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      “Girls! Settle down and go to sleep!” A stern yet gentle voice  drifted through the crack in the door as the candle she carried reflected off the white of her habit.

      “Yes, Sister Lynnette,” four young female voices answered in unison.

      “Shhh…” Cordelia pressed a finger to her lips to shush her three bunkmates and held up her hand. “Wait…” The girls froze and listened intently as the Sister’s footsteps faded down the hallway.

      “Go check,” said Hadley, the oldest of their room. Hadley waved for Martha to check the hall since her bed was closest to the door. Martha obediently tip-toed to the door, opened it a crack, peeked both ways, then shut it quietly before nodding to indicate the sister had gone. The four girls quickly formed a circle on the far side of the room. Lindy lit a candle and placed it in the middle of their gathering.

      “Let me see it,” Hadley said and held her hand out to Lindy expectantly.

      Lindy placed a small oval portrait in her hand while wearing a worried expression. Hadley examined it in the candlelight.

      “How old is he?” she asked, as the other girls crowded around her to look at the image.

      “Four and thirty my mother told me,” Lindy answered, embarrassed. Her chin quivered and Cordelia put her hand on her shoulder.

      “He is very handsome Lindy, very distinguished looking,” she reassured her.

      “But he’s twenty years older than you!” Martha exclaimed.

      “He looks like a stuffy stick in the mud to me,” Hadley observed snidely.

      “Oh, heavens above! I do not think I can do it!” Lindy cried, as tears started streaming down her face.

      “Now look what you’ve done Hadley! You are scaring her. As if it is not terrifying enough!” Cordelia chastised Hadley, and rubbed Lindy’s back. “I am sure your father would not have matched you with him unless he was the proper gentleman for you,” she told the weeping girl, trying to console her.

      “Or he had something her father wanted,” Hadley stated bitterly. “Like acres of prime grazing land.”

      “Hadley!”

      “Oh, Cordelia.” Hadley dismissed her. “You grew up in this convent and have no idea what it is like outside. You think everyone is nice and agreeable. That’s Sister Lynette’s doing, I dare say. But it just is not so!”

      “Just because your father sold you to the Viscount for land doesn’t mean Lindy’s father did the same!” Martha chastised.

      “Look at me, Lindy.” Cordelia cupped her hand under the weeping girl's chin. “Try not to imagine the worst, alright? Wait until you meet him before you pass judgment. You may like each other very much. He is an earl is he not?” Lindy nodded in her hand. “That is an elevated title to be sure. I am sure he has impeccable manners and knows how to treat a lady.”

      “Harrumph!” Hadley snickered. “We are but blue-blooded breeding mares.”

      “I will be no man’s brood mare, I tell you what! I insisted that my father give me a season. I will pick my own husband,” Martha insisted.

      “You are so lucky Martha,” Lindy said, between sobs.

      “And when you do not make a match to your father’s liking, you will be sent right back here to be kept chaste for the highest bidder. Just as I was,” Hadley said snidely.

      “Why are you so bitter, Hadley? Your intended is considered quite a match according to Sister Lynette. She said he is a powerful man,” Cordelia countered.

      “He’s older than Lindy’s intended by six years! I am to be his third wife, bought and paid for expressly to produce an heir. I hate my father for doing this to me!” she complained. “I will never forgive him, ever!”

      Cordelia heard the anguish in Hadley’s tone, and her heart went out to her. She couldn’t blame Hadley for feeling the way she did. When Hadley left Fountain Abbey the first time she had been excited about her future and upcoming season. They talked endlessly of the gowns her mother had bought for her and the parties and balls she would attend. Cordelia dreamt along with her, imagining herself there with Hadley, dancing and drinking champagne. She was sure that Hadley would find a handsome duke and live in a palace with dozens of servants. Now, Hadley’s dreams had been shattered and she was bitter for it.

      Cordelia, whose mother had died in childbirth, was envious of Hadley. She would have given anything to know her mother. Cordelia had no relationship with her father, who sent her to the Sisters of Fountain Abbey less than a month after her birth. In the fourteen years Cordelia had lived at the Abbey she had only seen her father twice. He was a stranger to her. A cold, pretentious stranger who had never given her the time of day. Despite her father’s indifference Cordelia was not upset about her circumstances. Since she had no other life to compare it to, she felt no great sense of loss. She often listened to the girls talk about their families and felt like an outsider with no similar life experiences to draw from. Nonetheless, Sister Lynette had been like a mother to her and the other sisters were her extended family.

      The only Sister she could not seem to warm up to was the Mother Superior. Superior was the perfect word to describe her. She reigned above all at the Abbey and was quick with the switch if angered. Cordelia often felt the Mother Superior did not care for her. She made Cordelia feel as though she were a burden. As other girls came and went, she was forced to stay behind and befriend a never-ending new group of girls as they went through the school, just as she had done with this group.

      Hadley, who was back for the second time, was pretty, if not a tad plain. Her tongue could be like a hot knife through butter, slicing to the bone if she felt you deserved her wrath. Cordelia was convinced that her parents had sent her back for another dose of Mother Superior to tame that tongue of hers.

      Martha was quite portly and not in the right places, unfortunately. She was clumsy as well, often knocking things over with her inattention. Martha was the first to admit she needed to polish her social graces. She was also the first to champion someone cut down by Hadley’s sharp tongue. Her sweet demeanor was the most attractive thing about her and Cordelia cared for Martha very much because of it. Martha was the apple of her father’s eye and could make him do anything for her. So far, Cordelia had seen no evidence to the contrary.

      Lindy had only been at the Abbey for a few weeks. She was already engaged. She had been sent to the Abbey to learn to be more assertive. Lindy was a shy, skinny little thing who slumped her shoulders. Her mousy brown hair and big brown eyes didn’t do much to inspire confidence. She had several switch marks on her arms and back from Mother Superior’s corrections to her posture. Terrified about her upcoming nuptials, Cordelia often wondered if Lindy refused to learn her lessons in the hope that her intended would back out of the engagement.

      “How long until your wedding?” Cordelia asked her gently while rubbing her back. Every bone in her back protruded from beneath her skin. The poor girl was wasting away under the stress of it all.

      “Another month. Father is coming here next week to check on my improvement. Oh, heavens above, what am I to do?” she sobbed.

      “We must take the situation in hand. Being frightened and cowering is not going to solve a thing. You must find a way to take control,” Cordelia asserted.

      Hadley scoffed and let out an unladylike snort. “We are talking about Lindy, are we not?”

      “She can do anything she puts her mind to!” Martha stated, in her defense.

      “You would do well to do the same, Hadley,” Cordelia pointed out.

      “Oh, I intend to I assure you. I’m going to spit out the earl’s heir then I’m going to take oodles and oodles of lovers,” she stated brazenly, drawing a gasp from the group.

      “You would not!” Martha retorted.

      “Watch me!”

      “Well, you could learn something from her conviction, Lindy. Maybe it’s not necessarily the best plan, but at least she has one,” She gave Hadley a sideways glance and Hadley narrowed her eyes. “There must be something you can look forward to once you are in charge of your very own household!”

      “I…I…like to sew,” Lindy stuttered, meekly. “I make dresses for my dolls.”

      “Of course she does!” Hadley snorted snidely.

      “No, that is good!” Cordelia cut Hadley off before she could make another rude remark. “Now, you can have a whole room for your sewing! Maybe even two rooms.”

      “I could?” Lindy perked up and straightened a fraction.

      “Why of course! You will be the lady of the house, will you not?”

      “Yes, but…”

      “Then you shall order it, and it will be done,” Cordelia stated with confidence and a nod. “Is it not what we have been trained to do these past months? Run a household of servants?” Lindy perked up and looked less frightened.

      “Why yes, yes, it is!” she replied with new resolve.

      “And maybe someday you could make dresses for yourself and your children. That would be lovely, would it not?” Cordelia continued.

      “Lovely indeed!” Lindy agreed, with enthusiasm.

      “So you see, in the end, this is a good thing, I dare say.” Cordelia smiled at Lindy, who smiled back.

      “What about you Cordi? Surely, someone has offered for you by now,” Hadley said, snidely. “You’ve been here longer than all of us combined.”

      Cordelia didn’t take Hadley’s bait and respond to her insult. She was used to the girl’s curiosity about her circumstances. She used to make up fanciful stories to tell them until Mother Superior got wind of it. She had been forced to spend an entire afternoon kneeling on the stone floor praying for forgiveness for her sin. Now, she held her tongue. Truthfully, every explanation sounded sorrowful anyway and she didn’t want anyone to pity her, so she kept quiet.

      “I do not know. My father is not forthcoming with information.”

      “You are so beautiful, Cordelia. I am sure he is waiting for the perfect match for you,” Martha consoled. “You should ask him for a season. I am sure you will be snapped up by a Duke or something!” Martha exclaimed.

      “Oh, phish! She will fetch a good price, just like the rest of us,” Hadley retorted bitterly.

      “Then she will fetch the best price of us all!” Lindy retorted, defiantly.

      Cordelia blushed. She did not like when the girls commented on her appearance. Sister Lynette told her that her beauty was a gift from God, but Cordelia swore it was a curse. Her long black hair and light blue eyes inspired only jealousy and envy as far as she could see. She tried her best to blend in with rest of the girls and didn’t brush her hair or wash her dress as often as she should. The dirt smudges from working in the garden drew attention and gave them something to criticize other than her face. Besides, she dearly loved working in the garden and helping things grow. It had become a passion as of late, especially flowers. They flourished under her attention, so the sisters tasked her with their care, resulting in many convenient dirt smudges.

      “Maybe he will have news tomorrow,” Cordelia said quietly.

      “He’s coming to visit? How do you know? Did he write to you?” Martha asked.

      “Sister Lynette only brings me a new dress when they are expecting him. Look.” She pointed to a garment covered with a sheet hanging above her dresser. “He must have sent word that he is coming.”

      “When did you see him last?” Lindy asked curiously.

      “When I was five.”
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      The next day her father did indeed come to see her for the first time she could remember. Sister Lynette told her he had been there once when she was two, but she had no recollection of the visit. Later, she learned that he turned up again when she was five to get an accounting of where they spent his money. Not out of concern for her welfare, but merely to inquire about where they could cut financial corners. He hadn’t asked to see her. It was at Mother Superior’s insistence that he visit her that he begrudgingly sat across from her for three minutes before he said goodbye. She had no recollection of that visit either.

      “Your father is here, Cordelia. We must get you dressed quickly.” Sister Lynette came rushing into her room and took the dress down from above her dresser. “Come, come, why are you just sitting there?”

      “It’s a mistake. It cannot be my father. He never visits.”

      “He is here, Cordelia. I would not tell you so if he were not. Mother Superior is meeting with him right now. He has asked to see you. Come now, we must change you into this dress!”

      Her father, the Earl of Swanstone, considered his daughter only as fodder. She was not the son and heir he had hoped for, and therefore was of no consequence. She had been sent here because she was a burden. In her borrowed dress, she entered the rectory and saw her father for the first time.

      The earl was tall and stout, his dark hair peppered with gray around the temples. His manner of dress made him more intimidating, with a long black jacket and starched white collar that reached to his ears. His entire appearance and countenance made him appear stiff. She could not see any of herself in this man.

      His eyes assessed her as she approached. When she curtsied in front of him, he circled her, inspecting her as one would a horse.

      “Her mother had a beautiful robust chest and curves, sister. Is she not getting proper nutrition?” he challenged Mother Superior, speaking as if Cordelia were not there.

      “Of course, my lord. She is but fourteen. She will develop her womanly curves over the next few years,” Mother Superior replied, defensively.

      “Then I will be back to see how she progresses. See to it the girl remains untouched and that she receives no scars of any kind. I do not need to tell you what will happen…”

      “There is no need to threaten the church, my lord, my reputation is impeccable. Your wishes will be carried out to the letter.”

      “I have brought her a mare. See that she learns to ride,” her father ordered.

      “As you wish, my lord.” Mother Superior hesitated for a moment before she continued. “Of course, there will be an additional cost to care for the beast and someone to teach her…”

      “Yes, yes, I am fully aware of that, Mother Superior. Send the bills to my stuart.”

      With her reassurances, he turned and left without another word. A nod from Mother Superior dismissed Cordelia into Sister Lynette’s hands to be brought back to her lessons.

      “Do not worry yourself over him, Cordelia. In a few years you will be married to a handsome lord and live on a grand estate. All of Fountain Abbey wards are married to the best gentlemen here and abroad. Have faith in the lord, and all will be well.”

      “All will be well, indeed!” Cordelia muttered to herself as she made her way to the garden. She kicked a rock and watched it roll into a nearby bush. What had she done to deserve her father’s disdain? He did not know her at all. She curtsied quickly in front of Sister Constantine, who was waiting for her.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting, ,ister.”

      “I was informed of your father’s visit, Lady Cordelia. I hope it went well.”

      “It was as the lord wished it to be.” She gave her a weak smile and walked into the garden toward her flower beds.

      Sister Constantine knelt back over her vegetables and continued pulling weeds.

      “Your flowers are quite beautiful Cordelia. You have the gift of a green thumb, given to you from the Lord above no doubt,” the sister said, without looking up from her task.

      “They are my only constant friends,” she replied.

      “It looks as though you may have gotten a new friend, today,” the sister said, as she scratched the dirt around the tomato bushes.

      “I have it in mind to refuse the gift. Why does my father care if I know how to ride anyway?” Cordelia demanded, angrily.

      “Be careful that you do not cut your nose off to spite your face, Cordelia,” the sister said, smiling, entertained by her attitude toward the horse. She sat back on her knees and looked at Cordelia. “Riding can offer freedom, if one would look at it with the proper perspective. Besides, it is currently a very popular pastime amongst ladies of the ton.”

      “And how would you know what is popular currently?” she asked, sardonically.

      “The lord provides the knowledge we need to train you girls in the latest trends. After all, we must stay current to be a school for the elite.” The sister stood and slapped her hands against her thighs to remove the loose dirt from her gloves.

      “I am sure it is a priority to the good lord to provide us with the latest trends of the ton!” Cordelia said sarcastically, as she studied the sister for a moment. “It was you wasn’t it, Sister Constantine? You wrote my father and convinced him that I needed to learn to ride, did you not?” she accused, narrowing her eyes at her. The sister looked away to smile. After all, vanity and pride were sins after all. “Why?”

      “Everyone deserves a little freedom while they are young. I thought this might suit you.” She shrugged. “You cannot live in the garden all the time. You need to experience new things.”

      “But…how? How did you convince him to…?”

      “I wasn’t always a nun, Cordelia. Let us leave it at that.”
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      A few days later Mother Superior insisted Cordelia learn to ride the animal. Convinced her father had sent it so she could acquire the skill for a purpose, she meant to fulfill his wish. They would never take the chance of angering her father and jeopardize the fifteen hundred pounds a year they received for her care. They even went so as far as to hire a stable boy to see the task done. He was the only male allowed within the Abbey walls other than the groundskeeper, Mister Leroy.

      Mister Leroy was as meek as a mouse, and as frightened as one, too. He hardly looked at anyone, especially the sisters. He kept so much to himself that he was almost invisible. The ladies in residence barely noticed the man that worked the fields and cared for the animals. But, when the new stable boy moved into the back room of the barn, the Abbey was a buzz!

      Robert Tully, Rob, he called himself, was five years older than Cordelia. At nineteen, he was tall, and to her, the most handsome boy in the world. Granted, Rob was the only boy who had ever been in her world but thought him attractive nonetheless. He had chestnut hair, gray eyes, and an easy smile. She must have been right about her assessment, because after her first lesson, over half the girls at the school cornered her and interrogated her about him.

      “How old is he?”

      “Where is he from?”

      “Is he here because he wishes to enter the church?”

      The questions came so fast and furious that she had to hold up her hand and whistle loudly to get their attention, using the very skill Rob had taught her at her first lesson that same day. It was intended to summon her horse from the pasture, not tame this unruly gaggle of girls. Her newly acquired skill was already proving to have multiple uses.

      "Write down your questions, and I will ask him at my next lesson," Cordelia placated. Why did they not ask for a horse of their own, she wondered? Then they could have lessons and ask him anything they wanted. She would never suggest it though. The last thing she wanted was these debutants distracting her Rob!

      Rob was quite the gentleman, despite his young age. He always kept a respectable distance from his pupil. It was no wonder with the Mother Superior watching his every move and clearing her throat at anything she felt was inappropriate, including teaching Cordelia to whistle.

      “You put your two fingers together like this…,” he pressed the tip of his thumb to the tip of his index finger. “Then you press them against your tongue, just so…”

      "Ahem…" Mother Superior shook her head in his direction. "It is not ladylike to put your fingers in your mouth, Cordelia."

      “Then how will she call her horse, sister?” Rob asked, politely. “She cannot be traipsing in the mud to catch the animal, which I doubt she could do anyway. Besides, it would be dangerous for her to be in the corral with the horses. It is safer for her to call the animal to the stall and bridle it for saddling.”

      Mother Superior narrowed her eyes at the young man, and he immediately looked contrite.

      “I only think of her safety, sister, but if you know another way…”

      “Fine,” she relented, but added sternly, “It is not a skill to be used in polite company, is that clear Cordelia?”

      “Yes, Mother Superior,” she answered with a curtsy.

      “You may continue,” she told Rob, condescendingly.

      “Thank you, sister,” he replied politely.

      He turned his back to the sister and caught Cordelia’s eye. Although he did not smile, she could see his eyes sparkle with laughter. He winked at her and she almost lost her composure. She knew right then and there that they were going to be the best of friends.

      "As I was saying, you press them against your tongue and blow. Hard.” Rob demonstrated, and an ear-piercing whistle erupted. Mother Superior jumped at the noise, while Cordelia thought it fantastic.

      “Can I try?”

      “Go on then,” he urged.

      Her first few tries were a slobbery mess. Appalled, Mother Superior walked to the gardens where some of the sisters were tending to the plants. She started a conversation with another sister, leaving Rob to continue unsupervised.

      "You can practice on your own. You'll sort it out. It’s about finding the right place on your tongue is all. Until you get it, I'll call your horse for you." He whistled a couple of times, and several of the horses came into the stalls on their own, including her gray. She watched the horse meander in slowly, until she caught Rob staring at her. He turned his head quickly when she noticed. It made her uncomfortable, her cheeks turned pink under his scrutiny. Nervously, he continued.

      "When they come, you must give them a treat every time. An apple is best, but in the winter, when there are none, use sugar cubes, if you can spare them. Oats will do nicely as a last resort. Before you know it, they will be clambering for their treats when you call." He pulled out several apples from a satchel hanging on a nail and handed her one. "Here, you give this one to your horse, so she thinks it was you calling her. Be sure to hold your hand flat, like this…" He gave an apple to the gelding Mr. Leroy used to plow the fields. “You don’t want her biting off any of those pretty fingers, now do you?”

      Her eyes snapped to his at the statement. He smiled, and she blushed again. She looked around for Mother Superior. Luckily, she was preoccupied with the other sisters.

      "You cannot say such things to me, Mr. Tully. Mother Superior will not like…"

      “What she does not know, she can hardly like or dislike, I’m thinking. So, unless you confess or something…”

      “Confess?”

      “You are here to be a nun, are you not?”

      “No.” she whispered. “Why would you think that?”

      “You are the one that has lived at the Abbey your whole life, are you not?” he asked quietly, but it was clear he already knew who she was as he picked up a couple of brushes and handed her one.

      “Yes, that is true.”

      “To be a nun, like the other sisters, right? Your father gave you to God when you were a baby, that’s what they say. A waste, in my opinion.”

      She took the brush and copied him, brushing her gray just as he was doing.

      "That is not true. Who are they, anyway?”

      “Everybody. Well, everybody in the village anyway. They were right about everything else about you, so I figured…” He suddenly looked uncomfortable and turned away. When he turned back, he handed her a bridle and quickly changed the subject. “Now getting them to take the bit can be tricky…”

      "Wait…you cannot say something like that to a person and not explain," she hissed, and slapped the bridle away. The villagers were talking about her? Why? "Explain yourself."

      “Look, I need this job. I do not want to start any trouble. If you are going to run to Mother Superior every time I say something then I’m going to shut my mouth right now. I just wanted you to know I thought it a waste, is all,” he whispered, looking over his shoulder for Mother Superior. When he saw she was occupied, he stared into Cordelia’s eyes. “A real waste,” he whispered.

      Cordelia did not recognize the emotion she saw there but could tell it was a compliment of some kind. Butterflies swirled in her stomach, making her feel funny. The last thing she wanted to do was get Rob into trouble. How could she make him trust her enough to explain what he was saying?

      “If I were here to be a nun, do you think I would lie about it?” she queried. “What kind of nun would I be?”

      As he studied her, his expression changed from judgment, to relief, then to disgust.

      “Then you are here to be trained to be a rich man’s wife.”

      Ugh! The way he said it made it sound horrible. She looked away, embarrassed, and continued brushing her horse. This conversation was not going the way she wanted. She realized she did not know how to talk to boys, not at all!

      “Never mind.” Cordelia continued brushing her horse. “You were saying something about the bit?” She couldn’t hold back the tears that welled in her eyes.

      “Hey, I’m sorry, I thought…” Her eyes snapped to his once again.

      “I did not ask to come here, none of us ask to come here. Our parents send us here. Females do not have a choice where their lives go. We are at the mercy of others,” she snapped, defensively.

      “You should tell my mother that,” he teased, and chuckled nervously. Cordelia didn’t smile.

      “And your sister?”

      “Do not have one.”

      “Well, if you did, she could end up just like me.”

      “I said I was sorry. It’s just that…”

      “What?” she snapped angrily, narrowing her eyes.

      He looked around and saw Mother Superior approaching. He looked at Cordelia sympathetically.

      “I’ll tell you next time,” he whispered. Then, in a normal tone as the sister drew near, “Do not brush against the hair. It is best that you go in the direction it grows. Next time, I will show you how to put the bridle on.”

      “Time is up, Mr. Tully, I trust you can see things put away?”

      “Yes sister, and I would like to thank you for this opportunity.”

      “I’m sure you do, son. Remember, gossip is a sin. If you talk about what has happened here today, it will be a mortal sin against God.”

      “I would never do that, sister. To serve God in any way is a privilege, or so my mother has said,” he stated humbly.

      “Good boy. See you tomorrow.”

      Cordelia followed Mother Superior out of the stable, but snuck a few backward glances at Rob. He was busy putting away the things they had used for the lesson. He peeked up, caught her eye, and gave her a weak smile. Cordelia sighed when he turned and walked out of sight. He probably thought she was a naive, silly little girl. Oh well, she had acted a bit like a ninny, so she probably deserved it. As soon as she returned to the Abby, the girls surrounded her with questions which distracted her from her thoughts. For this, she was grateful.

      Cordelia was nervous about facing Rob the next day. She had worked herself up into quite a tizzy by the time Sister Constantine came to escort her to the stable. The moment Cordelia saw Rob she could tell he was nervous too, and instantly felt better. He was just as rattled by how they had left things yesterday as she was. She vowed to do better with him today.

      “I will be back in an hour. Stay within sight of the garden,” the sister ordered before she walked away. Cordelia faced Rob with her hands clasped in front of her so he couldn’t see them shaking.

      “Shall we start, my lady?”

      “Of course, shall I call my mare?’

      He smiled, and butterflies took flight in her belly.

      “You practiced?” He sounded surprised.

      “You did not think I would?”

      “Ahem, I…, yes please, my lady, call your mare.” He gave her a half bow and waved his hand towards the corral.

      Cordelia walked to the fence, took a deep breath, and whistled for her horse. Rob gave her an expression of approval.

      “Very impressive, my lady. Look! Here they come.”

      Cordelia giggled as she watched as the horses approached at a lazy pace.

      “They seem much less enthused than last time,” she observed.

      “They will soon learn it’s you. Right now, the horses are used to my whistle, which means mealtime.”

      They walked into the stable in silence. Cordelia wasn’t sure what to say. Should she apologize for yesterday? Rob finally broke the silence.

      “Did your father visit you today?” Rob asked jovially, as if it was supposed to be something she looked forward to.

      “I do not have a father. Just a man that made me with my mother and pays my tuition to the school. Nothing more,” she stated flatly, hoping he would drop the subject.

      “I hear he is a powerful nobleman and that Mother Superior is scared of him.”

      “Who told you that? They?” she asked sarcastically, unable to control her tone. Why did he have to ask about her father?

      “They were right about you.”

      Cordelia had had enough of this subject that so occupied him. Sister Constantine had meandered to the garden to work. Cordelia could see the top of her habit as she knelt in the soil. It was high time to get to the bottom of this gossip. She put her hands on her hips and faced Rob.

      “That is the second time you have said that. What are you about, Rob? Either tell me what you mean or I will walk right back into the rectory and tell Mother Superior I do not want riding lessons anymore!” she hissed.

      “My, my, you certainly have a bee in your bonnet today!” he said, laughing. When she began to stride out of the barn, he ran up behind her and grabbed her hand. “Please, do not go. I should not have teased you. I can see you are upset after our last lesson.”

      “I will not be teased by you or them! So, if you do not tell me what you are talking about, then you can find another fool to give riding lessons,” Cordelia stated, firmly.

      “Alright, alright! Keep your voice down,” he whispered. “Come over here by your horse.”

      Cordelia gave her mare an apple as Rob busied himself saddling her. She watched Rob out of the corner of her eye as he put the bridle in the horse’s mouth, then swung a blanket and saddle onto her back. To busy herself, she gave the other horse an apple and petted its muzzle. Rob led her mare out of the stall and waved Cordelia over.

      She went to the horse’s side. Rob knelt with one knee up like a step, then patted it.

      “Step up on my leg and mount your horse so the sisters can see you, then I’ll tell you,” He patted his leg again. “Come on. Take hold of the saddle, step up and swing your leg over the pommel.” He held his hand up, and she tentatively put hers in it as she swung her leg over the pommel of the side saddle. Once she was seated, he stood and started to adjust her stirrups.

      “In the village, you are a myth. Some say you were so beautiful that your father gave you to God and that is why you are here with the sisters. Others say he put you here to save you for a rich nobleman who vowed to marry you, but only if you grew up to be as beautiful as your mother,” he said in a hush. Rob walked to the other side of her horse and started to adjust the straps on the saddle. He looked up at her. “It looks like they were right about the beautiful part,” he whispered.

      Cordelia looked away, embarrassed. He thought she was beautiful? Beautiful like her mother? She had never seen her mother, nor her own reflection. Mirrors were not allowed at the Abbey because vanity was a sin. Her father thought her malnourished. She knew she was a small person. The sister always had to take in her second-hand dresses and nagged her to eat more. For this reason, Cordi always thought of herself as scrawny.

      “I did not mean to embarrass you, my lady. You did ask...”

      “You did not. It just that the sisters never talk of such things. They consider it vain.”

      “And that is a sin, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well if it is a sin to tell you that you are beautiful, then God will have to strike me down.” He smiled, and her stomach felt that funny feeling again.

      “Do you believe these stories people make up about me?”

      “I do not know.”

      “Well, I am telling you that neither of the stories is true. The truth is that my mother died giving birth to me. Since I was not a son and could not inherit, my father sent me here. He doesn’t care about me, other than how much money I cost him. I am of no value to him, and he wants nothing to do with me. He has not visited me but three times in my whole life. Hardly a myth in my way of thinking!”

      “Well that is his loss, I dare say.”

      He smiled at her, and she smiled back. Her heart lifted. Her father may not want to spend time with her, but Rob did. That felt good.

      “At least you can tell they the truth about me.” She looked at her hands.

      “I would never do that! Let them think what they wish. I would never tell anyone what we say to each other.”

      “Then I will not either.” She gave him a sincere smile.

      “Are you ready to go for a ride?”

      “What?” she said, slightly panicked.

      “I will hold the reins, and we will walk around the front of the stable, alright? You hold on the pommel. This thing right here.” He tapped on it with his hand. Cordelia put her hands around it. “Now hold on.”

      He took the reins and led them from the barn. Cordelia started to giggle as the horse rocked her around in the saddle. Rob smiled at the sound.

      “This is fun!”
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      “Cordi slow down!”

      Cordelia heard panic in Rob’s voice, but she spurred her gray on nonetheless. She felt free with wind at whipping her face and hair. These moments meant everything to her. The Abbey was quickly shrinking behind her. There would be hell to pay with Mother Superior again. She had passed her boundary line and was once again out of view of the Abbey and her chaperone. There would be floors to scrub because of her audacity. But she didn’t care. It was worth it just to have this feeling for a little while longer.

      She jumped a hedge and dashed toward some trees in the distance. Rob called after her, trying to catch her on his gelding. Now he was angry. She sighed and slowed her mare.

      “Easy girl, that’s all we are going to get away with today,” she cooed. “Let’s get you a drink before we go back.”

      They cantered to a stream that ran through the trees. Cordelia hopped off and let her mare walk over for a drink. Rob came galloping in, an angry look on his face.

      “Are you determined to kill yourself, Cordi?” he hissed as he jumped off his horse without waiting for it to stop. He was to her in a shot, looking for injuries. “Did you fall?”

      “Of course not! I had the best riding instructor in the world remember?” She batted his hands away. “Rob, I am fine! Cease!”

      He pulled her to him, and she could feel his heart thumping against her chest. She put her hand on his cheek.

      “Rob, I am fine, see?” she said gently.

      “Cordi, I…”

      His mouth was on hers before she knew his intent. She stiffened with surprise. What was he doing? She pushed at his shoulders. When she started to struggle, he let her go, and she stepped back, putting the back of her hand over her mouth.

      “Marry me, Cordi, I love you.”

      “What? Rob, you know that’s impossible. Besides…”

      “You do not think of me that way, right?” He finished the sentence for her.

      “Do not dare to try to make me feel guilty, Rob! You were kissing Lady Mary just yesterday afternoon! Did you tell her that you love her, too?”

      “I only kiss them because they want me to!” he retorted. “And, they kiss me back!”

      Cordelia immediately felt guilty. Rob looked hurt and vulnerable. They had spent so much time together over the past three years. He was always there for her for whatever she needed. Whether it be a shoulder to cry on or an ear to bend, he had been there for her.

      “Rob, my father would never agree to the match. You know that.”

      “We could run away. We could…”

      “Rob, please stop, why are you doing this?”

      She stormed over to her horse and grabbed the reins. Rob followed her and lifted her into the saddle. She looked down at him. He had grown into a handsome man. He was tall with muscular shoulders that any woman would die to lay her head on. They also would be eager to run away with him. What was wrong with her? Why didn’t she feel something more for him?

      “I am sorry Rob, I truly am. You have been such a good friend to me, and I wish…”

      “I know,” he said softly. His hands slowly left her waist, and he turned to go to his horse.

      Cordi could see that he was heartbroken. Guilt washed over her once again. She never meant for this to happen. As encouraging as Cordelia was that he be with other girls, deep down she knew that his heart was not into it. He looked at her with such longing, it was clear that he wished she would return his sentiments. But the feeling was just not there. No matter how hard she tried to conjure it, or reached for it, it never came.

      Cordelia was relieved when he found companionship with the others. He deserved to be happy and get the fulfillment she was not able to give him. Still, her heart was cracking. It was devastating to watch his dropped shoulders and defeated expression as they rode back in silence. The thought that she had hurt him did not set well at all. She wished she knew how to make amends.

      Cordelia knew they were in a lot of trouble when they saw Mother Superior waiting for them outside the stable. This was a first, for her to be waiting in person was not a good omen. Usually, she called Cordelia into her office to issue her reprimands. Her heart leaped into her throat. Would Rob be fired for this? Oh God, she could not be the cause of two of his heartbreaks in one day! Please Lord, say it is not so!

      “Mother Superior this is all my fault, I…” she rushed, to take the blame. Mother Superior closed her eyes and held up her hand.

      “Go to Sister Lynnette, young lady, now!” She pointed to the Abbey. “And you,” she looked at Rab, “Report to my office once you’ve seen to the horses. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, sister,” Rob answered contritely.

      Cordelia looked at Rob, but he turned away. Her heart plummeted. He took her horse’s reins and started toward the stable. His broad shoulders slumped as he walked away. Guilt washed over her again. This time, he would probably lose his job. She ran to the house before the tears came. Oh god, this was all her fault!

      When she entered her sleeping chamber, Sister Lynnette was waiting for her. A brand-new dress hung from her wardrobe. Cordelia’s heart jumped into her throat. This could only mean one thing.

      “Sister?”

      “Come, dear. We must get you ready. Your father will be here any moment. We got word an hour ago, but you were gone riding.”

      “Why is he here?”

      “I do not know, dear. Mother Superior does not tell me anything. She knows I have a weakness for you and will tell you all.”

      “I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “You must trust in the lord, Cordelia. He knows what’s best for you. Rely on your training and all will be well.”

      All will be well. All will be well. Cordelia wished she had a shilling for every time Sister Lynette said that! It was no longer comforting, in fact it was the furthest from it! She knew that any day her father might return. Why was her life in the hands of someone who did not know her or care for her? Why had God done this to her? She sighed and sat on the stool next to her table and Sister Lynnette started brushing her hair.

      “Sister, I did a horrible thing,” she confessed, gulping back tears. “I rode past the boundary again today. I knew the consequences but did it anyway. But, now Rob may be in trouble, too. He tried to stop me, truly he did! Can you please talk with Mother Superior and explain? I could not bear it if he lost his job because of me.” A few tears escaped, and Sister Lynette patted her shoulder.

      “Mother Superior is as wise as she is stern, Cordelia. She will not fire the boy because of your actions,” she consoled.

      “She may not realize that I did it or may have lost her patience this time. Promise me you will talk to her and tell her it was my fault, not his. Please, please promise me,” Cordelia begged.

      “I will dear, not to worry. All will be well. Now we must prepare you for your visit. You must compose yourself before your father arrives.”

      Cordelia tried her best to believe Sister Lynette’s words, but she couldn’t shake the feeling of impending doom. She wanted to get this visit, or more likely inspection, over and done with so she could see Rob to make things right if possible. Twenty minutes later she was summoned downstairs.

      “Promise me you will talk to Mother Superior about Rob. He did not do anything but try to stop me from breaking the rules.”

      “I will try, dear,” Sister Lynette promised. With a nod in her direction, Cordelia left to see what was in store for her.

      Her father was conversing with Mother Superior with his back to Cordelia when she entered. The Mother nodded to Cordelia when she saw her, giving her permission to approach. When the earl turned toward Cordelia, she gulped. He looked even more imposing than she remembered. She clasped her hands so he could not see them shake.

      His eyes widened as she came closer, followed by a crooked smile that could only be equal to greed. It was quite evident that he was pleased with what he saw. His eyes roamed over her body. When she stopped in front of him, he put his fingers under her chin and raised it for inspection, then pushed her head side to side. She curtsied once he dropped his hand.

      “Hello Father, it is a pleasure to see you.”

      “Smile,” he commanded.

      She looked at him from under her lashes and smiled demurely, as a proper lady should.

      “Wider. I desire to see your teeth.” She obeyed, giving him the big toothy smile he desired. “You are your mother, only better.” He turned to the Mother Superior. “Most excellent, sister.” She nodded and grinned snidely.

      “Come, dear, stand over here.”

      Mother Superior steered her to a wall made of filigreed ornamental air bricks. Once there, she turned her in a circle ending with her facing the small openings. Cordelia saw someone standing behind the wall and squinted, trying to focus on the person. It was a gentleman. She saw his white cravat and the shine on his boots through the small holes. He backed away in the shadows when she leaned forward to get a better look.

      “That’s enough,” Mother Superior chastised, and took her back to her father.

      “I will send word,” her father stated, then turned and left without a backward glance.
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      Rob walked the two horses into the stable. How much more torture could his heart take? But, somehow he could not bring himself to leave the Abbey. At least there he could see her daily, watch as she stroked her mare and dream that one day it would be him. As it was, when he entertained the other girls, he closed his eyes and fantasized it was her. They certainly threw themselves at him. Sneaking into his room all hours of the night or the stable during the day. Most he turned away, but Lady Mary and that tongue of hers he could not ignore.

      Try as he might to forget Cordelia, he could not. Even as Mary sucked his cock so far into her mouth that he could feel her tonsils on the tip, he could not get the raven-haired, blue eyed beauty from his thoughts. Those light blue eyes, such a stark contrast to her long dark lashes, pierced a man’s soul. Those full ruby lips set in that pale ivory skin were so sensual and alluring that he could hardly concentrate on anything else when she was near. Beauty was not the only thing to be admired in Cordelia. No, she was bold and adventurous as well. She always pushed the boundaries in everything. And, when she smiled with pride at her accomplishments, he could hardly contain his beating heart. How could he make himself forget her?

      Rob threw the bridle against the wall. He could no longer endure this pain! It was time for him to go. He had been offered a position at Moreland Estates. Lord Moreland, a distant cousin of his father, had the most impressive stables he had ever seen. He had been summoned there to help with a rare and difficult occasion when a horse was foaling two colts. After several hours, he had managed to save all three animals, and was offered a position directly from Viscount Moreland himself.

      At the time, he could not bear the thought of leaving Cordelia. He was still holding out hope that she was developing feelings for him. He could see now that it was impossible. She would never look at him as anyone other than the stable boy hired to teach her to ride, he thought angrily. That was not true. She was a good friend. But with no means to offer her other than the salary at Moreland, what did he expect? It was time for him to end this torture. He finally accepted that there was no hope for a future with her.

      Once finished with the horses, he made his way to Mother Superior’s office. The door was open a few inches and Rob could see Mother Superior sitting at her desk writing. He hesitated. Once he said the words, there would be no going back. Rob knocked softly.

      “Enter young man.”

      “Mother Superior.” He bowed once he entered. She did not rise, only clasped her hands in front of her on the desk.

      “I have repeatedly told you not to let…” she started her reprimand, but Rob could not take the anticipation. He had to say the words before he changed his mind.

      “I have accepted a position elsewhere, Mother Superior. I pray the next stable hand can do a better job than I at keeping the lady within her boundaries,” he rushed to say, then sighed with relief. It was over. He waited for Mother Superior’s reaction.

      “Is that so?” She regarded him closely. “It is the best in the end, son. She could never be yours.”

      “That I know well, sister. If there is nothing else…” He needed to leave, he had to go right now, before he gave in and begged for his job back.

      “Go with God, son. I will pray for you.”

      “Thank you, sister, I can use all the help I can get.” He bowed and left Mother Superior’s office for the last time. Rob rode out of Fountain Abbey a short twenty minutes later. He did not look back.

      

      Two weeks later, a letter arrived from Cordelia’s father. He had selected a husband for her. It was The Earl of Middleton Park. They had been married by contract the week after her father had visited. The other girls were green with envy that she was married to an Earl. Cordelia wished she could have at least met the gentleman first. Now, she was to leave directly to join her new husband.

      When the Earl of Middleton’s carriage came to fetch her, apprehension about the arrangement grew. The Earl was not there to escort her to her new home. Instead, he had sent a lady’s maid named Ruby, to chaperone her to Middleton Park. The mature maid’s staunch attitude, and quick temper reminded her of the sisters at the Abbey. After a stop in London to be fitted for her trousseau, she was off to Middleton Park. The trepidation of meeting her new husband was outweighed by the angst of what her new life would be.

      Butterflies took flight in her belly at the thought of marriage and leaving the strict confines of the Abbey, the only life that she had ever known. She had built up a fantasy future for herself, just as all the girls had. Her husband was to be tall, dark and handsome. They would live on a grand estate surrounded by servants and host lavish parties with the crème of society. Finally, her dreams were to come true, just like the girls who had left before her. It was finally her turn.

      The carriage rolled up to Middleton Park where she was greeted as Lady Cordelia Cromwell, the tenth Countess of Middleton Park by a reception of the entire staff, including a smiling young lady’s maid at the end of the line. She was relieved that someone other than Ruby had been assigned to the task as she didn’t much care for the older woman who pulled her hair roughly as she brushed it.

      “I am Rupert, your ladyship. The head butler. The Earl awaits you in the front parlor. Please follow me.”

      She followed the stoic butler through the foyer and gasped at tall stained glass doors at the far end.

      “They are beautiful!” she exclaimed. “Where do they lead?”

      “To the courtyard garden, my lady, but I’m afraid it's died from neglect since the former countess passed,” he informed her.

      Cordelia made a mental note to investigate it later. Besides riding, gardening was her only other passion. A courtyard garden sounded heavenly! She was pleased with the prospect of the project. The thought flew from her mind as they approached the parlor doors. Her heart leapt into her throat as Rupert reached for the double doors to the parlor where her new husband was waiting. She took a deep breath and stepped inside.

      “Lady Cordelia Middleton, my lord.” Rupert announced formally.

      Cordelia looked around. To her surprise, the room was sparsely furnished and the furniture that graced it was  visibly worn. It also was unkempt and dusty which surprised her, since there had seemed to be an adequate amount of staff in the reception line for any task. Sitting on the settee in a beautiful dress in current fashion was a woman at least five years her senior. She was as beautiful as her gown, and her blonde hair was fashioned a perfect coif. She stood and faced her when the butler announced her, then smiled warmly.

      A gentleman, with his back to her, stood next to the fireplace. He didn’t turn when her name was announced. Instead, he stared at the flames and spun a glass half full of amber liquid on the mantel.

      “Greetings wife,” he said snidely. “The tenth Countess of Middleton Park.” He sounded angry.

      He turned to face her, and she sucked in her breath. He was old enough to be her grandfather! His eyes were dark and angry as they roamed over her. Cordelia felt as though she was about to be punished. Tearing her gaze away from him, she dropped into a curtsy.

      “Pleasure to meet you, my lord husband,” she said meekly. When she rose, her knees were shaking. Dread engulfed her. What had her father done to her?

      “You look displeased with your new husband, my lady wife,” he stated sardonically.

      She straightened her spine and looked directly at him. He wore a smirk, apparently enjoying her discomfort. He approached and circled her, reminding her of her father.

      “Judging by your expression, my lord, it is you that is displeased, not I.” He snickered at her response.

      “You have spunk, I see. Why did you hide this fact from your father?”

      “I hid nothing from him. He did not care to know me, so how would he know if I had spunk or not?”

      She looked over her shoulder at her husband who had stopped behind her. He was staring at her derriere. He licked his lips. Hunger showed in his eyes and something else she did not recognize. Lust?

      “It is a wonder that I am here. I assume it was you at the rectory a few weeks back? Why did you petition for my hand if you were displeased with what you saw?”

      “Quite the contrary, wife. I was beyond pleased with what I saw then and what I see today. You are worth every schilling I gave up to have you,” She turned to face him, and he stared hungrily at her breasts. “Yes, you will do nicely for my needs.”

      “Needs? We are not to be husband and wife?”

      “You will serve me as a wife, yes,” He let the statement hang before he continued. “This is my sister, Emelia. She will train you.” He waved in the direction of the other woman. The abrupt change of subject confused her.

      “Train me?” she asked, confused.

      “Yes. You will learn everything you need to know from Emelia,” Suddenly, he grabbed her face forcefully pinching her cheeks against her teeth violently. The unexpected viciousness surprised and frightened her. “You will serve me well, or I will see you returned to your father, ruined. Understand this, you are a business arrangement, and certain expectations will be met. Swanstone gave me his word that you are ready. He better be correct or you will not like it, understand?” he warned, and pushed her as he let go. She stumbled backward. He looked at Emelia. “Send her to me when she’s ready, not before. Do not disappoint me.” He turned and left the room, slamming the door behind him.

      Cordelia fell to her knees. Every dream she had ever had about her future shattered into a million pieces. How could she have let herself hope for such things? Her father had never loved her. Why did she think for a moment that he would make a fairytale match for her? At that moment, she realized Hadley had been right, she was but a commodity to be bought and sold. Her life was to be a loveless nightmare that never ended. Despair swamped her and self-pity took hold.

      “It is not as bad as all that, dear,” Emelia said softly.

