilated self, unclothed, and see the pity in her eyes, watch her recoil rather than touch.

      

      Isabella was too kind to tell him he was hideous, but if she thought it and could not hide it…

      

      “Not tonight.”

      

      “But why?” Isabella’s eyes narrowed. “Are you in pain?”

      

      “I am fine, really. There is no need for—”

      

      “Why are you hiding from me?”

      

      “I do assure you, Isabella—”

      

      “No. Do not lie to me, Emmanuel.” She was glaring at him with lips stretched in a grim line.

      

      Emmanuel drew Isabella close enough to kiss; Isabella’s lashes cast long fine shadows on her cheeks as her eyes fell shut at Emmanuel’s touch. She let Emmanuel kiss her, and stroke her soft hair, and draw his wrists over Isabella’s neck to scent her. He buried his nose in the crook of her neck and inhaled deeply of her essence.

      

      “Would you let me mark you mine?”

      

      “I will let you…when you undress.”

      

      “Perhaps I am deformed.”

      

      “Emmanuel, I want you to hear me clearly. I married you, knowing that you are a one-legged fool. Now I need to see my husband in all his glory. Will you deny me?” Isabella rubbed her wrist against Emmanuel’s neck in return. “If it is my—my lack of experience you fear, I did ask for advice and—”

      

      “You asked for what?”

      

      “Sarah recommended a book.”

      

      “Your sister supplied you with erotica?”

      

      “Well, I wanted to be prepared!”

      

      Emmanuel flushed in spite of himself. He found Isabella’s boldness most gratifying. She had no scruples about bodily pleasures and he thought it might bode well for their marriage if only he—or they—could get over this one hiccup. He knew it was nothing but his pride holding him back; but for a long time, pride was all he had. It was difficult to trust that this wonderful thing he had found would survive exposure to his stump.

      

      However, if Isabella could be as brave as to research, and then allow him to take all these liberties with her, surely Emmanuel could brave merely removing his clothes…and his wooden leg. He must be a good husband and meet Isabella where she was.

      

      “Very well,” Emmanuel mumbled. He turned his face into Isabella’s hand, and let Isabella support him for a moment. “I will undress if you wish.”

      

      “I do wish.”

      

      “Mm.”

      

      With great reluctance, they detached themselves. Isabella sat up to watch as Emmanuel unbuttoned the neck of his shirt and untucked it. He gripped the hem, palms clammy with nerves, all too aware of Isabella’s eyes upon him, wide with emotion, dark as the night sky, flecks of moonlight caught in his pupils.

      

      He threw the shirt on the floor.

      

      Isabella stared at him intently for a number of seconds. Each moment her eyes were fixed on Emmanuel was a nerve-wracking eternity. Emmanuel hadn’t been undressed in front of another human being in a long time.

      

      His manservant was aware of his predilections; his past lovers, unattached to him as they were, did not question it. Emmanuel had only looked at his bare naked self when he needed the reminder, late at night with cold sweat beaded on his brow from the nightmares, that he did not die.

      

      Isabella reached out, fingertips almost brushing Emmanuel’s skin, but did not touch him.

      

      “Take it all off?”

      

      Emmanuel closed his eyes and breathed deep. “Very well.”

      

      His hand reached for his breeches. He pulled them off in one fell swoop and then reached down and detached his wooden leg. He placed it aside before hopping over to the bed and sitting down. He let Isabella explore with her hands and her eyes. She laid her palm flat against his stump, over scar and skin.

      

      Emmanuel did not have much sensation around the stump. Yet he could have sworn that Isabella’s touch penetrated him, that the heat of her hands warmed the heart pounding in Emmanuel’s breast.

      

      “I know it is ugly.”

      

      “You survived,” Isabella said. She rested her forehead against Emmanuel’s. “That is what matters.”

      

      “I am like this inside, too.”

      

      Emmanuel closed his eyes against the memories welling up in him.

      

      “I know,” Isabella whispered. Emmanuel could feel her breath against his lips with every word. “I want to see those, too. All of them. Everything.”

      

       Emmanuel closed the space between them, fusing his lips to hers.
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        * * *

      

      Isabella clung to him, letting him squeeze and lick and suck as he would. She did as she had been longing to do for too long, and wrapped her legs around his waist. He made an inarticulate sound—of pain or pleasure, Isabella couldn’t tell—and rutted against her thigh. His hard length was a like an iron band poking at her skin and for a moment she was fearful. Sarah had said it would hurt quite badly but she was to close her eyes and bear it.

      

      Isabella could not imagine Emmanuel hurting her.

      

      His warm hands folded around her thighs, widening the space between and she felt something hard and hot, questing, seeking and then finding the center of her. She felt stretched, possessed, overwhelmed with the immediacy of it all. He was inside her, around her, she was surrounded by him.

      

      A pinprick of pain had her jerking and he murmured soft apologies in her ear. She shook her head, thrusting her hips upward to urge him on. It was all the encouragement he needed to plunder her, over and over, his hot hard length filling her to capacity and beyond, the sounds emanating from his throat driving her mad. Her body was not her own anymore.

      

      “Emmanuel!” she cried out as she arched upward, feeling his release as her own body suckled him dry, shaking and trembling, with no control of mind or body. She slumped back onto the luxuriant pillows and let herself go.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, after a cold dinner and a mutual agreement to remain scandalously naked, Isabella insisted upon demonstrating for Emmanuel one of the particular positions described in the book Sarah provided her.

      

      As they lie breathless on the floor together, the banked fire burning low, Emmanuel put his lips to Isabella’s ear. “I have something to tell you.”

      

      She turned to him, a smile ready to burst from her lips. “I’m listening.”