      “Who…who are you?” Cordelia asked, not looking up. Did he say she was his sister? She could not remember, with her mind reeling as it was.

      “I am Emelia. I am Harvey’s younger sister. I am here to teach you what you what you need to know about society and the Earl’s ah…particular needs.”

      “I am not a slave bought to do his bidding. I am his wife!”

      “That is true. Harvey needs you to be his wife. The Earl needs you to be a lady… his countess. He also needs you to be innocent. Come, let me help you up and I will explain,” Emelia said softly and reached down to help her.

      “Leave me be!” Cordelia swatted her hand away with disgust. “I do not care about his needs! I do not care about him…or you!” Cordelia rose to her feet and smoothed her skirts. She needed time alone, a moment to think. “If you wouldn’t mind, please have someone show me to my room. I am weary from my journey.”

      “Of course, dear, as you wish,” Emelia said sadly, and backed away. “We can discuss this further once you have rested.”

      Emelia pulled the service bell. Cordelia had had enough of being told what to do! This greeting was not at all what she had expected. She had endured a week of traveling, being poked and pinned for her trousseau, barked at by the curt maid Ruby, only to find out her new husband was a bitter old crone who hated the sight of her. She felt used, discarded and worthless. All she wanted to do is shut the world out and cry!

      When Rupert came to answer the service bell, Cordelia cut Emelia off before she could say anything to the butler.

      “I would like to be taken to my room now,”

      “Of course, my lady,” he said with a bow.

      She followed the staunch servant up the curved staircase and down a long hall to a set of double doors. They opened to a suite covered in pink and red rose wallpaper. The decor was beyond gaudy, but the furnishings were in better shape than the parlor. She moaned. How could anyone relax in this room with such chaotic surroundings?

      “Whose rooms were these, Rupert?”

      “The former Countess of Middleton, my lady. She was very fond of roses.”

      “I can see that.”

      The young maid who had been introduced as her lady’s maid came running from the other room. She ran to Cordelia enthusiastically and dropped into a curtsy.

      “This is Tilly, my lady. She will see to all your personal needs.”

      “And Ruby?”

      “She sees to his lordship’s sister, Emelia.”

      “I see. Thank you, Rupert, that will be all for now.”

      “I did not expect you so soon, my lady. I have not had time to unpack all of your trunks and…” Tilly looked worried.

      “Tilly, is it?” At her nod, Cordelia continued, “Please calm yourself, there is no reason to be vexed. I am very accustomed to taking care of myself. I have never had a lady’s maid before. Except for Ruby, of course, although she was more like one of the sisters at the Abbey, minus the switch. Although at times I swear she wished she had one.” They both chuckled.

      “Ruby can be quite stern.” Tilly agreed.

      “I need to get this corset off! If you wouldn’t mind helping me with the buttons and laces?”

      “It would be my pleasure, my lady. Shall we go into your dressing room? I have already unpacked your robe and sleeping gown.”

      “I would rather change into a day dress if you can locate one. I want to explore the estate before I lie down. My mind can be my worst enemy at times, and I’m afraid this is one of those times. Laying still would surely drive me mad.”

      Cordelia followed Tilly into another room, this one had more green than pink, but continued the same rose theme. She held onto the post of the bed as Tilly undid the buttons down the back of her dress then unlaced her corset. She took a deep breath once it was released.

      “I hate those things!” Cordelia exclaimed, as she stepped out of the offensive pile of clothing. “We did not wear them often at the Abbey. I will have to get accustomed to them.”

      “You hardly seem as though you need one, my lady. Your waist is so slim. If you can keep your spine straight, no one would know you are not wearing one,” Tilly stated, as she picked up the pile of clothing and retreated to the dressing room. She returned with a light blue day dress. “Will this do, my lady?”

      “It’s perfect, thank you.”

      She let Tilly slip it over her head and buttoned the front herself.

      “Tilly, did you know the former countess?” she asked, curious about the woman who was so obsessed with roses.

      “Not personally, my lady. Lady Rose died before I came to Middleton Park. I only know what the staff says of her.”

      “What do they say?” Cordelia asked, confused.

      “Nothing flattering, my lady.”
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      “Nothing flattering?” Cordelia related, curious.

      “No, my lady. It is my impression she was quite…needy.” She nodded, as if Cordelia should know what she meant. But when Cordelia continued to look at her puzzled, she whispered, “She was hard to satisfy, carnally. Understand, my lady?” As her meaning sunk in Cordelia gasped.

      “You mean she was unfaithful to the Earl?”

      “Yes, and was, ah, quite blatant about it. She entertained many different men while his lordship was away on business.”

      “And they stayed here?”

      “Yes, sometimes multiple guests at the same time. She expected the staff to serve them as if they had been invited by the Earl. The servants did not like it, I dare say.”

      That would explain part of the Earl’s statement earlier. Is that why the Earl had married her? To do the same? Entertain his noble friends? Well, she didn’t care what kind of business arrangement the Earl had made with her father. She would never become a whore for anyone, ever! Anger surged through her. How dare he, how dare they! Cordelia had to get out of these rooms. She suddenly felt suffocated. How she wished she could ride her mare and escape this reality for a while!

      “Can you show me around, Tilly? I desperately need fresh air.”

      “Of course, my lady.”

      “I want to see the courtyard first.”

      “The courtyard? No one goes into the courtyard, my lady.”

      “What? Why?”

      “His lordship locked it up tight when his wife died. He built it for her, you see, so that she could grow her roses year-round. When she died, he forbade anyone to go in there or touch anything.”

      “He must have loved her very much,” Cordelia exclaimed.

      “No, actually he was very angry with her. He hated her once her behavior was exposed. The pox got her in the end. You may know it as the French disease. Eventually, she went mad and died a horrible death,” Tilly whispered, and looked around the room nervously. “She gave it to the Earl, my lady. That’s why he hates her so. He has been unable to be with a woman for years, or so I’ve been told.”

      “Then why did he marry me? Does he not need an heir? What could he want with a wife if he cannot…be intimate?”

      “I do not know, my lady. All I know is that he cannot touch you…in that way.”

      A small measure of relief overcame her. Her husband couldn’t be intimate with her? At least she did not have to worry about him forcing himself on her. But now she was more confused than ever. What did he want from her if he could not perform his husbandly duties?

      “Now I have to see this courtyard. There must be a way to get in.”

      “Yes, there is. The cook uses a small corner of it to grow herbs. We can get in through the kitchen. But we will have to sneak in. She’s protective of her little garden.”

      “Well we will just see about that.” She started toward the door.
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      Over the next few days, Tilly showed her around the entire estate inside and out. Unfortunately, she had not been able to view the courtyard as she had wanted. When confronted, the cook would not let her through the locked door without permission from the Earl. Cordelia did not intimidate the older woman in the slightest.

      “I am the mistress of this house now, I remind you! You will open this door!” Cordelia demanded, with as much bravado as she could muster, but the older woman had all the airs of Mother Superior.

      “Yes, my lady, you may be the current mistress of the house, but I am under the direct orders of his lordship. Not until he permits it will I open the door. I suggest you consult him instead of disrupting my kitchen,” she retorted boldly, crossing her arms in front of her full bosom.

      “We shall see about that!”

      She did her best to act indignant before she walked off. The problem was that she had avoided her husband and Emelia since she arrived. Emelia had come to her rooms to talk with her twice, and she had refused her entry. Never would she succumb to her husband’s wishes to turn her into whatever he wanted. He may think of her as fodder but she was not. It meant nothing to her that her father had sold her! Instead, she stayed away from everyone, preferring long walks around the garden and the pond with its lush greenery. If she had but a small amount of authority she would turn this area into a lovely rolling lawn that would end into a long path that meandered around the pond. It could be beautiful.

      “Why have you refused your lessons with Emelia?” the Earl hissed angrily from behind her. There was no mistaking the fury in his tone.

      She whirled around, surprised. Harvey looked even older in the sunlight. His gray hair was thin on top. He grew it long on one side and combed it over to help hide the bald spot, but it only drew more attention to the deficiency. His tall collar only partially hid the clusters of boils on his neck, proving that Tilly had told her the truth. He was suffering the effects of the pox. Cordelia stepped back, disgusted by the man.

      “I will not be a whore for you, my lord. No matter what arrangement you made with my father,” she managed to say with a small amount of bravado. She lifted her chin in defiance.

      “Whore? Whore! Bloody hell right you will not whore yourself to anybody! If I ever hear of another man touching you…” He closed his eyes, as if trying to quell his temper. When he opened them, Cordelia saw rage just below the surface. “My last wife was a whore, and she damned us all! I will not have it. Do you hear me? I will kill you before I let another…”

      Cordelia’s eyes widened in fear. His eyes glazed over, and his face twisted with madness. She took another unconscious step back. He righted himself and quickly regained his composure.

      “You will do your duty by me, my lady, or you will pay the consequences,” he threatened.

      “What…what do you want from me?” she asked frightened.

      “To be my Countess. To delight and entertain the noblemen of the ton, so they wish to come to Middleton Park. I will do the rest. I need a hostess madam, one that all wish to see and perhaps feel as though they may…have a chance to, well you seem like a clever girl who can read between the lines.” He smirked at her.

      “You wish for me to be…you want me to…to tease them? To be the bait?” she said, appalled.

      “I want you to be more than that, my dear. I want you to be every man’s fantasy. Irresistible, incomparable in beauty and charm, the consummate hostess. But also, the damsel in distress, married to an old man, in need of saving. I want them to think they can save you. But if you ever let them touch you…”

      “For what possible purpose could you wish me to do this?”

      “That is none of your concern. You will do this, and you will learn to fulfill my…needs. Emelia waits for you. She once was the epitome of what was considered the crème of society, so learn from her. I have gone through a great deal of trouble to get you here. You will do your duty by me, or I swear to you, you will suffer the same fate as me. I will exercise my husbandly rights. I trust you understand the consequences…,” she sucked in her breath. “Ah. I see that you do. Do your duty by me, and I will see you cared for after my death. You are young, wife. There will be a life for you after my imminent demise.”

      “You want me to be a hostess for you? That is all?”

      “Almost all, dear wife, learn from Emelia. If you agree to this arrangement, I agree to leave you Middleton Park and I will not…touch you. I give you my word.”

      “And if I do not? You will send me to my father?”

      “Yes, but only after I consummate our union. I will ruin you and your father. I have, well, shall I say, information that would be devastating to both of you.” He cackled. It was an evil laugh, one that made Cordelia shiver. There was madness in his eyes. It frightened her. She was trapped. If he gave her the pox, what would become of her? Her father would surely cast her out. She could not go back to the Abbey either. What choice did she have?

      “I can see you have come to your senses,” he quipped, triumphantly.

      “I will not whore for you, understand? Never!”

      “Then we understand each other perfectly.”
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      “You look perfect, Cordelia. You are ready,” Emelia boasted as she stepped back to admire her from a distance. “You are beautiful.”

      “Yes, lovey, you are a masterpiece,” Roddy said with pride. “You are my masterpiece.”

      “You are amazing, Roddy, it is unbelievable,” Emelia complimented him. “If I’m any judge of fashion, you are sure to become very popular after tonight.”

      Cordelia looked at herself in the mirror. Who was that woman staring back at her? Had she changed so much that she didn’t recognize herself? She turned to the two sets of eyes looking at her with reverence.

      “I do not know if I can do this,” she said, meekly, worried that she would let them down.

      Emelia put her hand on Cordelia’s cheek affectionately.

      “You are ready, Cordelia,” she said softly, with confidence.

      Cordelia felt five years old again. Sister Lynette had said similar words to her when she took her to join the other children for the first time. You are ready, child, go and try playing with them for a little while. That day had been a disaster and tonight would surely be the same! She fought back tears. How had her life dwindled down to this? She was to face the ton, and the Earl expected her to charm her way through the evening in the hopes of reviving the Middleton name.

      At least the earl had kept his word and left her alone. Other than a few confrontations with Emelia, she had hardly seen him. Cordelia looked at Emelia’s face. There was something about her. She had a motherly quality, but also something else, something utterly enchanting. The woman was impossible to hate. And, how Cordelia had tried to hate her! The more she worked with her, the more she could not resist her charm. The woman was captivating. It was easy to see why she was once the crème of society. She had a subtle way of flattery that drew you in. She made you feel good about yourself with a look or a comment that endeared you to her. But there was a sadness lurking in the background. Cordelia often wondered why she was not out in society anymore. Emelia was young and beautiful and could surely marry again. She knew from Tilly that there had been a scandal, one so horrific that she had had no choice but to return to Middleton Park to recover. Whatever it was, it was enough to scar the Middleton name, almost to the point of ruin.

      Eventually, Cordelia came to admire Emelia, and let her defenses down. Now she relied on her entirely. Emelia had become her teacher, friend, and constant companion. Emelia even managed to charm the cook enough to let them into the courtyard. There wasn’t a single person the woman could not seduce. Cordelia would rather be drawn and quartered then do anything for the Earl, but she would do anything not to disappoint Emelia.

      Emelia had no hopes or dreams of returning to society. She often told Cordelia that she was to be her protégé from now on, and that if she could not revive the Middleton name, then none could. Her pride and confidence in Cordelia were unwavering. Between Emelia’s scandal and rumors of the late Lady Rose giving the pox to the Earl, Middleton had become all but ostracized from society. The invitation that they received to tonight soiree was long in coming. It was paramount that Cordelia make a good impression.

      If it weren’t for Emelia and Roddy, she would have broken under the weight of it all months ago. Emelia’s gentle demeanor was in stark contrast to Roddy’s jubilant and colorful one. She thanked God every day for bringing Roddy into her life. Had Emelia been unable to convince the Earl that the wardrobe Ruby had approved for her was much too matronly for what he was trying to accomplish, they would have never met him. It was on their return trip to London that they had met Roddy.

      Madam Florentine was beyond irritated with her young apprentice at the fitting. He talked under his breath at her every recommendation.

      “If you want her to look like a mule!” he mumbled, at her suggestion of a bustle. “If you wish to relive last year’s fashion!” he said through the pins in his teeth, at adding a lace collar.

      It wasn’t long before Cordelia and Emelia realized that Roddy had a real talent for fashion. When both women started asking his opinion, Lady Florentine dismissed him. Cordelia took a leap of faith and offered him a permanent position on her staff. The Earl hardly noticed Roddy’s presence at Middleton. When he first discovered the male attendant, he was enraged. That is until he saw that Roddy was a puffer, and a flaming one at that.

      Emelia used her considerable charm on her brother and convinced the Earl to keep Roddy on to redress the staff at a less than half the cost. She explained that they couldn’t impress the elite with servants in old and worn uniforms. In the end, the Earl was more than pleased with the changes that Roddy made. He stretched every schilling to its fullest, even using the left-over material to reupholster the furniture in the parlor and make new pillows at no extra cost. Anyone who pinched a schilling could ingratiate themselves to the Earl.

      They had formed a family of sorts, looking out for each other. Emelia often ran interference with the Earl for her. The Earl seemed more and more agitated with every passing day. Cordelia knew her time was running out with the Earl. He would call for her anytime now, and he expected her to be worth every penny he had spent on her.

      Thank the heavens for Roddy. One way or the other, he made them laugh daily, but none more than when he talked about his dreams. Cordelia knew he wished to ease her apprehension for the upcoming evening. It was to be her first soiree with the ton. It was a simple gathering at the Weixel’s. It was a test, one she had to pass or face the consequences with the Earl.

      “I wish to be a famous fashion designer. The great Rodrigo.” He waved his hands flamboyantly as he bowed. “If only I had an Italian accent. Or could be proficient at faking one a least. Oh, si, Bella, Bella!” He kissed his fingers and flipped them in the air. “The foreigners always become famous first.”

      “Your designs speak for themselves, Rodrigo. Have faith in them. Look how stunning Cordelia looks!” Emelia stated with enthusiasm.

      “Thank you, but the true test will be dressing someone who doesn’t have an unfair advantage to begin with!” Roddy exclaimed.

      “What unfair advantage?” Cordelia asked, confused.

      “Oh please! Those blue eyes and pretty face will render any man speechless. Now that Emelia has taught you how to use them to your advantage, no one will give one whit of notice to my gown,” he pouted.

      “Do not be ridiculous, Roddy. What an idiotic thing to say! I am so nervous I probably will not be able to form a single coherent sentence all evening. I do not have any skill when it comes to talking with boys, much less men!” she proclaimed. “They will think me a simpleton in a beautiful dress.”

      “You need something, something to hide behind if you become overwhelmed,” Emelia said, tapping her lip with her finger as she thought out loud.

      “A fan?” Roddy suggested.

      “Too obvious, plus she has never worked with one. It takes practice to perfect.”

      “How about a handheld mask, one on a long stick?” Cordelia suggested. They both looked at her as if she were daft.

      “And cover your best asset? I think not,” Emelia cried. “Besides, it would be inappropriate unless it was a masquerade ball.”

      “There has to be something!” Cordelia said, beginning to panic.

      “I have it!” Roddy exclaimed, and bolted into the other room.

      “Good lord, Emelia. I do not think I can do this. The Earl expects me to…”

      “Try this.” Roddy interrupted walking in with a large brimmed hat and some ribbon. “I wish I had more time to adorn it, but I can fashion something.”

      “A hat?”

      “That is brilliant Roddy! It’s perfect!” Emelia agreed enthusiastically. “How much time do we have?”

      “Less than an hour, I am to meet the Earl in the foyer at seven,” Cordelia announced nervously.

      “Perfect! And I thought we were rushed!” Emelia smiled. “This is what you do…”

      An hour later the Earl was waiting in the foyer, pacing and mumbling to himself.

      “What took you so long…” he asked, his question trailing off as she descended the stairs.

      Cordelia could not tell if it was a smile or a sneer that graced his lips, but knew he was pleased with what he saw. He reminded her of her father on the day he sold her. Sold for one hundred acres of apple orchards, she had found out from Tilly. That was what she was worth to him, bushels of apples. Cordelia shook off the degrading thought and gave the Earl a flirtatious smile. She was not the same innocent girl who had approached her father that day, she reminded herself. No, Emelia had given her much to use against her arrogant husband. Tonight, she would take control.

      “Good evening, my lord.” His eyebrow rose at her cheerful greeting.

      “Are you over your animosity toward me then?” he said snidely, but she heard the hopefulness in his tone.

      “I only want you to get your money’s worth, my lord. I intend to keep my end of the bargain. Will you?”

      “Bargain? I do not remember striking a bargain with you.”

      “Shall we go?” she asked, ignoring his question.

      She took her wrap from the footman and walked out the front door. Her heart was pounding in her chest as she approached the carriage and took footman’s hand to get in. She ducked low to allow for her hat and sat on the front facing seat. Then she spread her skirt, so there was no room for the Earl to sit beside her. He sat across from her, and the carriage took off with a violent jerk.

      “Explain yourself, madam. I know of no bargain between us.”

      “Then we shall make one, or I have no motivation to fulfill your wishes, my lord. I have acquired the skills required to be the Countess of Middleton but have no incentive to use them. Your threat to give me the pox would not get you what you desire. And if you return me to my father, I will still be the Countess of Middleton by marriage. As you have said, I will be young enough to marry again if I so desire. I would only have to wait for the disease to take you.”

      “You bitch, I will annul this marriage, and you will get nothing. He sold you to me! I will ruin him and you!” he bellowed, anger starting to get the best of him. Cordelia swallowed but kept a smile on her face.

      “Do it then.” She clasped her hands so he couldn’t see them shake. “I will still be Lady Swanstone. The annulment will serve to prove my innocence, and the court will order a settlement. I will make another match eventually, or my father can sell me again if he wishes.”

      He grabbed her arm and violently jerked her forward so that she was inches from his face. The brim of her hat knocked his wig askew, making him look insane.

      “To whom have you been talking? Who told you this?” he hissed in her face. Spittle splattered on her check, and she prayed none of it got into her mouth. Repulsed, she wiped her face with her handkerchief.

      “Careful, my lord. If I contract the pox, not one of the Magistrate Court judges would believe you and grant an annulment.” She spoke calmly.

      He pushed her back violently, but she caught herself before her body slammed against the wall. He sat back slowly, his eyes still narrowed and his expression livid.

      “Who has consulted you, madam?” he asked calmly, but she could see the vein on the side of his forehead pulsing.

      “No one, my lord. I can read, as you know, and your extensive law library has been more than helpful. I thank you for the privilege of its use.” She gave him a sarcastic smile and was pleased that it irritated him.

      “Well, well, your clever little girl. You think you have gotten the upper hand, do you?” He smiled back. “I could do nothing. The fact that I have the French disease will soon become evident, and all will think you have contracted it, even if you did not.”

      “A fact easily disproved, my lord. If you do nothing, I will do nothing in return. I will be a wallflower, too shy to say a word to anyone. That will certainly help my cause when it comes time to prove the marriage was never consummated and therefore impossible for me to be infected.”

      He studied her for a moment as he crossed his arms. She knew he was not capable of consummating the marriage. The disease had rendered him impotent long ago. That’s why he needed her. A beautiful wife to prove that he was still viable. He needed to dispel the rumors that he had the pox. He needed to prove he was still mentally capable of doing business to make his name rise above the Middleton scandal. They would continue to question the rumor, of course. His cravat was insufficient camouflage for the boils that were spreading on his neck. He would be ruined in short order if she were not to go along with his plan. Cordelia could see it in his eyes. He needed her more than she needed him.

      “What do you want?”

      “I wish to make a bargain with you, my lord. I have had no choices in this arrangement, and it is precisely that I wish to change. If you wish me to perform for you, then you need to meet my price. Tonight will cost you my mare. She was left behind at the Abbey, and I wish for her to be at Middleton Park,” she said, with more confidence than she felt.

      “Done.” He smiled. “But you will come to me tonight.” Her eyes widened at his request.”

      “But…”

      “If you can make demands, then surely I can as well.” He snickered at her unease.

      “Fine, but you cannot touch me.”

      “Then I insist you will follow my instructions to the letter. You will entertain me. I’ll not have you lie there, lifeless. I want it all.” Harvey said snidely his eyes sweeping over her with lust.

      “Then I want the courtyard.” She gave him a what she hoped was the seductive smile Emelia had taught her. His eyes widened, and she felt a renewed confidence in her negotiations.

      “Not on your bloody life! That place dies, rots in hell along with the bitch I built it for!” he screeched.

      “We need a place to entertain, my lord, one that is not a parlor. It takes up the entire center of the house. It is only logical to use the space for its purpose.”

      “Never! If I could demolish it, I would! I’ll not spend one schilling, I tell you, not one on the bloody place! Find another way.”

      “What if I told you it wouldn’t cost you a thing? I would transplant foliage from around the pond to restore it. And, I would only use the staff on hand. They have become complacent as of late. I need something to do with my time as well,” she stated, in a business-like tone, trying to keep her face expressionless. She could tell by his body language that he was thinking about it. She decided to improve her chances. “If we could entertain at Middleton Park, in grand style, it would triple your opportunities.”

      “I will not give you one schilling. Do you hear me? Not one!” He slumped in the seat, defeated. “And no roses, I mean it! Not a single one!”

      “Done!” she said triumphantly, then her stomach dropped at what was to come later tonight.
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      Cordelia was terrified as she exited the carriage. The Earl was to introduce her to the ton for the first time. Her knees were shaking as she climbed the steps to the Weixel’s country estate. All eyes were on them as the butler announced them to the room.

      “Cordelia?” a young woman in the crush called out, shocked. Cordelia recognized her immediately.

      “Hadley!” Cordelia said, equally shocked. They embraced before she turned to her husband. “My lord, this is Lady Hadley…?”

      “Melrose,” Hadley answered for her.

      “Lady Hadley Melrose,” Cordelia repeated. “We were at Fountain Abbey together. Lady Melrose, may I present my husband, Lord Middleton.”

      “Pleasure, to be sure,” he replied flatly, as she curtsied, the Earl scanned the room, ignoring her. “Is your husband in attendance tonight?”

      “Why yes, my lord, he has already retired to the gentlemen’s parlor.”

      “Then I will join him. Please excuse me, ladies.” He bowed and walked away before they could curtsy in return. So much for being introduced, Cordelia thought.

      “I’m sorry, Hadley. He can be surly sometimes,” Cordelia said, embarrassed.

      “Oh pooh, let him go. If he’s anything like my husband, he will suck all the fun out of the evening.” She waved him off and slid her arm through Cordelia’s. “It is so nice to see a familiar face! How long have you and the Earl been married?”

      “Going on six months.”

      “Four and a half for us. The Earl and my husband are well acquainted I believe, so we shall see each other often, I dare say.”

      “That would be nice.” Cordelia answered sincerely.

      “I will introduce you. There are a lot of us now.” Hadley laughed and started pulling her towards a group of young ladies talking animatedly. “We call ourselves the Old Codger’s Club.”

      “Lot of us? What ever do you mean?” she asked, confused.

      “Young ladies married to gentlemen twice our age or more. Old codgers, understand?” Hadley giggled. “We have learned to laugh at ourselves. We know everyone else does,” She squeezed her arm. “My, my, the group is going to be envious of you! You look wonderful Cordelia! Where on earth did you get that gown?” Before she could answer, Hadley continued. “I do not believe anyone will question why the Earl married you! The other old codgers are going to be beside themselves. You might as well prepare yourself,” Cordelia didn’t have a chance to ask what she meant as Hadley rambled on.  “You are going to like the rest of the girls. They are just like us. All of us are from one finishing school or another. Lady Jacobson went to one in Paris, France! Ooh, la la!” She giggled and raised her eyebrows in quick succession a few times making Cordelia smile. “We have teas and luncheons. Mostly so we can gossip about everyone, but we also keep each other company. You must join us!” Hadley said, with enthusiasm.

      “I would love that. I find myself puttering around Middleton Park with not much to occupy my time,” Cordelia replied relieved at the prospect of making new friends. “I would be happy to join!” She affirmed matching Hadley’s enthusiasm.

      What a boon, she thought, to have firsthand information at her fingertips from Hadley Winterford, now Lady Melrose, no less! Hadley was always in everyone else’s business. Cordelia would have inside information on everyone inside a week. Although she would have to be careful what she said or did around Hadley and reminded herself that the girl couldn’t keep a secret to save her life. It was a surprise to see her here. When she left the Abbey, she had not heard that Hadley was to be married.

      “When did you get married, Hadley? I did not know you had set a date when I left the Abby,” she queried.

      “Turns out the date had been set for some time. My father did not want me to know until it was too late for me to object,” Hadley answered, then leaned in closer. “I was horrified when I met him. He looked as old as my grandfather!” she whispered.

      “It was the same for me! I cried for two days,” Cordelia whispered back.

      An alliance was forming between them. For the first time in her life, she had something in common with Hadley. It had been a struggle to relate to her at the Abbey. Hadley seemed to have everything Cordelia did not, a family, parents, and siblings that visited or to whose homes she went to on holidays. Cordelia did not know what it was like to have a family. More often than not she was lost in their conversations, not having anything to add or compare. Now, for the first time, she could relate to what Hadley was saying. There was a small comfort in that fact.

      “Me too! It took me a month before I resigned myself to make the best of it. That is when I met Lady Winnifred. Winnie, we call her. My husband introduced us through his friend Lord Tilman. I think he did it so I could have a friend and I would stop crying all the time.” Hadley giggled. “She knew of another girl, and that one knew of another, and before we knew it, we had a club of sorts.”

      “How wonderful. I wish to meet all of them!”

      “Come, almost everyone is here tonight. I will introduce you.”

      Within five minutes she was surrounded by the other wives, who were welcoming her. Every one of them was married to a nobleman many years their senior. Being that they were all of similar circumstance, all the ladies were very accepting. As she laughed and conversed with Lady Winnie, a distinguished gentleman with gray at his temples asked her to dance. Hadley leaned in and whispered.

      “Remember what I told you. Watch for roving hands. Lord Wallaby is the worst of them.” Cordelia giggled, and nodded before she stood and took the gentleman’s hand.

      Lord Wallaby led her to the middle of the dance floor, staring blatantly at her as they waited for the music to start.

      “You are quite extraordinary, Lady Middleton. Where did the Earl find you?” he asked frankly, and quite rudely as if she were property, not a person. Cordelia struggled to keep a straight face. The music started giving her a small reprieve.

      “Find me, my lord?  You ask as if I were sitting on the shelf in a shop somewhere,” She gave him a demure smile. His eyes widened a fraction, and he skipped a step.

      “I did not mean to imply any such thing,” He stumbled over his words, then cleared his throat before continuing. “What I meant to say is that I have not seen you before. I would have noticed, I assure you,” he said seductively, and gave Cordelia a lust filled smile.

      “I will take that as a compliment, my lord,” She laughed. “You are correct that you have not seen me before. Tonight is my first social outing. I have been away at school the past few years.”

      “Ah,” he expressed with a nod, as if that explained everything. “Middleton plucked you straight out of the convent then?” Cordelia was starting to get irritated at his condescending attitude.

      “A crude choice of words, my lord,” she snapped, and turned her head slightly so that her hat hid part of her face. The brim forced him to step back slightly. She almost chuckled at the expletive he muttered.

      “I did it again, didn’t I? My apologies, Lady Middleton, my social graces are a bit rusty, I dare say.” When she didn’t reply, he tried again. “Please forgive this lonely old man. It is not often I have a beautiful young lady in my arms. I believe you have turned me into a bumbling fool.”

      Cordelia wanted to smile. Emelia had been right. Men wanted what they couldn’t have. How predictable. Cordelia turned just enough to reveal her profile and his lips curled victoriously.

      “Let me make it up to you,” he said, quietly.

      “That is not necessary, my lord,” she answered sweetly, and wanted to kick him when she realized that he was attempting to steer them toward a dark nook in the corner. She stomped violently on his toe.

      “Oww! Bloody hell!” he bellowed, and let her go.

      “Oh! I am so sorry, my lord! I am frightfully nervous. This is my first dance in public. I believe I am a bit inexperienced,” she said shyly, and brought her hand to her mouth to hide her grin.

      “Perhaps we could sit and get acquainted instead?” he suggested, disappointed his plan had gone awry. His look was one of pure lust as his eyes roamed boldly up and down her body, before settling on her chest. Cordelia’s stomach turned.

      “I would prefer you to escort me back to my friends so I can hide my embarrassment within the confines of their consolations.”

      “But I wanted to…”

      “Perhaps you can come to my first soiree as the Countess of Middleton instead. I will practice every moment until then. I promise you an injury free dance.” She looked at him from under her lashes and smiled seductively. “A little more experience is all I need. I am new to this, after all, my lord.”

      She wanted to laugh. Wallaby was practically panting at her words. His eyes hooded at her insinuation, and a knowing smile curled his lips.

      “Nothing would give me more pleasure, my lady. Although, I do not mind your…inexperience, far from it. As a matter of fact, I am a most excellent teacher.” He squeezed her hand and rubbed his thumb in circles on her palm. She tamped down the urge to yank her hand from his grip.

      “I have no doubt, my lord, but I am confident that more practice is all I need. I would much rather dazzle you with the results.” With that statement, she bit the side of her lip, drawing his attention to her mouth before she continued. “It would be more enjoyable for both of us, would it not, my lord?” He leaned in as if he was going to kiss her and she turned her head to block his descent. He sighed and put her hand on his arm instead.

      They approached the group of giggling ladies, and Lord Wallaby reluctantly released her. She quickly stepped out of his reach.

      “Time could not pass quickly enough until our next dance, Lady Middleton,” he said quietly, as if he were guarding a secret. She curtsied, using the brim of her hat to end the conversation. Emelia had been right. A hat could be most useful if used correctly.

      “Bravo! Well played, Cordelia. That was brilliant!” Lady Winnifred exclaimed. “I’m so impressed! No one has been able to escape Lord Wallaby unscathed.”

      “I certainly didn’t! My left breast was sore for a week!” Lady Lucille said frankly. Cordelia sucked in her breath surprised.

      “What did your husband do?” Cordelia asked, appalled, although she didn’t expect the Earl would champion her.

      “He hardly noticed or cared. We are all interchangeable to the codgers,” Lucille answered with a shrug.

      “But we do not put up with that behavior anymore, do we ladies.” There was a round of affirmations. “We look out for each other and run interference when we can. If Wallaby pinned you, one of us would have interceded,” Hadley explained.

      “Does he not have a wife of his own?’

      “No, he prefers to pick through his friends’ young wives,” Lady Marsha said with disgust.

      “Not anymore, right ladies?” Hadley reaffirmed, with everyone’s agreement.

      Cordelia danced a few more times. She was pleased that not all the gentlemen were like Lord Wallaby. She particularly liked the younger Lord Eddington. He was charming and respectful but looked at her with such longing that she was not sure how to react. He asked if he could dance with her twice. How she wished she was truly free to enjoy his attention. The Earl walked up behind her a few moments later.

      “Cordelia, it is time to depart,” he said with authority.

      “Yes, my lord,” she replied obediently, although she would have preferred to stay. She looked sadly at Hadley.

      “It was so nice to see you again, Lady Hadley, and to meet all of you,” She gave the group a genuine smile. “I hope to see you again.”

      “I will send you a message with the information about our book club. I hope you will be able to join.” Hadley gave her a knowing smile.

      “I would love to!” Cordelia answered, taking the hint.

      “We shall see. Come dear,” the Earl commanded.

      The Earl stared at her intently on the way back to Middleton Park, his piercing gaze making her uncomfortable. She was just about to say something when he spoke.

      “You made quite an impression tonight, madam.” A sardonic smile crept onto his lips. “The gentleman’s parlor was buzzing about you. Wallaby wanted to know if you play.”

      “Play?”

      “Yes, my dear wife,” He leaned forward. “In other words, would I let him touch you, in return for concessions, of course.”

      She sucked in her breath. What had she expected? Of course, his friends, her father, and her husband would be of like minds. She looked out the window, no longer able to meet his stare with confidence.

      “I will never whore for you. Never!” Cordelia hissed.

      “You will not be touched by anyone, madam. That I can guarantee you. I had one whore for a wife. I will never have another.” He leaned back and stared at her. “I have different plans for you. Inform me if a situation arises, and I will take care of it. I do not want you handling it, understand? I need you to appear vulnerable.”

      “If it arises? Lord Wallaby has already made advances!”

      “Marcus likes the new ones. He always wants to be first. He will move on once he’s satisfied,” he stated unconcerned, and dusted lint off his waistcoat.

      “Satisfied? The man is a menace. You do not care that he practically accosted your wife?” she exclaimed.

      “I prepared you for the occasion. You look no worse for wear.”

      The fact that he didn’t care didn’t surprise her, but his complete acceptance of the men’s disrespect of the other gentlemen’s wives did. She looked at him with disgust.

      “What?” He looked confused at her attitude. “That is the whole reason I had Emelia prepare you for the wolves. And wolves they are, my dear, the lot of them. They will follow you around sniffing at your arse until you give in.” He chuckled. “Why do you think I found myself a young, beautiful virgin to dangle in front of their wealthy, pompous faces? I knew they could not resist the likes of you. If tonight is any indication, we will have them eating out of our hands in no time.” He grinned with satisfaction. “Besides, I desire to have something pure, innocent and unsullied to see me to my end.” He looked out the window, his mind lost somewhere else. “I loved her, I’ll have you know. She was to give me a son, and see me through my old age, but she betrayed me! Sullied my name, tainted my soul and diseased my body!”

      Cordelia suddenly felt empathy for the Earl. He looked genuinely forlorn, as if he did not realize he was speaking out loud. Maybe there was a soul inside him after all.

      “I want to see your beauty, my dear, which will remain untouched by all these wolves. Something I have that they can never have. Do you understand me?” Anger quickly replaced his forlorn look. He grabbed her arm and jerked her forward violently. “Never! Do you understand me? I will take them all down, all of the dirty bastards! One of them has done this to me! They soiled my Rose, and in turn, me. I will see all of them will die penniless and suffering just as I have!” he hissed.

      “That is why you need me? To be bait to these gentlemen so they can catch the pox?” Her eyes widened. “That would be murder, would it not?” He released her and sat back.

      “It is their choice in the end. No one can force a man into temptation. I may not be able to give them the pox, but there are many ways to kill a man’s soul. I will settle for what I can get.”
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      Cordelia paced her room while waiting for the Earl to come. Maybe he had changed his mind, or better yet, fallen asleep besotted with too much brandy. He said he wanted to see her beauty. What did that mean? She cursed her ignorance! She wished she could talk to Emelia. She would know to what he was referring.

      Her stomach dropped and the blood drained from her face when the Earl walked into her room through the connecting door. He was dressed only in his robe. There was gray hair curling through the gap at the top and bare ankles showing at the bottom. If he was not going to touch her, then why did he appear to be naked under his robe?

      “When I come to you, I want you ready for me on the bed, understand?” he stated curtly, disappointed that she was standing in the middle of the room.

      “Ready, my lord?” she asked, confused.

      “Yes, naked on the bed, of course. I told you I wanted to see your beauty,” he declared.

      “I…I…”

      “Bloody hell! Take your clothes off. I wish to see you.” He said impatiently and sat on the chair next to the fire looking at her expectantly.

      “In front of you?”

      “Of course! I am your husband.” He sighed, frustrated. “Since we must start from the beginning, I wish for you to go slow. Reveal yourself to me.” He settled back in his chair and took a sip from the glass he was holding.

      Cordelia was at a loss. She reached for the tie on her robe. She had to make a show of removing her night clothes? Surely this was hell on earth. Husband or not, she had never been naked in front of a man. She would die of embarrassment to be sure! Whatever he wanted she just wanted it over with quickly.

      She untied her robe slowly, not because he had demanded it, but because she was stalling. She searched for any excuse to end this humiliation.

      “My lord, would you not prefer that I…”

      “Quiet! Do as I say! Push your robe off and let it drop from your shoulders.”

      She did as he bid, half relieved he was telling her what to do, but the other half dreading what was to come next. As she followed his instructions, she noticed he became placid, enthralled with her every movement. When she undid the buttons down the front of her night rail, revealing a peek of her cleavage, he practically drooled. He licked his lips as she slowly slipped one side off her shoulder to show an ample portion of her breast. He became silent, intently watching, and occasionally adjusting himself in the chair. On purpose, she let the gown drop to reveal her nipple. He moaned and almost dropped his glass. He reached into his robe and started to fondle himself.

      Suddenly, Cordelia felt powerful. She shrugged slightly and let the other shoulder strap fall down her arm but held the gown in the middle so as not to let it drop past her nipples. He groaned. She turned her back and looked at him over her shoulder. He licked his lips in anticipation and continued to stoke himself. With one hand, she released the clips in her hair, letting it fall down her back. She gave it a shake, hoping it would cover some of her skin, but the movement only made him impatient.

      “Faster! I want to see…”

      “Quiet!” she ordered over her shoulder. “You will sit there in silence or I will stop, do you understand?” To her surprise, he yielded.

      She dropped the nightgown to her hips, and he sucked in his breath sharply. Cordelia sighed. There were no more ways to stall. She pushed the gown past her hips, revealing her derriere. She turned slowly, resigned to her fate, and faced him for inspection. He dropped his glass.

      “Good god…” he panted. “I had you all this time…I had no idea.”

      His eyes stared at her sex, he licked his lips again, his expression changing into something that scared her. His hand started to move faster under his robe. Uncomfortable, she reached for her robe to cover herself.

      “Noooo!” He bolted across the room and knelt before her. “It’s mine. I want to see it. It’s the most beautiful thing I have ever…” His hands reached for her, and she batted them away.

      “You promised never to touch me!”

      “I have to. I…”

      “No! This is over now!” She reached for her gown.

      “NO! I won’t touch it, I swear! I swear.” He put his hand on her gown to stop her from pulling it up and covering herself. “I have to see it all, show me. I give you my word I will not touch you. Show me.” He sounded desperate, panicked.

      Cordelia was confused. What more could she show him? She was completely naked. What she did realize was that this was the time to solidify her position. For whatever reason, the Earl was desperate for what he wanted. He was on his knees in front of her, begging for it.

      “You will never touch me. Not one finger or any other part of you. You will give me your word, or this will be the last you will see me. I do not care what you do.” When he looked up at her, she could see she had won.

      “I will give you whatever you want as long as I can look at you, all of you. I need to see it, every inch. I want to see your beautiful, virginal pussy, knowing I’m the only one that can look at it. I want to see it, shiny and pink…” Harvey moved his face closer and inhaled. “Oh god, lay on the bed.” Cordelia sat, and he did not take his eyes off her sex. I can do this, she chanted to herself, as she realized what was coming next. What harm can come of him looking at her?

      “My mare?” she asked, refusing to move until she had reassurances of their bargain.

      “I will send someone for her tomorrow. Now move back, sit against the headboard.”

      Cordelia scooted back slowly as the Earl crawled on the bed behind her.

      “And the keys to the courtyard?”

      “I will bring them to you tomorrow.”

      “I would have them now.”

      “Now?” he said, incredulously.

      “Now, or this is over.”

      The Earl jumped from the bed and ran to his room. His skinny bare legs parted his robe as he sprinted. He looked ridiculous, and Cordelia suppressed a laugh. So, Emelia was right once more. Women did have all the power in the end. She could have asked the Earl for all his gold, and he very well may have parted with it just for a peek at her sex. So be it. Harvey was her husband, and she would not be the first wife to use the marriage bed to get what she wanted. They had used her, so why shouldn’t she do the same in return. Get the things she needed to make her life livable?

      The Earl was back in short order and threw a set of keys on the bed. She recognized a key similar to the one the cook had. Convinced they were genuine, she continued to scoot her body back toward the headboard. The Earl crawled eagerly and laid sideways in front of her once she was settled.

      “Now. Open for me,” he pleaded, eagerly.

      Cordelia turned bright red, embarrassed about what she was about to do. She pushed herself against the headboard for support, then opened her legs just enough to let him see the core of her. She closed her eyes, humiliated as he stared unabashedly.

      “God damn,” he hissed, and she heard the lust in his voice. “More! Wider, all the way…” She slid her feet wider apart, and he moaned. “Wider, as wide as you can go. Hold your knees.”

      Cordelia cringed, but did as he asked. She could feel the cold air on her intimate skin as her legs parted. Never had she been in this position before. Her breathing became ragged as she shoved her embarrassment somewhere deep within her. He was her husband. He had the right to look at her, she tried to convince herself.

      “It’s beautiful. God damn it to hell, who knew you were hiding such beauty…”

      Cordelia felt the bed shift as he moved closer. Suddenly, hot breath brushed against her intimate skin. She gasped and flinched a little before realizing the delicious sensation it caused. He did it again. He exhaled his hot breath on her. Her sex clenched, and she felt a hot, wet sensation come from inside. Her head fell back against the headboard. She would not enjoy this, no, she vowed.

      “Ah…yes, that’s right. Haaaa,” he exhaled again. Cordelia could not suppress a moan as his hot breath wreaked havoc on her sensitive skin. “Mmmm, that’s right. Let my beauty get wet for me…,” he whispered.

      Cordelia could hear the Earl pleasuring himself as he looked at her. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to block out the sound. She felt shame that she had reacted to him, and humiliation. Did other married couples do this? This was not what she imagined for herself and a husband. Her only saving grace was that he had not touched her, though that did not wipe away the mortification that she had gotten pleasure from his hot breath, nor the fact that she wanted to feel more of the sexual sensations that had evoked. The Earl grunted, then let out a long-stated breath before he started laughing. Cordelia let go of her legs and pressed them together. She looked at the Earl who was flat on his back, his hand clutching his flaccid member, with the evidence of his pleasuring splattered on his robe.

      “Your beauty could make a dead man come, madam. I never thought I would have that pleasure again,” he said breathlessly.

      Cordelia knew he meant it as a compliment, but she was disgusted nonetheless. Was she doomed to a life of depravity, then? Is that what the Lord had in mind for her? She scrambled off the bed before he could ask her for something else. She quickly covered herself and retreated across the room. The Earl sat up and looked at her. He smiled, as if he enjoyed making her uncomfortable.

      “You may be a virgin madam, a fact that does more for me than you could fathom. But I can see you have desires that you are not yet aware. If my hot breath can make your pussy weep so easily, then imagine what my tongue can do for you,” he taunted.

      “Never! If you touch me our bargain is over.” He laughed at her conviction.

      “Be ready for me tomorrow night,” he ordered.

      “Wha…what?” she whispered.

      “You cannot possibly think to keep your beauty from me now that I have seen it. I will take my fill every night. Be ready.”
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        Two and a half years later.

      

      

      Her husband’s incoherent screaming from the other side of the door was threatening to pluck the last of her resolve. Nothing she did consoled him, except for what he wanted most from her, which she was no longer willing to do. The disease had taken his mind months ago. Violence was added to his madness now making him inconsolable. The doctor, who could do nothing more for the Earl besides raising the dose of his draughts, had ordered his arms and feet restrained. Emelia came out of his room, and left the door open behind her. The Earls screaming started to subside.

      “We gave him laudanum this time. It seems to be calming him. The doctor is coming to speak with you now,” Emelia said quietly.

      A moment later, the doctor came out and closed the door. All was quiet in the hallway for the first time in days. Cordelia felt numb. She hated her husband for what he made her do but watching his suffering these past few months was draining, not comforting as she would have thought.

      “Do you know when his suffering will end, doctor?” Cordelia asked, faking sadness and concern when, when in truth she just wanted it over. Emelia put her arm around her shoulders.

      “I am surprised that he is still holding on, my lady. He has lasted longer than anyone I have seen. It’s astonishing really.”

      “You cannot tell us how much longer we all must endure his suffering?” A real tear escaped and rolled down her cheek.

      “I would say your farewells now, my lady. Between the disease and the large amount of laudanum I just administered, he may not wake from his next slumber,” the doctor said, solemnly.

      Cordelia tried not to smile. She held her composure and looked at Emelia. Emelia spun Cordelia into a hug, shielding her face from the doctor.

      “It’s almost over, dear,” Emelia consoled, then addressed the doctor. “Thank you, doctor. Will you stay at Middleton until…?”

      “Of course. I will retire to my room and give you ladies a moment to say goodbye.” He bowed. “I will return in an hour to check on him. I’m sorry there isn’t more I can do.”

      “Thank you again doctor,” Emelia repeated, as he walked away. The second he turned the corner, she let go of Cordelia.

      “Is it truly almost over? I do not know how much more I can take!” Cordelia declared.

      “I say we help things along…ease his suffering once and for all. We have endured his madness for two years, Cordi. Two years too long. That is not my brother in there anymore. Not that I have seen so much as much of a glimpse of what he was before he married Rose. We do him a service.”

      “Despite what he has done to me, I do not think I could do that!” Cordelia said, her eyes widening.

      “I will do it, but I need you to distract him so he will not call out. No one must know, even if is a merciful act. We need to do it now, while he is still awake enough to swallow the liquid.”

      “If I go in there, he will want me to…to…I vowed I would never do that again! Not for him, not for anyone!”

      “Cordelia, you must, one last time. He could linger for days. Days! I cannot take this one more hour! Please, you must help me end this!” Emelia pleaded, with tears in her eyes. “He will go peacefully this way, his last memory being of you in the way he desired you. Surely that is the best way to meet the devil.”

      Cordelia was still shaking her head in refusal. To the devil he would certainly go. Anger surged through her as she thought of all the humiliating things the Earl had made her do because she was his wife. Why would she care if he died a merciful death?

      “You will have the control this time, Cordelia. Now is your chance to do him what you wish. Have you thought of that? He is drugged and tied to the bed. For the first time, he is at your mercy. Does that not change things?”

      Cordelia paused, she had never seen Emelia this way. Emelia looked desperate. It had been weeks since Cordelia had been in the same room with the Earl. Harvey had not been restrained the last time she was with him and he lunged at her with a letter opener. He would have killed her if it wasn’t for the footmen who rushed in when they heard her cry for help. It took two of them to pull the Earl off of her. She looked at the thin white scar on her hand she had received trying to defend herself.

      Emelia would not let her back in the room after that. She took care of him herself, refusing to put anyone else in harm’s way. Since then, Emelia had been regularly bitten, slapped, punched and kicked. The abuse showed on her face and in her demeanor. A veil of darkness covered her once bright green eyes. Emelia had cared for him through the darkest days of his illness. How could she turn away from her now?

      “Alright, but you will not like what you hear and see, Emelia. Mercy or no, I will not give him any more of myself, understand?”

      “I do, with every ounce of my being Cordelia. Do what you must, and I will do what I must,” she stated, emphatically. Cordelia saw how resolved Emelia was. She had reached her breaking point.

      “Let’s get this done then. Are you sure you know what to do?”

      “Yes, I watched the doctor. It is a simple matter of adding the liquid to water,” she informed Cordelia.

      “You’d better make it brandy this time. It is his favorite drink while…you know. And I need the rose oil from his room.”

      “Rose oil?”

      “As I said, you may not like what you see and hear in there, Emelia. Are you sure about this?” Cordelia turned to face her sister in law. “You will never think of your brother or me the same way again. Are you certain you want that to be the last memory you have of him?”

      “It cannot be worse than this.” Emelia pulled the top of her bodice down to reveal several bite marks on her breasts. “He would pretend to be asleep and when I bent over him…” Tears came to her eyes. “That is not my brother in there, I lost him long ago. That is the devil’s dog! If you make him suffer until his last dying breath, I would still not weep for him.”

      “I am glad we agree. You must not speak of this, ever. No matter what you see.” Cordelia asked for reassurance.

      “I swear it, Cordelia, to my last breath, I will not speak of it.”

      “Then let us get this done.”

      Cordelia took a deep breath, opened the door, and was assaulted with the putrid odor of infection. It was much worse than when she had last seen him. He was rotting to death. She approached the bed.

      “Harvey?” she said softly, praying that he had already passed.

      His eyes fluttered, and her heart sank. She was going to have to do it one more time. She tasted bile at the back of her throat. He focused on her and recognition flashed in his eyes.

      “I want to see my beauty,” he croaked just as she had expected.

      “I will show it to you if you are a good boy and behave.”

      “My beauty! I want my beauty, now!” he struggled against his restraints.

      “Now, now be patient, Harvey. Emelia went to get your brandy. Don’t want your brandy when you see it?”

      “Yes, oh yes, I want to see my beauty. It is mine, all mine. No one can touch it unless I allow it and I never will. No one will see it but me. It is mine…”

      He started to drift off. Where was Emelia? They did not have much time. The doctor was due back shortly, and Harvey was drifting off quickly. She kicked the bed, jerking him awake.

      “Watch me, Harvey,” she ordered, and bent down and grabbed the hem of her skirt. She slowly raised it, revealing her stockings. The Earl’s eyes widened. Slobber dripped from the side of his mouth, and he licked his lips as he nodded. She dropped her hem abruptly, and he struggled against his restraints.

      “If you do not lie still and be quiet I won’t show you. Do you understand?”

      He nodded eagerly, but she could see his eyes were glazing over. She pulled a chair to the side of the bed. Before she sat, she reached under her dress and removed her pantaloons. Emelia came in with a glass of brandy and a small bottle of rose oil. Cordelia opened the oil, put a few drops on her pantaloons, then covered the Earl’s nose with them.

      “Is this what you want, Harvey?”

      The Earl groaned as he sniffed her underthings like a starving man. Nausea bubbled in her stomach at his eagerness. She took a deep breath to stop the bile from rising. Emelia was spooning liquid from a brown bottle and pouring it into the brandy glass. She turned back to the Earl who was softly chanting my beauty from under the pantaloons.

      “Do you want to see it, Harvey? Do you?” He continued to chant, as if he had not heard her. As Emelia came closer with the glass she said, “I think he’s too far gone.”

      “Harvey? Do you want your brandy?” Emelia asked, leaning closer.

      Cordelia yanked the pantaloons from his face. His eyes widened.

      “Noooo!” he croaked.

      “If you want it back you need to drink your brandy. If you want to see your beauty, you must do what we say. Drink.” Cordelia demanded. Emelia held his head and put the glass to his lips. She gently poured the amber liquid in his mouth. A small river of it flowed out of the corner of his mouth and down his chin.

      “This is not working. He has to swallow it,” Emelia said, panicked.

      Cordelia kicked the bed again. “Harvey!” she said sternly. “Look at me.” She pulled the front of her dress over her knees and pooled it at her waist. She spread her legs slightly, not enough that he could see her, but enough to get his attention. “The more you drink, the wider I will open them.”

      “Beauty,” he whispered. “My beauty.”

      The reverence in his tone piqued Emelia’s curiosity. She looked at Cordelia, and Cordelia simply shrugged. Emelia pressed the glass against his lips again. Cordelia inched her legs open a bit wider. Harvey’s eyes widened. She could see the hunger in them even though he was losing the battle with the disease. Now, she knew they were doing the right thing by him. As twisted as the logic was, it suddenly felt right.

      “Drink Harvey,” Cordelia said softly as she pulled her dress back enough that he could see some of her womanly hair. When he swallowed, she opened wider. He swallowed again but this time he coughed and Emelia pulled the glass back. “Drink it all, Harvey, and I’ll give you what you want.”

      The Earl turned his head to the glass and greedily swallowed more of the amber liquid. He pulled back, took a breath, and asked for more. Finally, he drank the last of it.

      “I want my beauty. You bitch! It’s mine! I kept it clean and untouched all these years. I want it now.”

      Emelia placed the glass on the dresser with a heavy thud, overwrought over what she had just done.

      “Emelia. Lock the door.”

      When the lock turned, she put both feet on the side of the bed, moved her dress to the side, and showed herself to the Earl.

      “Ah, my beauty.” She spread her legs wider. “So beautiful.”

      “You have humiliated me for the last time, Harvey, making me expose myself to you for your sick pleasure. This is what you want is it not?” She put some rose oil in her hand. “You want it to belong to your long-lost Rose, don’t you? That is why you made me use rose oil on it, isn’t that right?”

      Cordelia rubbed her hands together and then spread the oil on herself, making her intimate lips look shiny and plump. The Earl moaned and weakly tried to reach for her.

      “Come to me!” he croaked, as he struggled against the restraints.

      “You want to smell this do you not? Lean close as I spread myself like this.” she pulled her intimate lips open so he could see her core, then rubbed her oily fingers up and down the pink skin, teasing him. “Take in the scent of me and your Rose together.” She spread herself wider, and his mouth dropped open. “You want to rub the tip of your nose up and down my soft skin, like this.” She dragged her finger slowly from her nub to her entry.

      The Earl groaned and begged with his eyes as her finger went up and down the middle of her intimate folds. A powerful feeling came over her as she realized her dominance over him. His eyes fluttered. The drug was taking effect.

      “You will never have this Harvey, never! You used me, like chattel, in and out of the bedroom. Now, this is all mine. To do with what I wish. And I’m going to give it to whomever I please, as much as I please!” She stuck a finger inside herself.

      “No! It’s mine! No one can touch it but me!”

      Cordelia put her feet down and lowered her dress. The Earl struggled weakly, talking incoherently. Emelia walked up to her brother and slapped his face.

      “I am free of you. Free! You cannot hurt me, and your threats mean nothing anymore! Die knowing that you bastard.” Emelia hissed, as his eyes fluttered shut.

      “Come, Emelia, let’s go. We are done with him. He got better than he deserved.” Cordelia grabbed Emelia’s arm and dragged her to the door. As soon as they were outside, Cordelia felt a huge weight lift. Emelia was crying, so Cordelia pulled her in for a hug. “It’s over. You never have to go back in there again. The doctor will take it from here.”

      That night, the Earl died, screaming for his beauty.
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        Two Years Later

      

      

      The tinkling of music competed with the sounds of nature while Cordelia sat on her favorite bench overlooking Middleton Park. It was an impressive structure to be sure, if not a tad square in its austerity. The cornices and filigree she had added did a lot to soften its austere architecture. Cordelia could have done without the angels and cupids Roddy had insisted on, but they were a means to an end, she supposed. She would have preferred they graced the inner courtyard instead of greeting visitors.

      Since the refurbishment, the courtyard had become a work of art, famous in its own right, which more than made up for the front façade’s lack of grandeur. No one even noticed the front of the estate anymore. Instead, visitors were eager see the spectacular courtyard nestled inside. Just past the foyer, the twenty-foot stained glass door, which now depicted Romeo and Juliet’s balcony scene, opened into the spectacular space. The stained glass would have seemed audacious if it were not so beautifully done or didn’t lead into one of the most awe-inspiring places in the county.

      Pride swelled in her chest at all that she had accomplished in the two years since the Earl had died. Especially in spite of the fact that he had not kept any of the promises he had made in their short marriage. He had not thought past his self-indulgences to see her adequately taken care of after his demise. On the contrary, he had run Middleton Park into disrepair and sold off the most profitable of its resources to pay for those indulgences. His young virginal wife being the last of them. The irony of it all did not escape her.

      There was no sorrow in the fact that the man died screaming, as syphilis drove him insane. It took his life painfully as he deserved. Cordelia had not had one day of regret for what they had done. Emelia and she were still suffering from the Earl’s abuse. He deserved the death he received.

      “There you are, lovey. I knew I’d find you here,” Roddy said, bringing her back to the present.

      “I needed a moment.”

      “You need a good tupping, lovey, that is what you need!”

      “Roddy! I swear! Could you be more obtuse?”

      “What you are saving it for, I just do not know…” He waved his lace handkerchief femininely.

      Now that Roddy was the famous Rodrigo, the best women’s fashion designer and hairdresser in all of London Proper and beyond, he no longer tried to hide the fact that he was a flaming homosexual. Not that her ever could to begin with, but now he was worse than ever. Somehow, he had made it fashionable to be a puffer, and today was no exception. He sported a shiny rose waistcoat with flower appliqués and beads. The matching calf length light blue trousers that buckled at his knees were beyond flamboyant. His blue velvet heels with brass buckles were as high as hers. To emphasize one’s calves, of course, as he would say. But, it was his infamous white wigs that were the true masterpieces, all seventy-five of them. He had so many that, once worn and forgotten, they could be return as if they were the latest fashion trend once again. There was no mistaking his preferences, and truth be told, he was a favorite amongst his set. Roddy never lacked for lovers.

      Regardless his accomplishments, to Cordelia he was still Roddy Brown, an up and coming designer she had met in London while irritating the seamstress he apprenticed for. Every day she thanked the Lord that Roddy had not been present during the horrible last weeks of the Earl’s life. She had sent him to France on a shopping trip to save his overly sensitive nature. Roddy was becoming a target of the Earl’s abuse. Emelia could not be everywhere to talk her brother down, so Cordelia sent Roddy away. Those last few weeks with the Earl had changed both she and Emelia. Having Roddy back was the breath of fresh air Emelia and Cordelia needed.

      And, it was Roddy who had pushed them into their new profession. He had recognized immediately that Cordelia had a knack for reading people. It had all started as happenstance. Her first match was easy. Lady Astor, a young lady close to her age and a friend of Hadley’s, had eyes for Lord Fitzroy. All it took was an introduction, an inattentive chaperone, and a newly styled appearance from Rodrigo, for the pieces to fall into place. Lady Astor’s father was more than pleased to pay her a percentage of his daughter’s dowry to use her connection with the gentleman to solidify the match.

      Roddy pointed out that with the connections she made, thanks mostly to the Old Codger’s Club, were the only thing of value that remained from her marriage. They could make a lucrative living by making matches amongst the elite. Emelia could train them as she had her, he could fashion them to catch the suitor’s eye, and she could use her connections to make the match. At first, she hesitated, but then realized it was no different than what the Mother Superior and every father in England had done, so she decided, why not?

      Soon mothers and fathers alike were flocking to her for help. She quickly realized it was just a matter of getting people acquainted. This did present a challenge, in light of society’s rules and protocols which were designed to keep couples apart.

      Out of necessity, she started having social mixers at Middleton, which eventually turned into week-long gatherings. Her success rate exploded thereafter, and she became one of the best matchmakers of all time. Now people clambered for her services and were willing to pay the price for it. Cordelia, the tenth Countess of Middleton Park, became exclusive, her clientele the best of English society and abroad.

      She would have never been able to survive these past two years without Roddy. Without his input and friendship, she would have crumbled long ago. He was her best friend and the only family she had left in the world. Besides Emelia, that is, who had yet to come out of her shell after their ordeal with the Earl. Cordelia knew she still harbored guilt for her part in her brother’s death. Cordelia did not know how to help Emelia get past these feelings. She hoped that time would heal her. The Middleton scandal had faded, and the Earl was not missed. She would not be surprised if there were others who had celebrated his passing. Nobody mentioned him, ever. It was as if she were born the Countess of Middleton Park.

      “You must come back down, lovey. We have a new client coming, and Lord Tilman is getting frustrated at Lady’s Simpson's inattention,” he informed her.

      “Tilman’s match is Lady Verness. Lady Simpson needs a stronger, bolder gentleman to catch her eye.”

      “You would know. If I have said it once, I’ve said it a million times, this talent you have for matching people is uncanny.” He held his hands out to her. “Now up and let me look at you.” She rose for inspection. “Perfect, infinitely perfect!”

      “You made me so.”

      “There is only so much I can do. You can adorn a dog with diamonds, but it will still be a dog, I dare say.” Cordelia giggled. Leave it to Roddy to make her laugh.

      “You know, we do not have to do this anymore. We no longer need the money,” Cordelia pointed out as they started back to the house.

      “You cannot mean to quit now! Things are just getting good! Besides, you could not possibly deprive society of your services, it would be tragic,” he exclaimed flamboyantly. “And dull, I dare say.”

      “Do you not get tired of this endless impersonal interaction for profit? Do you not search for something more fulfilling?” she asked, feeling a little melancholy.

      “I’m always searching for something fulfilling, lovey!” he teased, and his eyebrows bounced as he laughed at his joke. Cordelia rolled her eyes.

      “Roddy!”

      “Shhh, Rodrigo if you please! We approach the house. Time to work your magic, lovey.”
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      All eyes turned to her as she entered the courtyard. Good lord, Roddy had been right. Things had gone awry. More than half the gentlemen had drifted to one side as the ladies had drifted to the other, giggling amongst themselves. Only a few couples were dancing or conversing. The benches sprinkled about the courtyard, which specifically designed to give privacy to those who wished it, were mostly empty. She sighed and planted a demure smile on her face. Time to shake things up a bit.

      “Request a waltz, please Rodrigo, a long one.”

      Roddy bowed, headed toward the orchestra, as she walked straight up to the group of gentlemen.

      “Lost our nerve so easily gentlemen?” she chastised gently with a heart-stopping smile. They bowed. “It’s hardly a mixer if one doesn’t mix.”

      “We were discussing just that, my lady, and well…they…the ladies that is…they hardly seem, ah, approachable.” Lord Tilman spoke for the group.

      “Ah, and what is it you are expecting exactly, Lord Tilman? A wink and a wave, perhaps?” They looked at each other as if they wished it could be so. “Hardly! They are not pub wenches after all! They are proper ladies of the Ton, trained by the best to act with the utmost decorum. You must read them on their level. Why look…” She slowly slid her hand around Lord Tilman’s arm as if it were an intimate caress. She had found this to be the best method to get a gentleman’s attention. “Isn’t that Lady Verness peeking at you from behind her fan?” Cordelia felt him stiffen. She whispered in his ear. “If that is not a wink and a wave by a lady’s standard, I do not know what is.”

      He leaned closer, bumping the rim of her wide-brimmed hat. Cordelia loved her hats. They forced everyone to keep a respectable distance. They had become a security blanket of sorts. All of polite society knew not to touch a lady’s hat. Tilman pulled back a tad before he spoke.

      “What should I do?” he asked quietly.

      “Ask her to dance the waltz, the lovers dance, then follow your instincts afterward. Perhaps a glass of punch, a stroll around the courtyard? Or invite her to sit on a bench if you are so inclined,” she added suggestively. When his eyes snapped to hers, she looked at him from under her lashes and bit the side of her lip seductively so he would get her meaning. His mouth dropped open slightly as she let her lip slide slowly between her teeth and back to a seductive smile. “Shall I introduce you so that you may set an example for the rest of the gentlemen?” He continued to watch her mouth as she spoke, mesmerized. “Lord Tilman?” She squeezed his arm gently.

      “Oh, yes,” he whispered, then cleared his throat. “Yes, of course.”

      She held back a chuckle, then turned her head, so her hat obstructed his view. Another use for one’s hat, if you knew how to execute it correctly. It could either be a powerful weapon of seduction, leaving them wishing for another look, or, if she turned quickly, an abrupt end to an unwanted conversation. She had the art of using her hat down to a science. She was able to wield it better than the most experienced ladies could use their fans. She preferred hats, as they were much subtler, and more fashionable by far.

      Now that she had Lord Tilman thinking of kissing, it was time to pass him to Lady Verness, her pick for the gentleman. They would suit each other nicely if they would but talk to each other. Besides, Lady Verness’ dowry was seventy-five thousand pounds, and Tilman’s father owned a wool factory with the sheep to supply it. She wanted to populate the twenty-five acres she had just acquired from the match with a herd of her own. The seven-hundred-and-fifty-pound fee from Lady Verness would do nicely to build a crofter’s cabin for a shepherd and his family. Lord Tilman’s father would hardly miss a hundred or so of his sheep for making the match.

      “Lady Verness, have you made the acquaintance of Lord Tilman?” Cordelia asked, as she approached the wide-eyed group of young ladies. She nodded slightly at Lady Verness and slipped her hand from Lord Tillman’s arm.

      “Pleasure to be sure.” Lady Verness dipped into a curtsy and gave him a demure smile just as Emelia had taught her. Cordelia excused herself.

      Several of the younger gentlemen braved crossing the room to mingle with the ladies, following Lord Tilman’s lead. It only takes one, and the rest follow, she thought.

      The younger set took a lot more manipulation than the more mature, confident gentlemen. Widowers were the easiest, having had experience dealing with a lady on a daily basis. For the most part, they were lonely, and knew exactly what they wanted in a match. It was simple to put them in the company of a lady that matched their needs, and they usually took over from there. Cordelia loved to watch as new love budded. No matter the age of its participants, love was young when it was new. The look on their faces when there was a mutual attraction always pulled at her heart.

      “Lady Cromwell, your prospective clients are approaching,” Rupert informed her.

      “Thank you, Rupert. I think its time to move this soiree outside for lawn games. Nobody is enjoying the dancing. Can we serve tea on the lawn?”

      “Certainly, my lady.”

      “Show the new clients outside as well. I will greet them there.”
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      “They’re here! Rupert is getting them settled,” Roddy informed her with giddy excitement. This made Cordelia smile as he took her hand with a flourish to escort her to the lawn.

      “Who?” Cordelia asked, surprised and confused at Roddy’s reaction since he was never involved with the initial interview of clients. There must be a reason he was this excited.

      “Our prospective clients, they have arrived,” he repeated.

      “Rodrigo…” she said, sardonically. “I know you too well, tell me…what?”

      “Wait until you see them, Cordi! I happened upon them arriving in the foyer. Gorgeous, simply gorgeous, both of them. Lord, please, let him prefer me over you!” He put his hands together in prayer.

      “Good lord! I haven’t seen you like this since. . .what was his name?”

      “Jackson?”

      “No…”

      “Tomas?”

      “No…it started with an S…”

      “Samuel?”

      She looked at him sideways and gave him a sarcastic smile.

      “Alright fine, I get your point. I may be a tad excitable, but I am not overreacting this time, you wait and see! Three shillings you are rendered speechless by this one.”

      “When’s the last time you saw me speechless, Rodrigo?” she pronounced his name sarcastically.

      “Well…” He thought for a moment. “Alright, never, but I still wish to wager this time you will be!”

      “Done. Easiest three shillings I ever made!”

      “We will see.”

      “Tell me…”

      “According to Rupert, he’s a Marquess, never married, here for his sister. They made their fortune in soap. Body soap, kitchen soap, as well as its industrial uses. Popular here and across Europe, and very lucrative from what I hear. She has had many offers but has turned them all down because she seeks a love match. That is why she is here, and to see me, of course,” he added confidently. “Her dowry amount will remain undisclosed until the brother approves your services. That’s why he is here.”

      “Of course! Love and a new wardrobe by Rodrigo. What could be better?” she teased. “I remember her now, Lady Drayson. I sent my barrister to talk to her. Her appointment is today, how could have I forgotten?” she said more to herself than Roddy, who was not listening anyway. Roddy gave her a poignant look. “I guess if he desires an appointment with Rodrigo, all would be right with the world, would it not?” she teased again.

      “Indeed!” he replied, and they laughed.

      She was pleased to see that her guests were quickly settling into the various lawn games. She realized that they were a younger set and needed more stimulation than a waltz. A large group of gentlemen organized teams for cricket. Perfect. Now they would shed their jackets and show off their prowess.

      As they slowly made their way to the field, Cordelia enticed the younger ladies to come along. She subtly started placing bets on the gentlemen, and the ladies enthusiastically joined in. The mood instantly turned cheerful as everyone made themselves comfortable. When the musicians started playing lively music, it completed the happy atmosphere. Moving the party to the lawn had certainly been the right decision.

      “Brace yourself, here they come. Remember our wager,” Roddy whispered in her ear.

      “I remember very well. You might as well pay me now, and save yourself the trouble later,” she taunted, holding out her hand expectantly.

      Roddy had an eye for handsome men, and she was sure this gentleman would be no different. Her saving grace was that she was not attracted to the aristocratic dandies that were the mainstay of the Ton. They did nothing for her, and she found them easy to resist. She and her trusty hat had managed to repel all manner of pompous asses, who attempted to dazzle her with their flashy waistcoats and high heeled shoes. She had yet to meet a gentleman that made her heart stop and render her speechless. Today was bound to be no exception, and that was fine with her. She would never marry again. The last thing she wanted were the confines of marriage and the obligations in the bedroom. Never again! The Earl had seen to that. No man would touch her if she had anything to do with it, no matter how handsome he might be.

      “Lady Cromwell, Lord Roth, and Lady Drayson.” The butler announced. Roddy stepped forward immediately.

      “May I be the first to welcome you, my lord, my lady. I am Rodrigo,” He announced with a flamboyant bow. “And this is Lady Cromwell.”

      Cordelia peeked at the couple from behind the brim of her hat. The lady was lovely indeed, with raven hair and bright green eyes. Lady Drayson was smiling in anticipation, eager to meet her. Cordelia could not see the gentleman’s face. His broad chest and tall stature obscured her view. In a practiced motion, she kept her eyes downcast, watching where she stepped, adjusting her skirt as she turned, and looked at him through her lashes first. Good Lord, Roddy might be right about this one. First, she saw his Hessian boots. No high heels for this one. His black trousers ended inside his boots at the knee, and his muscular thighs strained the material above them. His jacket tails brushed his calves. This gentleman was no dandy, at least not in fashion. When she raised her eyes, they immediately locked with his. Handsome did not describe this man. For the first time her in her life, her heart skipped a beat. He was the male version of his lovely sister, but, where she was soft and feminine, he was rugged and masculine. His green eyes stared in hers with such intensity, it rattled her.

      She forced herself to look at his sister and curtsied, bowing her head slightly so the rim of her hat hid her face. She took a shallow breath to compose herself. Roddy was looking at the Marquess longingly. He hadn’t noticed her reaction to the man, thank the Lord! If he had, she would have never lived it down! When she rose, she addressed Lady Drayson directly and did not look at either of the men. Her hat partially obstructed their view, which gave her confidence to speak.

      “Lady Drayson, welcome to Middleton Park.”

      “Thank you, Lady Cromwell. I have been looking forward to this pleasure for a long time.” Lady Drayson curtsied. “May I present my brother Lord Rhys Drayson, the Marquess of Roth.”

      Cordelia smiled demurely and kept her eyes downcast as she curtsied but looked at him as she rose. She had better control of herself this time. She had the same reaction to him, Lord above, this man rattled her nerves. She tried not to stare, although she wanted to. Everything about this man radiated masculinity. His long black hair curled around his collar and forehead. His angular features and strong chin gave him his rugged appearance. But it was his intense green eyes that made her feel naked under his gaze. A thousand needles pricked her skin as he studied her. His eyes drifted to her lips when she spoke.

      “My lord, welcome. Thank you for making the trip from London to escort your sister to Middleton Park. It must have been a major inconvenience.”

      He stared at her for what seemed like an eternity without answering, his face expressionless. This man was disconcerting. He needed to leave. Luckily, she had already decided not to take Lady Drayson on as a client. Cordelia prayed that once she turned them down in person that they would return to London directly.

      “Not at all,” he finally answered. His baritone voice matched his appearance. Cordelia suppressed a shiver as vibrations rolled down her spine. It would be best to get them on their way quickly. As fast as possible!

      “Shall we retire to my office and discuss what you require of me?”

      “That would be wonderful, wouldn’t it Rhys?” Lady Drayson bumped her brother with her elbow, since he was still glaring at her.

      “Of course,” he said, with a wave and a bow. “Lead the way.”

      “Will Rodrigo be joining us?” Lady Drayson asked hopefully. Cordelia had not noticed that Roddy had excused himself.

      “If we conclude our business today, you can meet with him first thing tomorrow,” she replied, not willing to dash the lady’s excitement in front of her guests or her brother until they were alone. Let her have a meeting with Roddy. He seemed eager enough to have her as a client. Then she could send them on their way, satisfied. “You are behind the rest of the guests. They have been here for a few days and are well acquainted with each other already. And, If Rodrigo wishes to change your look, there is not much time for him to do it before the ball.” She chuckled, to take the worry out of her statement, but further planted the seed for refusal. Cordelia threaded her arm through Lady Drayson’s, and started toward the house, giving Lord Drayson no choice but to fall in step behind them.
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      Cordelia could swear she felt the heat of the man’s stare on her back as she chatted with his sister. Nervously, she made all manner of small talk as they made their way back to the house. Lady Drayson conversed easily about their trip from town and her expectation of the weather in the coming days. They entered through the back doors, and she steered them down the hall to her study. Two large double doors flanked the opulent room. Once inside, the waiting footmen closed the doors behind them. She could not wait to put her sizable desk between herself and the Marquess. Cordelia paused next to two wingback chairs facing the desk, withdrew her arm from Lady Drayson’s, and walked to the other side.

      “Please make yourself comfortable. I am robbing you of tea time, shall I call for some?” She waved a wingback chair, hoping he would sit. His expression had turned into a scowl, making her even more nervous than before. Had she done something to offend him?

      “No, thank you,” he declined flatly, as Lady Drayson cheerfully said, “Yes, please.”

      Cordelia looked at them curiously. He met her stare when her eyes settled on his. The intensity in those green eyes bothered her. She smiled this time to cover her unease.

      “Brandy then?”

      He gave her a grin in return. It wasn’t a grateful grin, however. It felt like a warning. This gentleman was going to be a challenge. What could she possibly have done to upset the man on the walk between the garden and her study? She turned her head slightly so that her hat covered her eyes. Why was she letting this man get under her skin? Time to take control of the situation and end this.

      Cordelia pulled the bell next to her desk then moved closer to the door when the footman stepped in. She whispered for him to bring tea and brandy for her guests. Lady Drayson slapped her brother’s arm with her fan, and angrily mouthed something to him. He ignored her and turned his attention back to Cordelia as she settled herself in the chair behind the desk. She placed her elbows on top and clasped her hands before she spoke.

      “I am at a loss, Lady Drayson, as I said through my barrister. I do not know what more I can do for you that you cannot accomplish yourself. Yet you still insisted on coming. Why? Beyond meeting with Rodrigo, of course. An appointment could easily have been arranged without my involvement.”

      “What?” The Marquess exclaimed, shocked. She was surprised that he did not know his sister’s application had been refused.

      “Did your sister not tell you, my lord? I sent my barrister to turn down Lady Drayson’s application for my services.”

      His head snapped to his sister angrily. Lady Drayson looked at her hands, contrite.

      “May I ask why?”  he asked, clearly irritated.

      “Well, she is lovely for one, in no need of Rodrigo in my opinion. And, judging by the size of your estates, I assume her dowry would attract the highest rank of suitors, which is the crux of my services. I cannot see what I can do for her that she, or you, my lord, cannot do for yourselves.”

      “Please, Lady Cromwell, I know how it looks from the outside. But believe me, I am in dire need of your services, more than most, I would think.” She sounded desparate, almost panicked. Her brother looked surprised. “It is because of those things that I need your help. I am a prize on an auction block, not a woman. I am a commodity, not a person looking for love and companionship in marriage. I have heard that your matches are between two people that have an attraction, beyond the business matters. For this reason, I need your services.”

      “Esme…,” he warned, irritated.

      “Just because you do not desire love in your life Rhys, does not mean I feel the same!” she snapped. He glared at her.

      “I cannot guarantee a love match, Lady Drayson,” Cordelia informed her.

      “I understand that, my lady, but you do introduce clients with the same…ah…mindset, do you not?”

      “That is correct, but still…”

      “All I ask, my lady, is a chance at love, so I can feel as though I tried, even if it does not come to pass. I am willing to pay your fee regardless.”

      “Esme!”

      Now Lord Roth was downright angry. Affronted. It was clear that he was unambiguously protective of his sister. Cordelia tried to put him at ease.

      “That will not be necessary, Lady Drayson…”

      “Esme, wait outside.”

      “Rhys…”

      “Now, Esme!” He gave her a pointed look.

      Lady Drayson looked nervously between the two of them. Oh god, now she was going to alone with the man! Butterflies took flight in her belly. This meeting was not going as expected, not at all! Reluctantly Lady Drayson rose, curtsied and left the study.

      “Lord Roth, I assure you I…”

      “You did exactly what you set out to do, my lady. You are very clever, very clever indeed,” he snapped. She was so surprised by his statement that she almost missed his insinuation.

      “Excuse me, what are you implying?” she asked, insulted.

      “I am not implying a thing.”

      Cordelia’s heart was racing. This man was playing havoc with her nerves. Roddy had been right. This man would take anyone’s breath away. His stare stole her thoughts. Thank the heavens for her hat. She needed to break contact with those penetrating green eyes so she could think. How had she mistaken his stares as attraction? How wrong she had been!

      Now, the cad was accusing her of swindling! It wasn’t the first time, but, from him for some reason, it was intolerable. It was for the best she had refused them. He made her uncomfortable. It was best to be polite and send them on their way. Lady Drayson would do well on her own. This argument was a colossal waste of time. She stood and turned her head to break eye contact.

      “There has been a mistake, my lord. I should not have let her come. I’m sorry this has wasted so much of our time. Enjoy your evening at Middleton Park. I will inform Rupert you will be leaving first thing in the morning.”

      “That’s it? No further cajoling?” he asked, his tone flat. Could the man be more insulting?

      “I do not cajole, my lord. My clients are here because they wish to be. Your sister insisted, quite persistently, I might add, for an introduction. I take offense to any implication otherwise. You may be in the habit of insulting women, but here at Middleton Park, we do not stand for it. Now, if you will excuse me.” She started for the door.

      “That is a powerful weapon you yield, my lady.”

      Cordelia stopped in her tracks. What? She looked at him over her shoulder. It was a mistake. His eyes locked on hers and she couldn’t look away. Lord above, he was the most handsome man she had ever encountered. There was something magnetic about him, raw, masculine, and dangerous. Very, very dangerous. He gave her a dashing smile.

      “Excuse me?” she managed to say.

      “Your hat. A powerful weapon, to be sure.” He stepped forward, closer than was acceptable, but not enough to breach the security of her brim. Her heart started pounding. “It makes for a worthy advisory.”

      “Advisory?” she repeated, his proximity was making her heart race faster, her nerves started to tingle. She could smell his cologne, or was it soap? She couldn’t quite identify the scent, but it matched him perfectly, masculine yet clean. His eyes dropped to her lips.

      “Indeed,” he whispered, huskily. Desire flamed in his eyes.

      Ah. Now this was an expression that she was very familiar with. She was a widow, ripe for the plucking. As if he was the first to try! Cordelia was sure that most women fell to his feet, the ruthless cad! She gave him a shy smile, then bit the side of her lip, letting it slide through her teeth slowly. Teasing him as she had done to Lord Tilman. He watched, smiling triumphantly, taking it as an invitation and leaning forward to take his prize.

      “Then, you have already lost to it, my lord.” She turned her head quickly and cut off his descent with her brim. He leaned back quickly to avoid being hit. “Good afternoon, Lord Roth.” She suppressed a smile, then continued walking. To her surprise, he chuckled.

      “You have two days,” he said, as she reached the door. She turned back to him.

      “Two days? For what?”

      “To convince Esme that she does not need your services.”

      “And, pray tell, why would I do that?”

      “As you said yourself, she doesn’t need them. I will indulge this whim of hers until then, but no more,” He approached her. “I will compensate you for the task.”

      “I do not work like that, my lord.”

      “I care not. This situation calls for an exception. It is the only way to preserve everyone’s reputation.”

      He was right, damn it to hell! Her rejection could impact Lady Drayson’s reputation. Like it or not, this man, being a Marquess, could damage Cordelia’s reputation as well. If she did not have Roddy and Emelia to consider she would have told him to go to hell! She sighed and resigned herself to his logic. She may not have a choice but to give in to this demand, but she would be damned if she would take a shilling from this arrogant cad. She straightened her spine. Time to rid herself of the scoundrel.

      “I agree, my lord. Two days is all I need. No compensation is required.”

      He moved closer and put his hand on the door to prevent her from opening it. She pressed herself against it as far as she could.

      “Are you quite sure, my lady? There are many forms of compensation.” He leaned closer, his insinuation clear. He acted as if he had offered her something special. Cordelia saw red. How dare he! She narrowed her eyes.

      “I require nothing from you, my lord.”

      His eyes darted back and forth between hers, his expression unreadable. Then he pushed himself off the door and stepped back.

      “As you wish, my lady.” He gave her an elegant bow.

      She immediately turned and left, slamming the door behind her. Lady Drayson, who was pacing the hall impatiently, looked at her expectantly. What an arse! It was hard to believe he was related to this sweet, sensitive, beautiful woman. It would serve him right if she were to match her with the love of her life in the next two days. Then he would eat his words! She smiled at Lady Drayson.

      “You will see Rodrigo first thing in the morning, then Lady Emelia immediately following. I hope you are up to the challenge. We have a lot of work to do,” she barked, sounding angrier than she meant to.

      “Oh, I am, Lady Cromwell, I am! I won’t let you down. I give you my word.”

      “We will see…”
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      “What an arrogant arse!” Cordelia spat as she paced in front of the fireplace, her arms crossed in front of her breasts.

      “Umm hmmm,” Roddy said, as he lounged lazily on a chair, one leg dangling over the arm as he extended his arm to inspect his fingernails.

      “He offered to pay me to convince his sister not to use my services. The nerve!”

      “The nerve of that gorgeous man!” he teased.

      “Roddy! I need you to be on my side!”

      “Oh, believe me, lovey, I am.”

      “Someone needs to put him in his place, take him down a notch,” she railed, then whispered. “Arrogant arse!”

      “And, of course, that should be you,” he answered indulgently.

      “Right! I’ll show him!” She tapped her finger on her lip as she contemplated her next move. She thought for a moment then smiled. “Roddy, I need you to fashion Lady Esme a new look. Simple but elegant, one that plays off her dark, exotic features. But very few adornments, a blank page if you will, one a man can make his own. She’s much too worldly and experienced looking. We need to tone her down, make her appear moldable, yet still sensual.”

      That caught his attention. He sat up and studied Cordi.

      “What about your cardinal rule? Bringing out their inner beauty, emphasizing their natural features to make a true match? Never present them as something they are not, and all that?”

      “This is war, Roddy. Are you going to help me or not?” she faced him with her hands on her hips.

      “Of course, but…”

      “Tell Emelia to teach her the art of…”

      “Cordi!”

      “Not that! Flirting! I would never sink so low as to do such a thing.” Roddy visibly relaxed. “You have one day. Once she’s ready, call me. If she presents as I think she will, then I will invite the Duke of Hanover.” Roddy sucked in his breath.

      “You’re a genius!” he declared, with reverence.
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      Roddy studied her as she sat, only to stand and pace again. Lord Roth had rattled her. He couldn’t recall another gentleman who had gotten her feathers so ruffled. War she called it! He laughed to himself. It’s about time someone caught her attention. Maybe he will be the one to finally pluck her cherry. Then she could start living in the present instead of dwelling in the past. He considered the possibility. Maybe it was a war she needed.

      He sighed. He wanted the man for himself, damn. Too bad, but the thought that Lord Roth could be used to help Cordi had a different sort of appeal. An idea sprang to mind.

      “And what of you, lovey? Are we to drive the man mad for what he cannot have? Shall I dress you to appeal to his every desire?”

      “Oh, phish! The last thing I want is any attention from that cad!”

      “Not even to torment him with what he’s denied? The one thing he will lose for all time? The fish that got away and all that? I may be a puffer, Cordi, but I’m still a man. And this I know, men covet what they cannot have above all else. There is no greater torture.”

      He could see her mind churning. He decided to sweeten the pot.

      “Pity,” he said, indulgently. “Marrying his sister off to a handsome Duke just to prove him wrong will be a victory for him in the end. The loss of the money will quickly fade. But…the anguish of never being able to have you will last a lifetime. Oh well, it was just a thought.” He picked at something imaginary in his fingernail. “Besides, it would have been fun, reinventing yourself. This look of yours is becoming quite droll.”

      He stood to leave the room and send for Lady Drayson. One…two…three, he counted to himself.

      “Alright…but keep the hats. As a matter of fact, fashion larger ones.” Roddy smiled and spun around.

      “Oh, I would love to!” He clapped his hands together in victory. “But, lovely, promise me you will try to have a little fun. After all, your new plaything is quite dreamy.”

      “Ha! Dreamy indeed! As dreamy as a mule’s arse!” she spat.

      “Careful lovey, some might say you protest too much!”

      The next morning Cordelia joined her guests on the lawn after breaking her fast. Roddy had fashioned her to perfection. She had to admit that he had done a fantastic job. She felt beautiful in the floral dress and hat that he had repurposed for her.

      Cordelia spied a small group of gentlemen keeping to themselves in a corner. She was beginning to think this group of young men were not serious about making a match. They never mixed with the young ladies. She sighed. Maybe she was losing her touch. The ladies she had picked for them did not seem to spark their interest. Where had she gone wrong? She planted a smile on her face and approached the group.

      “Gentlemen, I cannot stress enough how important it is to put your best foot forward with the ladies. Even if you have no interest in any of them, you do not want harsh gossip following you back to London, now do you? If you brand yourselves unsociable, it will not bode well with society. You must be charming, but elusive, if there no ladies here that catch your eye,” she chastised.

      “That is just the thing, Lady Cromwell. All of them pale in comparison to you, we’ve decided.” Lord Weston spoke for the group. She blushed. She hadn’t considered what affect her change in fashion would have on her male guests. Her intention to tease Lord Roth may very well backfire.

      “Ah, so you do possess charm after all. You flatter me, Lord Weston but, alas, I am not available. I am an old widow, no longer on the market. Besides, none of your parents would approve of a match with the likes of me, so I am a complete waste of time,” she said quickly, hoping to put the matter to rest.

      “I do not care, Lady Cromwell. My inheritance comes from my grandfather. I would take you as my wife without hesitation. My parents’ approval makes no difference,” Lord Maxwell stepped forward and proclaimed. Two of the gentlemen bowed to her and left.

      Cordelia sighed, stepped forward, and took his arm, then slipped her hand around Lord Weston's arm as well. They had no choice but to walk with her as she went back to the rest of the guests.

      “As much as I am flattered by your proposal, my lord, I do not wish to marry again. My purpose in life is to see to other people’s happiness. Some say it is a gift that needs to be shared. I am doing my best to share it with you.”

      “Why, Lady Cromwell? Do you not desire a family of your own?” Lord Maxwell pushed, undeterred.