      

      “I once told you that I would divulge to you a secret, once we were wed.”

      

      Isabella sat up, her mouth wide open as she remembered. “You did indeed.” She hit his chest, “I had almost forgot. Thank you for reminding me.”

      

      Emmanuel snorted. “Ah, you had forgot? I should have kept my mouth shut.”

      

      Isabella lowered herself onto his chest. “Don’t say that. I am dying to know.”

      

      “Oh, you are? So eager are you to know that you forgot?”

      

      “I didn’t forget…my time was simply taken up with other things. Now please, tell me, tell me, tell me.”

      

      Emmanuel laughed. “Very well, I shall tell you.”

      

      He paused, huffing a breath as he stared up at the ceiling as if thinking. Isabella raised an eyebrow as she waited.

      

      “When I was a boy, I had the awful habit of stripping to my unmentionables and taking my wooden leg off. Andrews would then throw rocks to me, which I would hit with my leg so that it flew across the water.  The goal was twofold; to cause as much damage to the leg as possible and to hit the rock as far into the lake as possible. We would wait for the splash and then debate whether it was the furthest distance I’d ever hit a rock.”

      

      “Hmm, lots of questions come to mind but pray tell, you haven’t mentioned your nickname yet.”

      

      “Patience, young one…my nickname was…Splash.”

      

      “What?” Isabella laughed. “But why?”

      

      “Because we were silly boys. Because we took this game and made throwing that rock, the be all and end all of everything. All my anger, grief, sadness…it all went into my swing. And when the rock hit the water, with a splash…it all faded away.”

      

      Isabella simply lifted a skeptical eyebrow at him.

      

      He returned the look, his mouth twisted, “And also, because we were constantly arguing about the distance of the splash.”

      

      Isabella smiled. “I expect both explanations are equally true.”

      

      “Yes. One was just more obvious than the other.”

      

      “So you took your frustrations out on your poor prosthetic leg.”

      

      Emmanuel shrugged. “I had to make sure it was strong enough to bear me.”

      

      Isabella squinted. “That was, I suspect, unintentionally profound.”

      

      Emmanuel smiled. “Is there another way to be profound?”

      

      They shared a laugh, letting the sound soak up the heavy silence that resulted from Emmanuel’s confessions. Isabella, in deference to Emmanuel’s desires, was wearing her pearl earrings and diamonds around her neck.

      

      “You should know, darling,” Emmanuel whispered, “that I sleep very poorly.” Nightmares plagued too many of Emmanuel’s nights, especially after the return of his memories of that night.

      

      “Don’t worry, I’ll protect you,” Isabella replied with a soft smile.

      

      “It’s all I could ever ask for,” Emmanuel replied.

      

      
        
        The End?
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        Eager to know more on how Isabella and Emmanuel’s relationship evolved? Then enjoy this free complimentary short story featuring the beloved couple.

      

        

      
        Simply TAP HERE to read it now for FREE! or use this link: http://oliviabennet.com/8u3u directly in your browser.

      

        

      
        I guarantee you, that you won’t be disappointed ♥
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      He is her only escape. She is his only prison.

      

      When Jemima Livington, only daughter of the Duke of Cowden, is forced to marry a man she loathes, she runs away. Disguised as a young sailor, she boards the Evening Star to escape her horrid fate.

      

      Simon Fitzwalles, Earl of Burhill, has the sea as his only mistress. Lonely but mysterious, his life changes unexpectedly when he saves a young, handsome sailor from assault.

      

      But Jemima’s betrothed is an obsessive man who won’t stop until he finds her…and he is getting closer by the minute.

      

      Soon Jemima will find out that he and the ravishing Earl share a common past. The answer to an old calamity, that, once exposed, will be either her ticket to freedom or to her eternal captivity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      You cannot hide from me. I will have you for myself.

      Peter Sheton, the Marquess of Beaurgant, prowled the halls of Cowden Manor, in search of the young lady who had caught his eye. It was not only her looks that had captivated him with such intensity, but the fortune that would undoubtedly come with her, should he secure his prize. She was the daughter of the Duke of Cowden—a remarkable beauty with the most exquisite, raven-black hair and dark, blue eyes that reminded him of rare sapphires. The kind worn on the pallid décolletage of far inferior ladies.

      As he scoured the corridors for her, he thought how delighted he would be to purchase some such gems for her. A gift, to bring out the delightful shade of her eyes. A prominent piece, perhaps, so that everyone would know where the jewels had come from. Something around her neck, to show the ton who she belonged to.

      She does not belong to me yet, but she will soon enough.

      He smiled to himself as he kept on down the wide hallway. His eyes took in the portraits that hung from the walls, showing the Cowden dynasty in all their glory. He paused for a moment beside one of Lady Jemima—the young lady he sought. With a sigh, he brushed his fingertip across the contours of her soft jaw, feeling the ridges of the oil paint.

      As he stared intently into the impression of her dark blue eyes, he wondered what it might be like to feel her real flesh beneath his fingertips. He would claw and grasp and clutch at her, desperate to make her entirely his. There would be children, no doubt, but he would make sure she kept her fine figure. Just because she would become a mother did not mean she would escape the obligations of being a dutiful wife.

      “You will blossom as the Marchioness of Beaurgant,” he whispered.

      Casting a shy glance along the corridor, to make sure there was nobody around to see him, he leaned into the portrait and placed a kiss upon her painted lips. The prospect of the real thing made him shiver with pleasure, imagining her smooth skin beneath his touch and the softness of her breath against his cheek.

      First, however, he had to get her to agree to a dance. Thus far, she had rebuffed him, but that only spurred him on to pursue her harder. He was not the sort of gentleman who gave up on what he desired. A challenge was a thrill to him, and the wildest horses were the most satisfying to break. Lady Jemima Livington was no exception. Fortunately for her, he was an exceptional horseman, well versed in the whims of the strong-willed.
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        * * *

      

      He will not find me here. Please, do not let him find me here.

      Jemima Livington pressed herself back against the doorway of her father’s study, as the sound of the ball raged on below. Laughter and music drifted down the hallways, but she could not enjoy a single note. Her heart pounded in her chest as she struggled to catch her breath. She felt like prey within her own home. And it did not sit well with her at all.

      She had spent the evening running from the lecherous advances of Lord Peter Sheton, the Marquess of Beaurgant. He seemed almost maniacal in his pursuit of her, hardly giving her a moment to herself, despite her polite rebuffing of his endless requests to dance. She was not one for social graces, but she did not think her father would look too kindly on a coarser form of rejection to this unyielding gentleman.

      “Ah, there you are.” A voice called up from the bottom of the winding staircase, prompting her heart to leap into her mouth. She knew that voice. She had heard it, perpetually in her ear, for the last two hours.

      Her shoulders sagged. Am I never to escape this uncouth fellow?

      “Lady Jemima, did you not hear me?” Lord Beaurgant said. He had one hand on the banister, as though he intended to follow her up to the first floor of the house. That, in itself, spoke volumes. To step into private territory was tantamount to searching through someone’s personal belongings, as far as Jemima was concerned.

      “I heard you, Lord Beaurgant,” she replied, eyeing the hallway ahead. If she made a run for the shadows there, he might hesitate to follow her. Then again, from what she had garnered of him in the past few hours, he would only wait until she emerged again. And her mother would never believe her, if she claimed she had taken suddenly ill with a mystery malaise, especially as she had slipped away from her chaperone in her haste. She was more likely to receive a scolding than any sympathy.

      “Is something the matter, Lady Jemima?” He looked at her curiously, his brown eyes glinting with amusement. Did he know how uncomfortable he was making her? If he did, it only seemed to excite him.

      “Not at all,” she replied, steeling herself. “I was simply too hot in the ballroom and needed to partake of some cooler air.”

      “And how are you feeling now?”

      “I am still somewhat stifled.” She hoped he understood the subtext in her words, but it did not seem as if he was listening. Either that, or he simply did not care for her feelings.

      He smiled. “Perhaps, you and I may take a walk in the gardens? The air is much fresher out there.”

      “I do not think so, Lord Beaurgant, though I thank you for your concern.”

      “I could send for your lady’s maid to chaperone, if that is your worry?”

      Jemima gritted her teeth. “It was drizzling earlier this evening, and I should hate to catch cold.” With it being the end of September, the last breath of Summer was beginning to fade from the land. Already, the emerald green of the leaves had begun to darken to an autumnal amber, the edges curling in readiness to drop to the ground below. The balmy warmth of the evenings had given way to a permeating chill, the tentative winds nipping at bare cheeks.

      And I sense that having you beside me would only turn the evening colder.

      She did not say so out loud, though she dearly longed to. This gentleman was treading a fine line between propriety and dishonorable intention, and she did not want to give him any opportunity to lean towards the latter. If she had only been brazen enough, she would have made a terse comment to send him on his way.

      “Then, perhaps you might accompany me back to the ballroom? We do not need to dance if you are unwell, but we may converse at our leisure there.” Lord Beaurgant had a fixed smile upon his lips that unnerved Jemima. She had never known a gentleman to be so unrelenting, and she had experienced her fair share of potential suitors.

      “I think I will rest awhile here, instead,” she replied.

      “Come now, what is the use in standing alone, when you may sit in comfort? The orchestra is very fine. The music will do you some good, I am certain of it.”

      Would you leave me be! She wanted to scream it at the top of her lungs, but her throat had tightened.

      Since coming out into society a year ago, when she came of age, she had endured the advances and affections of several charming young gentlemen. She knew how to be polite and courteous, and how to decline with grace, but she had never entertained the idea of their courtship.

      Ever since she was a little girl, she had dreamed of a love that could overcome anything. She felt that she would know the gentleman who would provide her with that, the moment he appeared. Thus far, he had not, and she would not settle for anything less. She had seen enough marriages of convenience within her family to persuade her that such a thing was nothing short of a lifetime entrapment.

      And if this loutish gentleman thought he was somehow different, he was desperately wrong. Of all the gentlemen who had made their affections known to her, he was, by far, the most insufferable. She would rather have settled for a lackluster marriage with one of the other suitors than this vile specimen, who seemed determined to back her into a corner. He screamed ‘danger’ through his every pore.

      “No, thank you,” she reiterated. “I am quite content to catch my breath here for a time. You may return to the ballroom. I will do well enough by myself.”

      “If you are unwell, it would be improper of me to leave you alone. What if something were to happen to you?”

      “Please, Lord Beaurgant, I assure you I will be quite well by myself.” She wanted nothing more than for him to go away. This was not the way she wished to spend her evening. Indeed, she was not particularly fond of social occasions at the best of times, but she loathed them all the more when there were ulterior motives afoot.

      When the ball had been announced, she had already been dubious about the entire affair, but the Duke and Duchess had convinced her that it was to be a simple celebration, to honor their twenty-year anniversary. They promised her they would not attempt matchmaking, though her mother was eager to see her wed before she reached her twentieth year. Jemima had been foolish enough to believe them, hoping that, for once, nothing would be expected of her.