      “As I said, my lord, that is not my purpose now,” she repeated, unwilling to divulge any personal information.

      “You are much too…young and ah…attractive to stay a widow for the rest of your life, my lady. Will you never consider making a match for yourself?” Lord Weston asked, hopefully.

      He drifted toward her but bumped the rim of her hat and corrected himself.

      “I appreciate both of your concerns for my future, truly. But I must repeat, I am not available. You would do well to use this undeniable charm and wit on the obtainable ladies. They would be utterly enchanted if you were to express these sentiments to them.” She slowed her pace and pulled them closer. Her hat fit nicely behind their shoulders. “Look, I see two of the most beautiful of them ahead. See if they are as charmed by you as I am.”

      Cordelia gave them a gentle shove, and they walked off with renewed confidence. She slowed her pace, letting the distance between them grow. A clapping sound came from behind her so she turned to see who would be so rude! Her stomach lurched. Lord Roth, of course, she should have known! He was wearing a sarcastic smile and was slowly clapping as he approached. What an arse! She groaned inwardly and turned away so he couldn’t see her grimace. She didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. To hell with teasing him! The last thing she wanted was to share company with this man. She started walking faster.

      “Very impressive, my lady, very impressive indeed. You have the art of manipulation down to a science.” His voice was dripping with sarcasm, as he followed behind her.

      Cordelia whipped around to face him. Lord Roth stopped in his tracks and stared at her in utter shock. His eyes roved over her body before settling on her face. His expression slowly changed to appreciation. Cordelia felt self-conscious and looked down shyly as he stared, she felt her cheeks turning pink. She cleared her throat and composed herself before she spoke.

      “My lord, since you insist on seeing me in such a negative light, I wonder why you seek me out?”

      “I…I apologize for my assumption, my lady. I assumed that, in your line of work…”

      “My line of work? What do you think my line of work is exactly?”

      “You are a matchmaker, are you not? You profit from convincing people they are in love with each other, correct?”

      Cordelia cringed at this. How she hated the title and the way he described it. It  sounded cheap coming from his lips.

      “I prefer to think of myself as an ambassador, my lord. I solve social interaction problems and bring like-minded people together for a common goal. It just so happens that their goal is a relationship. Why do you take such offense to my work? I hurt no one, nor do I force anyone into anything they do not wish for themselves. Can the same be said for most fathers or guardians, my lord?”

      “That may be so, but my sister is my only concern. I will not stand for her emotions to be trifled with,” he stated, defensively.

      “If you think she is in danger of being trifled with, my lord, I would remind you that neither of you are prisoners here. You are free to go whenever you wish.” With that, she lifted her skirt and turned to walk away.

      Was there no end to this man’s arrogance? She’d be damned if she would to stand there and take his insults or innuendos! She stormed away quickly, but he soon caught up to her and matched her stride. She glanced at him warily but continued to move away.

      “Lady Cromwell, I believe I have made an arse of myself. I would offer my apology.”

      “Accepted. Now, if you will excuse me…,” Cordelia said quickly and continued walking.

      “Can we start over? Please?”

      “I can see no reason…”

      “We have every reason. Whether you and I like it or not, my sister is beyond enchanted with you. As I am wrapped around her little finger and am a chronically overprotective big brother, it looks as though I must eat crow to make things right between us.” When she remained silent, and did not slow her pace, he tried again. “Or I can eat your hat since it looks as though crow is scarce in this part of the country.”

      Cordelia looked at him sideways, a smiled escaped, then couldn’t help but let out a chuckle. She slowed her pace a tad,  softening the tiniest bit at his wit. When he smiled at her butterflies took flight in her belly, and she quickly looked away. Why did he have to be so handsome? It made her uneasy and off balance.

      “You would eat your greatest adversary, my lord?” she teased in return.

      “I would eat the weapon if it would give me even the slightest advantage,” he joked, and the silly statement made her giggle.

      “I sorry to inform you that I have an endless supply of weapons, my lord.”

      “I have no doubt, my lady, and they seem to be growing. I’m trying not to take it personally. Tell me your newest creation did not get bigger on the chance we would have an encounter today.”

      Cordelia turned her head to shield her face from him. How had he known? Was she that obvious? At first, she was embarrassed, then irritated. He was nothing but a self-absorbed arse! Of course, he would assume as much, even though it was true, his arrogance was irritating.

      “You flatter yourself, my lord. You think quite a lot of yourself to assume a woman would dress differently because of you,” she exclaimed. She tried to act affronted but could tell he didn’t believe her in the slightest. He knew she had worn it for him.

      “Of course not, or at least not the entire ensemble.”

      Cordelia decided to stay quiet since the conversation was making her even more uncomfortable. It was then that she noticed that they had strolled quite a few yards away from the others and reached the end of the path. She turned around to retrace her steps, but he blocked the path, forcing her to look at him. Ugh! Butterflies attacked her stomach again. Why did this man affect her so?

      “Did you?” he asked quietly. “Wear a bigger hat to keep me away?”

      “No,” she said, her eyes locked on his. “I wore it to irritate you.”

      His lips lifted into a rakish smile. Cordelia tried to stop her eyes from drifting down to them but failed.

      “It worked,” he whispered.

      Before she could guess his intent, he covered her mouth with his. She gasped in his mouth and tried to step back. He slipped his hand around the nape of her neck, holding her captive. His lips were warm and soft sending shivers down her spine. She grabbed his forearm, intending to push him away, but pulled him closer instead. He rubbed his tongue against her lips invitingly. She froze. He pressed harder with his lips and tried again. This new sensation made her body tingle, and her lips involuntarily relaxed against his. Her mouth parted slightly in a soft sigh. He slid his tongue into her mouth and white-hot heat flashed at the invasion. When his tongue brushed against hers, she shivered again, leaning into the delicious feeling. She was not sure what to do, but she wanted more. A moan escaped. He pulled back to look at her, his expression full of desire.

      Once he broke contact, her eyes widened in realization. She stepped back and slapped his face.

      “How dare you!”
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      Cordelia tried to dart around him, embarrassed by her reaction to his kiss. How could she have let that happen? Oh, my god, she had enjoyed it too! She wanted to run, to get away from him fast.

      “Wait.”

      He moved further in her path. She pushed his chest.

      “Wait! Stop.” He pleaded, confused.

      She backed up and looked at her feet unable to meet his gaze.

      “Did I misread your signals, my lady? Are you saying that you did not enjoy our kiss? Are you not attracted to me? It seemed as though you were.” He sounded angry, straining for control.

      “I…I did not give you leave to kiss me.”

      “Leave to kiss you? You led me to the end of the path and flirted with me…what is your game? Are you teasing me? Do you mean to punish me because of what happened in your office?”

      Oh god! She didn’t know what to do, or say, for that matter. How had she gotten herself into this predicament? She hadn’t paid attention to where they were walking, so she couldn’t blame him for being confused. Yes, she could! He was so damn handsome and distracting. This was all his fault!

      “No…I’m sorry…I didn’t realize,” She looked away to compose herself. “I apologize, my lord, it’s just that I am not available.”

      “Do you often lead men on when you are otherwise engaged?”

      “Of course not!” The cad! And to think she thought him handsome and his kiss, ah, interesting! “If I gave you the impression I was interested, my lord, it was completely unintentional. Now, if you do not mind, I suggest we leave this behind us and…”

      He pulled her to him again and covered her mouth with his again. This time, his hands were around her waist, trapping her against his body. His kiss was insistent, willing her to respond. He cocked his head to the side. She moaned at his onslaught. His lips felt good on hers, too good. His tongue was soft and warm as he coaxed her to open her mouth. Warmth swirled between them, making her body tingle. She opened her mouth, and he took full advantage. He rubbed his tongue against hers, sending another round of shivers through her. His tongue retreated, and she followed it, wanting it back. As soon as her tongue entered his mouth, he sucked on it. Sensual ripples flowed through her body, and she pressed herself against him, wanting more. His hand slid up to the nape of her neck. He moaned as he ran his tongue back and forth as he sucked on hers frantically. It was so erotic. She never wanted it to end.

      Slowly, he eased his grip and pulled back just enough to look at her. She felt weak, as if she would fall if he let go. His deep breaths were hot on her lips.

      “Just how unavailable are you, Lady Cromwell?” he whispered, then pressed his lips to hers again before she could answer. The heat started building once more as their tongues danced. She felt herself buckling. “You should be mine,” he whispered.

      “Yours?” she repeated, as he kissed his way down to her neck.

      “Yes, is it serious?”

      “Ahh...” A moan escaped as he sucked on a sensitive spot, and she lost track of the conversation. “Is what serious?” she asked, confused.

      “Your current affair.”

      His lips slid lower, teasing the tops of her breasts. She arched into him, captivated by his touch. Did he say affair? Affair! His question finally penetrating. He thought she was having an affair with someone! Oh god, what was she doing? She tried to pull back. He didn’t let her go but stopped his onslaught to look at her.

      “I do not understand you. One moment you are slapping me, and the next you are melting in my arms.”

      “Please let me go,” she pleaded, pushing against his shoulders. He let go abruptly, and she stumbled backward. “I am sorry, I didn’t mean to…”

      “You didn’t mean to?” Now he was angry. “I am not one of your young pups, my lady. I know as well as you when someone responds to me! What game do you play?”

      She decided to use flattery, which would not be hard to do at the moment. His lips were beckoning even as he stared at her angrily. She wanted to jump on him and kiss him again. This man was dangerous.

      “You are quite irresistible, my lord. Please forgive my moment of weakness. It will not happen again.”

      “Why not?”

      “As I told you, I am not available. We should return to…”

      She started to walk by him, but he gently grabbed her arm to stop her.

      “You are foolish to think I would give up so easily. Do not underestimate me, my lady.”

      She looked at him sideways. Damn, if she didn’t hate arrogant men! He might have been interesting if he wasn’t so self assured and irritating! As it turns out, he was just like the rest of them, thinking of her as a possession, something he can’t have because she belonged to someone else. She was disappointed, and let it show in her expression. Her eyes drifted down to the hand holding her arm, then back up to his stare. He let go.

      “Do not waste your time, my lord,” she said, and walked away. She would have to be infinitely more careful around this man!

      After checking on her guests and leaving them to luncheon, she decided to sneak away to speak to Roddy. He would know what to do about Lord Roth. Roddy would know how to dissuade him from his pursuit. She could not think of anyone better to consult, except Emelia. Unfortunately, Emelia would probably encourage the affair, even more than Roddy. The last thing she needed was a lecture on opening herself up to new experiences. If they were anything like todays had been, she would not have the fortitude to survive them!

      Cordelia saw Rhys leaving Roddy’s suite as she approached, and quickly ducked into a nearby alcove. What was he doing in there? As soon as he turned the corner, she rushed into Roddy’s room and closed the doors behind her.

      “What was he doing here?”

      “What do you think? Asking about you of course.”

      “What did you tell him?”

      “What you wish me to tell everyone. That you are not available,” he said, with a flamboyant wave.

      “Oh, thank god!”
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      Roddy watched her carefully. She looked pensive and rattled. And very relieved. If they were both coming to him, something must have happened. She looked out the window, scanning the crows below. Was she looking for Lord Roth? Something had happened, or she would have dismissed the gentleman as she had countless others.

      “Alright, tell me, what happened? And don’t even try to lie. I know you too well. I’ll see right through it, and you well know it!” As her shoulders slumped he exclaimed, “Ah ha! Something did happen! Tell me!” he demanded.

      “Fine! He kissed me, that’s all.”

      “That’s all? That’s all! Your first kiss and all you can say is that’s all?”

      “It was hardly my first kiss.”

      “You cannot count that stable boy’s chaste peck as a kiss! And, just looking at the man, I’m guessing he didn’t administer the same closed mouthed tap you are counting as one. Tell me! Tell me all! I want every last wet detail!” He grabbed her hands and pulled her to the settee. “Everyone out!” he ordered. With a wave of his hand he dismissed everyone working on various projects about the room. Once the last person had closed the door, he looked at her, expectantly.

      She was bursting to tell him. She let the big smile she had been suppressing come.

      “Oh Roddy, you said it would be exciting but, oh my… it was…it was…my whole body tingled!”

      “Ha! What did I tell you? Now that you’ve had a taste…”

      “Oh no, no, no…NO!” She rose and went back to the window. This time she saw him crossing the lawn, walking with purpose toward his sister. “He took me by surprise. That man is dangerous, and I will not let it happen again!”

      “What? You cannot possibly be satisfied with that little taste…”

      “Roddy! I am not interested in an affair, especially with a known womanizer like Lord Roth…”

      “They are the best ones for an affair, lovey. They like their liaisons short, sweet, and are typically experienced in the art of lovemaking…”

      “I will never do that for a man again Roddy!” She looked at him angrily, then away. “Never again.”

      Roddy sighed. A wave of sadness hit him as he watched her recoil into her memories. Damn the Earl of Cromwell to hell for his perversions! May he burn in hell from the scars he left on this innocent girl. She might never trust another man. She was much too young to be so cynical. And alone. There had to be a way to get through to her. For someone to get through to her.

      “Lovey,” he started gently. “All men are not the same. Not all men will treat you as the Earl did. You must trust me on this.”

      “I do not care. I will never let anyone own me again or even believe they could own me.”

      “That’s the beauty of your situation, Cordi. You set the rules now. You decide what happens or how far it will go. And, you can end it anytime you wish. For once, you are in control.”

      “In control of what? I do not know anything about love play, Roddy. He thinks I know, but I do not. He was confused at my reaction to his kiss. There is no way to explain my past without divulging…well, everything. And that can never, ever, ever be discovered. It would ruin us all.”

      “Emelia could prepare you for what you do not know and…”

      “He would see right through it.” She looked at the guests mingling on the lawn. “Then everyone would know what a fraud I truly am.”

      “You are not a fraud, Cordi. You have made viable matches. Your inexperience with lovemaking has nothing to do with your work.”

      “Ha! Do you think they will continue to believe in me if they knew? I dare say they would not!”

      “Mayhap not in the same way, but your reputation precedes you and…”

      “Which means nothing if tarnished. Roddy, I cannot afford to be trifling with a man like Roth, especially since he sees me as an opportunist. Besides, I have vowed to prove him wrong. Once I have matched his sister, I intend to retire from this profession. We no longer need the income, and you will do well on your own. You are already the most coveted designer in London. Emelia can take over the business if she wishes, but I am through pretending to be something I am not! Please, help me, and stop pushing me into something that could prove dangerous for us all.”

      “And what will you do, then? Shrivel up and die in this crusty old estate? All to preserve your esteemed reputation? Oh, phish! And for what? You would do better tupping half of London. At least you would have a life!”

      “Roddy!”

      “He is perfect, and you know it. And, don’t even try to lie and tell me you are not attracted to him! I can see it on your face.” He walked over, picked up a pair of scissors, and approached her in a huff. When he pulled the ribbon from under her cheek and cut it, causing her hat to fall unceremoniously to the floor. “You do not need these anymore. If you will not help yourself then I will do it for you!” He pulled her sleeves off her shoulders, showing more cleavage. “No more hiding. If you can act this role so well, then you can act experienced, too!” He pushed her to the door. “Now, go have some fun, for once!” He shoved her out the door. “Send my people back in, I have a lot of work to do!” Then, he slammed the door in her face.

      “Fraud, indeed!” he shouted. Now Roth would have his help whether he needed it or not! If Cordi pushed him away, then he would encourage him in another way. One way or another he would help the man break down her defenses. Somehow, someway, he would see her happy.

      “She won’t give in if you push her. She’ll just push back harder. She’s frightened,” came a female voice from behind him.

      “Emelia! Good lord, you frightened me! How long have you been here?”

      “Long enough to tell that she isn’t going to do what you wish her to do.”

      Emelia sauntered in quietly. Roddy respected Emelia immensely. He had never met a woman more resilient than she. She was beautiful, even though she was older by society’s standards. One would never know by her demeanor that she had been the toast of the ton until Lord Hampton ruined her reputation. Her brother rescued her only to beat her self-esteem to the depths of despair. If it weren’t for Cordelia, she would still be hiding from society and the cruel remarks said behind her back. Instead, Cordelia had convinced her to teach their female clients how she had used her undeniable charms to seduce the elite members of the Ton. Emelia felt rewarded by her work and was slowly coming out of her shell.

      Roddy couldn’t believe this quiet and prim lady could have seduced the staunch members of the Ton until he wagered that she could not so much as piqued his interest in her. Before he knew it, she had completely charmed him, and even had him thinking about her in a sexual manner. He would have done anything to make her continue her seduction. Even now, his cock twitched at what she had promised, without even uttering a sexual word. It was her manner, the way she moved, the subtle looks, and innuendos that made him think that she could please him like no other. It was amazing. She was the only woman he had ever thought to… well, at least she had been in the right mind to stop the game before it had gone too far.

      Emelia was like the sister Cordelia never had. Emelia had taught her everything she knew about the art of persuasion and seduction, and how to handle the Earl in his particular moods.

      “Teach her what she needs to know,” The Earl had said, after a quick introduction. “Bring her to me when she’s ready, but not before.”

      Roddy could only imagine what Cordi had felt. She had been yanked straight from the convent to find herself married to a stranger thirty years her senior, living with his sister, who had been instructed to teach her the art of seduction so she could lure men into her husband’s web of deceit and revenge. If it were not for Emelia’s gentle way, Roddy was sure things would have turned out differently.

      “Cordi will never voluntarily put herself in a situation where she could get hurt, Roddy. It will take a special kind of man to get through to her. She will never admit, even to herself, what arouses her. Sweet kisses and typical romance will not entice her to let go. Not after what she has been through,” Emelia said, by way of explanation.

      “What of Lord Roth? To her surprise, he took what he wanted from her. No one has ever been able to do that before. Could he be the one? The one to show her there is more to life?”

      “Ah, Lord Roth. I have heard of him. He is a man of discriminating taste. He may be the gentleman for the job if he knew what to expect and was not deterred by it. But, how to tell him without tipping her hand? It would be better if they naturally discovered their attraction. If they did, then it just may work, for both of them. If Cordelia suspected you or I had a hand in it, she would reject him immediately,” Emelia stated.

      “What of the sister? Could she say something…a hint maybe?”

      “Lady Esme would never, because then her brother would discover she has experience herself.”

      “What?”

      “Ahh, I’m surprised you hadn’t discerned that for yourself. Lady Esme is much like her brother when it comes to her suitors. She likes to taste them before she rejects them. She searches for an exciting match, which means a gentleman whose needs match her ardor. I spent most of our session teaching her restraint. I hope this Duke you have picked for her is ah…shall we say…rambunctious.”

      “I will have to tell Cordi. She may change her mind for Lady Esme.” Roddy thought. “Now, back to Cordi…there has to be a way to encourage this. Hmm, a note then?”

      “If we could get them alone for a time, I’m sure nature would take its course. He already shows interest. I have a feeling he will not stop until he gets what he wants. Something tells me the man does not like to lose.”

      “Fine. I know just the thing.”
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      Roddy was beyond frustrating! Cordelia thought, as she stormed to her room. Who did he think he was? Telling her what she needed! She was a grown woman who has survived a horrible marriage and the financial ruin her husband had left behind. She had made Middleton Park not only self-sustaining but profitable! Roddy would have spent all the money on fabric and lace if she had let him. And, look at him now! The toast of London and Paris. He could have never accomplished that without her. The audacity!

      “Tilly!” she bellowed, once she was in her suite. Where was the girl? “Tilly?”

      “Yes, my lady?” Tilly scurried into the room with a dressing gown over her arm.

      “I need another hat.”

      “Another hat? Where is…”

      “Do not ask, just fetch another,” she snapped.

      “But there is not another that matches your dress, my lady. Maybe we could use the pink one.”

      “Damn Roddy! He had done this on purpose.”

      “What about a parasol? I could fashion a ribbon for it that matches your dress.”

      “Fine. As quickly as possible please. Thank you, Tilly.”

      Anything to keep the man at bay. Although, the truth was, the hat had been no protection at all. At least, now she knew his tactics. He would not catch her off guard again. Two days was all she needed. If her instincts were correct, the Duke would be showing interest by then, and Lady Esme would tell her brother she wanted to stay. Hopefully he would leave then, and things would return to normal.

      She looked at the group outside. Many of the young gentlemen were hovering around Lady Esme. She laughed at something one of them said, tilted her head back, calling attention to her attractive, long neck. Lady Esme had more experience than she had let on. The Duke was going to like that. He had asked for an experienced bride. He did not want to break in a virgin. Those had been his exact words. She pondered them, how does one break in a virgin? She would have to ask Emelia. There was so much she didn’t know.

      Scanning the group, she found the dark hair of Lord Roth. She sighed, and her nipples tingled at the thought of his kiss. Oh my, how delicious it was. Thank goodness, she hadn’t told Roddy everything. He would have her stripping in front of the man, offering herself like a plum pudding pie! That was the last time she would confess anything to Roddy! He was just as bad as Emelia! Defiantly, she pulled her bodice up as far as it would go.

      Lord Roth looked lost in thought as Lady Adaline talked to him animatedly. Adaline leaned forward flirtatiously, just as Emelia had taught her, then slapped him on the arm with her fan. His brooding turned into a scowl as he slid further away from her and out of reach of the offending weapon. A small giggle escaped Cordelia, she put her hand over her mouth to muffle it. Here was another adversary for the man to dodge! He must be beyond vexed. She would have to talk to Lady Adaline when she rejoined the group. Although it was satisfying to watch her use the weapon on Roth, its misuse could hinder her chances at a real match.

      The thought of approaching Lord Roth gave her butterflies. She pulled her sleeves and bodice down a tad, then a tad more. The man was dangerous, alright. He had her nerves on edge, and she intended to return the favor.

      “Here you are, my lady.” Tilly came in with a light blue parasol with ribbons flowing from the tip which matched her dress. If she did say so herself, the ensemble was attractive. She opened the parasol and rested it on her shoulder as she examined herself in the mirror.

      “Oh, my lady! The blue in the parasol is the perfect complement to your eyes. You look very fetching!”

      “Thank you, Tilly. You have no idea how much I needed to hear that right now.” She smiled at the maid and left. She straightened her shoulders and put on a stoic expression. It was time to face the horde.

      Cordelia saw Lord Roth watching her as she entered the garden, she opened her parasol to avoid his gaze. She strolled through the crowd, nodding and making eye contact with the guests. Roth blatantly stared at her. Did he not care if everyone knew he had an interest in her? His staring would do him no good. He wasn’t the first to pursue her, and she would show him no favor to minimize his embarrassment when she rejected him.

      Lord Roth turned to Lady Adaline as she addressed him. He started to rise, and she put her fan on his arm to waylay him. Lady Adaline didn’t notice the look of fury on his face as she continued to flirt. He removed the fan from his arm with two fingers, as if it were diseased. Cordelia heard his curt words as she approached.

      “It would do you well to stop…”

      “A fan is meant to cool oneself, Lady Adaline, and as it is quite warm today, I suggest you put it to its proper use,” Cordelia said, teasingly, saving him from insulting the young woman. “Lord Stratford is looking for a croquet partner. Since you seem otherwise unoccupied, you may want to volunteer for the position before one of the other young ladies gets wind of the vacancy.”

      “Oh! Yes! Thank you, Lady Cromwell.” Adaline rose and curtsied at them before quickly walking to the lawn area.

      “Thank you,” he said sincerely. Cordelia met his eyes, then looked away. She curtsied, and turned to walk away. He quickly joined her. “You saved me from buying the young lady a new fan.”

      “She is young, my lord, and has yet to refine her use of it. By this time next year, she will have mastered the art. Although, for some reason, I cannot see it would make a difference to you.”

      “No, it would not. I detest the things. In my mind, they only have two uses.”

      “Since you detest them so, I am surprised you can find two uses for them.”

      He gave her a rakish smile but stayed silent. She glanced at him, failing to discern the reason for his silence. She didn’t blame Lady Adaline for trying to catch the man’s eye. He could have any lady he wanted she surmised. Except her, of course.

      “I meant no insult, my lord, my apologies.”

      “None taken, my lady, I assure you.”

      “I cannot fathom you, Lord Roth. You are an enigma to me.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Quite.” She stopped and faced him fully. “Your sister seems settled, and I’m sure that you know by now that I have no intention of fulfilling your request. Why do you remain here when you can return to London in two hours’ time?”

      “Because you haven’t asked me the right question yet.”

      She cocked her head and furrowed her brow. He smiled at her, which confused her further. Maybe he knew something she didn’t.

      “But I already know everything of you I wish to know, my lord.”

      At that statement, he looked shocked.

      “Oh? And?” He smiled, throwing her off balance again.

      “I cannot think of another question I need answered.” Cordelia turned away, her parasol blocking his view. His smile made him even more handsome and she did not think she could take another one. She realized that they were getting far from the guests again, so she turned back, not wanting to make the same mistake as the last time.

      “You are not even curious?”

      “About you?”

      “No. As you said, you know everything about me.”

      She stopped and faced him again. What was this game he played? Couldn’t he see that she was not interested? Well, at least that she was acting not interested, which should be off-putting in itself. She studied him for a moment, then looked towards the guests mingling about. How is it that he is so different than the other gentleman here? It was perplexing.

      Cordelia saw Roddy walking toward her with purpose. Perfect, time to put an end to this once and for all. She switched the parasol to her opposite shoulder so she could move closer to him, then slid her hand around his bicep. He stiffened at first, then relaxed. A rakish smile curled his lips as he looked at her. She tilted her head to speak to him.

      “Why do you insist on teasing me, my lord? Can you not just speak your mind?”

      “Because I am interested in you, Lady Cromwell, and the last thing I wish to do is send you running.”

      “I hardly think you could send me running, my lord.” She smiled, as he stared at her mouth.

      “Really? Then ask me what I think the only two uses are for a fan.”

      “Mmmm, a conversation for another time perhaps. Have you met Lady Tilborne?” They approached a group of ladies, Last Tilborne just happened to be the closest. “Lady Tilborne? May I introduce Lord Roth.”
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      “Please excuse my interruption, my lady, may I please have a moment?” Roddy asked, with a bow, cutting off her conversation. She smiled, she suppressed a smile at how perfects had timed that. Lord Roth looked livid for being passed off to Lady Tilborne. Even more perfect!

      “Of course. Lord Roth.” Cordelia said with a shallow curtsy dismissing herself. He nodded, never breaking eye contact. Butterflies took flight with that look. No wonder he was a womanizer. He could stop a woman’s heart with those looks of his. Lady Tilborne looked enormously pleased! She walked away with Roddy.

      “I’m not speaking to you,” she hissed. “You cannot say those things to me, you know. You do not know what I need.”

      “Oh? Then why are you blushing?”

      Bloody hell! She should have known better than to try and hide anything from Roddy. Nevertheless, she would not give him the satisfaction of being right!

      “Because I’m angry, and with good reason!”

      “Alright, I may have crossed the line a little, but only because I care about you.” He sounded sad, and it melted her heart. Roddy and Emelia were the only family she had, had ever had. She knew they cared about her. Their hearts were in the right place even though they missed the mark on occasion. Her anger melted away.

      “Fine. But please, cease. I can make my own choices. I am a matchmaker after all. I think I can pick a man that suits me.” She smiled, took his arm, and hugged it. “Now, why did you pull me away from the man you think should be my heart’s desire?”

      “You just passed him off to Lady Tilborne!” At her cheeky smile, he continued. “The guests are bored. The matches are not developing as they should. You have been distracted, and I’m afraid we may lose a few if we do not do something.”

      Cordelia looked around and discovered that Roddy was right. They were back to square one. It was just the same as it was when she walked into the courtyard. Gentlemen on one side and ladies on the other. Damn! She had been distracted since Lord Roth arrived.

      “What do you suggest?”

      “Closet Duo?”

      “Do you think they are ready for that?”

      “If not, at least it will be stimulating.” He raised his eyebrows.

      “Yes, it looks as though a little stimulation is in order. Is everything ready?”

      “Of course. I shall take that side, and you round up this side. I will meet you in the hall of closets.”

      Five minutes later they had all the guests assembled in a hallway with twenty doors, ten on each side. Everyone was murmuring amongst themselves. Lord Roth was lingering in the back of the crowd. He smiled one of his rakish smiles at her, making her blush. She straightened her spine, cleared her throat to hide her embarrassment, and got everyone’s attention.

      “Excuse me, everyone, if I could have your attention please,” she shouted. Her voice echoed off the walls in the long hallway. Once they had settled, she continued. “Welcome to the hall of closets. Every door you see leads into a small closet, giving the hall its name. No one knows who or why the hall of closets was built but many strange and bizarre explanations have been passed down over the years.

      One is that they were built as meditation cells for the sisters that resided here when Middleton was an Abbey for the Sisters of the Sacred Heart. Another is that the fourth Countess of Middleton had them built for the twenty elaborate gowns she had made to attend court each year. But now, as the tenth Countess of Middleton, they will be known for a game I invented, called Closet Duo.”

      The guests’ murmur increased at her announcement. Her game had become famous as of late, since it was a bit scandalous. It was right on the edge of propriety, but not so far off as to ruin anyone’s reputation for playing it.

      “Ahhh, I can see some of you have heard of the game.”

      A round of giggles and chuckles echoed throughout the hallway. Cordelia smiled at everyone.

      “If anyone is uncomfortable playing Closet Duo, you may excuse yourself now with no judgment.”

      She paused, and everyone looked around to see if someone was going to retreat, but no one did.

      “A room full of adventurous souls, I see! That makes for a lively game, does it not?” she asked enthusiastically as everyone whispered to each other, excited.

      “Now, if the gentlemen would not mind lining up against this wall, facing the closets. And ladies, please line up against the opposite wall.” Once everyone was in position, footmen came in with trays of material cut into strips. “If each lady will please take two strips of material. Once you have them, step forward and blindfold the gentleman standing directly in front of you with one of the strips. Don’t be shy.”

      Cordelia smiled at the laughter coming from the ladies as they did her bidding. The excitement was building as the ladies reached around the gentlemen to place the blindfold over their eyes. Some were treated with a brush of breasts on their back, if they were lucky.

      “Good job ladies. Now if you gentlemen wouldn’t mind placing your hands behind your back so the ladies can tie them together.” She paused for drama. “Tie them tight ladies, but not so much that they lose blood flow. We do not want a permanent injury, just propriety. Now, gentlemen, as the ladies finish their task, I will explain the rules.

      Gentlemen, you will be placed in one of the closets. You may not leave your closet at any time. Ladies will be visiting you, and you are expected to act with the utmost decorum at all times, whether you recognize the lady or not. You may not remove your blindfold or untie your hands. You are not allowed to touch the ladies. And, finally, you may only ask two questions of each lady who visits you.

      Ladies, you are not allowed to remove a blindfold or untie the men’s’ hands, even if they ask you. You may touch the gentleman, but only if he grants permission to do so and where appropriate. And, finally,” she had to pause as the ladies all started to chatter amongst themselves.

      “And, finally!” she shouted, “You may choose to answer the gentlemen’s question or not. But, a word of caution. You will only have two minutes, so I suggest you use them wisely. You may not get another chance alone with these handsome gentlemen. Two minutes can go by very quickly or can seem like forever, depending on your participation. For all of you, when you hear this sound…” Several footmen rang bells. “The lady must exit the closet and pick a new one. You will switch five times, but you may not choose the same closet twice. If any of these rules are broken, you will be asked to leave the game. Understood?” Everyone nodded or gave verbal consent. “Alright. Ladies, please follow Lady Emelia to the adjoining parlor while we get the gentlemen situated, thank you.”

      Once the parlor doors closed, the gentlemen were shuffled and placed in a closet, each with a single candle. Then, the ladies were led into the hallway, and the footmen rang the bells. They dashed to a door until all of them disappeared. Cordelia flipped the two-minute hourglass to start the time.

      “You know what to do,” she stated to the footman, and he nodded. She went to the end of the hallway and heard giggles and baritone murmurs from each of the doorways. Good! They were having fun! Once she reached Emelia, she asked. “Where is Lady Esme?”

      “In her final fitting,” Emelia informed her.

      “Ah, a race to the finish then?”

      “She will be ready.”

      “I have no doubt.” Cordelia smiled at Emelia. She was dying to ask if she knew where Lord Roth had gone but resisted. The last thing she needed was for Emelia to think she was interested in the man. Instead, she decided to keep her mind on the task at hand. “This was a good suggestion. It is just what was needed.”

      “I believe so, time will tell.”

      The bells rang, cutting off their conversation. The doors opened, and the ladies emerged, giggling, and raced to the next door. Emelia went to the end of the hallway to help the footmen. Cordelia was distracted by the chaos and didn’t notice that Lord Roth had walked up behind her.

      “This must be a very stimulating game. They seem to be enjoying themselves immensely,” he said quietly from behind her. His baritone voice gave her goosebumps and shivers up  her spine. How did he do that?

      “It usually livens up the crowd.” She stated flatly as if she was uninterested in conversation.

      “Do you play?”

      “Me? Heavens no. I invented the game for my guests, to help them acquaint themselves in a fun and semi-private setting.”

      “Seems very private to me. Once those doors are closed…”

      “For a mere two minutes! It’s hardly enough time for anything untoward to happen,” she said, defensively.

      “It’s more than enough time,” he whispered, seductively.

      “Hardly. I’ve never had a complaint…” she started, defensively.

      He laughed, and she scowled at him over her shoulder. Arrogant ass! She vowed not to take the bait this time.

      “I stand by my word. Two minutes is not enough time to…”

      The bells rang, the doors opened, and twenty giggling ladies started dashing for different doors. Rhys smiled at her.

      “Let’s find out, shall we?”

      He took her by the hand and pulled her into the closest closet.
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      “My lord! This is not…”

      “Shhh…” he put his fingers to her lips and pressed her against the wall, pinning her with his body.

      His scent was enticing. His baritone voice and his body pressing against hers sent waves excitement through her making her heart start racing. What was he going to do? She was at his mercy. His heat penetrated her dress and his breath became heavy in his chest.

      “Damn, you smell good…,” he whispered, his breath hot searing her cheek. “I like you with no weapons, my lady. So much more…accessible.”

      His mouth was on her ear, sucking her lobe, sending waves of heat and tingles down her body. She reached up to pull his fingers off her mouth, so she could speak.

      “Oh, no you don’t. You are mine this time.”

      He dropped his fingers only to cover her mouth with his own. He placed her hands over her head, pinning them against the wall. He held them there, as his mouth assaulted hers, coaxing her to open. He moved down to her neck and started sucking and kissing. She melted under him. He wrapped something around her wrists and she felt it tighten, just as he ran the flat of his tongue down to her cleavage. Then, he tied her hands to a hook on the wall. She gasped, her chest heaving into his mouth. The excitement of being completely at his mercy sent her heart racing faster. He moaned against her neck, and the baritone vibrations made her nipples tingle. What was he doing? He pressed his hard member against her thigh. This was exciting him. She should cry out! Her mouth opened as he sucked on her earlobe, but only a gasp escaped.

      His mouth covered hers again, his tongue immediately invading her open mouth. The kiss was possessive, controlling, demanding. He rubbed his tongue against hers, commanding her to respond. Heat, like she had never felt before, swirled, then collected between her legs. She groaned in his mouth and struggled to free her hands. He moaned and sucked her tongue into his mouth forcefully, suckling it, making it his, dominating her. White hot heat shot in waves between her legs as he possessed it, making her feel weak. It was the most delicious sensation she had ever felt. Oh god, what was he doing to her? Her sex throbbed with every gentle pull. His mouth was so hot and wet. His tongue was slightly rough, but firm and erotic. The feeling was so intense that her knees buckled slightly. Cordelia did not know it could be like this. Oh god, she wanted more!

      His hands slid slowly up her sides, bushing against her breasts. Then, his fingers were in her bodice, working their way toward her nipple. The slow torture of the back of his hand on her sensitive skin made her nipples turn into hard buds, straining against the material of her bodice. She moaned, and he let go of her tongue. She immediately wanted him back. His cheek was on hers as his fingers reached their destination. He rubbed across her nipple, sending another wave of delicious sensations to her belly and beyond. She sucked in her breath at the intense pleasure. He made a sexy little noise as he fondled the hard bud.

      “Ahh…” she moaned, unable to help herself.

      He yanked the top of her bodice down, and her breasts popped free. His hands slid to her back, pulling her close. She felt his hot breath on the sensitive bud before he sucked it desperately into his mouth, sending a lightning bolt to her sex. She opened her mouth to cry out, but nothing came, as she was overcome with waves of ecstasy. He growled and pulled her even closer, making her arch into his mouth. She could not think as her body took over, writhing against him.

      He licked his way across to the other nipple, swirling his tongue around the hard bud, before sucking on it forcefully, trapping her against his mouth with his hands. Pain and pleasure warred with each other as she arched against him, wanting more.

      “Oh god…oh god…,” she whispered, and pulled against her restraints. Heat, unfathomable heat, started a throbbing between her legs. Somewhere in the background, she heard bells ringing.

      Her nipple tingled when he let go and started working his way back up her neck. His hand slid higher and higher up her thigh as the sound of doors opening and ladies giggling filled in the hall. He pulled down her pantaloons as his hot breath and rough tongue wreaked havoc on her nipple once more. Several doors slammed shut, and it was quiet again. Only the sound on her moans interrupted the silence.

      “Open for me,” he whispered in her ear as he slipped a finger into her intimate folds. “Ahh, you are so wet. Open for me please!” he commanded and kicked her legs apart gently. She complied, her heart racing with anticipation. What he was going to do? Her nerves tingled everywhere. “I want you to come. Come for me, my sweet thing.”

      He rubbed up and down her folds with his fingers and circled the sensitive skin around her entry. Cordelia’s legs quivered. She dropped her forehead to his shoulder, unable to hold it up any longer. When his thumb landed on the spot no one had ever touched before, she flinched. She gasped, and her head flew back against the wall. He pressed, and the most incredible sensation possessed her body. What was it? Her mind spun with pleasure as he pressed, then released, only to rub back and forth and press again. Her breath came in gasps, and she was unable to speak as heat and ecstasy engulfed her. Something was building, a fire just out of reach. Oh, the heat was building as well as something else, something sensual, and erotically delicious. He moaned in her ear, as if he knew what was happening to her and was enjoying himself. She moved her hips, searching for more, just a little more.

      “Stay still. I want to do it,” he commanded in a whisper, right next to her ear, his hot breath sending shivers down her spine. He pressed his thumb, then rubbed again ever so lightly, circling the spot, sending intense erotic sensations everywhere. Cordelia heard herself moan, and her head thrashed from side to side on the wall.

      “Oh god, please!” she begged, as a white light built, threatening to shatter her into pieces.

      He pushed two fingers inside her, and he moaned with pleasure as it sent her over the edge. She gasped as her body tightened around his fingers. The light shattered into a million pieces and her sex pulsed around his fingers again and again.

      “Ahh, there it is,” he whispered, with satisfaction. “God damn your tight! Mmmm, and wet, and hot,” he added, as he pumped his fingers in and out slowly.

      Cordelia went limp against him, her legs shaking beneath her. He bent down and sucked a nipple in his mouth but released it quickly. The bells started ringing in the hall again. He groaned and pumped his fingers a few more times. Her entire body was filled with sensation.

      “We will finish this tonight,” he whispered, before he kissed her.

      It was a long lingering kiss, that promised of more to come, as he slowly slid his fingers out of her. As soon as they were gone, she wanted them back. Tonight? Did he say there was more tonight? He righted her pantaloons. The back of his fingers rubbed against her nipples as he pulled up her bodice, sending another wave of erotic sensations through her. The haze started to clear once he reached up to release her wrists. He kissed her neck as he rubbed her wrists gently.

      “When can you come to me?” he asked, against her neck. Cordelia heard desperation in his tone. “You are so responsive! Oh, the things I want to do to you! When? I will not be able to wait for long.”

      Anger replaced the haze, as what just happened fully sank in. He had tied her up and had his way with her! No, he didn’t force her, but he hadn’t asked permission either. He had done what she vowed no man would ever be allowed to do. Oh god, and she had let him, actually wanted him to! She was conflicted, since he took her to heights of ecstasy. She should be sated, but instead, she was livid at herself for letting it happen. She needed to get away from him so she could think. His hands and voice were driving her to distraction. She could not reason anymore.

      “I’m not available,” she said, flatly, hoping to dissuade him.

      “I agree. Now you belong to me.”

      That jerked her out of her erotic haze. It reminded her of how much of an arrogant arse he was. The gall to make such a declaration! The egotistical cad!

      “I belong to no one,” she hissed and pushed against him.

      “Now you belong to me and no one else, until we are done with each other. Is that clear?” he said, forcefully.

      The darkness hid his face but could not hide the possessive anger in his voice. How dare he make commands on her, especially after forcing her into this! He held her chin and kissed her. It was a kiss to prove his dominance over her.

      Cordelia was not having it! No one would ever control her again! She kissed him back with equal force, fighting fire with fire. Her fingers threaded into his hair, vehemently pulling him to her. She matched his ardor, thrust for thrust, pressing her body against his until she could feel his erection straining against her hip. He pushed her back, pinning her against the wall as he pulled away to catch his breath. Oh, how she wished she could see his face. It was satisfying to know that she could make him lose control.

      “You must come to me, the sooner the better,” he said, huskily, short of breath.

      “We will see, my lord,” she replied. “Now, if you do not mind, I have other guests to attend to.” Before he could react, she pushed him away, yanked the door open and stormed out, without looking back.
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      Emelia stood at the parlor door as the other ladies filed in. The first thing she saw was Cordelia’s livid look, and was concerned. Cordelia quickly walked by.

      “I need to talk to you!” she hissed, without stopping.

      The ladies were giggling and whispering amongst themselves. Cordelia took a deep breath before she spoke.

      “Did you enjoy Closet Duo?” Cordelia asked them, cheerfully. The ladies’ expressions were comical. They blushed and hid behind their hands. Their reaction had new meaning to Cordelia. Lord Roth had been right, two minutes was more than enough. How could she not have seen that before? Cordelia closed her eyes briefly, trying to force her memories of him into the background. She knew why. It was because she had never experienced the game herself, until today. “I can see that you did,” she answered for them.

      “Can we play again, Lady Cromwell?” someone asked, hopefully. Some of the ladies nodded  in agreement while others stared at her expectantly.

      “First, let us see what happens with the gentlemen. I’m hopeful they will be more attentive, and new challenges will present themselves.”

      The group murmured at the possibilities.

      “It is time to dress for dinner. I am sure you will find the gentlemen have quite different attitudes this evening. A few suggestions, if I may. If you made a…” she paused, searching for the right word. “A connection during the game, but do not wish for the gentleman to be able to identify you, I suggest you change your perfume. In the past, it has been a dead giveaway. On the other hand, if you wish more attention from the gentleman…well, I’m sure you will find a way to reveal yourself.” She smiled knowingly, and they laughed. “After dinner, there will be a bonfire. Dress accordingly.”

      The ladies departed, giggling and talking. The game had been a success once again. She was sure it would tip the scales and change the tone of the week. Usually, she would have taken pride in her accomplishment, but she was too angry at herself. Emelia had to have seen Lord Roth pull her into the closet, yet she had done nothing to assist her. Cordelia felt abandoned by Emelia’s inaction and narrowed her eyes at her confidant.

      “Now, Cordelia,” Emelia said, as soon as the last lady left the parlor, guessing why she was upset. “Lord Roth wanted to be alone with you. There was no stopping it. It would have happened one way or another, and probably at a time and place I could not cover for you. At least he was discrete, no one noticed. I thought it was the best option,” she reasoned.

      “And who asked you to interfere?”

      “Oh, that’s rich coming from you, the premier matchmaker of the ton!”

      Cordelia was shocked by Emelia’s abruptness. It was completely out of character for her.

      “They ask for my help! Beg for it! I never, ever force anyone to be together!” She turned away from Emelia so she couldn’t see her embarrassment. She was conflicted about her encounter with Lord Roth.

      “You’ve been screaming for help for a while now, Cordelia, although not in a conventional way. You would have done the same for Roddy or me.”

      “He tied my hands! He had his way with me! You call that help?”

      “He raped you?” she demanded, angrily. “I will have him drawn and quartered…”

      “No! No, he didn’t rape me, he just … had his way with me,” she choked out not willing to explain. Then she sat down heavily. “Oh god! And I let him.” She put her head in her hands.

      Emelia rang the service bell, and a maid answered.

      “Cognac, please,” Emelia asked sweetly. Once the maid had left, Emelia knelt in front of Cordelia and put her hands over hers.

      “Cordi, look at me.” When she lifted her head and met her eyes she said, “Why did you not call out? I was right outside. You had to know that.” When she didn’t answer, she pressed, “Did you like it?” Cordelia nodded slightly, and Emelia smiled. “You did? Did he…”

      “No! He just…touched me. It was… wonderful.” She trailed off, barely audible. “But he didn’t ask me. He just took what he wanted without permission.”

      “Did he make you touch him?”

      “No! I would not… not even if my hands were not tied…I couldn’t…” she rambled, knowing that it was a lie. She did want to touch him and explore him as he had her. The thought pinched her stomach.

      “Did he receive the same amount of pleasure as you?”

      “How would I know?”

      “Cordi! You know! You saw it many times with the Earl. He may not have touched you, but you saw what happens at the end of a man’s pleasure. Now, tell me the truth.”

      “No, alright, I…I…he made me…at least I think that is what it was.”

      Emelia squealed and hugged her.

      “Women can go their whole lives and never experience what you have, Cordelia. That was a gift, a very generous gift, I might add, especially if he did not find his pleasure also.”

      “He had complete control over me. I was helpless. I…”

      “That can add greatly to the pleasure if you let it, Cordi. It is nothing to be ashamed of.”

      “Then why am I so angry?”

      “Now that is a question only you can answer.”

      “He wants me to come to him. Commanded me to. Well, he can wait until hell freezes over if he thinks I’m going to…to…submit to him like that again!”

      “Are you saying that you never want to feel like that again, ever?”

      Cordelia paused. His handsome face flashed, and the incredible feelings he gave her made her shiver. She would be lying if she said she did not want more, much, much, more. She was so confused.

      “I don’t know!” she hissed. “I don’t know…,” she said again, softly this time. Why couldn’t she make up her mind? She should still be angry, but most of her anger had ebbed. Now she only felt. . . what was it, longing? Curiosity? She couldn’t quite tell. When Cordelia fell silent, Emelia continued.

      “May I make a suggestion?” She paused, waiting for Cordelia to object. “Why don’t you take control next time? Make him yours. See if you like it. Experiment a little. He wants to play. So, play.”

      “Give myself to him? Just like that? Are you crazy? He is only here for two days!”

      “Even better! Use him, find out what you like to do. You do not need to give yourself to him, Cordi, there are many other ways to find pleasure. Try them. See if you want a companion, whether it be him or someone else. You could do much worse than Lord Roth. He is perfect, and from what I know of him, he is not interested in long-term commitments.”

      Cordelia’s mind whirled. Could she do that? Play but not give herself? Would he care? Her sex was still throbbing, wanting more, reminding her of what he had done to her. Her heart leaped into her throat. Could she be so bold?

      “Emelia, if I am going to consider this, then I have to know more than just what I did with the Earl. I have to know what I’m doing. I want to do to him what he did to me. But, I can just… perform as I did before.” Tears came to her eyes. “I will never do that with a man again, never!”

      Emelia hugged Cordelia. As soon as she calmed down, she said, “I have told you a million times. Not all men are like the Earl. You never have to do that again if you do not wish to. Do you hear me? Never!” When Cordelia nodded, she smiled. “There are many ways to please a man, sweetheart. In the end, women have all the control. It may not seem so, but we do. You need to talk with Roddy. If anyone knows what to do with a man’s body, it is him!”
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      Cordelia was lost in thought as she dressed for dinner. Roddy was putting the final touches on her coif. Tilly helped her into her dress and laced it up the back so tight she didn’t think she could take a deep breath if her life depended on it.

      “How do I look?” she asked, feeling a tad insecure.

      “Beautiful, as always,” Emelia said, with a smile.

      “Simply irresistible!” Roddy exclaimed.

      Cordelia looked in the mirror. The look Roddy had created was soft and subtle. Her hair flowed in gentle waves around her face and shoulders. A few wispy curls framed her face and looked completely natural.

      She had to admit that the style enhanced her natural beauty. Plus, her off the shoulder gown showed more skin on her chest and shoulders than she was used to, making her feel exposed. The simple chain choker drew attention to her neck but was not so heavy that it didn’t look kissable. The skirt, hugged her waist and hips, leaving little to the imagination. The look had clearly been designed to seduce. Cordelia took a deep breath and puffed her cheeks out like a chipmunk before she released it. She was extremely nervous and slightly nauseous now that the time had come to face Lord Roth for dinner.

      “I do not think I can do it.” She was losing her nerve. “He will see right through me. This is a bad idea.”

      “It is a great idea, in fact, a perfect idea. And, with the right gentleman. Do not over think it, Cordi.” Emelia coaxed.

      “Hells bells, lovey, you are not going to have to do a thing! The man will come to you. All you will have to do is give over,” Roddy teased.

      “Roddy! Cease! I am nervous enough. I haven’t fully decided whether I am going to go through with it.”

      “If you don’t, I will!” Roddy teased, but immediately regretted his words.

      Cordelia looked downright terrified. He tended to forget that, behind her polished façade, there was an innocent and inexperienced young girl. When Emelia had come to him and suggested that he teach her what to do to a man’s body, he about fell over. But, once she explained about the encounter during Closet Duo, he was excited to help. He couldn’t wait to discover the outcome. Now, Cordelia would most likely back out of the plan. Damn. Something must be done, and quickly. This opportunity may never come again.

      “I apologize, lovey. I shouldn’t have teased you.”

      “It’s alright, Roddy. It is not you, it’s me. I’m just not cut out for seduction. I mean, I know how to seduce a man to distract him, of course. But when it comes to what’s next…well, that’s the part I’m not cut out for.”

      “How do you know? Certainly, you cannot count your experiences with my brother. And, as I recall, your short encounter in the closet left the man wanting more,” Emelia pointed out.

      “That hardly…”

      “Plus, you are a student of my excellent tutelage,” Roddy added, trying to boost her confidence.

      “Look, Cordi. Go to dinner and see what happens. Let nature take its course. You do not have to do anything you do not want to. That is the beauty of this, after all.” Emelia put a hand on her arm. “You are in control. Remember that.”

      “You are right, of course. I do not know why I am so nervous,” Cordelia confessed.

      Cordelia was pleased to see her guests mingling when she entered the parlor. There were a lot of smiles and shy looks being exchanged. The gentlemen were now eager to engage with the ladies. Any residual nervousness faded as she looked at her guests’ excited faces.

      “Nothing like a little titillation to revive a party,” Roddy whispered, before Lady Milstein approached.

      “Rodrigo.” She curtsied. “Do you not think my look is too young? Can you not convince my mother that I need a more mature style? Please?” she whined.

      “You are perfection, my lady,” he appeased. “Perhaps a small change to your coif is all that is needed.”

      “Oh?”

      Cordelia and Emelia went to fetch a glass of champagne, leaving Roddy to handle the young lady.

      “You know, we could concentrate on finding a husband for you, Emelia,” Cordelia whispered. “It would be better than the both of you being obsessed with my virginity.”

      “We are obsessed with your happiness, Cordelia, which goes hand in hand with the fact that you are still a virgin, a unique position to be sure,” she said quietly as she surveyed the room. “You’ll understand once you give yourself to someone. Besides, I have already experienced all that love and sex has to offer. My chance at love has come and gone.”

      “Gone? How can that be? You are still young, only five years older than me, for goodness sake. You have a chance at love and marriage just as much as everyone in this room. Are you never lonely? Crave a little attention for yourself? You make so much of it to me, after all.”

      “Attention is easy to get Cordi. Love is entirely different thing. Trust me when I say I have no lack of…attention. I am human after all.” Emelia took a small sip of champagne but did not meet Cordelia’s gaze.

      Cordelia gasped in surprise. Roddy never attempted to hide his affairs. In fact, quite the opposite. He flaunted his lovers and his heartbreak when it was over. Cordelia had never seen Emelia with anyone, ever. How could she have kept such a thing from her?

      “What! Who? Why didn’t you tell me about this before?” She narrowed her eyes, feeling slightly betrayed, since she considered Emelia more of a sister than an in-law.

      “You haven’t been, shall we say, open to the subject since Harvey passed. I thought it better to be discrete. Roddy is ostentatious enough for both of us.”

      “That is an understatement!” Cordelia exclaimed. They both laughed.

      “Now, it is your turn, Cordi, if you wish it to be.” Emelia smiled.

      As if on cue, Lord Roth walked into the parlor with his sister on his arm. Cordelia’s heart skipped. Just the sight of the man robbed her of her composure. He was so tall and masculine. Good Lord, did she dare be as bold as Roddy had suggested? Lord Roth was scanning the room. She quickly turned her back before his gaze found her. Her cheeks turned pink, Emelia smiled knowingly.

      “I cannot fathom why you are resisting this so completely! It is easy to see that you are attracted to the man.”

      “Alright. I admit I find him handsome. But then he says or does something so…so…arrogant! It vexes me to my core!” Cordelia hissed.

      “Then beat him to it. Truly, Cordi, you have nothing to lose,” Emelia whispered.

      “Except my temper.”

      “I haven’t been in the room long enough for you to lose your temper with me, my lady. Unless, of course, the mere sight of me can ignite it,” came Lord Roth’s voice from behind her.

      “Rhys!” Lady Esme exclaimed, embarrassed by his impertinence.

      Cordelia gulped, then plastered a smile on her face. She met his eye directly, and curtsied.

      “Once again, my lord, you never fail to see yourself at the center of everything, even when you are not. That, in itself, would prick anyone’s temper, would it not?” she said, with a smile.

      Lady Esme put her hand over her mouth to hide her smile at Cordelia’s insult. Lord Roth was seething. Served him right! How dare he assume she had been talking about him, even if she was. Ignoring Lord Roth, Cordelia addressed Lady Esme.

      “My word, Lady Drayson, you look stunning! Is this the work of Rodrigo?” Cordelia slid her arm into Esme’s and pulled her away from her brother. “Tell me all! Are you enjoying working with him? He can be quite a handful, can he not?”

      Cordelia steered Esme away, as Lord Roth glared after them. Good, arrogant ass! To think she had been nervous to see him! Ha! The man needed someone to put him in his place. Did he think every woman would fall at his feet, including her? Well, he could think again.

      Lady Esme was chatting about Rodrigo, but Cordelia could not concentrate on what she was saying. She felt Lord Roth’s stare boring a hole in her back. How on earth was she to survive dinner with the man plotting his revenge for her insolence? Her heart sped up at the thought. What would he do to her? By his expression, he was not thinking of kissing her. Good! Problem solved. It wasn’t precisely the revenge she wanted for his impertinence in the closet, but it would do. She relaxed. It was over, and now she wouldn’t have to do what Roddy had suggested. Relief and disappointment warred with each other, why couldn’t she be done with this man?

      “Dinner is served,” Rupert announced.

      Everyone migrated to the dining room, saving her from having to deliver Lady Esme back to Lord Roth.

      “I took the liberty of seating you next to me, Lady Drayson. I hope you do not mind.”

      “I’m honored, Lady Cromwell,” she exclaimed.

      “Shall we get past all these formalities? Please call me Cordelia or, in the least, Lady Cordelia. Lady Cromwell makes me feel like an old crone!” She laughed, and Lady Esme did too.

      “It would be my pleasure, Lady Cordelia, if you will call me Lady Esme in return. Certainly, no one could ever think of you as an old crone!”

      “I would hope not, but the title does imply such. I enjoy people’s reaction when we first meet, and they realize I was much younger than my late husband. But I admit my enjoyment ends after their initial reaction. I feel as though I will turn into one eventually if I am called Countess or Lady Cromwell too often.” She smiled.

      “I cannot imagine it, my lady, truly.”

      “Speaking of imagining, what is it you imagine in a husband, Lady Esme?”

      “I am not sure, my lady. I just know that the suitors I have had in the past were not for me.” She looked away shyly.

      Shyness did not fit Esme’s demeanor. She was clearly hiding something.

      “How can I assist you if you don’t tell me what you desire?”

      Esme stared at Cordelia, perhaps deciding if it was safe to impart her secret. After she looked around to be sure that no one was listening, she leaned close to Cordelia’s ear.

      “That is what I wish, Lady Cordelia. Overwhelming desire. To be swept away, captivated and out of control. So far, I have not been inspired, if you understand my meaning,” she whispered.

      Her words made her think of her encounter with Roth. Her stomach lurched, since that was precisely how she felt with him, completely engulfed in ecstasy and swept away by desire. She shivered, and her sex tingled at the reminder. Cordelia smiled. She had guessed right. The Duke could very well be perfect for her.

      “Then you will need a more experienced gentleman, Lady Esme. Do not discount a candidate that is a few years your senior. Typically, experience is needed to inspire such feelings,” she replied quietly and waved for Esme to sit at the table.

      “Age is less important to me than attraction, my lady, but, so far, I find that the more mature lords do not want a wife with little or no experience. The younger lords only consider the social or monetary connections I bring. They seem disinterested whether I desire them or not. Men have the luxury of marrying for money or position. If they get bored of their wife, they have leave to take a mistress. I have no choice but to try to choose correctly the first time.”

      “Too true, unfortunately. The lot of women are vastly different than that of men. I do understand, Lady Esme. Let me think on it and see what can be done.” She put her hand over Esme’s and smiled.

      “I ask for nothing more.”
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      Lady Esme’s giggle caught her attention. She was discretely signaling her brother. He made a funny face at her. At first, Cordelia acted like she did not notice. So! The cad did have a lighter side after all! It made her wonder what he would be like if he were comfortable enough to be like that with her. He always so intense when they were in each other’s company. She couldn’t imagine him joking and making faces. She did not even know what his face looked like when filled with lust. The closet had been too dark to make out his features. She knew nothing more than his ever-present scowl. How little she knew of this man. He caught her looking at him and the scowl returned. Now that was the Lord Roth she knew, she gave him a sarcastic smile. It probably had burned him to no end not to be invited to sit next to his sister. Served him right. He needed to be taken down a notch or two, the self-absorbed ass! He probably enjoyed being between Lady Everest and Larson. They were both very well endowed, and, no doubt, found him attractive. No wonder Emelia had decided to place him there.

      Finally, dessert was served. Cordelia pushed the tart around her plate. She would save it for the servant’s children. Elisa’s daughter would love it, she thought absentmindedly.

      The truth was, despite her best efforts, she was starting to feel regret. Maybe she should have played with Lord Roth one more time. One more kiss wouldn’t have hurt either of them. She had been terrible to him. It was not like her to be rash, angry and mean. He was the only man who had ever made her lose her temper so quickly. Really, it wasn’t his fault. She had let it happen. Now, he would never want to be in her company again. She should apologize. He had been kind enough to apologize to her when he had made a mistake. The least she could do is to reciprocate.

      Everyone at the table was finished with dinner and talking quietly. Lord Roth was no longer there. Her stomach plunged even further. Had he retired? Now she would have a sleepless night, consumed with guilt about her horrible behavior. Bewildered, she stood to excuse everyone.

      “If everyone will join me outside, I have arranged for bonfires on the lawn. We can take our port and brandy at the fire.”

      The group eagerly started to go outside. After everyone exited, Cordelia went to the kitchen to check on the marshmallows for the bonfire. Rupert intercepted her halfway down the hall.

      “Yes, my lady?”

      “I came to check on…” At the rise of one of his eyebrows, she decided not to continue. “Never mind, I am sure you have everything in hand.”

      “Yes, my lady.” He bowed and walked on.

      Cordelia needed a cognac and a moment alone. She preferred cognac over brandy. It did the job quickly and was sweeter in comparison. She ducked into the closest parlor and closed the door. Pleased that the bar cart had an ample supply of her favorite, she poured herself a healthy glass and took a pull.

      “Did you enjoy dinner?” Lord Roth’s deep voice penetrated the silence. His question sounded more of an accusation.

      Cordelia whipped around. There he was, in a wingback chair, a brandy snifter balanced between two fingers. His smirk was telling. He was irritated. Would the man ever be pleasant around her?

      “Lord Roth! I did not see you. I didn’t mean to disturb,” she stumbled to say. Butterflies invaded her belly as he slowly rose from his chair.

      “Did you say you did not mean to disturb me?” he asked.

      He slowly walked toward her, his eyes holding her captive.

      “I didn’t know you were in here, my lord, I…”

      “Are you purposely trying to annoy me, madam?”

      Why was he annoyed? Angry, insulted, she could understand, but annoyed? He stopped a few feet short of her, but she still had to crane her neck to look up at him.

      “What?” she asked quietly. She was sure he could hear her heart beating inside her chest.

      His eyes darted between hers. Cordelia realized that were not green, as she had first thought, but were hazel, with gold flecks that made them look lighter. His long black lashes intensified their color. A lock of his hair had fallen onto his forehead, making him look even more attractive. The urge to sweep it back into place was overwhelming, but his angry expression held her at bay.

      “What is your game, Lady Cromwell? I usually enjoy a challenge, but dinner was beyond my limits. I assure you, once I have my mind set on something I am not easily deterred.”

      Her eyes involuntarily dropped to his lips as he spoke, and she recalled how warm they were when he had kissed her. Good Lord. The man was a menace to her senses. What was he talking about? Surely his anger must be a result of her curtness. It was time she apologized. Cordelia dropped her eyes to her glass.

      “I apologize, my lord, for overreacting earlier. I am not usually so insensitive.” She peeked at him. His brows were pinched, and he looked confused.

      “Insensitive?” he repeated. “Do you think you hurt my feelings?”

      He sounded amused. Cordelia pushed on before she lost her nerve.

      “I sincerely hope not, my lord. It’s not in my nature to be cruel. I do not know what got into me…”

      He chuckled. Was he making fun of her as she tried to apologize? She stepped back angrily. She should have known he would act this way! Did his arrogance know no bounds?

      “I assure you, my lady, my heart is unaffected by your paltry insults or attempts to dissuade me. It has had quite the opposite effect, I assure you. No inexperienced chit can tempt me more than you.”

      “Tempt you? You think I am trying…”

      “You forget, madam. I was in the closet with you. There is no reason to continue to play coy with me.”

      “Coy? You think I’m playing with you?”

      “No. I think it is my turn. You did not have to work this hard for my attention, and am I no longer enjoying the chase. Shall we come to terms instead?”

      Cordelia was taken completely off guard. Did he expect her to become his mistress, just like that?  She had been right about him. He was used to women falling at his feet.

      “How dare you!”

      She pulled back her arm to slap him, but he caught it mid-air.

      “Enough of this!” he ordered, frustration playing across his features.

      He forced her hand behind her back and pulled her to him. She dropped her glass when his mouth came down on hers. His hard chest against her nipples instantly sent waves of ecstasy through her. Oh god! Everything about him was raw and masculine. He engulfed her with his heat and his tongue, good lord, she would give in, but only for a moment she vowed. Cordelia opened for him, and he immediately invaded her mouth. Her free hand went to the nape of his neck, threading her fingers in his hair.

      He let go of her captured hand, and she pulled at his jacket to bring him closer. His hands slid down her back and over her derriere, pausing to pull her to him. He growled, and the rumble in his chest made her nipples tingle. Cordelia rubbed them back and forth, chasing the delicious sensation. One of his hands came up to cup her breast. His thumb brushed her nipple over the material. She gasped. He was doing it again! She tried to pull back.

      “No!” he said in her mouth, and his hand came up to the back of her head to hold her to him.

      The kiss turned demanding. Cordelia surrendered for another brief second. Oh, he felt divine, like nothing she’d ever experienced before. Her body begged for her to let go and give herself to him. The sensation scared her. She would not be dominated by this man again! He was too powerful. The pull was so strong that it was terrifying. With a burst of energy, she pulled away. Before he could react, she stepped out of his reach. They stared at each other, both out of breath.

      “I cannot do this… not here,” she whispered, huskily.

      “Then when, where?” he asked, and stepped toward her.

      Cordelia knew if he touched her again, she would give him everything. The urge to run back into his arms engulfed her. The feeling scared her. How could he have so much power over her? She had to get away from him, now! Cordelia edged toward the door.

      “I…I do not know, I…,” then she turned and ran.

      She hurried to her room trying not to call attention to herself. Once inside, closed the door, and leaned against it. What had just happened? She put her face in her hands. What was wrong with her? Why couldn’t she just let go? It was the first time she had wanted a man, yet she kept slapping him or running away. Why was she so frightened? He was not the Earl. As a matter of fact, he was nothing like the Earl. This man made her feel desirable, beautiful. He wanted her, not to use her or humiliate her, but for mutual satisfaction. What more could she want? He was perfect, and she wanted him in return.

      You’re a complete ninny, stop hiding! She chastised herself. Take what you want, for once. Stop being afraid! She vowed to herself to do just that!
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      Cordelia took a fortifying breath before she turned the door knob on Lord Roth’s suite. She prayed that his valet did not sleep in the same room. Also, that her courage would not abandon her! She had paced her room, waiting for the house to fall asleep. Her conviction to go to him had wavered several times. The anticipation was torture, and she almost talked herself out of this plan several times. Finally, she decided she would not be able to live with herself if she did not try. She may never have this opportunity again.

      The door creaked as Cordelia cracked it open and poked her head inside. Why hadn’t he locked it, she wondered? Was he expecting someone else? She pushed the disturbing thought aside as she scooted in sideways and closed the door as quietly as possible, then locked it. If he was waiting for someone else, then too damn bad! She would not be dissuaded now!

      There was just enough moonlight to see him lying bare chested, face down on the bed. The sheets covered him to his waist, and he had a pillow over his head. His arm pinned the pillow down over his face. He did not move a muscle as she crept closer. Thank goodness he was a heavy sleeper because every footstep sounded thunderous to her.  As she approached his muscular back and arms came in focus as he lay in repose. Muscular arms ended into equally as muscular shoulders. His back was broad then tapered down to a slimmer waist that disappeared under the sheets. There was not an ounce of fat on his frame. He was beautiful, magnificent. Cordelia bit her lips to suppress a sigh, she certainly picked an impressive gentleman for her first time.

      Intimidated, her courage suddenly vanished. A man like this knew what he was doing in bed. She knew nothing! She would surely fumble about and make a fool of herself. She started back toward the door. No! She could do this! It was now or live the rest of her life feeling like a coward. That, she could not abide. She’d rather be a fool that had tried instead a coward that ran from the challenge. She tip-toed back to the bed, relieved he hadn’t stirred.

      He lay in the center of the bed, making his hands difficult to  reach. Gently, she placed a knee on the mattress and stretched across the headboard to tie a sash to the center post.  If she could manage to bind his hands before he woke, then she intended to play her own version of closet duo. So far, he hadn’t moved a muscle, giving her the confidence that she may be able to complete the task. What would he do when he woke and found himself at her mercy this time? The thought was exciting and made her heart start racing. He took a deep breath and she paused, praying that the sound of her heart beating did not wake him. He did not move, so she continued.

      Cordelia placed a loop around one wrist, then gently lifted the other hand and did the same. She was surprised at the weight of his arms. They were very heavy, and no doubt, powerful. If he woke, it would take nothing for him to overpower her. To her surprise, he did not move, and she quickly tightened the sash around the headboard. If he pulled at the bindings, they would tighten, making it difficult to free himself. Knowing he could not use his hands made her relax a bit. If he could, she would surely melt under his touch again. With renewed confidence, she removed the pillow.

      “Good evening, Lady Cromwell,” he said without raising his head. Did he know it was her and let her tie him to the bed?

      “Shhh…” She placed a finger on his lips just as he had done to her. “I have come to give you your turn,” she whispered next to his ear. He tested the bonds, then settled on the bed next to him.

      “This wasn’t exactly what I had in mind,” he whispered under her finger.

      “Exactly,” she whispered, satisfied that she had rattled him a little. “Now shhh…”

      No doubt, he was used to driving women mad with those hands and lips of his. With a new-found confidence, she intended to try everything Roddy had taught her. This time he was at her mercy and would be the one losing control under her touch.

      She rubbed her finger across his bottom lip, feeling its soft firm texture before removing it, then straddled him.  Next came the sash over his eyes which she tied loosely at the back of his head. He would be treated the same as any gentleman playing Closet Duo. Well, sort of anyway. It would be a long time before he forgot her clever little game, if she had anything to do with it.

      She decided to check the binds one more time before she continued. The last thing she wanted was those hands coming free before she had her time with him. Cordelia pulled the binds testing their strength. They seemed secure enough.

      “Mmmm,” she moaned, as she slid her hands down his arms, his skin warm under his hands.

      She continued down his arms, relishing in his warmth over taut muscles. Never in her imagination did she think he would feel so good. She paused at his bicep, brushing her thumbs across the large muscle. He was manly everywhere, nothing like the Earl or Roddy. Everything was sinewy and hard in comparison. He radiated raw masculinity. Now was her chance to touch him anywhere and everywhere, and she intended to do just that, as she continued down to his shoulders. He turned his head to the other side, enjoying her touch. His face became visible in the moonlight. He looked content, relaxed as she rubbed up to his neck, his mouth relaxed, opening slightly. She threaded her fingers into his curly hair. It was as soft as it was black.

      “Hmmm…” he moaned. Cordelia smiled. It felt good to be the one to make him moan. Her stomach pinched, and she lightly scraped her fingernails on his scalp before moving down to his shoulders.

      Cordelia was lost in the feel of him as she caressed his muscular back. She let herself enjoy every hill and valley as she moved down his spine, not missing an inch, as she rubbed across his rib cage, then to his narrow waist. This man was irresistible, he felt as good as he looked. Cordelia couldn’t help herself. She pressed her lips just below his neck, pressing her breasts on his back. Immediately his heat penetrated her silk nightgown making her nipples hard.

      “Ahh…,” she heard herself moan, as she arched against him and rubbed her sensitive nubs back and forth relishing in the pleasure she felt. He carefully lifted against her and rotated his hips.

      “Untie me…,” he begged.

      Cordelia ignored his plea. She was not ready to submit to his hands yet. She rubbed her lips down his back, then licked her way up with the flat of her tongue, tasting his skin. His head arched and he moaned, as she slowly licked her way up, enjoying the salty taste of his skin and the delicious sensation  on her nipples as they rubbed between the smooth silk and his firm warm skin.

      “Not yet,” she whispered in a husky voice. “I’m not done with you.” She smiled when he shivered.

      Lifting herself off him, she ran her hands down his ribs to his waistband. His pants were tied tight, preventing her from slipping her fingers inside. Undeterred, she continued around the front to find the tie. His breath became ragged and she slowed, thinking she may be acting too bold. Cordelia closed her eyes, praying that he would not stop her. She wanted to see him, touch him, drive him as crazy as he did her. He lifted slightly, giving her room to continue her path. When he did, relief flooded and empowered her. His stomach muscles quivered as she searched for the knot. When she found the bow, she grabbed a tail in each hand and let her fingers trail behind as she pulled it apart. He sucked in his breath at the slow torture.

      Cordelia shifted to his side to have better access. Starting at his shoulders again, she ran her hand down his spine, then slid her hand into his pants and over one firm buttock. He stilled as she explored him, making her feel in control. She squeezed the firm mound of his ass before she slid her hand out. He rocked his hips to the side, and she knew he wanted to roll over. She remembered Roddy’s instructions. The anticipation of being touched is a powerful aphrodisiac, Cordi. Do not rush to feel his cock.

      Excitement coursed through her veins as she slid her hand back into his pants. Stroking down the middle this time, she dipped her finger slightly into the crease as she slid between his legs. Just as Roddy had told her he would, he lifted, giving her access to his most sensitive spot behind his balls. She slid her hand over it slowly, then cupped his balls. He buried his face in the pillow when she found the delicate tendon that was her target. She ran her fingers up and down both sides and flicked across it with her thumb as Roddy had showed her. His legs quivered, and he made guttural noises into the pillow as she caressed him. His fists tightened around his binds and his head began to thrash side to side as she as continued to rub her thumb up and down the now hard tendon. By his reaction Cordelia knew she was driving him to the edge. Excitement surged once more as heat gathered in her sex. She wanted more, wanted to see him, see his face as he lost control. She slid her hand from his pants. They needed to be off, out of her way. He collapsed and struggled to catch his breath. She had expected him to say something, but he did not. Quickly, she went to remove his pants before he could protest, but when she struggled to remove them, to her surprise, he lifted his hips to assist. She gasped when his arse was bare and crawled down the bed as she pulled his pants to his ankles. Starting at his ankles, she slowly rubbed up his legs, feeling the crisp hair on her fingers. Then moved to his buttocks and up his back, and finally to his shoulders. She could touch his body forever. He felt good under her hands. Nothing like she had imagined. A sexy little moan escaped him. Suddenly, the urge to feel his skin on her nipples overwhelmed. She pulled the top of her nightgown down and rubbed her breasts down his back as her hands stroked down his sides and wrapped around his hips, almost touching his arousal before retreating, teasing him further.

      “Ahh, god, madam, untie my hands, please,” he pleaded, weakly. Cordelia ignored him as she continued.

      “Up,” she commanded, as she pulled on his hips.

      He lifted slowly, resting his weight on his knees. His bum was almost in her face as she settled in behind him. She spread his legs apart at the knees. Trying to contain her excitement and go slowly, she ran her hands leading with her thumbs over his arse, then between his legs, stopping to tease the back of his balls before retreating, hoping to send him into a frenzy. He buried his face in the pillow and squeezed the binds so tight that his knuckles turned white. Enjoying this reaction, she did it again, this time cupping his balls fully and using her thumb to rub across his exposed tendon once more. The muscles in his back tightened and released as he fought for control. He moaned, and she smiled, enjoying her new found power over him.

      She retraced her path, this time sliding her hands around front to his wrap around his engorged shaft. She closed her eyes as excitement flooded her veins and white-hot heat shot straight to her sex at the feel of him. His erection was hard, but the skin was soft, as she slowly slid her hand to the pillowy tip, then circled it with her thumb, as Roddy had showed her. His breath became ragged as she squeezed and pulled the skin slightly, as she made her way back to the base. The muscles in his legs started to shake.

      “Good god, madam, enough. Please untie my hands,” he begged, as he pulled against his binds weakly. Retracing her path, her nipples tingled as she felt his muscles quiver beneath her. She rubbed her thumb over his tip, spreading a bead of liquid that had gathered over his pillowy head.

      “Ahh…”

      She moaned, and slid her hands up and down his shaft, as she laid her bare breasts on his arse. His heat penetrated her skin. The small nub in her sex began to throb. He had awakened that spot on her, and now it refused to go to sleep. Touching him wasn’t enough and wanted more. She wanted to see him when he found the same fulfillment he gave her. She had to see his face, full of desire and lost in ecstasy. She pushed against his hip.

      “Roll over!” She sounded desperate but did not care.

      He rolled over, his arms crossing above his head. He grabbed his binds to relieve the pressure and moved the blindfold off his eyes to his forehead by rubbing against his arm. Cordelia did not care. She was too engrossed in what she saw before her.

      “Oh my,” she whispered, as her eyes roved over his form. “You're exquisite,” she whispered, with reverence.

      He stared at her, his chest slowly rising and falling. His eyes were hooded and full of desire. His mouth was slightly open, too enticing to ignore. She had to kiss those lips. She took her hands from his hips, crawled up his chest, pushed the blindfold off his forehead and covered his mouth with hers. She plunged her tongue into his mouth frantically, and he groaned lifting his head to deepen the kiss. She straddled him and put his cock between her intimate folds, rubbing her throbbing nub against his hard shaft. It felt divine, so good that she could not concentrate on their kiss any longer. Cordelia put her hands on his chest push herself against him. With her hands pushing on his chest to brace herself, she rubbed back and forth across his shaft, chasing her orgasm.

      He squeezed his hands around his binds, then pulled hard against the restraints. With a loud rip, his hands pulled free from the headboard and went straight to her hips. He thrust his hips against her, holding his cock against her nub, rubbing it deliciously. It was all that she needed, and she cried out as her orgasm took her. His seed exploded on his belly and he moaned as it came in wave after wave. When finally done, he pulled her to him as he tried to catch his breath. Her chest was heaving against his, as he held her tenderly.

      “I have no words,” he whispered.

      “Then we are even, my lord. `Tis how I felt under your ministrations,” she whispered, quite pleased with herself.

      “Not even close, my lady.” He chuckled. “Rhys, my name is Rhys.” He gently brushed her hair from her face. It was an intimate, almost loving gesture, which made her uncomfortable. “Thank you for coming to me. I thought…”

      Cordelia rolled off of him. This was not the direction she wanted things to go. It was time to get away from him so he would know that this would not go beyond tonight. Her stomach pinched as she rushed to right her nightgown while scrambling off the bed.

      “Thank you for indulging me, my lord.” She did not know what else to say. She had never had an experience like this before.

      “Wait! Where are you going?”

      He sounded shocked at her hasty retreat. Most women probably could not be ripped from this man’s side after what they had just shared. He struggled to raise up on his elbows.

      “Good night, my lord,” she rushed to say, before he could get up, and dashed for the door.

      Cordelia unlocked it quickly while he struggled to sit up and come after her. She squeezed out the door, praying no one was in the hall. Relief washed over her when it was empty, then dashed down the hall, and behind the servant’s passageway door to hide in case he decided to follow. Peeking through a crack, she saw him race into the hall looking both directions to see where she had gone. He was shirtless and clutched his pants at his waist. The binds were still hanging from his wrists. He punched the air in frustration before he went back in the room.

      Cordelia exhaled the breath she was holding. Somehow, the relief that she expected to follow did not come. What had she done?
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      Cordelia leaned on the door in the servant’s passageway and tried to catch her breath. Oh god! What was she thinking? She should not have trifled with a man like Lord Roth. She had let her lust and ego get the best of her. Now she would have to avoid the man at all costs which would be difficult with the Duke arriving tomorrow. It would be social suicide to waste the Duke’s time and not introducing him to Lady Drayson. As far as Lord Roth’s sister was concerned, Cordelia was past the point of no return, and there would be no avoiding Lord Roth as a consequence.

      The candle in the passage way had burned out, so Cordelia relit it, then padded towards the door closest to her suite. How long had she been with him? Hours, minutes? Her heart raced as she relived the encounter while she walked down the dark passage. Everything about the man was enticing. She stopped and pressed her back against the wall as she recalled the feel of him under her hands. Lord above, it was as if he was made to be touched, revered. And his shaft…ugh! She could have rubbed herself against it for hours. If he had not ripped through his binds, she was sure she would still be there fondling him, and massaging him with her sex, kissing him anywhere he would let her. No wonder the man was a rake. He was irresistible.

      Cordelia pushed herself off the wall and forced herself to walk. It was time to go to bed and put this night behind her. She was very experienced in pushing things from her mind. She would have never survived her years with the Earl if she did not. Time to draw on that particular skill and bury the memory of being with him somewhere she could let go of it. She knew she was lying to herself. The man had been her major preoccupation since their first kiss. And, she’d be lying further if she didn’t admit she wanted more of him. But, to what end? After tomorrow he would be back in London, and to a long line of mistresses, probably pining for him at this very moment. She would be just another woman he had dallied with, another notch on his bedpost to blend in with all the others. If she stopped now, both of them would know she was the one in control. She had conquered him, taken him to the brink, and made him lose himself, just as she had done in the closet. There was a certain amount of satisfaction in that, wasn’t there? That could sustain her for all time, could it not? It had to. She could not let herself lose control over the situation, she would be the only one hurt in the end.

      Cordelia straightened her shoulders and buried her worries in her resolve. Tomorrow she would avoid him as much as humanly possible. She wasn’t strong enough to resist him if he tried to convince her to come to him again. Instead, she would concentrate on preparing for the Duke, who was due by tomorrow afternoon.

      Cordelia was sure that the Duke would be attracted to Lady Esme. After a year of trying to match him, Cordelia had never been so sure that she had found someone to spark his interest. Lady Esme is perfect for him, they were perfect for each other. She would have to insure they had the proper amount of time together to discover this for themselves. Once the connection was made, she had no doubt that Lady Esme would need very little of her assistance to solidify the relationship. If things went well between them she would win. If there was no connection between Esme and the Duke, then her two days would be up and the Draysons would leave Middleton. Either way, he would be gone.

      Cordelia swallowed her emotions. Why did she care? She would never align herself with a rake. She was a matchmaker. Her reputation would be in shambles, and it would take Roddy’s and Emelia’s with it. That could not happen. She had a plan for her future. This last season of reputable matches and she could retire at Middleton Park, set for life. Emelia could go on with her life in any fashion she desired, and Rodrigo could go to London to open an instantly successful shop of his own. Everything was in place.

      Cordelia ducked through the door to her suite, leapt on her bed, and drew the covers over her head. How bold she had been tonight! It was hard to believe how bold she behaved! Her stomach jumped. She had liked it, very much. The memory of him tied to the bedpost made her sex throb. It was so erotic. How could she rein in those feelings now that they were out, or stop the longing that he had awakened in her? She brushed her hand over her breast. Maybe she should have let him touch her one more time, to put out the fire she felt whenever she thought of him. She sighed. It was going to be a long night.
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      The next morning, Tilly came scurrying in, humming merrily as she opened the curtains.

      “The Duke arrives today, my lady. Rodrigo is with Lady Drayson, getting her ready for his arrival. Lady Emelia went down to see to the guests so we could get you ready to greet him. Did you know that he is sixth in line to be king? The staff is quite excited to be serving him! Sixth in line, my lady. Can you imagine? Lady Drayson could be queen one day!”

      “He would not be able to choose his wife if he was ever to be king, Tilly. Now cease your prattle!” Cordelia put her pillow over her head. She had not gotten a wink of sleep. She had tossed and turned all night, imagining herself touching him. Rhys, he asked her to call him. She could not shake the vision of him. “The Duke does not arrive until this afternoon. I did not get much sleep and would like to rest a little longer. Come back in an hour.”

      “The Duke is due to arrive this morning, my lady. A missive arrived late yesterday. I thought Rupert or Rodrigo told you.” Cordelia bolted straight up.

      “What!”

      “Yes, my lady. We have a little over an hour. You did not know?”

      “No! Oh, my god, is everything prepared? Where is Rupert?”

      “Everything is ready, my lady, except you. Please rise so we can dress you. Rodrigo will do your hair when he’s finished with Lady Drayson. You should see the dress he picked for you. How I love your new look! I dare say the Duke may want you, not Lady Drayson.” Her giggle was interrupted by a knock on the door. “That will be your bath, my lady. Please, you must rise. I will build a fire so we can dry your hair quickly and…”

      Tilly prattled on. Cordelia moved in slow motion as she struggled to get out of bed. The Duke was almost here? It was almost over. He would be gone soon. She felt numb. So be it.

      Cordelia had no appetite for the breakfast tray Tilly ordered and decided to go straight to her study after being dressed. She was halfheartedly fumbling through her correspondence, so did not notice Emelia came into the room until she spoke.

      “Lord Roth approached me this morning,” Emelia stated.

      The mention of his name jerked her out of her stupor. Her heart jumped into her throat. Had he told Emelia what had happened last night? What could he want with Emelia? She looked at the papers on her desk, doing her best to act nonchalant.

      “Oh? What did he want?” she asked, without looking up, but her heart was racing inside her chest.

      “He requested to see you in private.”

      Oh god! She could not handle this conversation right now. Emelia would see right through her.

      “He will have to wait. The Duke is due to arrive any moment and I…”

      “Cordelia, stop. What happened between you two? I can see by the flush on your face that something has happened.” Cordelia should have known better than to try and hide anything from her. Emelia sucked in her breath. “You went to him! Didn’t you…did you?”

      “No!” her head snapped up. “No! I swear. Well, I did, but we didn’t…oh god! What have I done?” Cordelia buried her face in her hands.

      “By the look on his face, something he wants more of…” Emelia started to say, sarcastically. Cordelia stared at her for a moment, tears threatened as fear consumed her.

      “I can’t, Emelia, I just can’t! He’s so…so… I do not know how to express it exactly.” Cordelia put her face in her hands again.

      “Cordi, why do you fight so hard to…” Emelia was interrupted by a knock at the door. Cordelia looked up, nervous.

      “Oh God! The Duke is here! Look at me. I’m a wreck. I swear I am not made to have affairs. They are too nerve-wracking!” Emelia took Cordelia’s hands and forced her to look at her.

      “You are fine. You will be fine. You’ve done this a thousand times. This time will be no different than all the other ones,” Emelia said, with confidence. “Come in!” she called, and a footman entered.

      “The Duke is arriving, my lady.”

      Cordelia took a deep breath. Time to push Lord Roth to the back of her mind and concentrate on the task at hand. She shook off her unease about facing Roth and went to greet the Duke.
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      Rupert had done a spectacular job with the Duke's reception. It appeared as if the whole staff was on the steps to meet him, but she knew there were plenty of servants left inside to tend to the guests. The man was a marvel at juggling.

      “You are a marvel, Rupert. One would think the entire staff was here to greet the Duke. How do you do it?” she asked, as she and Emelia took their places at the top of the stairs next to the butler.

      “Discipline and organization, my lady. Nothing more,” he answered, in his usual stoic manner. When the Duke’s carriage rolled up to the bottom of the stairs, he nodded to the footmen, and asked Cordelia, “Shall I see your party to the lawn to join the rest of the guests?”

      “No. I wish to speak to the Duke privately first. Arrange for tea and brandy in the front parlor,” she ordered. Something about issuing orders restored her confidence, especially when it meant upsetting Rupert’s perfectly laid plans. “We will join the others directly after. Thank you, Rupert.”

      The Duke stepped out of his carriage, looked straight up the steps to her, and gave her a big smile. Cordelia had forgotten how handsome he was. Tall, lean and debonair, with blue eyes and sandy hair that just started to gray at the temples which only added to his appeal.

      He had lost his first wife to infection a mere three years after marriage. Heartbroken over his loss, the Duke refused to think about another match until a year ago That is when he solicited Cordelia to find one for him, insisting on complete discretion. The Duke did not want every mother in the country flaunting their daughters in front of him. He had a specific list of requirements that he did not want open to public scrutiny.

      The problem lied in the fact that his list was almost impossible to fulfill. It made Cordelia question how serious he was about finding a match. At first, she paraded several candidates in front of him. They were la crème of society, beautiful and proper, with impeccable reputations. He was polite, and even showed interest in two or three, but that quickly fizzled out. Then he confessed to her that he did not wish to break in a virgin. That’s when Cordelia decided to slow down and wait for the right candidate. To the Duke’s credit, he responded immediately when she called. Especially today, since he had arrived hours earlier than expected. This might be a clue that he finally may be serious about finding a match.

      He happily bounded up the stairs, hardly noticing of the staff assembled for his arrival. Cordelia and Emelia immediately dropped into curtsies.

      “Your Grace, welcome to Middleton Park. Thank you for coming,” Cordelia said politely. He took her hand, even though she hadn’t offered it, and pulled her to rise.

      “Lady Cromwell, you are as lovely as ever. I was ever so pleased to receive your missive. I was beginning to think you had given up on me.” He kissed her hand. The man was not short on charm which was a trait that went well with his debonair looks and elevated title.

      “I would never, your grace. The last thing I want to do is disappoint you,” she replied, sincerely.

      The Duke pulled her hand through his arm and pinned it there and turned to escort her in the house. Cordelia noticed there was no heat between them, not like there was with Lord Roth. Emelia gave her a knowing nod and headed toward the lawn leaving Cordelia to deal with the Duke alone.