      Although, she did not entirely think they had orchestrated this. Even her father would have disapproved of such outward pursuit by a gentleman. Her mother, on the other hand, would likely have thought it sweet, merely putting such intensity down to the passion of Lord Beaurgant. That was the trouble with the Duchess of Cowden—if a potential engagement was at stake, she saw the very best in everyone.

      “I must insist that you return to the ballroom. I believe I saw the Duke and Duchess in there, not a moment ago. It may be of benefit to you, to let them know that you are not feeling quite yourself,” Lord Beaurgant urged.

      He is not going to relent, is he?

      Heaving out a weary breath, Jemima realized that she only had one option before her; to do what was required of her and play up to the role of the sole daughter of the Cowden dynasty. It would keep the peace, if nothing else.

      “Very well,” she said quietly, smoothing down the front of her emerald green, silk gown. The necklace around her throat felt impossibly tight, as though it might choke her at any moment. She pushed her fingers beneath the green ribbon, to try and loosen it, but she knew it was not really the necklace that bothered her. Still, it served as another stark reminder of the restraints that rested upon the young ladies of England.

      An emblem of the ties that bound them to family and duty.

      “You will return to the ballroom with me?” Lord Beaurgant smirked in triumph.

      “If only to speak with my mother and father, yes.”

      He held out his hand to her. Reluctantly, she rested her gloved fingertips gingerly atop the proffered hand and allowed him to lead her back to the revels within the main body of the house.

      As they walked, he stood a little too close to her, the side of his tailcoat brushing against her hip. She arched herself away, resenting the fact that he had bullied her into joining him. The moment she walked into the ballroom at his side, people would gossip. And the one thing she hated more than social gatherings was gossipmongers. That, and getting her mother’s hopes up.

      I will not settle for you, Lord Beaurgant. You may be assured of that.

      “I think you are starting to enjoy my company, are you not?” Lord Beaurgant chuckled, as he escorted her back into the ballroom. The dancing and the music almost seemed to stop, all eyes turning towards Jemima. Her eyes narrowed, her chest clenched in a vise-like grip.

      She did not want to be here. Not just in this ballroom, but in this house, surrounded by these people. She did not want any part in it. Her stomach churned as she tried to avoid the curious stares that bombarded her. Meanwhile, Lord Beaurgant beamed like the cat who had managed to get a taste of the cream.

      No…I will not perform for you all. I will not be a monkey, chained up for your entertainment. Tearing her hand away from Lord Beaurgant, she sketched a clumsy curtsey at him.

      “I am sorry, Lord Beaurgant. I really do feel unwell. Please, excuse me.” Turning away from him without another word, she hurried from the ballroom and raced for the staircase, praying he would not intercept her before she reached the sanctuary of her chambers. As she ran, she felt the heat of a thousand eyes upon her back.

      One thing was for certain, after such a dramatic departure, the rumor mill would be in full swing. And there was nothing she could do, or say, to silence it.
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      Simon Fitzwalles stood upon the wharf, looking out at the sea as the sun came up.

      Vibrant bolts of blush pink and visceral scarlet shot through the dusky mauve of the sky, tinged with burnished orange and a hint of gold. It reminded him of the rolls of silk that were stowed away on his ship, ready to be offloaded and sold to the highest bidder, where they would be fashioned into gowns of true beauty and style.

      As the cold breeze swept up from the water, bringing with it the briny tang of salt and festering fish, a small smile crept onto his lips. He adored the ocean, more than anywhere else in the world. There was a freedom there that could not be denied and could not be found upon land.

      Although he had an estate of his own, as the Earl of Burhill, he rarely found himself within the claustrophobic walls of his household. He had never wanted to be handed anything in life, though that had been his destiny from birth. The notion of inheritance had always stuck like a fishbone in the back of his throat. It came with too many provisos, and too much power in the hands of the person who would pass that inheritance down.

      In his case, that person had been his father. Gerald Fitzwalles, the previous Earl of Burhill, had not been a cruel man, nor had he been a particularly unjust man. But he had always been a gentleman of duty and of certain expectations, especially when it came to his only son. Those expectations had been impressed upon Simon for the entirety of his life. He had always kept to the heel of his father, doing as he was told, the moment he was told to do it.

      Throughout his childhood, and into his adulthood, Simon had always felt trapped by the establishment he had been born into. Yes, he had stood to inherit a grand title and a pleasant estate, when the time came, but it came at a price. One that he had grown tired of paying, when it meant his endless presence in society, and bowing and scraping to the upper echelons he was supposed to be equal to.

      So, when his father had died but two years ago, Simon had decided to make a bold change in his life. He had paid his dues to his father, whilst the gentleman had been alive, and to the title that had become his. For the first time, with his father’s passing, he had finally had the opportunity to do something for himself. And he had seized that chance with both hands.

      No longer content to wander about the empty halls of Burhill Towers, he had made the unprecedented decision to delve into the merchant trade. He still saw to his duties at Burhill Towers, but he only did so when he was not traveling. In the interim, he left those duties in the capable hands of his steward, Asher.

      This is living.

      He gazed upon the ships coming in and out of the harbor, wondering what treasures they held, and what business they provided for. He had purchased several ships of his own, with some of the inheritance he had received from his father, and had chosen to trade in silk and spices.

      Already, in the years that had gone by since his father’s death, he had traveled farther than any of the Fitzwalles before him. He had been to India, to Africa, to Europe, to the Americas, stopping at exotic ports all across the world—more than he could even remember. And yet, he treasured each one, for they reminded him that there was so much more to this Earth than one tiny island.

      “It looks to be a fine morning, My Lord.” Simon turned to find the Captain of his flagship, the Evening Star, approaching him. Captain James McMorrow was a seasoned sailor with a fine reputation. Simon had personally handpicked him to lead his fleet and enjoyed sailing alongside him. Indeed, Simon had come to think of James as more of a friend than an employee. Spending so much time out at sea with a man would do that.

      “I was just thinking that very thing,” Simon replied.

      “Are we still sailing on Wednesday morn?”

      Simon nodded. “With the dawn tide.”

      “Your thirst for the sea gets stronger each time we come back to England, My Lord.” James chuckled. “We’ve barely been back two days, and yet we sail again in four.”

      “Do you not believe we can sell our wares in such a short time?” Simon often looked to James for business advice, for even though he had been part of this merchant world for a few years, he still felt like a novice from time to time.

      “Our wares will be gone by Monday’s auction, My Lord. There’s no fear in that. I just thought I’d note how eager you are to be back upon the ocean. There’s a charm to it, if I may say so. Once it’s cast its spell on you, there’s no going back. That’s why we sailors keep on, no matter the hardships of the last voyage or the challenges of the next.”

      Simon smiled. “You think the ocean has cast its spell on me?”

      “For sure, My Lord. She’s got her claws into you, and no mistake.”

      “Then, the ocean may be the only wife I ever take,” he said, with a sad heaviness in his chest.

      Spending so much time away from England left no time for the pursuit of a wife. He did not mind so much, at the present moment, but he often wondered if that would change. After all, he was not getting any younger. Then again, he could not think of a single lady who would take on such a gentleman as him. To the ton, he was a peculiarity, and nobody wanted to marry their daughter off to a peculiarity.

      “There are worse wives to have, believe me,” James replied, with a smirk. “She’s not so different to most of them. When she’s angry, there’ll be a storm. When you’ve done wrong, you’ll wish you’d never set out with her. And when she’s at peace, she’ll seem the most beautiful thing in all the world.”

      Simon laughed. “Very poetic, Captain.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “And how is your lady wife? I trust she was glad to see you safely returned?”

      James nodded. “Aye, she was singing your praises, right enough. Says she’s never worried when I’m out on the Evening Star. She thinks you were born under a lucky one—a star, that is. The boys are much bigger now, though. They’ll be young men soon enough, and I’ll wonder where all them years went.”

      “Is that why you want us to remain here a while longer?” Simon eyed James, feeling a small twist of guilt in his chest. The sailors on board his vessels had chosen this life, but he could not help feeling slightly responsible that those with families were missing out on so much of the ordinary, day-to-day business.

      “Goodness me, no. My wife and I can only be in the same house for a week or two before one of us wants to kill the other,” he replied, with a grin. “She knows my mistress is the sea, and she’s more than happy to share me. And the boys are always pleased to see me back. I doubt they’d be as eager if I were home all the time. They’d get tired of me, right quick.”

      “You are a good man, Captain.”

      “As are you, My Lord.”

      In companionable silence, they both turned their gaze out towards the water, watching the burning horizon give way to the new day. As Simon saw the first rays peeking through the wispy clouds, he wondered what adventures lay before him. Four days until they set sail seemed like four days too many. He was desperate for the freedom of the ocean waves again, and the gentle rock of the Evening Star beneath his feet.

      Here on land, he risked the ghosts of Burhill Towers coming back to haunt him, impressing his duties upon him, and the incessant pull of the ton trying to rope him back into a more respectable existence. He had lived too long under the duress of others, and he would never do so again.

      The Evening Star was his ticket to the rest of the world. And he would not give that up for anything.
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        * * *

      

      Not too far away, sitting in the drawing room of Beaurgant House, Peter Sheton tapped his fingertip against his brandy glass and stared into the dying embers of the night’s fire. The sun was almost coming up outside the window, though he had only returned home an hour ago.

      Even without Lady Jemima’s company, there had been plenty to keep him occupied at the Cowden residence. In fact, her absence had given him the prime opportunity to speak with Andrew Livington, the Duke of Cowden, who just so happened to be Lady Jemima’s father. The gentleman was a logical, sensible man, which worked well in Peter’s favor.

      He had heard whisperings from several guests at the Cowden’s ball that Lady Jemima was proving rather difficult when it came to marriage. At nineteen years of age, she was not yet beyond the pale, but it appeared as though her mother was extremely keen to see her wed before the year was out. And Peter had the perfect solution. One that benefitted himself and the Duke and Duchess of Cowden.

      He had been plain about his intentions, and the Duke had responded well. True, he was only an Marquess, but the Duke was a reasonable fellow. Rumors of a difficult, headstrong daughter were hard to quell amongst the social elite, and there were very few gentlemen who were up to the task of bringing such a lady into obedience.

      Peter liked to think of himself as precisely that sort of gentlemen. Indeed, he prided himself on it.

      “And you are of good standing?” the Duke had asked him, over brandy in the gentlemen’s smoking room.

      “Of greater wealth than one would expect of a Marquess,” Peter had replied. “And I have the means to ensure the happiness of your daughter. I would take great pains to give her all she could ever hope for, and I would honor her to the end of my days. I am an honest gentleman, of excellent reputation, and I am eager to make a proposal of marriage, if you would accept such a thing?”

      Peter smiled contentedly as he recalled the Duke’s favorable response. Feeling victorious, he downed the dregs of his brandy and rang the bell for another. He had cause to celebrate.

      Lady Jemima might have thought she could escape him, and embarrass him by running from his side, but he would be the one to have the last laugh. Whilst it was true that he intended to give her all she could ever wish for, he did not expect it to be an easy road ahead. Nor did he want it to be. Her indifference, and near disdain, towards him was intoxicating. And he could not wait for the day when she had no choice but to obey him.