      “So, tell me, what have you for me this time?” he asked, jovially.

      “Her name is Lady Esme Drayson, your grace. You and she have similar requests in a match, so I thought you should meet. She has been very popular amongst the other gentlemen. So, if you find her appealing and wish to know her better, I would not hesitate.”

      “Is that so? Intriguing,” He smiled, and squeezed her hand. Once in the parlor, Cordelia tried to disengage herself. He let her arm go but did not let go of her hand. “You do know why I reject all the ladies, do you not?”

      “No, your grace. I presumed it was because they were not to your taste.”

      “Have you ever considered that you may be the perfect woman for me?” he said, so seriously that Cordelia immediately looked shocked.

      Her mind abruptly went to Roth. As charming as the Duke was, it was Roth that made her heart leap in her throat. If Roth said these things to her, she knew her knees would buckle. On the other hand, she was disappointed with the Duke. Why would he cross the line after all this time? He was just like all the others. He just wanted to know that he could have her if he wished to, even though there was no spark between them. She pulled her hand away.

      “Oh, your grace, save your charm for Lady Drayson. You know I am not available.” She gave him her most charming smile.

      “Why are you not available?” he asked, taking a step closer.

      What was it with the gentlemen this weekend? Was it a full moon? Never had she had more than one gentleman question her rebuff. Even so, the last thing she wanted to do was insult the Duke.

      “Your grace, this is not about me, it is about you. If you do not find yourself attracted to the lady you have come to meet, then I will be happy to explain why I am not interested in remarrying…ever.” She paused, but his expression did not change. Lord save her from these arrogant men! “Unless, I take it, you are truly don’t care to meet the lady? I would understand, of course. The last thing I would want to do is waste your precious time.” He chuckled.

      “Of course, I will meet the lady, madam, but surely you cannot blame a man for trying.” He took her hand once more and kissed it. “Whoever wins your heart will be a lucky man indeed.”

      “Thank you, your grace, but those days have come and gone. Would you like some tea, or brandy perhaps? We are to join the others on the lawn, but if you need a moment…”

      “I would love a brandy, if it means having you to myself for a few more minutes. Let us sit and you can tell me more about Lady Drayson.”

      He gestured to the settee. Once she had settled herself, he respectfully took a chair next to it. Cordelia let out a sigh of relief. She did not think her nerves could have taken it if the Duke had pressed the point. She tried to relax into the conversation. She was honest about her opinion of Lady Drayson, knowing he would see right through any fabrication. After a cup of tea for her and two brandies for him, the Duke stood and held out his arm.

      “Shall we go, so you can introduce me to Lady Drayson?” He seemed cheerful, and Cordelia was relieved. “You must promise me one thing, Lady Cromwell.”

      Of course, your grace. If it is within my power…”

      “If you change your mind about being unavailable, will you consider me first?” He put his hand over hers in a familiar fashion. Cordelia did not reject it, not wanting to ruin the Duke’s mood now that they were to meet Lady Esme.

      “I would be honored, your grace, but I must warn you not to hold your breath,” she said lightheartedly, smiling at him.

      The Duke let out a booming laugh just as they stepped onto the lawn where the guests we mingling.

      “You are a treasure, my lady, a true treasure,” he stated as he looked at her with affection, unconcerned over everyone’s gawking faces.

      Cordelia tried to disengage her arm, knowing how it must look. The exchange had seemed intimate. She wanted him to let go so she could curtsy and resume formal appearances. Apparently, the Duke cared not a whit about what the others might think. He scanned the crowd, which was now murmuring among themselves. No doubt they had guessed who he was.

      “Now, where is she? You have made me most eager for this introduction.” At least he had the decorum to say it quietly, as he leaned into her ear.

      Damn it to hell! Why had she not worn a hat today? To be honest, she had forgotten entirely because she was  preoccupied with thoughts of Lord Roth. Or was it because she knew that he hated them so? Good lord, she honestly did not know. She was lost in thought when she realized the Duke had asked her another question.

      “Lady Cromwell?”

      “Apologies, your grace. I was distracted searching for Lady Drayson.”
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      Cordelia felt, before she saw, Roth staring at her. He was livid. Lady Esme and he were not far from the door, standing under the closest tree for the shade. Lady Drayson looked stunning in a cream dress which fit her perfectly and highlighted her olive skin. The soft coif that surrounded her oval face was perfection just as Roddy had told her this morning.

      “No one will be able to keep their eyes off her,” he bragged, as he fussed with her hair. “The Duke would have to be queer not to notice. If he is, send him to me! I’ve always wanted a Duke!”

      Roddy had been right! He would have to be a puffer not to see how lovely Lady Esme looked today. As they approached, Esme opened her parasol and brought it to just the right angle to block the Duke’s view. Clever girl. Either she knew the Duke was here to meet her or she was embarrassed by the way he was staring at her. The Duke’s arm tensed under Cordelia’s hand. He was indeed staring, but to her surprise his expression was angry!

      “Is that her? In the cream dress?”

      “Why yes, your grace. Lovely, isn’t she?” Cordelia asked, keeping her tone light, but worried by his reaction. What could this be about?

      “Is that the Marquess of Roth standing next to her?” The venom in his tone surprised her. Did he know Lord Roth? Was there bad blood between them? This could be a problem, a big problem. Judging by Roth’s expression, it was entirely possible.

      “Yes, your grace, the Marquess is her brother, as a matter of fact,” His arm relaxed a little. “Do you know him?”

      “No, not personally, but I have heard of him,” He slowed, and squeezed her had. “I must warn you, Lady Cromwell, the man is a notorious rake. You must keep your distance. He is said to be one of the best in London. I would not want you to fall prey to such a man.”

      Cordelia laughed uncomfortably. Good lord, this could turn out to be a disaster! Roth was watching their approach with an unwavering stare. He said something to Lady Esme, but did not take his eyes off of them as he spoke to her. His features were expressionless as they approached, but Cordelia sensed fury just under the surface.

      “Hardly, your grace. In my line of work, I have learned the art of avoiding such gentleman. Lord Roth is merely here to escort his sister. He has been bored to tears since his arrival, I dare say!” She laughed, feigning confidence.

      “That is good to hear, Lady Cromwell, but I wish to offer my protection should you need it. I want you to know that.”

      “I am honored, your grace. I hope this concern will not infect your opinion of his sister. She has nothing to do with her brother’s reputation, nor is it her fault that he is here. He is a tad overprotective of her,” she said, concerned.

      “Overprotective, you say? That hardly fits with what I have heard about the man.”

      “Rumors can be cruel, your grace, and are usually greatly exaggerated. Lord Roth has been nothing but a gentleman to my guests since he arrived,” At least that much was true. “Maybe it would be prudent to make your own a judgment. Of both Lord Roth and his sister.”

      “Certainly, I have often been the butt of gossip and loathe the whole business. Of course, you are right.”

      Cordelia was relieved that the Duke was willing to be open minded about Lady Esme, despite what he’s heard about the Marquess. She smiled at him and tried to pull her arm away, but the Duke would not let go. Was this a power play for Lord Roth’s benefit? Did he want Roth to know she was under his protection? Cordelia groaned inwardly, as she curtsied to Roth and Lady Esme.

      “Lord Roth, Lady Drayson, may I present his grace, the Duke of Hanover, Lord Beaufort.”

      “Your grace,” Roth bowed.

      “A pleasure, your grace,” Esme said demurely, with a curtsy.

      Roth’s eyes returned to Cordelia. She gave him a tentative smile, but it did not seem to help his scowl. Cordelia tried to remove her arm from the Duke’s again, and this time he let her. What she wouldn’t give to have her hat or parasol to hide behind!

      “Roth, you are the last person I expected to see here. I thought you rarely left town,” the Duke commented, in a slightly condescending tone.

      “Hardly, your grace. Why, I have an estate that I visit often not twenty miles from here,” Roth replied, flatly.

      “My brother has a fondness for horses, your grace. He frequently escapes to the country to ride for endless hours,” Lady Esme added.

      “Is that so? Do you like to ride as well, Lady Drayson?” The Duke asked Esme ignoring Lord Roth and her.

      “As often as I can, your grace, I find it a most pleasant diversion.” Esme gave him a demure smile.

      Cordelia recognized the look on the Duke’s face as he stared at Lady Esme. Pride swelled, as her prediction came to fruition before her eyes. She looked at Roth triumphantly, expecting to see him humbled, but he looked even more  furious than before. She pinched her brows together in confusion and starting to get angry herself. She caught his eye, then glanced at the Duke and his sister, willing him to pay attention. He could not possibly be upset about the introduction! He just stared at her his expression steadfast. Cordelia became frustrated and angry. What an arrogant arse! She turned back to the couple, ignoring him.

      “How wonderful! I too enjoy a ride, although my stables would no doubt seem inadequate in comparison to the Duke’s or the Marquess’. I would love to arrange a ride for us. There is a lovely waterfall just to the west of Middleton Park. It makes for an enjoyable destination,” Cordelia suggested, with enthusiasm.

      “That would be lovely!” Lady Esme matched Cordelia’s verve, then pulled back. “That is, of course, if his grace is willing?”

      “A capital suggestion,” he answered not taking his eyes off Esme. “Roth?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it,” he answered flatly, and Esme narrowed her eyes at her brother.

      “Then I shall make arrangements for tomorrow morning, say eleven?” To Cordelia’s relief, everyone agreed. She was on pins and needles being this close to Roth. She simply could not gauge his mood. What to do now? She should excuse herself and let Roth chaperone his sister. After all, that was why he was here. She opened her mouth to make an excuse to leave, when Lord Roth beat her to it.

      “If you will all excuse me, I have a few correspondences I need to put in this afternoon’s post. Esme, I will see you at luncheon.” He bowed. “Your grace, Lady Cromwell.” After another round of bows and curtsies, he left without a word.

      “Do you enjoy lawn bowling, your grace?” Lady Esme asked.

      “On occasion, if I have a worthy adversary,” the Duke replied, with his usual charm.

      “Oh, are you any good?” Esme challenged, and the Duke laughed.

      “Are you?” he answered, taking the bait.

      “There is only one way to find out…,” Esme retorted, confidently.

      “To play?”

      “To wager,” Esme answered with an attractive sardonic smile. The Duke raised his eyebrows.

      “Then lead the way, my lady,” he stated, with a wave.

      Lady Esme readjusted her parasol once the Duke fell in step next to her. She used it to covertly shield them from the rest of the guests. Cordelia followed appreciating Esme’s skill with the accessory although at this point she felt like an intruder. To her pleasant surprise, the Duke had forgotten about her.

      “What shall wager?” the Duke asked. His hands clasped behind his back as he regarded Esme. Cordelia saw him make a fist, perhaps in hopeful anticipation of her answer.

      “You can choose, your grace, I hardly know what would be appropriate,” Esme answered, and looked away unassumingly. She took a deep breath, drawing the Duke’s eyes down to her charms. “I am sure there is nothing I possess that you do not already have.”

      Cordelia smiled. The last thing Lady Esme needed was her help! As expected, she was doing very well on her own. As soon as they settled into the game, she would excuse herself and let the nature take its course. It was then that she realized their association would be over. A stab of melancholy hit her. She had to admit that it had been exciting having Lord Roth to spar with, even if the man consistently kept her off balance.

      Cordelia settled herself to the side of the bowling green, waiting for an appropriate time to excuse herself. A footman carrying a silver tray appeared with a missive.

      “Thank you, Frankie,” she said, as she took the unfolded paper from the tray.

      Be in your study in five minutes, or I will be out directly to carry you there.

      Roth

      Cordelia’s stomach jumped into her throat. Good lord, adrenaline started flowing through her veins. He was angry about something! Was it because she had left him last night? Or, that she had introduced his sister to the Duke? It could be anything. How dare he summon her like a servant! Threatening with humiliation, no less! The arrogant cad, true to form as ever.

      Cordelia knew he would follow through on his threat. How could he even think of embarrassing his sister in front of the Duke in such a way? What would everyone think if he were to come storming out on the lawn? It would be the exact disaster she had predicted. He had left her no choice. She would have to go to him. Cordelia checked to be sure everyone was settled. The Duke and Lady Esme were whispering to each other. The rest of the world could have been on fire, and Cordelia doubted they would notice.

      “If you will excuse me, your grace, Lady Drayson, I am called to the house.”

      Esme curtsied in her direction, but the Duke barely noticed. Cordelia’s heart started pounding in her chest as she made her way to the east entrance, the one closest to her study.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

        

      

    

    
      The study doors were closed when she approached.  Whatever was bothering Lord Roth he did not want it overheard. Cordelia gulped. He was in there waiting for her, alone. Her nerves started getting the better of her. Why did this man knock her so off balance? She tried to remember that she was angry at being summoned and threatened.

      She dismissed the footmen standing by the door. The last thing she needed was for this conversation to be overheard. She took a deep breath, put her hand on the knob, then turned it.

      When she stepped through, her arm was yanked forward propelling her into the room, and the door shut and locked. Roth pinned her against the door. He was so close she could smell his scent, that unique scent that was expressly him. Her heart raced away from her.

      “Just what do you think you are doing, Cordelia?” he hissed, his face close to hers.

      Her eyes darted between his, confused by his question. In them, she saw his fury. And desire. Butterflies took flight, as her eyes dropped to his lips involuntarily. He leaned in, their bodies almost touching. The urge to close the gap and kiss him was overwhelming. Would he let her? Why was he so angry? Would he overpower her, take her, if she did? The raw strength radiating from him both scared her and excited her at the same time.

      “I…I do not understand, my lord?”

      “Rhys. Call me Rhys, and I will call you Cordelia. I am on a first name basis with all the women I fuck. Or, in your case, who fuck me,” he hissed, his hot angry breath searing her lips. White hot heat shot down to her sex. She tried to concentrate on his words, but he was so close. His angry words did not frighten her. Somehow she knew he would not hurt her. No, she could feel the passion building behind his words and could feel the heat starting to swirl inside.

      “We have never…”

      “Oh, yes we have, and you well know it. I may not have been inside you…yet…but there are many ways to get fucked by someone.” His hips brushed hers, and she could feel his arousal. With a moan, she grabbed his jacket to pull him to her. His mouth curled into a sardonic smile at her reaction. “You wish to use me to tease your Duke?”

      “What!” That question knocked her out of her haze. What was he accusing her of now? The Duke only had eyes for his sister! Any imbecile could see that! She let go of his jacket and pushed his shoulders. That he would think such a thing! The self-centered, self-absorbed….she didn’t know what! “How dare you think I…”

      “I am no young buck you can trifle with, Cordelia. If you insist on treating me like these children you entertain, then I shall return the favor.”

      “Oh! You would think that, wouldn’t you! Let me go! You have no right…”

      “I have every right! You came to me, remember. You might as well learn right now I am not one to be toyed with.”

      He grabbed her hand and pulled her towards the settee as he yanked off his cravat. Cordelia struggled to free her wrist from his grip.

      “Unhand me this instant!” she demanded angrily, but wasn’t afraid, only becoming angrier by the moment.

      He jerked the cravat from his neck. Her chest slammed into his when he pulled her around, wrenching her arm behind her back. Before she could guess his intent, he took her other hand and tied them together.

      “Just what do you think you are doing?” she demanded, as she struggled to get away. Her belly fluttered with excitement. What was he going to do to her?

      “I’m going to teach you a valuable lesson. This is what happens to little girls who tease men.”

      After he tightened the cravat around her wrists, he leaned in, and she thought he was going to kiss her. Instead, he sat, and put her over his lap. Immediately, his intentions became clear. He meant to spank her! She started to struggle harder, but he easily held her down, putting a hand around her wrists at her back, and a heavy leg over her ankles pinning her down.

      “You have no right to treat me like this! Let me up this instant!”

      “So you can run away again? Hardly! You will learn your lesson here and now.”

      Cordelia felt her skirt lifted, then thrown over her back, and covering her head. She knew he could see everything, her thin lace pantaloons, and silk stockings, tied with matching blue ribbons hiding nothing. Furious and embarrassed, she groaned and struggled to get free, but his grip only tightened.

      “Be still, or this will be far worse for you.”

      She should cry out but could not decide whether being discovered like this would be more humiliating than what he was about to do. At least no one would know but him. She tried to reason with him.

      “I have done nothing to deserve this! Unhand me!” she demanded.

      “Oh, you’ve done nothing you say? Then what was last night, pray tell? A selfish indulgence?” He threw her words back at her.

      “No more than what you did to me in the closet!”

      “I did not prance you in front of my lover the next day, now did I?”

      His hand came down on her ass with a whack. She flinched. It stung, but the pain was not intolerable. She was surprised that it did not hurt worse, but she would not let him know it.

      “Alright. You have had your fun. Now let me go!” she spat.

      “I have just begun, Cordelia. I intend to take my pleasure on your beautiful little arse and watch you submit to the pleasure I am giving you. Then we will see if you wish to return to your Duke.”

      “What? Wait!” she exclaimed. Pleasure, was he mad?

      His hand came down on her again. This time, it was closer to her the junction of her thigh. Delicious vibrations rippled through her sex. She arched her back and yipped in surprise. Why did this feel good? Wasn’t it supposed to hurt? A whack on the other side had the same effect. She bit her lip so she would not moan, not wanting him to know how much she liked it. His hand slipped inside her pantaloons and caressed where he had just hit her. His touch felt erotic sending waves of heat to her sex. She suppressed another moan, barely able to resist the urge to rotate her hips. She vowed not to give him the satisfaction. But, when his fingers dipped between her thighs and brushed her intimate lips, she could not help but move slightly. He slid his fingers back and forth slowly, as he brushed ever so lightly against her sex. Heat like she had never experienced built in her core, and she arched her back, trying to push herself against him. His hand slid out of her pantaloons. Cordelia did not know if she if she was disappointed or relieved. He had all the power, and he knew how to use it. It scared and excited her at the same time.

      When he started to pull down her pantaloons, she gasped. It wasn’t over! Oh god, how was she to stay in control if he continued? He pushed the lacy undergarment down to her knees, and his fist tightened on her wrists as his hand roamed over her derriere. She heard him moan. Then came another whack, pushing her leg into her sex which sent another round of vibrations everywhere. She gasped and arched her back. Oh god! What was he doing to her? Two more smacks in quick succession had her head thrashing. He rubbed her now heated skin again, this time his finger dipping deeper into her intimate folds. It felt so good she that tears pooled in her eyes.

      “Open for me, Cordelia,” he whispered. There was hunger in his tone.

      She gave in, and spread her legs wider, wanting whatever he planned to give. To her surprise, he removed his hand, and it came down at the bottom of her arse at her thigh. A few of his fingers landed between her legs. Cordelia could not hold back a moan as the erotic vibrations engulfed her. She heard him groan, and his hand moved quickly after that. Slaps to the left, then right, then directly on her sex. She cried out, as white-hot heat shot straight to her nub, which had become hard and started throbbing. What was happening? He did it again, and she tried to lift her hips to receive it better. Next, he removed his leg from her ankles, so she planted her feet on the floor and raised her ass. Every time he connected with her sex she thought she’d die with pleasure.

      “Oh god, oh god…,” she heard herself chanting, as the familiar white light and heat began to build, threatening to explode.

      His hand came down on her sex again but this time lingered, rubbing up and down on her folds, stopping to circle her engorged nub. Then, he plunged two fingers into her entry. Cordelia’s knees started to buckle.

      “Bloody hell!” he exclaimed, then removed his fingers.

      She wanted to cry out. No, please! But no words would form. He threw her skirt over her behind. Her silk underskirt was cold against her hot skin. Disappointed, she went limp on his lap. To her surprise, he rolled her over in his arms, and his mouth came down hard on hers. His arm slipped under her knees as he lifted and carried her to her desk. He did not stop kissing her as he sat her on the edge and untied her hands. Cordelia could only concentrate on his tongue as it made love to her mouth, she hardly realized she had put her hands around his neck. He pushed the paperwork aside and leaned her back on the desk.

      “I have to be inside you,” he whispered against her lips, as he gathered the hem of her dress, “while your skin is pink and hot from my hand.” He rubbed her skin on her derrière where he had spanked her, then ripped her lace pantaloons off one leg to spread them apart. She gasped.

      He pulled her hips to the edge of the desk, putting one leg over his shoulder as his kiss traveled to her ear then down her neck. Cordelia melted, hardly noticing that his hands had gone to his trousers to unbutton them. When the tip of his erection teased her entry, her eyes flew open. Oh god, he meant to take her! Fear engulfed her. He would find out that she was a virgin. Him, of all people! She tried to scoot away.

      “Wait! You do not understand…”

      His mouth covered hers silencing her protests as he slowly pressed into her. His cock deliciously stretched her sensitive skin as he filled her. Rhys lifted off her and threw his head back in ecstasy as he pushed in further.

      “Wait…oh god…wait,” Cordelia said, weakly warring with herself and the pleasure. It felt so good, but she was petrified he would discover her secret. She wiggled her hips trying to move away.

      “Hold still. I don’t want to hurt you. You are so tight…so hot and wet, god damn…”

      He pulled her hips back to him, pushing in further. She felt a tug as he pressed against the proof of her virginity. He paused, breathing heavily. Cordelia raised her head and looked at him. He was staring at her shocked.

      “You are a virgin?” he asked, stunned.

      Cordelia let her head fall back hard against the desk, then put her arm over her eyes to hide her embarrassment. She honestly did not know what to say. How could she explain?

      “I…I can explain…I…” She felt like she was back in the stable with Rob, tripping over her tongue.

      There was a loud knock on the door saving her from stumbling over her words.

      “Cordi, are you in there?” The door handle shook. “Why is the door locked? Where are your footmen?” Roddy bellowed from the other side of the door. Sensing a momentary reprieve, Cordelia tried to scoot away, but Rhys held her still his hands tightened on her hips.

      “Tell him to go,” he hissed.

      Cordelia’s saw in his eyes that desire had been replaced by fury once again. This time, it scared her. Was he angry that she was a virgin, or that Roddy was at the door? Roddy pounded impatiently.

      “Cordi, what the hell? Wake up! Are you asleep?”

      “Hold on Roddy, jeez!” she quipped, to give them a moment.

      Cordelia widened her eyes at Rhys, pleading with him to let her go. He pulled out a fraction, then pushed back in until he rested on her hymen again as if he did not believe what he had discovered. He pulled her forward by her neck and kissed her furiously.

      “This is not over,” he vowed, then pulled out of her. He stepped back and buttoned his trousers, while Cordelia pushed her skirt over her legs. Her bottom was still warm from his ministrations and her sex throbbed from want of satisfaction. Good god! The effect this man had on her was absolute. If he hadn’t paused, he would have taken her virginity. She stare at him. Would that have been so terrible?

      “Cordi!”

      She stepped out of what was left of her pantaloons. Rhys picked them up and put them in his pocket. She had no time to argue with him so she grabbed his wrist and pulled him to a hidden door that led into her study. She tripped the latch and pushed him inside the passageway.

      “Go left and left again. You will find a door leading to the east wing hallway,” she whispered. When she started to close the door, Rhys put his hand out to stop her.

      “Tell the Duke you are mine now,” he commanded. Her brows furrowed in confusion.

      “I belong to no one.” She pushed at the door, but he held it.

      “Come to me when you are done. I will wait for you in my room.”

      “We will see.”

      “Then we face Rodrigo together.” He pushed at the door and started to walk back into the room.

      “Fine, Fine! Please just go!”

      “I’ll have your word.”

      “You have it. Now go!”

      Rhys stood his ground. Cordelia realized he did not believe her.

      “If you do not come…”

      “I know, I know. You will come and get me. I will come to you. Please trust me. Now go!” she pleaded.

      He stepped back into the passageway reluctantly, and she shut the door. She righted herself as best she could. Her bum tingled as her chemise rubbed against it while walking to the door. Hoping to soothe the sensitive skin, she rubbed it a few times, took a deep breath, and opened the door.
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      “What the hell, Roddy! There better be a fire!” she chastised, hoping he would not notice how flustered she was. Roddy strode in, scanning the room, looking for the reason for her delay.

      “Well if there were, you certainly would not know it! What are you doing in here? And, with the door locked at that?” he asked, hands on his hips, tapping his toe flamboyantly.

      “I remind you that my father, a term I use loosely I dare say, died years ago. But, if he were alive, I would tell him I am a grown woman and do not have to explain how I use my time!” she retorted, placing her hands on her hips in return.

      Cordelia prayed she was being convincing. The last thing she needed was to have to explain what had happened between her and Rhys a few minutes ago. Cordelia hardly understood it herself. Did she enjoy being spanked? Her sex throbbed and her bum tingled at the memory. Yes, she did, very much! Cordelia hoped her cheeks were not turning pink. Oh god, what was happening to her?

      Roddy stepped back, aghast, and brought a hand to his chest as if she had wounded him. Then, he relaxed and waved his hand at her flippantly.

      “Fine. I’ll get a confession out of you before luncheon. I do not understand why you make me work so hard. You know you are dying to tell me. Keep it to yourself then. When you are bursting to tell me, I’m dying to hear.” Then, he looked at her desk, one hand on his hip the other pressed against his mouth. Cordelia didn’t have to guess what he was thinking.

      “Roddy! You were banging my door down, what do you want?” she asked, hoping to distract him. He snapped out of his reverie.

      “Oh yes! I came to get you. You have to see. You are a genius! Emelia and I are in awe, not that we doubted you, oh no, but still, you’ve done it again! Come, come.” He grabbed her hand and started pulling her to the door. She resisted.

      “Roddy, cease! Please explain yourself! You cannot pull me along like an excited child, for heaven’s sake! What has you in such a state?”

      “The Duke and Lady Esme! He is beyond enchanted with her. They are walking along the path next to the pond, and he has his hand on the small of her back! He is not even trying to hide his regard. You truly have a gift, lovey. How you could possibly have known they would have an attraction is beyond me. Come, you must see…,” he insisted.

      “Roddy.” She put a hand on his arm. “You go and keep me updated. I came in here to nurse a headache. I am going to my room to take a potion and lie down for a while. Nature will take its course. You and Emelia can handle it from here.” she said solemnly.

      “True, but…oh lovey, are you not well? You are flushed, now that I look at you,” He put his hand on her cheek in genuine concern. Cordelia’s eyes dropped, feeling guilty for lying to him. “Shall I send for the doctor?”

      “No. I just need to lie down for a bit. I’ll be fine. Can you cover for me?” she asked sweetly, looking at him from under her lashes, hoping he would believe her excuse.

      “Of course, lovey, you lie down. I’ll check on you later.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and escorted her to the door. “I suggest brandy and a nap. That will fix you right up. Maybe a soak in the tub would do the trick. Are you close to your monthlies?”

      “Roddy!” Cordelia checked to be sure no one was able to overhear their conversation. “Must you always take everything to the extreme?”

      “Oh please, we girls must stick together in the end. I will leave you here. I must go help Emelia.” He stopped at the landing. “I will check on you later.” He kissed her cheek. “Send word if you need a doctor.”

      “I just need to rest a little while. I’ll be fine by dinner, I promise.”

      “I hope so. The Duke will have apoplexy if you are not there to entertain, I dare say.”

      “If what you say about him and Lady Esme is true, I doubt that my absence would be noticed.” She smiled weakly, as he walked down the hall toward the lawn.

      Butterflies took flight as the time approached to face Rhys again. They needed to talk. Besides Emelia and Roddy, he was now the only other living person who knew she was a virgin. A secret she had taken desperate measures to keep. Her creditability was on the line. Not just hers, but Roddy’s and Emelia’s as well. Now, he had the power to expose her as precisely what he had accused her of being when they first met. A sham. It was not fair! Her work should speak for itself, shouldn’t it? Society would not view it that way. There was nothing more enticing than a scandal that led to someone’s ruination. She would have to convince him to keep her secret, but how? Why would he?

      Cordelia proceeded upstairs toward her suite, then took the servant’s passageway to the hall outside of his room. She knocked softly on the door. When there was no answer, she poked her head inside. The room was empty. Was it possible that she had beat him here? She decided to wait inside, just in case someone came by. It would not do for her to be caught lurking in the hallway. As she stepped inside, Rhys came out of the anti-chamber before she could close the door.

      Her heart jumped into her throat at the sight of him. He was so tall and handsome. And, just thinking of what he could do with those hands made her heart start to race. They were alone again. It was going to take all her concentration to get through this awkward conversation. But it had to be done. It was not just her that could be hurt by her weakness for this man.

      “Lock it. My valet might return at any moment,” he commanded, gently. He looked strong, virile and every bit in control. This was a man who took what he wanted. And, damn it to hell, she would give him anything he asked if he would but make her feel like he had in her office again. What was happing to her? How was she ever to convince him to help her? Tears welled in her eyes.

      “Please, my lord, I beg you not to tell anyone.” She struggled to speak, her voice small. “If it was just my reputation to be compromised…I would not care. But it affects Emelia and Rodrigo too, and that, I cannot abide.”

      Rhys looked confused. Then, he crossed the room quickly and crushed her to his chest. She stiffened, trying to hold onto her resolve, but could not bring herself to pull away.

      “I would never talk about what we do together, Cordelia. Ever,” he reassured her, and she relaxed. He started rubbing her back. “This is all my fault. I misunderstood the situation and acted rashly.”

      “What?” she asked, her voice muffled against his chest. Misunderstood the situation? How could he misunderstand? He had stopped once he felt her…her proof of virginity.

      “I do not know what this is, this effect you have on me, but somehow I cannot seem to control myself…I cannot keep my hands from you, and frankly, I do not want to. If you rather our relationship remains…”

      “What?” This time she pulled back to look at him. “My lord, I…”

      She froze. The desire in his eyes made her heart crack. His eyes searched her face before he spoke.

      “Rhys. Call me Rhys,” he whispered.  Her eyes dropped to his lips, wishing he would kiss her and take away all her doubts and concerns, even if it was just for a moment. As if he had read her thoughts, he leaned down, almost brushing his lips on hers. “Say it. Say my name.”

      “Rhys,” she whispered, lost to him, willing to give him anything he asked. Lord help her, this man was irresistible.

      He closed the gap and kissed her with so much passion she could swear he felt the same. She pushed her thoughts aside and melted against him, submitting to the kiss. He moaned, reached down, picked her up, and carried her to his bed.

      First, he sat her down, and without breaking their kiss, leaned her back pressing his weight on her. It felt divine. She threaded her fingers in his hair and pulled him closer as she writhed beneath him. He reached for the buttons on the front of her dress and managed to undo two or three before she realized what was happening. He had done it again! He had but to touch her, kiss her, and she instantly lost her resolve. No! They had to talk, before she did something else colossally stupid. She started pushing on his shoulders. He hesitated, then with a growl, rolled to her side frustrated. She abruptly sat up and tried to catch her breath.

      “Good god,” she whispered. “You are very good at this…I can hardly think.”

      “Then don’t,”

      Rhys pulled her back on the bed and attempted to roll on top of her, but she put her hand on his chest to stop him.

      “Wait. We need to talk. I have to know you will not tell. No one can know of my ah…condition. You cannot fathom the damage it would do. You are the only one that knows besides Roddy, Rodrigo that is, and Emelia. I’ll not have them hurt by my weakness.” Cordelia waited for his reaction. It was important that he knew that this was of the utmost importance. Rhys furrowed his brows, looking confused.

      “Condition? What condition?” Her cheeks flushed at his question. Why did he insist on embarrassing her? He was going to make her say it?

      “You know…I’m a uh…”

      His expression changed, and she knew it had finally dawned on him. Her cheeks started to get hot. He eased away from her hand pushing on his chest. She relaxed a fraction but did not remove it.

      “It is hardly a condition, Cordelia.”

      How could he be so flippant? Did he not know the damage that would result if this were to get out?

      “It is if you are a matchmaker! How could anyone trust me if I have never experienced, ah…. passion or desire…in the traditional sense? It would ruin me, all of us, and all those we have matched if anyone knew. Do you not see that?”

      Rhys stared at her. She could not tell what he was thinking.

      “I can attest to your passion and desire, Cordelia. You do not lack in either.”

      Ugh! That was the last thing she wanted to hear! Cordelia did not want to offend him but having a referral about her desire and passion from a rake, was not something she wished for. Quite the opposite.

      “You would tell them what happened between us?” She felt her cheeks turn pinker. This was a nightmare! How was she to get herself out of this mess?

      “I would never betray you. What we do is our own. Ours, do you understand? I would never demean what is happening between us by gossiping about it, understand?”

      He sounded angry. Demean what was happening between them? It felt as though he cared about her, as if she was more than just another conquest. Was this part of his game, to earn her trust? Cordelia locked eyes with him, judging his sincerity. His expression was unwavering, confusing her. She relaxed and dropped her hand. Cordelia pushed the thought away. It could not be.

      “Yes, I do,” she whispered, so he knew she understood, hoping that this would be an agreement between them.

      “What is this weakness you are referring to?”

      Oh god! Could this moment be any more humiliating? This she could not bear. Telling him that he was her weakness would only stroke his enormous ego. He would be intolerable if he knew the power he had over her. She looked away. He put his finger on her chin and pulled her back to look at him.

      “I think you can agree that we have shared quite a few intimate moments, Cordelia. To be embarrassed in front of me at this point seems moot, wouldn’t you agree?” She nodded on his finger, and he tenderly ran the back of it down her cheek. She felt silly. He probably knew anyway. He whispered, “Tell me,”

      “You, you arrogant arse, you are my weakness,” she told him, reluctantly.

      He stared at her as her words sank in. How could he not have known? He had but to breathe in her direction, and she became putty in his arms. A slow, sexy smile came to his lips, proving that he knew how much it pained her to admit that truth.

      “Then we are stuck with each other, madam, as I cannot seem to get enough of you either.”
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      Rhys’ mouth came down on hers hard, his kiss possessive. Her hands slid into his hair, and she pulled urgently, his words pinching her heart. She felt wanted, wanted by him, and she wanted him too. There was no turning back this time. Cordelia knew she would not be able to fight him if he took her. And she wanted him to. For the first time, she wanted a man to take her.

      “God damn it, Cordelia, what are you doing to me?”

      He reached down with both hands and ripped open her bodice. The buttons flew everywhere. She gasped as excitement surged through her. Heat like before swirled everywhere. She wanted to feel her nipples against his skin. Hastily, she pulled down her chemise to reveal her breasts and shrugged out of it, hoping he would get the hint. Rhys took off his jacket, flung it across the room, ripped open his waistcoat, then pulled it and his shirt over his head together.  She sucked in her breath at the sight of him.

      “Oh Rhys, you are so beautiful,” she whispered, and ran her hands down his chest. Cordelia had to taste him. She pressed her lips to his skin. “So, beautiful,” she whispered against his chest.

      She let her lips slide softly to his nipple, while she slid her hands around to his back and pulled him to her. She sucked his nipple into her mouth, sucked on it hard hoping to find that place between pain and pleasure as he had done with her. She increased the suction until he moaned and arched into her. It was so erotic she thought her sex was going to explode. She had to touch him, feel his hard manhood in her hand. His breath became ragged as she slid her hands to his crotch, yanked the buttons free, and reached inside to seize his erection. He sucked his breath between his teeth. Cordelia felt powerful as she pumped her hand up and down his hard shaft until the rhythm of her suckling and her hand were in unison. His head dropped back, and he moaned in ecstasy. Cordelia felt as if she owned him, when his mouth dropped open, and only only silent grunts escaped. When she rubbed her thumb over the tip and spread the small bead of moisture that had gathered on the pillowy head, he tried to catch his breath. She let go of his nipple and started across his chest to the other one.

      “Cordelia,” he managed. “I do not know how much more I can take. I want you too much.”

      He sounded desperate, but she was not done yet with him yet. She could not get enough. Cordelia reached her destination and sucked his nipple into her mouth as she squeezed his cock.

      “Bloody hell!” He was losing control his reaction made her sex throb. Cordelia moaned and she sucked hard on his nipple one more time before she let it go.

      “You had better take me then,” she whispered, half afraid, half excited about what was to come.

      Rhys looked at her in disbelief. She grasped the top of his waistband and started to push his pants down to show him she was serious. He cupped her cheek and brushed his thumb across her soft skin as he gazed at her with wonder. It was such a tender gesture.

      “Are you sure?” he asked softly, as if afraid she would change her mind.

      “Yes,” she said with a nod.

      He undid the buttons on the back of her skirt. It fluttered to the floor. She stood before him in all her glory, wearing only her stockings. She slipped out of her shoes and kicked them and her skirt aside. She stood waiting, as his eyes roamed her naked body. She tried to quell the memories of her time with the Earl. She battled to keep her thoughts at bay, but felt insecure nonetheless. He stared at her hungrily, and she was afraid that he might ask her to do the same things the Earl had wanted. Her stomach sank when he reached out and cupped her sex.

      “So, beautiful,” he whispered in awe. She instantly froze and looked away. No! Not him too! He removed his hand and forced her to look at him. “What, love? What did I do?”

      His concern pinched her heart. There was no way he could know her history with the Earl. It was not his fault. Tears started to pool in her eyes. It was too difficult to talk about it.

      “Tell me,” he commanded gently.

      “The Earl…he like to, to…stare at me…there. He made me do things, humiliating things, because he thought it was beautiful. He called it his beauty.”

      A tear slipped down her cheek as she confessed. His expression was full of compassion, and she knew he would never ask her to do those things. Would he?

      “Hey, come here.” He pulled her close and rubbed her back. “I did not know, but now I do. I give you my word that we won’t do anything that you don’t want.  You have but to tell me to stop.”

      “Like spanking me?” she said, against his chest, and he cringed.

      “I would have stopped if you did not like it, but I thought you were enjoying it.” She stiffened, and he realized she was embarrassed. He leaned back and lifted her chin. “I enjoyed it too, very, very much. I especially enjoyed watching you enjoy it. Never hold back from me Cordelia, we will get mutual pleasure from each other’s submission.”

      “I know.” Her mouth curled into a sardonic little smile, and he knew she was referring to last night. His eyes narrowed, and he slapped her bottom for her insolence. She gasped, as the sting stimulated her skin and the delicious vibrations titillated her sex. Desire overwhelmed her, as she looked up at him. “Will you spank me now?” she whispered.

      “I am going to make love to you now. We will play later.” He bent down and started kissing her neck. She sighed.

      “Have you deflowered many virgins?”

      He ran his hands down her back and over her ass, and she sighed with pleasure. He squeezed her gently brushing his fingers lightly over her intimate lips. She gasped and arched against him pinning his erection between them.

      “No. You are my first,” he confessed.

      Cordelia was dying to ask him more questions until he slipped his hand around the front and dipped his fingers into her folds as he kissed her mouth matching the rhythm of his tongue to his fingers. She lifted her knee, to give him better access. Oh, the wonderful feel of his hands! Everything about his touch excited her. His kiss turned demanding. One hand went to her thigh while the other lifted her leg so she straddled him. He laid her down on the bed and raised her hands above her head.

      “If you move them, I will tie them there, do you understand?” Fear rose in her throat at his gruff command. His expression softened. “I will never hurt you, Cordelia. If it becomes too much, tell me to stop and I will, I give you my word. But, promise me you will try it first, and submit fully before you decide you do not like it. I want no other man in this room with us. Tell me you understand.” She thought for a moment, then nodded. “Tell me, Cordelia.”

      “I understand.”

      Rhys smiled, then gently kissed her, a loving kiss that had both of them melting into each other. She captured his tongue and sucked on it. Rhys gently thrust his arousal against her sex, moving the underside of his shaft up and down her folds as she suckled him. He reached down between them, guided the tip to her entry, and circled it before he pushed the tip inside. His pillowy head felt soft and big as it stretched her sensitive skin. It felt good as he slid in, filling her. She let go of his tongue and her neck arched with a sexy groan. She pulled his hips to her hard, wanting more, but he pulled out of her.

      “Not yet, love, there’s much to do first,” he teased.

      Rhys kissed her neck, then licked down the center of her chest to a nipple. He ran the flat of his tongue over it at a tortuously slow pace. Her chest quivered until he sucked it into his mouth. She cried out, and her hand came to the back of his head. He took it off and put it back over her head before he sucked the tight nub harder into his mouth.

      “Ahh, harder, oh please, harder,” she pleaded.

      He complied, as she arched into him, responding to the pleasure and pain his mouth was giving her. He abruptly let go and nipped his way to the other nipple. He hovered above it, letting his hot breath tease the peak as anticipation built. Cordelia slightly rocked her chest back and forth, bumping against his lips begging him to take her. He gently pinched her breast, brought the sensitive peak to his lips then circled it with his tongue before sucking it into his mouth, hard. She gasped and writhed under him.

      “Oh, Rhys, that feels so good,” she gasped, hoping to spur him on.

      His other hand drifted down her belly, and he slipped his fingers into her folds. She opened for him, giving him permission. He went straight to her nub and circled it with his thumb, as he teased her entry with his other fingers, dipping one in at a time, spreading her juices over her intimate skin. Her breath became ragged, almost panting, as her hips moved in circles against his hand as  she fisted the sheet under her hands, almost pulling it over her head.

      “Oh, Rhys, please…”

      He sucked hard on her nipple, making her suck air between her teeth. He pulled slightly before he let go, which left the nipple tingling. He kneaded her breast, pinching the nipple in between his finger, to prolong the effect. She gipped the sheet and pulled it over her eyes, the pleasure was so intense. So much was happening to her body that she could not concentrate. He circled her nub, then pressed and released as he pinched her nipple sending white-hot heat everywhere. She felt the familiar heat coming, threatening to explode.

      Rhys ran his thumb down the center of her and dipped it inside her entry. Something wonderfully warm, wet and firm ran up and down between her intimate lips as his thumb plunged inside further. Oh god, what was that? Then, her nub was sucked into a warm wet place. Confused, she lifted her head, and saw Rhys’s head between her legs. When he ran the flat of his tongue up and down her intimate skin before sucking her nub back into his mouth, Cordelia cried out in surprise.

      “What are you doing?” she gasped, shocked at how good it felt. Good lord above, surely this was heaven.

      He rocked his tongue back and forth on her clit, and gently pinched her nipple. Her head dropped back as she arched against his mouth and hand. She slapped the mattress, made fists in the sheet, and chanted something incoherent as he ran his tongue to her entry then plunged it inside. Her legs started to quiver. She placed one leg over his shoulder and pulled him to her. The heat built to an inferno. She felt the wetness coming as his tongue drove her closer to the edge. She moaned and twisted the sheets. Then, he was gone.

      Rhys scooted down the bed, grabbed her hips, and pulled her to the edge. He put one of her legs over his shoulder, guided his erection to her entry, and pushed the tip inside her. Somehow, he felt bigger than before. He drove in slowly. Cordelia’s head turned from side to side, as he invaded her, filling her as no one had ever done before. The sensation was so erotic, so sensual. Slowly, he pushed himself inside her. He stopped, and she thought she could cry, not wanting it to end.

      “Cordelia, look at me,” he begged, barely in control. “Look at me, love.”

      Her head rolled lazily toward him, as she gazed through hooded eyes. He pulled out a fraction, held her hips tight, then thrust into her hard, breaking through her virginity. Cordelia felt something rip, followed by real pain. She cried out, her back arching for a moment, before she dropped to the bed. She squeezed her eyes shut trying to hold back the tears, but one escaped and rolled down the side of her face, into her hair.

      “It’s over. The pain will pass, and you will never feel it again,” he whispered, as kissed her cheek down to her mouth.

      Rhys kissed her lovingly, giving her a moment to adjust. His face was strained, as he struggled not to move. Quickly, the pain subsided, and she felt his tip against her core. The pain had been replaced by pleasure. She moved her hips slightly, rubbing her core against his tip. New erotic sensations assaulted her, and she felt herself pulsing around him. He moaned and squeezed her hips to stop her.

      “Oh god, love please hold still. You feel so good. I can hardly…”

      Ignoring him, she rotated her hips, grinding her core on his tip again, wanting more of the delicious feeling. She was about to explode again, until he pulled out half way, then slowly pushed back in. Oh. My. God. She did not think it could get better until this! Cordelia gasped and arched her hips against him.