      You will be mine, Lady Jemima. I will have you, one way or another. And, if you fight…oh, I hope you fight…that will only make the experience more enjoyable for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Andrew, the Duke of Cowden, sat patiently at the breakfast table, awaiting the arrival of his daughter. He had always hoped for sons, but they had not been gifted with any, throughout his marriage to Leonora, the Duchess. There had been the chance of one, many years ago, before Jemima was even born, but the infant had not survived past a week old. It was still a difficult memory for him to recall, even after so long.

      That was not to say that he did not love his daughter, for he cared about her deeply, but it had come as quite the surprise to discover how trying young ladies could be, once they reached womanhood. Duty and responsibility had always been of paramount importance to him, and his family, and he could not understand her reluctance to marry. She was far too much of a dreamer, with her head forever in the clouds.

      She will be content once she is wed.

      He had come to the conclusion shortly after Jemima had come of age, though he had left the matchmaking endeavors up to his wife, for the most part. She seemed to know more about romance than he did, for he did not believe it was a requirement in the contract of marriage. And yet, he had been happy enough these past twenty years. He had come to love Leonora above all others, and he knew his daughter would experience the same, once a husband had been chosen.

      Yes, I am certain of it.

      He desired to see his daughter protected by a reasonable, kind, well-respected gentleman of good means and excellent character. And he believed he had found the perfect match. As a daughter, she could not inherit Cowden Manor, nor the title that came with it. And he knew that her only means of security would be found within a marriage of her own.

      The sooner, the better, as far as I am concerned.

      “Must you tell her today, Andrew?” the Duchess asked, as she sipped her tea. Even in her advancing years, Leonora was still a beauty. Jemima had been gifted with the same fine looks and raven black hair, though Jemima’s eyes were more like his own—a dark, stormy blue that were not good at keeping secrets.

      “There is no time like the present, my darling,” he replied. “Do you not agree that the match is favorable?”

      “I believe it is very favorable, though I always hoped she might marry a Duke. Someone of slightly better standing than a Marquess.”

      “The rumors are spreading of her strong will and independent spirit, darling. We cannot allow it to progress so far that no gentleman will dare to make an offer towards her.” He paused. “Unfortunately, I am of the mindset that this is the only choice she may have. There are many jealous, fickle young ladies amongst the ton, and they have taken it upon themselves to deter any of those more fitting prospects.”

      Leonora sighed. “Why must they spread such callous rumors?”

      “Because she is a threat to them, my dear,” Andrew replied. Although he did not know much of romance and of the whims of young ladies, he was well-versed in the behaviors of the social elite. Those jealous young ladies had no doubt been instructed by their own mothers to sabotage any hopes that Jemima might have of wedding a gentleman of higher station.

      Not that it mattered. Andrew’s mind was already set on this path, and he would not be dissuaded against it.

      As if drawn by Andrew’s thoughts, Jemima appeared in the doorway to the dining room. She looked well rested after the previous evening’s sudden ailment, though Andrew suspected there had never been such an ailment to begin with.

      As everyone knew, Jemima was a willful creature. She did as she pleased, with no concept of how it would appear to those who cast judgment. In the last month alone, she had been spotted at a women’s literary meeting, casting aspersions upon her that she may be a bluestocking.

      These actions of hers had to be nipped in the bud, before they ruined her reputation entirely. At nineteen years old, she could not afford to make a bad name for herself. A husband would resolve that immediately, casting aside all gossip and aspersions that were laid upon her. Andrew was certain of it. Not only that, but it would see her future secured, killing two birds with one neat stone.

      “Good morning, Jemima,” Andrew said, innocently enough.

      She smiled. “Good morning, Father.”

      “And how are you feeling this morning? Gemma informed your mother that you took to your bed last night, with a sudden headache. I hope it is much improved?”

      “She was rather worried about you, darling,” Leonora chimed in.

      “I am much improved, thank you. I think I had imbibed too much, and the heat of the ballroom was somewhat overwhelming.” Jemima moved towards one of the chairs opposite her parents and sat down.

      Leonora nodded sympathetically. “I always find that champagne gives me a terrible headache.”

      “Well, now that you are feeling much better, there is something we must discuss,” Andrew said, watching his daughter closely.

      “Oh?” She looked up, puzzled.

      “I happened to have a rather pleasant conversation with the Marquess of Beaurgant, after your unexpected departure from the ball,” he continued. “It would appear that he is very charmed by you, Jemima. Indeed, so much so, that he has asked if he might have your hand in marriage.”

      Her face paled. “Father—”

      He cut her off before she could say another word. “Naturally, I have agreed to a betrothal between the two of you, for he seems a suitable gentleman and he spoke with marvelous elegance. Moreover, he spoke very highly of you, and of his wishes to make you happy.”

      “Father, you have surely taken leave of your senses?”

      Andrew held her gaze with steely resolve. “On the contrary, and may I say that I do not appreciate your tone of voice. You will speak to me with the respect I ought to be accorded.”

      “He is a weasel, Father!” Jemima cried.

      “He is nothing of the sort, do not be ridiculous. I have looked into his family, and they seem to be very well-to-do, and he seemed exceedingly polite to me. Indeed, just this morning, I sent word to the local newspaper, to announce your betrothal. It should be in the paper by this evening, or tomorrow at the latest.”

      Jemima shook her head. “Father, no. I will not marry him!”

      “You will do as you are told,” Andrew shot back. “After your incessant displays of willfulness, your choices are extremely thin on the ground. Your behavior does not become you, and everyone is talking unfavorably of your character. Do you honestly believe that I can sit here, as your father, and allow the ton to look down upon you? I will not. A husband will fix this unruliness in you.”

      Jemima gripped her fork. “If it involves marrying that vile little man, I will not do as I am told!”