      “Does it hurt?” he asked, through gritted teeth.

      “More!” came out as a moan, and she arched against him again as she tried to pump herself on him.

      Rhys withdrew, and thrust back into her once more. Cordelia stilled, and he did it again. Her leg went limp, and slid from his shoulder. He put it back, then placed the other one over his opposite shoulder. He leaned forward, laced his fingers through hers. With his palms pressing the back of her hands on the mattress,  he started thrusting into her rhythmically. Cordelia lost all rational thought as her fingers gripped his tightly so he would not stop.

      “More,” she moaned. “So good…”

      Rhys started to pound into her wildly, hitting her core over and over. Cordelia cried out in ecstasy as her orgasm hit her hard. She squeezed his hands as it came, wave after wave. Every muscle in her body went tight as she pulsed around him. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she could feel him tugging at her hands, but she was not willing to let him go. He felt too good thrusting into her, again and again, prolonging her orgasm. Cordelia went limp, and her legs slid off his shoulders to his biceps, yet she could not release his hands.

      “Let go love,” she heard him say, as he gently tugged her hands.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Let go of my hands,” he said with a chuckle, and kissed her cheek. She slowly opened her eyes. He tugged again. She was still gripping him tightly.

      “Oh, sorry.”

      She released him, and he pulled out of her before he rolled over. He pulled her back to his chest and laced his fingers back into hers again. He pulled it to his lips, and kissed her fingers then sighed with contentment. Cordelia took a deep breath, trying not to cry at how gentle and affectionate he was. It was so unexpected. Who knew he could be so tender? He hugged her closer, and they laid there as their bodies slowly came down from heaven.
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      Cordelia was the first to break the silence. She needed to get back to her room before Roddy or Emelia came to check on her. Leaving him was the last thing she wanted to do, but it was for the best. Her heart was melting, and a new set of emotions was threatening to engulf her.

      “I have to go,” she whispered.

      “No. Not yet.” Rhys’ grip on her hand tightened. Her heart pinched. Was is it possible he felt the same emotions? No! Do not do this to yourself, Cordelia, she chastised. He was a master of seduction. No doubt, this had to be a part of his game to keep women coming back for more. Lord knows, it was working on her.

      “Roddy will check on me. If I am not there, he will suspect something. He knows me too well. Emelia has already guessed I went to you last night. It won’t take much for them to figure out where I am.”

      “I don’t care. Tell them. Tell everyone.”

      “Don’t be silly, Rhys. I am the chaperone, and the hostess. I cannot publicize the fact that I am fraternizing with a guest!” He sighed.

      “Fine.” He sighed. “I understand. But surely you can tell your two closest confidants.” He sounded so hopeful. Why?

      “And I will, but not until after this event is over. Otherwise, they will drive me crazy with questions, and watch our every move. They probably will be more excited about this than we are, trust me. I need to keep myself together. The guests will be looking to me for guidance. And then there’s the Duke. He requires…”

      “Alright, alright, I get your point.” He sounded disappointed. Frankly, she was surprised he wanted everyone to know. Wasn’t secrecy one of the unspoken rules of a liaison?

      This time, he let her go when she started to sit up. She sat on the edge of the bed and felt a twinge of pain between her legs. She smiled, then patted her hair to assess the damage.

      “You look glorious,” he said, from behind her.

      She looked at him over her shoulder, and her heart skipped a beat. She was glorious? The man was a menace to her senses. He was the one who was glorious, lying naked in repose. He was such a handsome man. Every inch of him.

      “Glorious? Please. Tossed is a better word for it,” she joked, to hide her growing attraction to him. He pulled her back down and pinned her under his chest.

      “That too,” he said with pride. She sighed, put her hand on his cheek, then ran her fingers through his hair. He is so handsome, was all she could think. What would it be like to be loved by a man such as him? She scolded herself for thinking such fanciful thoughts. He would be gone in two days. She had better keep her head on straight. It was nothing more than lust, a liaison, one like he had probably had too many times to count.

      “I have to go,” she whispered. He leaned into her touch, which made her uncomfortable, so she pulled her hand away. He let her up, and she scooted completely off the bed this time. She quickly put the chemise over her head then stepped into her skirt.

      “You do not wear a corset or stays?” he asked, as if he had just noticed.

      “Not unless necessary.”

      “I would have sworn you did…”

      “One of my many secrets, my lord. Courtesy of lessons in posture from the sisters of Fountain Abby and Mother Superior’s ever-present switch.” She giggled.

      “You cannot tell. I like it. You are much more accessible.”

      “Accessibility seems to be very important to you, my lord.”

      “It is when it comes to you.”

      She smiled at him as she examined her bodice. The buttons were gone, and there was a small rip at the bottom.

      “It looks as though I am going to be accessible to everyone, at least until I get back to my room,” she joked. He did not laugh.

      “I’m sorry. I will buy you a new a new gown.”

      “You will do no such thing!” she retorted, feeling bad she had made him feel guilty. His brows stitched together, and she smiled at him. “Not to worry, I will think of a way to make you pay.”

      Rhys smiled, and Cordelia realized he liked her suggestion. When he stood up and put on his trousers, Cordelia shyly turned away as all of his beautiful toned body was displayed. He suddenly seemed more naked. Then, he handed her his shirt.

      “Here, use this.”

      Cordelia slipped it over her head. It engulfed her. Rhys chuckled, rolled up the sleeves, then tied the tails at her waist. He stepped back to look at her. She was covered well enough to sneak back to her room.

      “There, fashioned by Roth.”

      He rolled the R and did a flamboyant bow, mimicking Rodrigo. Cordelia laughed. She liked this playful side of him very much. When he rose, their eyes met, and their smiles slowly faded, as they became silent.

      “I’m sitting next to you at dinner this evening,” he stated, with finality. Her smile returned. Here was the arrogant cad she was used to, but she liked this demand. Cordelia did not think she could take the other ladies flirting with him, not after what they had shared. It may be fanciful, but it felt good that he wanted to be with her in that small way.

      “As you wish, my lord. But I must warn you. The Duke will be to my right. His rank demands he be seated as my guest of honor.”

      “I am well aware, and that is exactly why I demand to sit on your other side,” he said, snidely.

      Cordelia was shocked. If she didn’t know better, she would have thought he was jealous!

      “There is nothing between the Duke and I, never has been,” Cordelia stated, as she walked to the door. It was important that he knew this, especially now that his sister was showing interest in the gentleman.

      “And, I intend it keep it that way.”

      Her eyes snapped to his. He sounded serious, possessive. It made her heart pitter patter thinking that he wanted her enough to keep her away from another man. When he closed the space between them and pulled her in for a kiss, she melted, realizing she wanted him to feel that way, at least for a little while. She threw her arms around his neck to deepen the kiss.

      “See you at luncheon?” he asked, when he finally pulled away.

      “No. I better stay in and at least try to be convincing about the headache I concocted. Besides, I have correspondence to catch up on.”

      “Mmmm, dinner is hours away. I’m not sure I can last,” he complained, squeezing her tighter.

      “You will live, my lord, I am sure of it.”

      Rhys put his hand over his heart in feigned distress. Cordelia rolled her eyes and opened the door. He was such a rogue.

      “You are very good at this, my lord,” she quipped, and after checking the hallway, dashed through the door.

      Once outside she scurried to the servant’s passageway, worried she would be caught in Rhys’ shirt. Once in her room, she stripped down to her chemise and hid her torn bodice and skirt in the back of a drawer. She put Rhys’ shirt under her pillow, then pulled back the blankets and crawled in.

      “Oh, my lady! You started me,” Tilly exclaimed, as she came in.

      “Sorry, Tilly. I came up to lie down for a little while before dinner. I had a horrific headache,” she lied. “Can you please order me a bath? Soaking sounds comforting.”

      “Of course.” Tilly pulled the service bell. “I will help you into your bath then go to Rodrigo’s suite to get your dress. I cannot wait to see what he has in mind for tonight. I saw Lady Esme’s. Oh my, he has been outdoing himself lately don’t you think? I don’t know how he does it!”

      Tilly prattled on, as Cordelia’s mind whirled with thoughts of Rhys. She pulled a corner of his shirt from beneath her pillow, closed her eyes, inhaled his scent, and sighed. Everywhere he had touched her tingled. Was this what it was like for lovers all the time? Was this the feeling Roddy and Emelia had wanted her to experience? It was wonderful. Suddenly, she agreed with Rhys. Dinner seemed days away. What was she to do with herself until then? She would drive herself mad with thoughts of him if she did not keep herself busy.

      “Did you eat luncheon, my lady?”

      “No. I didn’t feel up to it.”

      “I will order you some soup. That will fix you right up. Chicken soup cures everything that ails you, as my mother always says.”

      “That would be nice. Thank you.”
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      An hour later and a half later, Cordelia was driving herself mad thinking about Rhys. She had bathed, washed her hair, which Tilly brushed into waves, ready for Roddy to style for dinner. She donned a simple chemise, intending to lie down, but could not keep her mind idle. Her thoughts went from excitement to apprehension. How could she have let it go so far? She had given herself to the man! In one day! After all these years and all the noblemen, she had rejected, refused or rebuffed, she had given herself to the most arrogant, self-absorbed rake in all of England. In one day! He had not even had to seduce her! Ugh!

      Cordelia sighed. She may be able to put an act in front everyone else, but not in front of herself. Why wasn’t she ashamed of her behavior? Shame inevitably followed after her encounters with the Earl, but not this time. She knew she would do it again in a second. It was the way he made her feel. Powerful, wanted, and beautiful. They were all addictive emotions, especially the power she felt as he gave his body to her. Her stomach pinched as she relived last night. But, submitting to him was equally intoxicating. He took her to places she never knew existed. Roddy had tried to tell her, but she paid him no heed, thinking he was exaggerating as usual. Experiencing it was a completely different matter. A sense of longing was already creeping up her core. She had officially become wanton! Rhys would only have to glance at her with those piercing green eyes and she would lay right down and beckon him! Ugh! Everything about the man was irresistible. Damn it to hell!

      Cordelia looked out the window, hoping to get a glimpse of her guests. She hoped everything was progressing and her absence was going unnoticed. The ball was tomorrow night. If the guests had not found a solid match by now, the infusion of half of society would surely distract them from the ones she had arranged. A lot of expectant parents were going to be attending, and for the first time, she was worried. She had been too distracted by Rhys to do her job. To encourage the couples in the right direction. She had to have faith that Emelia and Roddy had handled everything appropriately.

      It was then that Cordelia realized that she did not care anymore. What was once a passion had become a job, as if she was a governess to other peoples’ children. Even though most of her clients were only slightly younger than she, she felt decades older than them. Instantly, she knew that she was done with this business. When it came to matters of the heart, one needed to be wholly engaged, not distracted by selfish pursuits. It was time to hand the business over to Emelia and Roddy. It had run its course for her. Her heart was not in it anymore, and if she weren’t careful, it would show in her work, leaving nothing to pass along to them.

      A flash of blue, followed by pink, caught her attention. Lord Tilman was pulling Lady Verness into the trees. She looked a tad reluctant, but he didn’t seem to be forcing her. Lady Verness looked over her shoulder before they disappeared behind the foliage. Cordelia could only see her pink hem as Lord Tilman backed her against a tree in an embrace. A moment later, her leg came up and wrapped around his waist. Cordelia groaned with memories of Rhys. The man was becoming an obsession, an addiction. She could not stop thinking about him. The couple righted themselves, then snuck out the way they came. Cordelia did not need to see them to know what they were feeling. That small interlude had not been enough, not enough by far.

      That was it! She had to get out of this room or she would drive herself mad! She needed to free herself from her mind, if only for a little while. And, she knew just how to do it.

      “Tilly!” The maid came bounding in. “I am feeling much better, and I need to go to the stables and make arrangements for tomorrow. Can you please bring me one of my riding dresses? I am going to take my mare out for a short ride before dinner.”

      “But my lady, your hair…”

      “A simple braid will do. I intend to sneak out the back and avoid the guests.” She smiled, to put her maid at ease. “Please Tilly, don’t look at me like that. This may be my only chance to have a moment to myself until after the guests leave.”

      “As you wish,” Tilly curtsied, and went into the ante chamber.

      Cordelia took Rhys’ shirt from under her pillow and hid it in the back of one of her personal drawers. She was not ready to share him with Tilly, Emelia or Roddy yet. After tonight’s dinner, there would be no hiding the fact that there was something between them. She had never placed a gentleman next to her because she was interested in him before tonight, ever. Emelia had done so on several occasions, but Cordelia had never made the request herself. The entire staff would know of her interest in Lord Roth, and after that, they would be under constant scrutiny. She would just as soon avoid that torture for as long as possible.

      Ten minutes later, she was walking toward the stables. She tried not to think about what Rhys might be doing. Stalking his sister, no doubt. The only woman who truly had his love. Her heart pinched. She had never thought about love, until he looked at her, his face full of desire and hunger. The way he kissed her as if there was a promise of something more. There! She was doing it again! Hoping for things that would never come to pass. She needed to remember he was an experienced rake. She must always protect her heart. He knew how to woo women. He may have been her first, but she was one of many. She could not let her thoughts run away from her. Cordelia shook her head and quickened her pace. She could not get to her mare fast enough.

      Her mare was in the first stall, not in the pasture as usual. None of the stable boys were about, so she greeted her grey.

      “What are you doing in here?” She patted her muzzle. “Where is everyone?”

      The grey snorted and pranced in place. Cordelia walked down the line of stalls. There were four beautiful blacks on one side, and a row of beautiful brown bays on the other. Cordelia assumed were either the Marquess’ or the Duke’s carriage horses. In contrast, she could tell how inadequate her horses were in comparison and decided it was time to more attention to her stables. A stable boy came running through the back doors with an empty bucket. Once he saw her, he bowed awkwardly. He couldn’t have been more than ten years old.

      “Milady,” he stammered. “Are ya looking fer the stablemaster?’

      “Why yes, where is everybody?”

      “Outside lookin’ at his lordship’s stallion. He just got here. Never seen such a beauty before, milady, ever!” The boy said animatedly. “He sent me in here to get a bucket of oats.”

      “His lordship’s stallion?”

      “Aye. Midnight he calls him.” The boy bowed quickly and rushed into the grain room.

      Cordelia started toward the back door. She heard the murmurs of excited male voices as she approached.

      “Easy there, Midnight, easy boy.” She recognized Rhys’ voice.

      Cordelia’s heart stuck in her throat as she took in the scene. Rhys sat on the most enormous black stallion she had ever seen. His long mane fell in inky black waves down his neck, and his tail brushed the ground as he swished it proudly. Rhys sat upon him regally, and was leaning forward, patting his neck soothingly. They were made for each other. They both radiated masculine strength and virility. Midnight pawed the ground impatiently.

      Rhys looked up and saw her standing in the doorway behind the crowd. Cordelia’s stomach jumped into her throat as his green eyes lit up with pleasure. He smiled and dismounted. The stable boy whisked by her, struggling to carry the heavy bucket of oats. In his enthusiasm, he ran straight for the stallion and Rhys. The horse threw its head. Rhys lunged forward and picked up the boy, bucket and all, before he could be trampled under the stallion’s hooves.

      “Careful son! You’re going to get yourself killed running up to Midnight like that!” Rhys chastised, before putting him down.

      “Jimmy!” the stable master bellowed. “What in tarnation do you think yer doin’?” He took the stable boy’s hand and yanked him to his side. “I apologize for the boy, yer lordship. He’s new to the stables. I just took him under me wing.” The youngster looked at his feet, dejected.

      “I sent him for the oats. The fault is mine. I should have warned him of the danger.” Rhys took the boy’s hand and handed him the bucket. “Now son, you never run up to a stallion. You approach him slowly to win his trust.” Cordelia watched as they walked up to the horse hand in hand. “Now, place the bucket on the ground in front of him and let him approach it on his own. When he does then you can pet him.”

      Cordelia’s heart pinched. How could her first opinion of him have been so wrong? He was not turning out to be as she had first thought. He was compassionate and caring. It was so unexpected. He looked at her over his shoulder, and she smiled at him. So much for riding this man out of her head. She was doomed to be tortured by his presence. He came to her and bowed leaving Midnight to the stable master.

      “Are you feeling better, my lady? I heard you were suffering from a headache.” He gave her a sly smile.

      “I have fully recovered, my lord.” She gave him a curtsy in return.

      “I am pleased to hear it,” he said softly. His deep voice sent tingles all over her body. Midnight snorted, and Rhys turned toward the sound.

      “I thought you came by carriage, my lord. I did not know you rode your mount.”

      “I did not. You mentioned that your stables were lacking, so I sent for him and my sister’s mount. I also took the liberty of bringing a spirited mount for the Duke. We would not Esme to outrun his grace, now would we?” he teased.

      He chuckled and gave her a rakish smile that made his handsome face even more attractive. Butterflies swirled in her belly. She caught herself staring at his mouth. His smile slowly faded when he noticed. For god’s sake Cordelia, control yourself! She jerked her eyes from him and walked back into the barn before she could make a fool of herself, leaving him to follow if he wished. She heard his footsteps right behind her, and her heart skipped a beat.

      “That was very thoughtful, my lord. How were you able to get them here so quickly?” she asked, over her shoulder.

      “I have a country seat less than twenty miles from here. It was simply a matter of sending my groomsmen for them. It turned out to be only an hour and a half round trip,” he explained, as he strode behind her.

      “I guess I should thank you for saving me from embarrassing myself in front of the Duke and your sister. It is apparent that my stables are lacking more than I realized.”

      Cordelia stopped at her grey’s stall, and the horse nudged her arm. She laid her cheek on the horse’s muzzle. Rhys sighed.

      “Your grey is a beautiful mount.”

      “Thank you…for everything,” she said sincerely, and gave him a tentative smile. Rhys took a step toward her.

      “I have to kiss you,” he whispered, then moved even closer.

      “That is not a good idea, my lord.”

      “Why not?” He sounded desperate, hungry. Cordelia locked eyes with him. Good lord, she wanted that kiss. She told him the truth.

      “Because it would not be enough,” she whispered. Rhys groaned.

      “You’re right.”

      Rhys grabbed her hand and pulled her out of the stables. He stopped, looking around.

      “What are you doing?” Cordelia hissed, and pulled her arm weakly, but in truth her heart had taken flight, and she wanted to go wherever he took her. She saw a maid come from the back door carrying a basket of laundry. They were in plain view pf the house. She remembered Lord Tilman and Lady Verness. “Someone will see us, we are in plain view of the house.” She pointed out.

      “As exciting as that may be, it is not what I had in mind. Voyeurism is not in my playbook.”

      “What? Your playbook?” she asked, confused. Rhys’ eyes darted about looking for something. “What are you looking for?”

      “There has to be a tack room or storage…”

      “The tack room is around the side…”

      “This side?” He pointed.

      “Yes… but why do you need…”

      He pulled her in that direction.

      “Rhys!” she whispered, desperately trying to understand what he was doing.

      He pulled her to the side of the barn and pushed her against the wall. His mouth was on hers in an instant. His kiss was full of hunger and desire as his tongue plunged into hers. Cordelia tried to keep up. Her blood raced, and that familiar heat started to build in her core. He pressed his body hard against hers, and she could feel his erection on her hip. He was just as aroused as she! The sudden and overwhelming need to have him inside her both surprised and excited her. She pushed at his chest. He let her go, and she grabbed his hand, pulling him further down the wall toward the tack room.

      “Over here,” she said breathlessly, and pulled him through the tack room door. The smell of leather and horses permeated the air. Rhys followed her in and pushed her against the door, closing it, locking them in.

      “I want to take you fast and hard,” he whispered, as he kissed her ear, her stomach pinched with excitement at his words. Then he paused. “Are you tender?”

      “No, I do not think so,” she answered barely able to concentrate on his words.

      Rhys’ hot breath on her ear sent her nerves into a tizzy. His hand slowly started gathering her dress, hesitating in case she wanted to tell him to stop. Cordelia became impatient and helped him, yanking it up to her waist eagerly, and pushing her underclothes down enough that she could wiggle out of them. Rhys smiled then frantically jerked at the buttons on his pants.

      Cordelia stepped out of one side of her pantaloons and lifted her leg. Rhys grabbed her thigh, and she immediately jumped up to straddle him. He looked into her eyes as he guided himself into her. Her mouth dropped open, and her eyes hooded as his cock slowly penetrated her. It felt so good she thought she may faint, her eyes fluttered shut. How was it possible that this time felt better than the last?

      Once Rhys reached her core, he started pounding into her wildly. It felt so incredible that Cordelia could help crying out in ecstasy. Her head thrashed from side to side as she moaned with pleasure. Rhys covered her mouth with his hand to muffle her moans. He held her still as he thrust into her over and over. Every erotic vibration was amplified as he hit her core, over and over, harder and harder. She submitted her body to him, and the blissful, erotic sensations surged everywhere. Overcome, she moaned into his palm hand. She was entirely his, to do what he wished. She prayed he would not stop, ever. She arched into him as excitement consumed her, wanting more as he continued to thrust into her. Cordelia felt the world fade away, then she exploded, pulsing around his cock. She pressed her hips into him as hard as she could using the wall to brace herself.

      “Bloody hell, you feel so good,” he hissed.

      Rhys’ guttural moan escaped, it sounded thunderous in the quiet space. She felt his seed burst inside her, and his groans became louder. Cordelia slipped her hand over his mouth as he cried out, lost in his orgasm. His hot breath on her fingers burned as he groaned, thrusting into her a few more times before his head fell forward on her shoulder. Cordelia let her hand drop from his mouth and watched his shoulders rise and fall heavily as he caught his breath.

      His hand slowly slid down her mouth then, to her surprise, he pushed his thumb into her mouth. Cordelia closed her lips around it and sucked on it lightly. Rhys lifted his head and replaced his thumb with his mouth. His hand slid around to the nape of her neck and pulled her to him to deepen the kiss. Cordelia was struck hard by emotion. She felt sated and beautiful, wanted like never before in her life. It felt like much more than lust as he kissed her, which made her heart swell. She wrapped her arms around him and pulled him into her chest kissing him back with all the emotion she felt, wishing he could feel it radiating from her chest. He pulled away, his chest heaving.

      “Cordelia, what are you doing to me? You have turned me into a rutting beast,” he whispered.

      His words felt like being doused with a bucket of cold water. A rutting beast? What had she expected? Words of love? This man was a rake, lest she forget. He was very good at getting a woman into this position, and she had to admit that she was no exception. It would do her no good to read more into these intimate moments than what they were, no matter how much she wanted it to be different. She forced a laugh.

      “I bet you say that to all the ladies,” she teased.

      Rhys stiffed, and his expression instantly turned angry. More than angry, he looked hurt. Cordelia immediately regretted her joke. He had never promised her anything, after all, especially emotional words. She felt like a silly girl. A stupid, naive, silly young chit.

      “Cordelia…”

      “No, do not say anything. I apologize, that was a bad jest,” she rushed to explain, hoping that she hadn’t muffed it up too horribly. “I have never had a liaison before, Rhys. I’m not sure where the boundaries are.”

      She felt her cheeks flaming. His hands gripped her thighs tighter, making her acutely aware of their intimate position. His eyes locked on hers, and she could tell he was struggling for words. She did not want to hear his words of indifference, how they were just having fun, and how she shouldn’t be acting this way. The last thing she could take at the moment were words of reprimand. It would completely ruin what they had just shared, if she hadn’t already done so.

      “We should leave here. Someone could come at any moment and…ahh!”

      Cordelia moaned as Rhys slowly pulled out of her. Her head fell back against the door. Good lord, everything this man did felt glorious, including leaving her. Rhys’ his mood had not improved after her apology. How she wished he would say something, anything, to let her know that she had not ruined things. He paused before dropping one of her legs. Her heart dropped to the floor with it.

      More than anything, Cordelia wanted him to kiss her and tell her everything was alright. She could not stand his silence, not knowing what he was thinking. She decided to be bold and slipped her hand around the nape of his neck then brushed her lips against his. At first, he did not respond, other than squeezing the thigh he was still holding. He was still mad.

      “Please do not be angry with me,” she whispered, pleading against his lips. “I’m sorry.” He had to forgive her. He had to!

      He growled, pressed her against the door and kissed her hard. His tongue plunged into her relentlessly. Cordelia let him do whatever he wanted. She threw her arms around his neck to hold herself up during the onslaught. He dropped her other leg, pulled her to him urgently, squeezing her tight against his chest. She felt his heart beating rapidly before he pulled away slightly.

      “You are wrong, Cordelia. I have never given this much of myself a woman before. Only you,” he said, sincerely.

      Tears welled in Cordelia’s eyes. She swallowed them back, knowing that was the best he would ever be able to give her. Rhys pulled back further and let her go. When her dress dropped between them, she knew that was the end of their intimacy. They would never share it again. A man like Rhys would not put up with her silliness. Rhys tucked in his shirt as she pulled up her undergarments. She was happy to have a moment to compose herself. What had she expected, really? He had a sexual playbook, whatever that was. The fact that she had no idea proved her naïveté. Frankly, she did not want to know. So be it. She preferred to live in ignorance of his world since he would be leaving soon anyway.

      Rhys looked dejected. It was evident that he was just as despondent as she was. It could not end this way. They were both acting a little silly, after all. She smiled, then slowly started to laugh as she realized just how juvenile they were being. They were grown adults who had met and had a whirlwind affair. They should be happy about it instead of mooning over a bad jest. They were as daft as her clients, staring at each other from across the dance floor. The thought tickled her, and she laughed even harder. Confused, Rhys raised an eyebrow at her.

      “What a pair we are.” She stepped forward and pretended to fix his cravat, even though it was perfect. “We have officially turned into the childish girls and boys we made fun of earlier. I believe we are working backward, my lord.”

      She peeked at him to judge his reaction to her jest. He smiled at her, then ran the back of his fingers down her cheek. She closed her eyes at the tenderness of the gesture. Lord above, this man was good at seduction.

      “Never.” He cupped her cheek. “We will talk later. Tonight, after dinner?”

      “Alright,” she agreed, but sincerely hoped the subject would die here.
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      Cordelia made a beeline for her study when she left the tack room. She needed a moment alone and hoped she would not run into anyone before she could get to the seclusion of her office. The closer she got, the more her emotions overwhelmed her. She barely made it there with her composure intact. She forced a smile for the footmen as they opened the doors for her.

      “I do not wish to be disturbed, is that clear?” she managed, before she stepped in and they shut the doors behind her.

      She laid her head on the back of the settee and let the tears come. She hadn’t cried in so long, had not even shed a tear when her father or husband died. And now she was crying over the end of a liaison? What was wrong with her? She had known what she was getting herself into with this man. She may be naïve of sexual play, but not of liaisons. Within the old codger’s club, she had seen many start and end right before her eyes. Neither party had ever shed a tear. They had their fun and moved on. Why couldn’t she?

      It was Rhys. Everything about him affected her differently than any other man. There was no denying that her heart had become entangled in the affair. Those tender moments, his intimate gestures, the way he held her and kissed her as if he never wanted it to end, had wormed their way into a place no man had ever been before. And she had ruined it! She could have had those wonderful things for at least one more day. She could have gotten her fill and made it last a lifetime. But no, she had to go and let her emotions get the best of her. Push him away before he could hurt her.

      She leaned back on the settee and covered her eyes with her arm. Now what would she do with herself? They would be forced together because of the Duke and his sister. Somehow, she would have to conduct herself properly, as if nothing had happened between them. But how? The man was a menace to her senses. She had no experience with these emotions, and apparently did not know how to stow them sufficiently. She sighed. No doubt he would have no trouble at all. He was always in control. In control of himself and, in the end, of her. He only had to give her a look, and she would be putty in his hands.

      But he was not wholly unaffected by her either. She thought back to their first night together. To when she had turned the tables on him. Emelia had been right. Women did have a measure of power over men. Why could she not exercise it to her advantage? Instead of hiding like a silly girl he threw away, begging for his attention, why not make him the simpering one? Balance out the playing field, as they say. Then he could be on his way, none the wiser of her heartache. They would both be better for it. That was the solution!

      Cordelia would exude confidence. It had never failed her before. Besides, it wasn’t as if she wasn’t practiced in rebuffing a man’s attention. She could handle this. They had gotten what they needed from each other, hadn’t they? There was no need to act shy because she had lost her heart to the man. Time would see her over it, and there was only one dinner and a ride left to contend with. He could easily be avoided at the ball. She should be able to do this in her sleep!

      The clock chimed three. The whole afternoon had slipped away from her! She had much to do! The ball was tomorrow night, and she had not once checked on the arrangements. It was time to re-engage herself in her life. First, she would stop by the courtyard and check on the décor, then the kitchens, and anything else she could think of to keep her mind busy before going up to dress for dinner.

      Cordelia realized she was not adequately dressed for company and decided to take the servant’s passage to the courtyard. She gasped as she entered. Ladders and scaffolds were everywhere, hanging extra-long candles on wire from the glass ceiling. The effect would be stunning at night. In the dark the candlelight would appear as if floating in midair. As it was, she could barely see the wire. It would look magical in the space. The white sheers draping from end to end would only enhance the effect and help to hide the mechanics. It was going to be spectacular. Mr. Flagon, the man she had hired to help with the design came sauntering up to her with a big smile.

      “I will admit it, my lady, I never thought your idea would work, but now I can see it. It will look like the stars have penetrated the glass ceiling and lit your courtyard. Brilliant, absolutely brilliant. This ball will be the talk of the season. No one will be able to recreate it, because the glass ceiling is the key,” he announced, exuberantly. “We will test a small corner once night falls to see the effect. Shall I call you when we have it ready?”

      “No, I have to attend dinner with the Duke of Hanover. I trust you to make any required adjustments. Did the roses arrive?”

      “Yes. They are in the greenhouse being prepared as we speak. We will set them as soon as all the candles are lit tomorrow evening.”

      “Splendid. It sounds as though you have everything under control, Mr. Flagon. That is why you are the only person I trust with the arrangements, you and Rupert, of course,” she said putting a hand on his arm. “If you will excuse me, I must go and check in with the kitchen before I dress for dinner.”

      “Of course.” He bowed. “It is always a pleasure, Lady Cromwell. It is sure to be the most romantic evening of the season, a tribute to your style and grace.”

      Cordelia smiled and curtsied, as she gulped back the lump in her throat. Usually, setting up a romantic evening was a joy, and a signature of her profession and how good she was at it. Now, it was a reminder of what she would never have. Her composure lasted through a visit to the kitchen, where everything was in order, as usual.

      Was she not needed anywhere, by anyone? Self-pity started to rear its ugly head, so she gave up and made her way to her suite. Angry now, she was determined to rip Rhys’ shirt to pieces when she got there. How could she have let him do this to her? She would burn it too, then throw the ashes out her window and watch them scatter in the wind! She burst through her door, resolute to rid herself of these feelings and the man behind them. She stopped short when she saw both Emelia and Roddy waiting for her.

      “It’s worse than we thought,” Emelia stated, after taking one look at her.

      “I told you,” Roddy said, with concern. Cordelia held up her hand to stop them.

      “Please do not talk about me if I was not here,” she said, irritated that they knew her so well. “Besides, you are too late. It’s over,” she declared, hoping to put an end to the conversation before it started.

      “It’s over? What? But...,” Roddy started, and Emelia cut him off.

      “It does not look that way to me, dear. Far from it, I’d say,” she said, calmly.

      “Well, it is, alright? I just made a complete ninny of myself in front of him. I’m sure you will witness his utter indifference to me at dinner tonight since I requested that he sit next to me before making a fool of myself!” Cordelia plopped in the nearest chair and buried her hands in her face. “Oh lord, just shoot me now!”

      Emelia waved toward the bar cart, indicating for Roddy to pour her a drink.

      “I am sure it is not as bad as you imagine, dear. Let us examine the situation unemotionally and see…”

      Cordelia lifted her head and stared Emelia in the eye.

      “I accused him of treating me like all of his other women, Emelia. Even I know that is a sure way to kill a man’s ardor. I have used the tactic many times, just as you taught me, I might add!” Hearing herself say it out loud made it even worse. “Oh god, what have I done? Just as the Duke and Esme were…now I have made it uncomfortable for everyone, especially myself.” She flopped against the back of the chair. Roddy handed her a drink, and she drank it all in one gulp, relishing the burn going down her throat. She handed the glass to Roddy and waved her hand in a circle “More.” She gasped through the burn. He rushed to the cart and poured her another glass.

      “He could have taken the comment differently than you assume, dear. It would depend on the context.”

      “There was no mistaking my meaning, Emelia. You will have to trust me…”

      “Surely, a man with his experience, could have taken it as a jest, or as part of a larger conversation perhaps?” Emelia continued hopefully.

      “Not if was delivered in the throes of passion, Emelia, or directly thereafter…,” Cordelia confessed, no longer caring if they knew. They would find out eventually. If it would put an end to this conversation, then she would gladly confirm it now.

      “You mean you….” Roddy was wide-eyed as handed her the glass. Cordelia looked at Roddy, then Emelia, who wore a similar expression. It would have made her laugh if she did not feel so utterly wretched.

      “Yes. We no longer need to hide my condition. The stigma is gone. I gave it to the only man I have ever wanted, then turned around and insulted him to the core.” She downed the contents of the glass, disappointed it did not burn as much as it had the first time. “It is what you’ve always wanted for me right? To give in to my passions and experience the bliss that follows? Well, I did! Are you not proud of me?”

      “Not of the insult part, dear, surely Lord Roth did not…”

      “Oh, shut it, Emelia! Details Cordi, we need details…”

      “Roddy! Now is not the time for that! Can you not see her distress? We should be concentrating on…”

      Cordelia tuned their argument out and walked to the bar cart to pour herself another cognac. The first two drinks warmed her belly but did not achieve the numbness she was seeking. She poured a small pull and drank it. Still nothing. The decanter clicked on the glass as she tried to pour another, and Emelia took it from her hand.

      “This will not solve your problem, Cordelia. It will only make it worse.”

      “Nothing will solve it, Emelia. It’s over. I bumbled my way through my first affair. I knew he would see right through me and he did! I knew better than to let it get to me, and now I must suffer for my mistakes!” She walked to her bed and fell on it dramatically, face first. “I will get over it. Just give me a minute,” she said into the mattress, in a pitiful voice.

      Emelia and Roddy looked at each other and smiled. They took each other’s hands and danced in a circle. When Cordelia started to rise, they stopped short and looked at her sympathetically. Emelia was the first to speak.

      “Come, dear. Let’s get you cleaned up. Everything will seem different once you have had a chance to freshen up.” She walked Cordelia over to the vanity and sat her down. “Tilly!” The maid stepped into the room much too quickly making it obvious that she had been eavesdropping. “Water for washing, please. And Tilly....” Emelia gave her a stern look, warning her that gossip would not be tolerated.

      “Of course, my lady,” Tilly responded, indicating that she understood, and left to do her bidding.

      Cordelia rubbed her face and took a deep breath, trying to fortify herself.

      “I only have to make it through dinner tonight and the ride in the morning. Roth may have much more experience than I do, but I can hold my own, right? This will not be the first uncomfortable situation I have faced, nor will it be the last, I dare say.” She tried to muster as much bravado as she could, even though she started to slur her words.

      “That’s the spirit, dear,” Emelia encouraged as she started undoing Cordelia’s braid.

      Cordelia rubbed her cheeks. They were slightly numb. The cognac was taking effect.

      “Roddy! I need a hat for dinner.”

      “No hats!” Roddy and Emelia shouted together. Emelia was the first to recover. She put her hands on Cordelia’s shoulders.

      “You wouldn’t want to give him the satisfaction, would you dear?” she placated.

      “No, I wouldn’t. A fan then. A parasol would be too obvious.”

      Emelia looked at Roddy in the mirror. He shrugged.

      “I’ll see what I can do. I hadn’t planned on…”

      “I need something! I can’t sit next to him all night with those green eyes of his staring at me like I’m a silly little chit from a convent! He will see right through me again!” She quipped, becoming more and more agitated.

      “Alright, alright! I will find something,” Roddy agreed, hoping to reassure her.

      Cordelia instantly felt better. She licked her lips and pinched her cheeks. She needed to look stunning and appear as if nothing was bothering her. That, and stay a reasonable distance from him at all times. She could do this, she vowed. She could do this!
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      Roddy had outdone himself. Even after all these years, Cordelia was still amazed at what he could do with cloth and beads. His creativity had no bounds.

      The silver satin gown’s bodice hugged her curves in a way that was alluring without being immodest. The matching silver chiffon cap sleeves had just enough glass beads to catch the light, and small silver tassels, which hung against her arms were the perfect touch. Although, the tassels forced the sleeves lower, baring her shoulders and chest more than she was accustomed. The matching tassel at her cleavage, held by a diamond brooch, made it impossible for one’s eye not to be drawn there. The laces down the back were tied in a bow at the bottom, and the tails had matching silver tassels which called attention to the way the gown hugged her derriere. Cordelia was insecure about drawing so much attention to her curves. It was not usual for her to adorn herself like this. Other than the strategically placed tassels, the gown wasn’t any more revealing than the other dresses she typically wore, but somehow, she felt more self-conscious than ever before. The matching silver satin gloves, which also had a tassel on the rim, did give her some comfort.

      “You do not need this, lovey,” Roddy said, as he handed her a silver fan.

      “If I do not, then I will put it away, I promise,” she vowed, and he nodded, satisfied.

      “Are you ready to visit Lady Esme?”

      “Oh, lord, I almost forgot.”

      “She is still the client, lovey.”

      “I know, I know. Oh, Roddy, I am not sure I am cut out for this business anymore. So much has changed. You and Emelia have been doing all the work lately, it hardly seems fair.”

      “We may be doing most of the entertaining, but it is you making the matches, lovey. We need you,” Roddy held the door open and they headed to Lady Esme’s room. “Why is it you can see who is best for others, but when it comes to yourself…”

      “Do not say it, Roddy. You know as well as I, the man is not relationship material. He is a rake. I am one of many before me and many more to come. I can see that clearly enough. I only wish it hadn’t ended so badly,” she said woefully.

      “Well, I have heard that rakes make the best husbands.”

      “Why do you refuse to see to see the truth, Roddy?”

      “Because I can see you are not done with the man yet. Call me a romantic, but I can’t help wishing for a happy ending.”

      “Well, he is done with me, so stop wishing for something that cannot be.”

      “Ha! We will see…” Roddy knocked on Lady Esme’s door.

      Cordelia gave herself a mental shake. Time to put aside her personal strife aside and pay attention to Lady Esme. After all, she could not be caught mooning over her brother!

      Esme would have decided about the Duke, by now. According to Roddy, they were inseparable all day. That was a good sign. Cordelia believed if there was a powerful connection from the start, it was hard to shake. Her mind threatened to drift back to Rhys. Her time with him had been life altering. If Lady Esme had experienced a quarter of the emotions Cordelia had, her feelings toward the Duke would be clear. The maid opened the door, curtsied, and let them in.

      “Lady Esme is expecting you. I will inform her that you have arrived, my lady.”

      When Lady Esme appeared, she sucked in her breath. “Lady Cromwell!” You look breathtaking!” she said sincerely, as she dropped into a shallow curtsy.

      “Me? No, not me! Rodrigo, is there no end to your talent?” Cordelia exclaimed. Lady Esme was stunning in a green dress that matched her eyes. The demure style completely suited her. Cordelia’s worry that her dress would make her the center of attention faded away. No one would outshine this beautiful woman. “There are no words,” she said sincerely. Cordelia put her hands to her chest in appreciation, giving Rodrigo a grateful glance. Relief washed over her, while confidence bloomed in Esme.

      “I know. Rodrigo is an artist. I only hope I can do justice to his work.”

      “There is no question of that, Lady Esme.” Cordelia’s expression made her blush beautifully.

      “My work here is done,” Rodrigo said, with obvious pride. “I will see you both downstairs. I want to be there when you enter so I can bask in the glory of it all,” he stated, in his usual flamboyant style. He bowed and left.

      “Let us sit a minute before we go down, shall we? I wish to hear of your day. Tell me everything,” Cordelia said, as if they were the best of friends. She took Esme’s hands and led her to the settee. “Tell me of your Duke.”

      “He is hardly my Duke, Lady Cromwell.” She looked away, blushing.

      “That is not what I heard. I was told that you were inseparable today,” she stated, confused by Esme’s response. Insecurity was not what she had expected from this spirited young woman.

      “Oh, Lady Cromwell…”

      “Cordelia please.”

      “Thank you, Cordelia.” She smiled sincerely, and Cordelia could tell that Esme was happy to have a personal connection with her. “At first I thought he was perfect. All morning he was attentive, witty and personable. One could forget he was a Duke, if it wasn’t for the attention he attracts at every turn. Once, when we were on the other side of the pond and alone, I thought he might even kiss me. Then, we heard someone approaching, and we ran away, laughing. It was a wonderful moment,” she said, dreamily.

      “That is good, is it not?”

      “I thought for sure it was the beginning of something. That is, until Rhys started talking to him about horses. I excused myself for the shortest moment, and when I returned, the carefree man I had spent the morning with was gone. When I asked Rhys about it, he told me the Duke was being honorable and I should appreciate the respect he was showing me.”

      “Oh, I see.” At first Cordelia was speechless, but then she became angry, for Esme and herself. How could Rhys be so different in every circumstance? He had been insatiable with her, then kind and caring to an anonymous stable boy, and now curtailing the Duke’s relationship with his sister! “Men can cause all kinds of mischief if we leave them alone, can they not? Whether they be a father, brother or husband, when they get together, there can be no good outcome. Especially when it comes to matters of the heart. Their outlook is so, so...”

      “Dry?”

      “Exactly!”

      “I agree!”

      “Do you like him, Esme? The Duke?” Cordelia asked.

      “I think so. This morning, I found him irresistibly attractive, but this afternoon, he was so different. I want the other man back. I do not care to become a duchess if the man I spent time with this afternoon is the one I must marry,” Esme said emphatically.

      Cordelia replied carefully. “Over the last year, I have come to know the Duke. He truly is the man you knew this morning, witty and fun, quick to laugh, and generous to a fault. I do not know from personal experience, but I suspect he is also passionate, and is dying to meet the right woman. That he showed you that much of himself tells me his ducal guard was down because of a mutual connection. You need to find your way back to that man. Ignore your brother, and be yourself. The real Duke will surface again, I assure you. Trust your instincts.”

      “I will. I think you are right, I met the real Beaufort this morning when there were no preconceived notions about us. Unfortunately, now our time together is limited. Rhys and I leave for Charlesbourg first thing the morning after the ball. I only have tonight and tomorrow to know him. I could kill Rhys!”

      “Just so. If you wish, I can talk to the Duke.”

      “No, please do not. I wish to see if we can get past this ourselves.”

      “As you wish. Shall we go down, then? I seems there is no time to waste.”

      Esme took a fortifying breath, then nodded. Once in the hallway, Cordelia linked their arms, and they started for the stairs. It felt good to have Esme hold her hand tight, as they walked toward the staircase.

      “If I could have a sister, I would wish her to be just like you,” Esme whispered, pulling her closer. Cordelia’s heart pinched.

      “Thank you, Esme. That is the highest of compliments. I did not have any siblings before I adopted Emelia and Rodrigo. At least you have had your brother.”

      “Hardly the same, I think. He is lovable, but still a man.”

      “Lovable?” Cordelia asked, surprised at her choice of words.

      “Oh yes, lovable and loyal beyond belief. I know Rhys seems gruff and overprotective, but there is a soft center under his hard exterior. Do you know he has never spent a night apart from me since the death of our father? He may seem aloof and arrogant but trust me when I tell you that is all an act. He has a big heart behind those scowls. You see, he has had to take care of everything since he was seventeen, including the business, the title, and his ten-year-old little sister. He has had to harden himself to endure it. Sometimes, I think he’s had too much to shoulder. He cannot let himself enjoy life.”