      “The Marquess will return you to the respectful young lady that you ought to be. He will calm all of these peculiar whims of yours. Once you are a wife, you will find your place in this world, and you will no longer have time for these outlandish dreams of yours. Romance is one thing, as I know you young ladies are fixated upon the idea of love, but being seen in improper environs will not be tolerated any longer.”

      “So, you would rather see me wed to a gentleman that I openly detest—that I am telling you I despise, and do not trust?” Jemima was shaking now, her eyes wide in horror.

      Andrew ignored her obvious aversion. “I cannot understand why you would feel such a way. Clearly, you are the one who has taken leave of your senses. He is a good, sturdy, stoic gentleman, with a remarkable estate and a healthy yearly income. He will do very nicely as your husband.”

      “Mother, will you not say something?” Jemima asked in desperation.

      “I happen to agree with your father, Jemima. The Marquess seemed very keen on you indeed, and he spoke rather poetically of you. I found him to be charming, with a romanticism about him that most young ladies would be grateful for.”

      Jemima shook her head. “Then you have only seen what you wish to see. You did not see him stalking through the hallways in pursuit of me. You did not hear his incessant words in my ear, and how he attempted to encourage me to walk with him outside.”

      “Do not make up stories, Jemima,” Andrew snapped.

      “I would never tell tales to you! I am speaking the truth. I swear it upon my life.”

      “And now you are simply being dramatic.” Andrew heaved out an exasperated sigh. “I have already agreed to the betrothal, and you will come around to the idea in time. As I have said, once you become a wife, you will feel settled within your position. Isn’t that right, Leonora?”

      “Quite right, Darling,” she replied.

      “This is absurd,” Jemima muttered. “This is entirely absurd.”

      “It is the way of things, Jemima,” Leonora said. “Your father knows what is best for you and, given the current circumstances, the Marquess may well be your only chance at future security. I do so hate to say it, but you have brought this upon yourself. Had you behaved with more decorum, things might have been different. However, as your father has said, the Marquess is likely to be the only gentleman brave enough to offer a proposal.”

      “When did independence become a crime, for which I must be punished?” Jemima gaped at them both. “When did my life stop being my own, to do with as I please?”

      “Do you hear yourself, Jemima? You have buried your nose in one too many of those foul romance novels. Duty ought to be your sole purpose—duty to the mother and father who have raised you, and given you everything you could ever have wanted,” Andrew replied sourly. “Perhaps, in a way, we are to blame for your willfulness. But, no longer. This must be resolved, Jemima. And marriage is the perfect solution.”

      “I cannot listen to this a moment longer!” Jemima scraped back her chair and strode from the room, her hands balled into tight fists.

      “Get back here this instant!” Andrew shouted after her, but Leonora reached out and placed her hand upon his forearm.

      “Give her a moment to let the news sink in, Darling. She is an obedient girl, deep down in her heart. She just needs some time to think about what you have said, that is all. It will have come as a shock to her.”

      “You think I should allow her to speak to me like that, in my own home?” Andrew growled.

      Leonora smiled. “I think you should allow her one last breath of that rebelliousness, before she marries the Marquess. She will be well again soon enough, once she sees that we are right about this. You know what she is like, Darling. Just give her time. I have been in her position, and I remember railing at my own father in the way that she has just done. And yet, I found a happiness that I could never have expected. So will she.”

      Andrew frowned. “She had better come around to the idea. Otherwise, I shall have to take matters into my own hands. And she will like that far less, I guarantee it.”
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      Jemima paced the rose gardens at the back of the house, swiping at the dried-up blooms of autumn. Her body bristled with absolute rage, a lump thick in her throat. She had never known anger like it, nor had she thought herself capable of such ire.

      How could they arrange a marriage for me, behind my back? How could they do this to me? How could they possibly think that this will lead to my happiness?

      Her lungs burned as she dragged in sharp breaths, thinking of the obnoxious voice of Lord Beaurgant. Of all the gentlemen, in all the world, why had they settled on that weasel? She could not fathom it. How had he ingratiated himself into her father’s trust?

      Although she and her father did not always see eye to eye, she had thought him more perceptive than that. Normally, he did not suffer fools, and had an excellent gauge of people he met. It seemed as though that gauge had suddenly become broken, when faced with the prospect of a spinster daughter.

      She knew that she had been somewhat unruly of late, and had overstepped the mark by attending some literary meetings and being a little too vocal about matters that were important to her, but she could not believe that he would punish her for it. And punish her with a husband she would surely detest, of all things.

      What does he think this will resolve?

      To her mind, it could only lead to further trouble. Lord Beaurgant was only interested in the thrill of the chase, and in gaining what he wanted. She knew gentlemen like him. She knew of their intentions. The moment he had everything he desired, he would become cruel, and would reveal his true nature. The one that her father seemed to be blind to. She had heard enough sad tales at soirees to understand the trials of an arranged marriage.

      I will not become a cautionary tale. I refuse.

      And yet, she could not think of a way to get out of this web that had been formed around her. She was the wrapped-up fly in the center, awaiting the spider who would devour her whole. The more she struggled, the more stuck she would become. She knew that much.

      Her father was a gentleman of his word—if she tried to defy him, he would only make things more difficult for her. Indeed, he would go to the lengths of marching her down the aisle himself, by force, if he had to. When he had a notion fixed in his mind, there was nothing to be done to shift it. He had always been stubborn. Her mother always said that was where Jemima got her stubborn streak from, but it no longer felt like an attribute she wished to share with him.

      How can I escape this?

      She looked up towards the bright, autumn sunlight with tears in her eyes. She did not know how she had ended up in this situation. Surely, her mother and father ought to have some concern for her feelings in the matter? Only, that did not seem to be the case. They saw only the benefits it would provide them, with no thought for her.

      What of love? Am I never to have it?

      All her life, it had been all she could think about. She had hoped to be fortunate enough to find a husband she adored, who respected her and admired her somewhat rebellious thoughts. With that unknown gentleman, she knew she would be blissfully happy for the rest of her days. Now, that was to be stolen from her, without her consent.

      “What a pleasant surprise.” A voice made her freeze. She turned very slowly, to find Lord Beaurgant standing by the wall of the rose garden, a smug smile upon his face. She had not even seen him approach the house, nor heard the telltale beat of hooves upon the drive to announce a visitor. She realized he must have come through the woods. He was as sneaky in his actions as he was in his manner.

      “You should not be here,” she said coldly.

      “Whyever not? You are to be my wife. I am sure we might be forgiven an outing in the garden together, unchaperoned.”

      “You are mistaken,” she replied.

      “About which part?” He chuckled, his eyes fixed hungrily upon her.

      You see, he thinks of me only as prey. He does not really care for me, nor would I alter my thoughts, even if he did. This man will not be my husband. I will not allow it.

      She had put too many of her hopes and dreams into the prospect of love, to simply throw all of that away for the sake of keeping her mother and father happy. Duty only went so far, and respect had to go both ways. They had not respected her, and so she felt no inclination to reciprocate.

      “That you and I can walk alone and not be chaperoned, and that I do not think that you and I will ever be wed,” she said firmly.

      A momentary bemusement passed across Lord Beaurgant’s face. “But I had it on your father’s assurance that the betrothal would be made official today. Has he not informed you of our plans?”

      “Yours and my father’s, or mine and yours? You see, I do not believe that you and I have ever made any plans. Not that I can recall.” She held her ground. “And I would hate to think that you had been deceptive and gone to my father before speaking with me about something as important as marriage.”

      She sensed that he did not know what to say, for the arrogant façade appeared to have slipped from his features. He looked puzzled and annoyed, his brow furrowed.

      “Are you lost for words, Lord Beaurgant? You had plenty to say last night, or so it would seem.”

      A smirk crept back onto his lips. “So, your father has informed you of our betrothal?”

      “So, you have been deceptive?”

      “Touché.”

      “If you have misunderstood me, Lord Beaurgant, I am sorry for that. If I showed you any undue affection, I am also sorry for that. It was not my intention. And I apologize that your proposal has been misplaced, for you and I will not be married.”

      “That is not what your father seems to think,” Lord Beaurgant replied.

      “He does not know what he thinks.”

      “He seemed very certain of our betrothal last night, and I received word this morning that he was to tell you of it. Not only that, but I have it on good authority that he has already arranged for the banns to be announced and the betrothal to be published. It would seem that you are the one who is mistaken, in this current arrangement.” He smiled. “You and I will be wed.”

      Jemima’s heart pounded in her chest. “You would have an unwilling bride?”

      “You would not be unwilling forever, I assure you.”

      “How dare you speak to me so uncouthly,” Jemima snapped, her words dripping venom. “How dare you go against my wishes and speak with my father, without my consent. How dare you think yourself above my own feelings.”

      He laughed coldly. “I know what young ladies are like, Lady Jemima. I know how free-spirited you can be, and I admire that in you. But we cannot all do as we please in this life. We all have duties to obey, and responsibilities to consider. Mine is to find a suitable bride, and yours is to find a suitable husband. How fortunate that we have found one another with such ease.”

      “You are despicable.”

      “Now, now, let us not resort to name-calling.” He took a step forward. “You will come to realize that I am the best you can hope for. You have forged quite the reputation for yourself, and I do not see any other suitors asking for your hand in marriage. Fear not, I will treat you well, and I will honor you as my vows command. And you will do the same, in time.”

      Jemima shook her head. “I will do no such thing. Now, I suggest you leave before I call my father out, to see what sort of wretch he plans to make me marry. If he saw you here, trying to speak with me alone, he would know that you are dishonorable.”

      Lord Beaurgant visibly jolted. “Fortunately for you, I was just about to go in to speak with your father. I will not tell him how curt you have been, for I would hate for him to think badly of you.” His features relaxed. “Although, I must assure you that your behavior will not dissuade me. I rather like your tenacity. I look forward to experiencing more of it, when you stand at my side, as my wife.”

      He turned without another word and strode through the gardens towards the house, leaving Jemima in a state of abject horror and disgust. He had been troublesome enough at last night’s ball, but this was beyond anything she had ever expected. The gentleman had no regard for her, whatsoever. He saw her as a prize, not a person. And if she did not think fast, she knew she would end up bound to him for the rest of her life.

      But how am I to evade this?

      She turned at the sound of trees being cut in the distance, her eyes peering through the morning mist at the workers who were trimming the branches of the forest ahead. One paused to wipe his brow, removing his flat cap to brush the perspiration away with his forearm. He was a young man, dressed in a burgundy flannel shirt and woolen trousers. He could not have been much older than herself, though he was broader and taller.

      Still, she had seen plenty of young men in the nearby town who were of a much slimmer build and shorter in stature. Besides, she was tall for her sex, which she hoped might work in her favor.

      A small smile tugged at the corners of her lips as a plan began to form in her mind. It will be an enormous risk, but if I wish to escape this betrothal, it is my only choice.

      Now, all she needed to do was decipher the finer details and find the nerve to execute such a plan of escape. She would only have one chance to make it happen, and if she failed…she would be destined for a future as a prisoner of Lord Beaurgant. And she did not care to think about what he might have in store for her.
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