      Cordelia took a moment to process Esme’s words. He was such a complicated man! They approached the staircase. It was time to stop her mind from wandering to Rhys and compose herself. She needed to steel herself to face everyone, including him.

      “Hmmm,” Cordelia pondered. “Or, he could just be gruff and arrogant because he wishes to be,” she teased.

      “Or that!” Esme laughed, and squeezed her arm. Cordelia squeezed her back, laughing with her.

      When they reached the staircase, Esme sucked in her breath. Cordelia followed Esme’s gaze down the stairs. The Duke and Rhys were looking up at them. The Duke had a sexy smile as he stared at Esme, while Rhys' face was placid, as he immediately locked eyes with Cordelia.

      “Lord help me, he is much more handsome than I remembered,” Esme whispered, in awe.

      “Yes, he is,” Cordelia agreed, not taking her eyes off Rhys. Lord help me too, she prayed. She could not read his expression, nor could she move. She let go of Esme’s arm as she started to descend the stairs first. The Duke leaned over and said something to Rhys. He leaned in to answer, but his eyes never left hers. Move, you ninny! She grasped the railing and willed her feet to move. She lifted her skirt slightly and started down, not taking her eyes from him either. In her peripheral vision, she saw the Duke climb the bottom two stairs and offer his hand to Esme.

      “Good evening, your grace,” Esme said with a nod, as she accepted his hand. She descended the last two steps and dropped to a curtsy. “Thank you.”

      When Cordelia reached the bottom, Rhys stepped forward and extended his hand. Hers shook as she reached out to take it.

      “You are a vision, Lady Cromwell,” he said quietly, and her resolve fled. She tried to smile at him, but her bottom lip quivered.

      “As are you, my lord.”
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      They silently walked hand in hand behind the Duke and Esme. Esme light-heartedly chatted to the Duke as they walked. The Duke was being himself with Esme again, and Cordelia smiled. Rhys, on the other hand, was silent and unreadable. Cordelia did not know what to think. Now that their affair was over, would they be able to be cordial? She wished he would say something, anything that would give her a clue about what he was thinking. He looked at her, and to her surprise, he threaded her arm under his, placed her hand on his forearm, then put his hand over hers possessively. Cordelia looked at their hands, then at him. Rhys smiled at her, squeezed her hand, and his eyes drifted down to her chest. Cordelia swallowed. The way he looked at her made her feel naked.

      “Another one of Rodrigo’s creations, I assume?” he asked, with a hint of disapproval. He looked forward, ignoring her again. What did he mean by that?

      “Yes, of course. The man is a visionary, is he not?” she asked, as she smoothed her hand down the front of her skirt. His eyes snapped back to her as she smoothed her dress.

      “I am not sure I want to share this vision of his with the young poppycocks in the other room,” he said quietly, as he looked at her décolletage.

      His eyes narrowed, as he stared at the tassel pinned at her cleavage. Was he angry about her dress? How dare he act as he owned her! Just because they had had an affair, it did not mean she was his possession! This brought back memories of the Earl inspecting her before they left the house. Never again! Gone was the man she had spent time with this afternoon. The arrogant cad was back! She was not going to take the bait this time.

      “Share? Hardly, my lord. I am unavailable, if you will recall.”

      “Damn right you are unavailable!” he blurted.

      Her eyes snapped to his, and she stopped walking, forcing him to stop as well. What was his game? Did he think now that she was no longer a virgin that she would be flaunting herself at every man? Well, she had given herself to him on the first day. Of course, he would think that. He did not know her very well, after all.

      “I realize that you may have a different perception of me, my lord, but I assure you that I never…have never…would never behave in the manner you imply.” She stated defensively.

      “I know, Cordelia. It is just that this dress, well, it shares more than I like.”

      Cordelia’s eyes narrowed. Just like a man to think he owned her now! He didn’t want her but didn’t want anyone else to have her either. They were all the same! Earl, Marquess, it did not matter. Women were possessions, nothing more.

      “I am not your responsibility, my lord. Besides, this dress is not any more revealing than what I wore last evening. Not that I would require your permission to wear it, even if it was,” she stated firmly.

      “Cordelia, I…” Rhys looked confused. His eyes darted between hers before he continued. “I am sorry if I overstepped, Cordelia. I realize I have no right to an opinion either way.”

      He said it with such sincerity. The look on his face made her think he wanted to say something more. His hand closed tighter over hers. She had to look away as her heart pinched. He was so handsome, and she so wanted that look to mean something else. But it was no use to wish for something that would never come to pass. Also, there was no use in being hostile with each other, she decided.

      “Thank you, my lord. Actually, your opinion means more to me than you know,” she confessed, just above a whisper. She raised her chin and composed herself before she continued. “Shall we join the others?”

      Before they entered the parlor, she pulled her arm from his. Cordelia did not want tongues wagging about the fact that they had entered together. He would be gone in a day, and she did not want to give the gossipmongers any ammunition. Being considered merely one of Rhys’ many conquests did not set well with her, even though she was.

      While Rhys headed straight to the footman with a tray of champagne, she became immediately surrounded by guests eager to talk with her. By spending all her time with Rhys, she had neglected her clients. It was time to put them first. She politely steered the ladies to one of the seating areas and told the gentlemen that she would be with them shortly. They obediently stepped aside and let the ladies pass.

      Rhys caught her eye and held up a glass of champagne. She shook her head and mouthed later. Cordelia watched, as he settled himself at the back of the room.

      “Oh, Lady Cromwell, so much has happened since we talked last, right ladies?” The group nodded and looked at her expectantly. Instantly, Cordelia realized how important it was for her to consistently interact with her clients. She could tell there was much they did not understand by the insecure looks on their faces. Since she had been in a constant state of confusion with Rhys, she now felt less than capable of administering advice. Nevertheless, she straightened her spine and acted confident. One thing she did know about matchmaking was that, more often than not, all one had to do was listen.

      “Tell me all, I want to hear,” she said, and leaned in giving them her full attention. Everyone scooted to the end of their seats.  Lady Verness was the first to jump in.

      “How do you tell if they truly like you or they just want someone to…to…”

      “Kiss?” one of the ladies interjected.

      After that question, the floodgates opened, and Cordelia could hardly keep up. The conversation took on a life of its own. Every single lady had something to say, one talking after the other in rapid succession.

      “Yes! And once you kiss them then, lordy…”

      “That is all they want!”

      “That’s not all they want…”

      “Phoebe is right!”

      “Well, my Edmund has been a perfect gentleman.”

      “That’s because you caught him with Lidia! He has no other way to get back into your good graces!”

      “I cannot abide a man who is a philanderer!”

      “Then you will never make a match, Agatha. All men are philanderers.”

      “Not my father. He is devoted to my mother.”

      “That’s what I want too!”

      “He may be devoted to her now, but he has not always been so…”

      “Ladies! Ladies!’ Cordelia interjected not liking where the conversation was headed. “You are over thinking things! Do not be swayed by the gentlemen’s past or worry about what may or may not happen in the future. What you are feeling today is what is most important, is it not? You have only to decide whether you can come to have feelings for the gentleman, and he for you. Live in the now. Nature will take care of the rest,” Cordelia advised.

      It was her stock answer for clients when they started feeling insecure. She supposed there was truth to it, but she realized she was not following her own advice. Had she not judged Rhys by his reputation from the start? Did her hurtful comments to him not come from assumptions about his past, and not from how he was behaving at the moment?

      “Lady Cromwell is right! We are over thinking everything. Besides, I like kissing Henry.”

      “Me too! Not Henry of course…oh, you know what I mean!”

      “I still cannot abide philandering. If Lord McElroy wishes a match, I need assurances.”

      “Talk to him, Penelope. Let your feelings be known,” Cordelia directed. “Honesty is best.”

      “I will! Right now, as a matter of fact!”

      Lady Penelope stood, and after a quick curtsy, left the group with a confident stride. Soon after, the rest followed one by one, with either a smile or a plan. Cordelia felt apprehensive about her advice. How could she expect her clients to take her suggestions if she did not follow them herself?

      She had no time to ponder before the waiting group of gentlemen descended on her. All of them had a hard time looking her directly. Their eyes kept drifting to the pin and tassel at her cleavage. Damn Roddy for trying to catch Rhys’ eye! She opened her fan and used it as a shield, gently fanning herself. Some men looked relieved, while others seemed disappointed.

      “What did they say about us?” one asked, before they had a chance to settle.

      “Well, the general consensus seems to be on the sincerity of your attentions, kissing being at the center of their concerns. It seems that your intentions are vague at best. And, for those of you who have been…ah, well, have been tasting the buffet, shall we say, are giving a negative impression of what the future holds,” she explained.

      Confused faces stared at her. Typical. It seemed men of every age and circumstance had difficulty understanding a woman’s feelings. Cordelia tried again.

      “Gentlemen. You came to me to be introduced to ladies of good quality and circumstance. What you have forgotten is that I am recruited almost exclusively for those who desire a love match. Even though men have a different view of what love is, and lord knows, very few in your circle have had the benefit of good examples, women are much more consistent in this need.”

      “What do you mean, Lady Cromwell?” One of the gentlemen sounded genuinely interested.

      “Woman, although realistic about husbands, want at least a chance at love. They see through kisses given not as a prelude to love, but simply for pleasure. And, for those of you who have been kissing many ladies, they regard it as a sure indication of the treatment they will receive in the future. So, in the end, gentlemen, if it is a match you truly desire, then I would start being honest with the candidate of your choice. Tell her the truth, especially if you harbor feelings for the lady. And, only kiss the ones with whom you desire a future, for the time being anyway.”

      Some of the men looked at each other, lost for words, and others simply looked at their feet in shame. Cordelia was relieved when Rupert announced that dinner was served, and Rhys approached. Everyone stood politely.

      “If you will excuse us gentlemen.” Rhys stepped into the crowd, held out his hand, and said, “It is my responsibility to see Lady Cromwell to her seat this evening.” There were soft murmurs of protest until Cordelia took his hand.

      “Come, let us enjoy dinner. We can continue our discussion later. Everything is better after one has eaten, don’t you agree?” she stated, as she settled beside Rhys, happy for the reprieve. Rhys took her arm and tucked under his once again.

      Rhys steered her around the room the long way, forcing her audience of gentlemen to depart ahead of them. As soon as their backs were turned, she closed her fan. She felt warm and safe to be on Rhys’ arm.

      “The Duke and Esme are getting along famously,” she stated, to start conversation.

      “Yes,” he agreed. His short answer confused her. Did he not want to talk about his sister?

      “They have been inseparable since they met,” she added, hoping to prompt him to share his feelings about the couple.

      “Yes, like two other people I know.” He gave her a rakish smile.

      Cordelia felt her cheeks turn pink. Rhys smiled at her, making butterflies take flight in her belly. Cordelia reached for her fan, but Rhys grabbed it.

      “You will not need your weaponry tonight, my lady, I give you my word that I will be a perfect gentleman…all night,” he whispered, close to her ear.

      So, her suspicions were right. He was done with her. Their whirlwind affair was over. Why had she opened her mouth at the stables? How could she be so practiced at the art of control then make such a mistake? They could have had one more night together. The disappointment and hurt were all consuming, but she would be damned if she let him know it.

      “Thank you, my lord. As you wish,” she said softly, and stepped away from him slightly to let him know she understood his meaning perfectly.

      Never again! Never, ever again would she open herself to a man, much less lie down and give herself as she had. She felt vindicated about this decision. Nothing good could come from a liaison, other than hurt feelings and regret. Cordelia held her head up as she walked beside him. He would never see her shame. Let him think he had the best of her, what did she care? He was gone after tomorrow, and easily avoided until then. So be it!
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      Rhys waved off the footman and pulled her chair out himself. As he seated her, she felt his gloved fingers brush her arm. When she looked at him over her shoulder, he acted like nothing had happened. The arrogant cad! What was his game? Did he mean to tease her? He sat, and slowly removed his gloves. Cordelia tried not to stare at the hands that had brought her so much pleasure. Damn it to hell! He was good at these games, far better than she. Was he trying to show her what she had lost with her ineptness? She decided to ignore him altogether, and converse with the other guests.

      She removed her fan from her wrist before pulling at the fingers of her own gloves. Cordelia started inane conversation with the Duke and Esme. She tried to concentrate, but could swear she could feel Rhys’ heat. It penetrated her dress and caressed her skin. How was she to make it through an entire dinner if she could not even sit next to the man?

      From the corner of her eye, she saw Rhys talking with Lady Verness. Was she going to be his next conquest? Would Cordelia be forced to watch him as he seduced his next lover? Is that how these things worked? She thought back to her time with the Earl and his little club of friends who negotiated affairs for favors. Would Rhys be any different? Younger maybe, but surely the rules were the same. Her stomach turned at the thought.

      Rhys’ soft baritone voice was all she could concentrate on. He was talking quietly to Lady Verness. Cordelia leaned closer, to see if she could hear their conversation. Lady Verness was making doe eyes at him! Anger and jealousy hit her hard.

      “All is not lost, Lady Verness. Men are simple creatures. They want what they cannot have, but only if the prize is worth the pursuit,” Cordelia overheard him say.

      So, that was why he had pursued her! Because she was unavailable to him? She should have known that once he got his prize he would move on to the next challenge.

      “Oh?” said Lady Verness, breathlessly.

      “You are fortunate, Lady Verness, to have two gentlemen vying for your attentions,” he complimented.

      No wonder he was pouring on the compliments! He intended to steal her for himself! How dare he act so brazenly in front of her? It was but hours ago she was in his arms. The blackguard, the cad!

      “Only two?” she cooed, rested her chin on her hand, and stared at him dreamily.

      And, his flirtations were working! In a moment, she would be sitting in his lap! Anger, like Cordelia had never felt, consumed her. Before she thought it through, she kicked Rhys’ foot under the table. She immediately regretted being so rash and looked away, acting as if nothing had happened. She felt him look at her and pretended to be involved in a conversation between the Duke and Lady Ensley. Discretely she scooted as far away from him as she could without being obvious.

      Finally, the first course was served, and Rhys concentrated on his plate. Cordelia relaxed a little, but her appetite was completely gone. How had he come to affect her so? She did not own him, nor had she the right to lay claim on him, since she would never let any man do the same to her. But, still, it hurt that he had moved on so quickly. What they had shared was special to her. She pushed the food around her plate, unable to eat. There had to be a way to stop thinking about things that would never be. She was a realist, after all.

      He turned to continue his conversation with Lady Verness. Cordelia did her best to ignore it. Let her have him. What did she care?

      Cordelia chanted that to herself for the next two courses. By the end of the third, she knew she had been fooling herself. She cared, and very much so. The thought of him moving onto his next lover made her physically ill. The more she ignored him, the more she longed to touch him, to see if he would respond to her. More than that, she needed to know that he still wanted her. Even if it was for just a moment, and nothing was to come of it, she needed to know that the passion they shared had not been a lie.

      Cordelia laid her hand on the table next to his, willing him to touch her, craving a sign that there was still desire between them. Rhys moved his hand closer as he talked market fluctuations with Lord Emerson. Her heart soared when he brushed his little finger against hers. It was not enough. She wanted more. She always wanted more when it came to Rhys. She discretely slid her hand off the table, rubbing against his, and glanced his way. If he hadn’t moved his finger she would have thought he hadn’t noticed. He seemed so engrossed in what Emerson was saying. Cordelia squeezed her thigh under the table trying to resist touching him. This was a fool’s pursuit, but she did not care. She wanted that powerful feeling just once more.

      Lightly, Cordelia rubbed her fingers against his thigh to judge his reaction to her touch. He didn’t pull away. Boldly she slid her hand over his thigh slowly, waiting for him to grab her hand to stop her. When she felt him move, she froze, but to her surprise, he covered her hand with his napkin, then clasped his hands together on top of the table. Was she free to do what she wished? With his permission?

      A sigh escaped as excitement surged through her. She boldly slid her hand further between his legs. He opened his legs wider and leaned back. Her heart skipped a beat. He still wanted her touch! Afraid she might be misinterpreting his signals, she continued slowly, sliding her hand towards his crotch. Everyone laughed at something Emerson said, but Rhys did not. She saw his knuckles turning white as he gripped his hands together tighter. She wanted to cry out with joy, but Lady Emerson asked her a question about Rodrigo’s fashion sense distracting her. Cordelia relaxed her features and answered the best she could.

      Rhys fidgeted slightly under her hand. She should stop this. What could they do at the dinner table? But she could not stop. She needed to touch him one last time while he was willing. That was all. Her hand inched closer, and he adjusted himself in the chair, making her hand slide the last few inches. Her little finger rested against his erection. He was hard for her! Excitement and desire filled her as a warm feeling gathered between her legs. Cordelia struggled to keep her features still. She rubbed her little finger up and down his arousal a couple of times, and he pushed himself against her hand. Cordelia took a deep breath and bit her bottom lip, letting it slide slowly from her teeth before letting it go. It was so erotic to know that he still wanted her. The memory of what they had done together flooded, and she rubbed her fingers against him again. Oh lord, how much she wanted this man! Rhys reached between them and put his hand over hers, holding it against his arousal. She glanced at him and she saw desire sparkling in his eyes. Oh god, now what?

      “Are you going to the ball, my lord?” Lady Verness leaned in to ask, bumping his shoulder.

      Cordelia realized the insanity of what they were doing and tried to pull her hand away. Rhys gripped her hard, stopping her. Was he afraid Lady Verness would notice? She froze as she became acutely aware of the dangerous position she had put them in.

      “Of course, my lady.” He smiled at the young lady rakishly. “I would not miss it for the world.”

      “Oh, wonderful. Who will you be escorting, Lord Roth?” she asked, hopefully, her insinuation clear.

      “Quite possibly the love of my life.”
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      Cordelia sucked her breath in at his statement, and tried to pull her hand away again, but he squeezed it tighter, holding her there. Cordelia looked around the table. Luckily, nobody but she and Lady Verness had heard his answer.

      “Excuse me?” Lady Verness asked, shocked.

      “I do not know why you would be shocked, my lady. Is this not a gathering for that very purpose?” He turned to Cordelia. “Is that not true, Lady Cromwell?”

      “Yes…yes, of course, my lord,” she stuttered.

      A footman approached Rhys with a silver tray bearing a folded piece of paper and presented it to him. Rhys let go of Cordelia’s hand and she put it on her lap. He took the note from the tray, read it, then smiled.

      “If you will excuse me, Lady Cromwell. I have urgent business that needs my attention.” He stood, holding his napkin in front of him. “Excuse me, everyone.” He bowed and walked away.

      Lady Verness watched him go with a dreamy look.

      “I wonder what it would be like to be the love of his life,” she said, in wonderment.

      “I’m sure I do not know,” Cordelia answered, honestly. What had he meant, saying such a thing?

      “I am sure I will never know,” Lady Verness said, sadly.

      Cordelia found her statement oddly comforting. Maybe he had not been flirting with her after all. Wouldn’t Lady Verness be more encouraged if he had been? Had she misjudged him again? She felt just like her clients, not being able to fathom what their suitors were thinking. But he was not her suitor. No. He was her lover. And he still wanted her, despite the fact that he had wanted to end it between them. Cordelia’s mind whirled. She looked toward the door but he was gone.

      The rest of the evening dragged on, with round after round of forgettable conversation. After the group adjourned to the game room for a night of billiards and whist, Cordelia migrated over to the window seat to get some peace. Rhys had not rejoined the party. What did that mean? Had she overstepped at dinner? Was he avoiding her now? His body reacted to her, that was certain. And hers to his. She still had a warm wanting feeling between her legs. How was this to end when they still craved each other?

      “You look lost in thought,” Emelia stated.

      “Yes. I was woolgathering, I suppose.”

      “Lord Roth, I presume?”

      “Have I become completely transparent?”

      “Not to everyone, but I know you too well. Although, I have never seen you taken with a man before. It is easy to see the difference in you. I was hoping for a happier result, I dare say,” Emelia stated light heartily, and sat next to her. Cordelia looked out the window into the darkness.

      “How is that possible when one has fallen for a rake? There can be no happily ever after,” Cordelia stated solemnly.

      “Oh, I do not know, dear. No one can predict the future when people fall in love, only that there is no fighting the feeling if it is genuine. You know this Cordelia. You have seen it a hundred times.”

      “In my case, unfortunately, the feeling is one sided.”

      “Hardly, Cordelia! You cannot be that blind! Everyone can see the man’s smitten with you. Except you, apparently.” Emelia stated, directly.

      Cordelia looked at Emelia surprised. What was she talking about? When had Rhys displayed anything other than contempt for her in public? There were times, in the throes of passion, that she had thought maybe, but she was never sure of it. She had no experience with lust or men, other than how to avoid both of them. Emelia could not be right! She was the one that told her Rhys was not inclined to any relationship, except a sexual one.

      “You are so confusing! I do not know what to believe anymore. First, you said he was perfect because he was not interested in long term relationships, and now you talk as if he is in love? It cannot be both!”

      “Oh phish! Any man is capable of falling in love, Cordelia, despite their past.” Emelia waved her hand dismissively but hesitated before continuing. “And, well, do not be angry with me, but the truth is... I did not know if Lord Roth was interested in relationships or not. Roddy and I just assumed, because of his reputation and the fact that he had never shown interest in marriage. Now that I have had a chance to know the man, I believe he may have been waiting to see his sister settled first,” she confessed. “I just said it so you would consider, ah, opening up a bit.” Emelia cringed, waiting for Cordelia to explode.

      “Oh god! I have made an utter fool of myself!” Cordelia recalled the times she had dismissed what he said as rakish banter. Could he have meant them seriously? She felt panicked.

      “Does it really matter in the end? Does it change what you have shared?” Emelia rushed to ask.

      “I…I do not know. I simply thought of us as a whirlwind affair, a dalliance on a long weekend in the country. I never considered anything else. Besides, he has never made a suggestion of more.”

      “Are you sure, Cordelia?” Emelia looked surprised. “Hmmm, strange. I would have thought…, oh never mind. No more assumptions,” she stated firmly. “You must talk to him, Cordelia. Tell him how you feel, and accept his answer without question, whatever it may be. Only then will you know,” Emelia declared.

      The thought of confessing her feelings to Rhys was petrifying. What if she had been right about him trying to end it? If that was the case, then she had accosted the man at the dinner table against his will. Is that why he had left so abruptly and never returned? What had she been thinking! What a fool! In the least she owed the man an apology for being so brash.

      “You should retire, Cordelia. I can tell that you are not up to socializing. Get a good night’s rest. All will be better in the morning.” Emelia patted her arm.

      “I cannot keep leaving you with the burden of entertaining the guests,” Cordelia objected weakly.

      “The night is winding down. Besides, Rodrigo is in his element.” Emelia waved toward Rodrigo, who was entertaining a group of guests with flamboyant gestures. They were laughing heartily. “It will wrap up early tonight, I’m sure. Everyone is excited about the ball. I doubt anyone will be up for a late night tonight knowing that tomorrow is the event of the week.”

      “I suppose you are right,” Cordelia agreed. “I’m not good company anyway.” Emelia kissed her cheek when they stood.

      “Try to get some sleep.”

      Tilly was waiting for her. She declined a bath and freed herself of her dress and underthings before donning a robe and sitting next to the window. There was no moon, and everything outside was as black as she felt inside. Cordelia was changed. Rhys had awoken something in her. Feeling beyond passion and desire. It was a yearning to be wanted by someone, needed, and to need someone in return.

      She could not keep the memories of their time together at bay. The feel of his hands on her skin. The feel of his body under hers. Especially the night she had gone to him, and he had let her explore. She sighed. Would these feelings pass once he was gone? Was the pull this strong because he was just a few hallways away? Was he in his room thinking of her as she was of him? Dare she go see him? Would he receive her, or ask her to leave? Good god, she was driving herself insane with all these questions and insecurities! She should just go talk with the man!

      She owed him an apology in any case. It was not like her to take such liberties at a dinner table. It was beyond the pale that she had run him off in such a way. But, to show up at his room again? If not there, then when and where would it be appropriate to apologize? On their ride tomorrow? With the Duke or his sister within earshot? That would be dreadful! No. This was a conversation best held in private. With her justifications firmly in place, Cordelia practically ran to his door, put her ear against it, heard nothing, and turned the handle. Opening it just enough to slide through, she closed it quietly behind her. The room was dimly lit. Her heart jumped in her throat when she saw Rhys staring out the window. He had his back to the door and his hands clasped behind his back. Only his bare heels were visible under his dressing gown. His hands worried against each other, as if lost in thought.

      “I won’t be needing you tonight, Turner. Thank you,” he said, without turning around.

      Butterflies took flight at the sound of his deep voice. She had lied to herself. She was not here to apologize. She came because wanted this man. Before she could speak, he turned.

      “Cordelia.” He said quietly, surprised to see her.

      The front of his robe was open, exposing a large expanse of his chest. She recognized his sleeping pants from the last time she had come to him. His kind expression gave her the confidence to speak.

      “I came to apologize,” she managed to squeak. His brows furrowed in confusion.

      “Apologize? For what?” Apparently, he was not going make this easy for her. Fine. She supposed she deserved it.

      “I should not have made you feel…uncomfortable at dinner. I am not usually so bold, my lord, it’s just that…”

      He smiled softly and started toward her. Cordelia clasped her robe in front of her, and tried to concentrate on what he was saying, not the fact that he was moving toward her.

      “It’s just what?” he prompted, quietly.

      “Uh, it’s just that there’s something about you that I…” She peeked at his face. He was cautiously crossing the room, as if he was the predator and she were the prey, about to bolt. They locked eyes and Cordelia was lost. He saw right through her. She could never lie to him. “I cannot resist,” she whispered.

      He was there, inches away. Her heart was beating in her throat. She strained her neck to look up at him, feeling vulnerable and naked, as she waited for him to say something. His eyes darted between hers and the long silence started to make her uneasy.

      “It won’t happen again,” she whispered.

      “You lie,” he whispered, and leaned forward so she was forced to press herself against the door. Why was he forever pressing her against a door or a wall? Was it so she could not escape? Didn’t he realize that she did not want to? She struggled to find the words to contradict his.

      “I…”

      “Did you think that because I did not rejoin the party that you had made me uncomfortable?” he said in a low quiet tone. His hot breath on her cheek sent shivers down her spine.

      “Yes, I…” Her breathing became erratic when he pressed an arm against the door next to her head. Her chest heaved as she struggled to control it. His body heat penetrated the thin silk of her robe, wreaking havoc on her nerves.

      “Ask me why I did not return, Cordelia.”

      With these words, he leaned closer and slowly slid his hand down the door next to her body. She could barely concentrate, as her sex started to throb and the warmth building in her core threatened to consume her.

      “What?” she asked, mindlessly.

      “Ask me, Cordelia,” he whispered again, as his hand reached the door knob and his hot breath tickled her neck.

      “Why? Why didn’t you return?”

      “Because if I had, Cordelia, I would have ripped that little silver gown off of you and made love to you in front of the entire ton and not cared a wit.”  Cordelia heard the lock on the door turn. “Because I cannot resist you either.”

      His mouth came down on hers hard. One arm slipped into her hair, and the other to the small of her back pulling her against him. Cordelia melted into him, her fingers threading into his hair to pull him closer. The kiss was a tempest. His mouth and tongue were everywhere. Cordelia could not get enough of him, nor could she stop her body from writhing against his in excitement, asking for more. He turned her away from the door, gripped the hair at the back of her head and pulled it back, so he could ravish her neck. Cordelia dropped her arms and arched into him, giving herself to him. One shoulder of her robe fell off, exposing a breast. Rhys’ mouth was on her nipple in an instant, hungrily sucking it into his mouth. Cordelia gasped at the intensity of the white-hot heat that shot straight to her sex as he suckled it to the edge of pain. Rhys let go, kissed his way up her neck, then paused and looked into her eyes.

      “Tell me you are mine, Cordelia.”

      She felt his grip in her hair pulsing as he waited for her to respond. Her answer meant something to him. She could feel it. She told him the truth.

      “I am yours, Rhys,” she whispered.

      He closed his eyes. When he opened them, the intensity on his face pinched her heart. He let go of her hair, untied her robe, and let if fall open. Next, he ran his hand down her chest, then belly, and pushed her pantaloons down. Rhys locked eyes with her as his fingers penetrated her intimate folds. Cordelia gasped and struggled to keep her eyes on his. It felt so good.

      “You are mine Cordelia. All of you.”

      His fingers rubbed back and forth, teasing and titillating, and she knew he had spoken the truth. No one else had ever made her feel this way.

      “Yes,” she whispered, with all of the emotion she felt.

      “And I am yours,” he stated, before his mouth came down on hers for a passionate kiss before he pulled back.

      “What do you want, Cordelia?” he whispered in her ear but did not stop caressing her with his fingers. Cordelia could not concentrate as heat swirled everywhere. She was getting wetter and wetter under his hand.

      “Play with me, spank me, make love to me, I care not, I am yours,” she uttered breathlessly, surrendering herself to him. “Play with me, please.”

      “Good god, Cordelia,” he whispered.

      She felt her feet leave the floor. He stood her in front of the bed and discarded her robe and underthings. She pushed his robe over his shoulders and he untied the string to his pants. She did not see them fall before his lips were on her neck, then chest, and she felt the mattress under her. He pushed her arms above her head and put her hands around the post on the headboard.

      “Hold on to this. Do not let go, understand?” he whispered in her ear.

      “Yes.”

      Cordelia gripped the headboard in the exact spot in which she had tied his hands. Her heart raced with excitement and anticipation. His lips started to travel down her body stopping to suckle each nipple into a hard bud before moving on. Then, to her surprise, he rolled her hips to the side and pushed one of her legs up to her chest. Her eyes hooded as he pushed a finger inside her.

      “You are always so wet and ready for me Cordelia. You drive me mad thinking of it,” he confessed, as he added another finger and pumped a few times before leaving her. “Do not let go, Cordelia,” he commanded.

      She felt the tip of his cock at her entry slowly pushing inside, the feeling much more intense in this position. Once inside he paused, then thrust inside her hard, hitting her core and sending waves of erotic sensations through her. She arched her back and gripped the headboard as the sensation rippled through her. Oh god, it felt so good. He ran his hand down her side and over her derriere, squeezing it before he pulled almost all the way out, only to thrust hard into her again. She arched into him again, wanting more, when his hand came down, spanking her close to the junction of her thigh and bottom. Delicious vibrations of ecstasy undulated through to her clit intensifying the feeling of his cock inside her. Her   her sex clench around him. She rotated her hips slightly, feeling the sensual tug of her skin at her entry as he slowly pulled out. He did it again, thrusting harder, and slapping her gently. Her body took over, clenching around him violently this time. She closed her eyes, overwhelmed with erotic sensations.

      “Oh god, oh god. Rhys,” she chanted. She felt his hand gripping her hip tightly as he threw his head back and pumped in and out slightly, until she relaxed again. He did it one more time and, when he slapped her, she thought she might faint at the intense pleasure. She was not sure how much more she could take.

      Just as she thought she could take no more, he pulled her leg over and laid on top of her. He slid one hand under her derriere on the heated spot he’d created, and the other at the nape of her neck. His cock slid in and out, in and out, as he made love to her. His kiss was filled with such emotion that Cordelia thought her heart would burst. A new feeling started to grow in her belly and spread to her loins. She felt cherished. His mouth left hers and settled on her neck, while he continued to thrust into her harder and harder.

      “Rhys,” she whispered, as she let go of the headboard and wrapped her arms and legs around him. His lips covered hers. Her body was threatening to explode. “Oh Rhys…ah, I love you,” she whispered, then exploded.

      “Cordelia,” he whispered, and his mouth came down on hers before he threw his head back, and she felt his seed burst inside her. He gripped her so tightly as his orgasm took him that Cordelia did not know where hers began and his stopped. Finally, he rested his forehead on hers briefly, before rolling them to the side taking her with him.

      They both struggled to catch their breath, unable to speak. Cordelia was glad, since she needed to compose herself. She had just told him she loved him! She hadn’t been able to hold back, because it was the truth she realized. Somewhere in this whirlwind relationship she had lost her heart to him. Now he knew. How would he use this power? As if he could read her mind, he hugged her closer, tucking her head under his chin with a kiss.

      “Its official, I am lost to you.” She felt him smile as he laid his cheek on the top of her head. Was he joking?

      “You are?” she asked, not sure of his sincerity. She hadn’t known what to expect, but this surely it wasn’t this! Maybe he hadn’t heard her declaration!

      “Utterly.”

      Cordelia pushed back so she could see his face. He seemed sincere, but it wasn’t clear if he was making light of what she had said.

      “Is that a good thing?” she asked, probing.

      “It is, if you wish it to be,” he said, searching her face. Then he ran his fingers down the side of her face tenderly. “Do you wish it to be?”

      “I…of course.” It seemed like he needed reassurance. She had told him she loved him. Why would he need more assurance than that? He must not have heard her. “If you wish it to be, too.” She added unsure of what to say. He gave her a smile that stopped her heart.

      “Let me show you how much I wish it to be.” He rocked his hips, moving his cock inside her and she gasped. “You will never doubt it again.”
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      The next morning, Cordelia soaked in her bath for longer than usual. She had barely made it back to her room before Tilly came to wake her. This morning, Rhys had refused to let her go, making love to her for far too long before she finally tore herself away. He had tried to walk her back to her room, but she would not let him. It was too dangerous. She knew the servants were rising to see to their morning duties.

      They could not keep taking these chances while her guests were still at Middleton. One more day, and they would have the freedom to do whatever they wished. But he was leaving, and she was frightened to ask what was next for them.  Even though he had made love to her all night, his light-hearted jests had left her confused.

      The last thing she wanted was for him to feel obligated because she had been a silly girl and blurted out her feelings in the throes of passion. What a ninny! No wonder he was amused. No. If they were to continue whatever this was, it would be on equal terms. No obligations. She knew that was what he was used to, and though not ideal, she would agree to it if he wished. No more talk of love or feelings. Just more of what had happened between them last night. It was wonderful, and she would not give it up for anything.

      Resolved to enjoy his company and whatever he wished of her, Cordelia dressed for their ride. For the first time, she was eager to see Rhys. He may not love her in the same fashion, but she did love him and could not wait to see his handsome face again. Her heart was the lightest it had been since they met. For once, she was not dreading what would happen between them. It was glorious to feel free. Tilly was pinning on a riding hat that was more of an ornament than anything else, when there was a knock on her door. Tilly answered, and a footman handed her a letter. Cordelia opened it and read it.

      “Tilly, have you ever heard of a Viscount Moreland?”

      “Hmmm, maybe, but I am not sure. I can ask around.”

      “Give this to Rodrigo and have him find out who he is. He wishes an audience with me next week and I want to know more about him before I accept.”

      “As you wish, my lady. You are ready.” Tilly announced.

      “Thank you, Tilly.”

      Cordelia’s heart skipped a beat when she saw Rhys waiting for her at the bottom of the stairs. His back was turned. Except for a maid or two dusting, no one else was about. Everyone would be resting in their rooms, preparing for tonight. She was happy to have a moment alone with him as they would probably not be alone again until after the ball. When she was halfway down the stairs, he turned and took in her appearance. His smile was that of pure joy and he looked more handsome for it.

      “Now that is a hat that I can maneuver around,” he teased and Cordelia laughed.

      “I fail to see its purpose, actually. I’m told it’s the latest fashion. Do you like it?” She turned her head side to side.

      “Everything looks fashionable on you, Cordelia. Especially me.” He held out his hand, and she took it.

      “You should not say such things out loud, my lord. We may be overheard,” she whispered.

      “Pull your mind out of the gutter, my lady. I only meant on my arm,” he teased and possessively tucked her hand in his. “Besides, I want the world to know about us, even if you do not.”

      “One more day, my lord, and my guests will be gone.”

      “And one more night,” he said quietly as they approached the stables. “If I can wait that long.”

      Cordelia smiled at him slyly, although her heart skipped a beat. The man was a menace.

      “I may not have my usual size of hat as a weapon today, my lord, but I warn you, I will be armed nonetheless.”

      “Oh, is that so?”

      “Yes, my riding crop.” She smiled triumphantly, he laughed heartily, and slightly leaned in to her.

      “Ah, a whole new set of possibilities for me to ponder,” he whispered. Cordelia’s eyes widened, and she slapped his arm playfully.

      “There you two are. I was wondering if you were still coming,” Esme chastised. “The Duke has gone ahead to try Rhys’ horse. He left word for us to meet him over the next hill. I was about to leave you both behind.”

      Cordelia checked the watch pinned to her jacket. They were five minutes early. She looked at Rhys and smiled. He rapidly raised his eyebrows a few times, making her giggle.

      “Let us be off then,” Cordelia announced and let go of Rhys.

      He lifted her onto her grey, his hands squeezing her waist before he let go, then mounted Midnight in one swift motion. Cordelia was so impressed with his horsemanship. He was able to keep the eager beast at bay beside her mare as they walked.

      “He needs to run, to be free for a moment. I can understand how he feels. I often feel that way,” Cordelia told Rhys. “You should breeze him for a bit. Go, and we will catch up.”

      “Come with me.” Rhys held out his hand, and she looked at Esme.

      “Go. Give him his head, we will catch you over the next hill,” Cordelia said, with regret.

      He nodded and was off. Esme came up beside her on her white mare.

      “You have a keen understanding of horses, Cordelia. And men.”

      “They are similar, I dare say. Their priorities are eat, drink and breed.” They laughed.

      “Speak of… The Duke kissed me last night,” Esme said, with a sideways glance.

      “Did it curl your toes or make you turn up your nose?” Cordelia teased, with no hint of judgment.

      “Definitely curled my toes. I never wanted it to end. If he hadn’t stopped, I swear we still would be in that alcove now,” Esme answered frankly. They both giggled.

      Cordelia liked Esme very much. Her frank manner and keen insight reminded her of Emelia. She would make a perfect wife for the Duke.

      “That’s wonderful!”

      “I know! I cannot wait to see him again. He seemed a little rattled and nervous when we parted last night. I hope he does not think me fast.”

      “I’m sure he likes your honesty, Esme. Your brother is here as your chaperone and I’m sure he did not want to get carried away and offend him. You will know how he feels the second you see him this morning.” she reassured her. Cordelia knew the Duke was looking for a passionate partner, but she would not dare to speak for him.

      “I hope so. I would be devastated if he thought poorly of me. He’s the first man I have thought about for myself, if you know what I mean.”

      “I do. Come, let us run to catch up the men and find out…”

      Cordelia spurred her grey into a gallop. Esme was beside her in a flash. They laughed as they gave their horses their heads and sped over the hill. She saw Rhys waiting on the other side and they headed to him.

      “Where’s the Duke?” Cordelia asked as they stopped, surprised that he was not with him.

      Rhys was scowling as he nodded at the meadow. The Duke was on a tall white gelding, cantering toward them. The low-lying fog billowed around the horse’s hooves, which gave him a mystical appearance. Esme gasped, then looked at Rhys. A look of complete satisfaction came across her face.

      “What?” Cordelia asked, confused by their reactions.

      “See, Rhys? You are not right about everything,” Esme quipped and spurred her horse toward the Duke.

      “What was that about?”

      “I’ll explain later,” Rhys said irritated. Cordelia could tell there was an underlying meaning to their exchange and Rhys must’ve lost a small battle with his sister. She decided not to pry as they watched the pair meet. After a short exchange of words, the Duke pulled Esme onto the saddle in front of him, took her horse’s reins, and started to ride away. To Cordelia’s surprise, Rhys laughed.

      “Should we go after them?” she asked, shocked by Rhys’ caviler attitude towards theDuke’s bold breach in propriety.

      “No. I promised the Duke time alone with Esme today. I have the distinct impression there will be a wedding within a fortnight.”

      “Oh.” Cordelia said as she watched the couple disappear in the distance.

      “Besides, we need to talk, Cordelia. Which way is that waterfall you mentioned?”
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      Cordelia’s nerves tingled. Rhys was leaving tomorrow. She was suddenly consumed by dread. Was he going to ask her to be his mistress? Or was he going to try and break it off again?

      “This way.” She set off toward the waterfall and Rhys came up beside her. Her heart filled with trepidation about what was to come.

      “I need to talk to you about a delicate subject, Cordelia.”

      “Yes?” She gulped back tears. This was it! She vowed to accept whatever he had to say with grace and decorum.

      “You realize that we haven’t taken any precautions when we have been together, don’t you?”

      Cordelia relaxed. Was he worried that she had not been discrete? She would put his fears to rest.

      “I do not think anyone is the wiser about our time together, my lord, other than Emelia and Rodrigo. And, even so, I have not told them much. I have been diligent in my discretion.”

      “That is not what I am referring to, love. To be blunt, I have been spilling my seed in you as much as could over the last few days. There is a strong possibility you could be carrying my child.”

      Cordelia’s felt the blood drain from her face. How had she not thought of that? All the years at Fountain Abbey had taught her the plight a woman’s indiscretions. And, of an illegitimate child. Several had been left on the front stoop, and young unwed mothers often came to the sisters for help during their confinement. She had enjoyed helping to care for the babies until the sisters found homes for them. Cordelia’s heart sank. She would never give her child away like that, never! Nor would she trouble Rhys with such a burden, should it come to be.

      “My lord, I…”

      “Rhys. Cordelia, please! We are past formalities, don’t you agree?” He smiled, as if they were talking of the weather instead of such a weighty subject.

      “Rhys. I would never burden you if…”

      “Burden?” he snapped angrily.

      In a flash his face changed, and he yanked her off horse onto his lap. Midnight pranced under them feeling Rhys’ irritation. Her mare threw her head but continued to walked beside them faithfully.

      “Let me make something perfectly clear, Cordelia. My child will be born of my wife. Under no circumstance will I not take full responsibility for the making of my child or leave its mother to provide for it on her own, is that clear?”

      “But surely, you must have…”

      “Others? No Cordelia, I do not. I am well versed on how to prevent an unwanted child. There are no Drayson bastards, nor will there ever be one.”

      Rhys’ grip around her waist was so tight she could barely move. She tried to turn in his arms. At first, he held fast, then eased enough for her to turn. His expression was stern, but concern was in his eyes.

      “If you know how, then why didn’t you?”

      “The first time I thought I would, but you would not let go of my hands and it was too late.” His face softened. “Then, I did not want to.”

      “Are you saying you were trying to get me with child?”

      “I think I was more of the mind that I wouldn’t be sorry if I did,” he confessed.

      Cordelia turned her back to him to think. What did that mean? He wanted her with child, then she would be forced to marry him? Lord above, she wished he would speak plainly! She turned back, tried to hide her frustration, and was determined to understand what he was trying to say.

      “Are you saying that you want to marry me, but only if I’m carrying your child?” she asked.

      “Would you marry me if you weren’t?”

      Her eyes widened and her mouth dropped open at his question! This was the last thing she had expected! Her heart jumped in her throat.

      “Are…are you asking me to marry you?” she stuttered.

      “At the risk of you bolting from me, yes. I am.”

      “But you hardly know me.”

      “I know what I want. We have something special Cordelia. Can you not feel it?” He squeezed her closer, to prove his point.

      Cordelia now knew he heard her tell him she loved him, and although he had not said the words, this was his way of expressing his love in return. Tears welled in her eyes. He felt it too, thank god!

      “Yes,” she whispered. He closed his eyes. When he opened them he cupped her cheek.

      “Marry me.”

      “But I could never make you give up your lifestyle…”

      “There is nothing to give up, Cordelia. There’s only you for me now. Marry me, please,” he said, sincerely.

      Cordelia’s eyes search his. They were full of apprehension. Could he mean what his words? Could he change his ways after all this time?

      “But Rhys, I could never abide a husband that was unfaithful. You are used to your freedom, to have a variety…” Rhys chuckled but it died quickly and his face became stern again.

      “Cordelia, I cannot change my past. It is true, I have experienced a lot of women in my life. But something has changed. Since I have met you, made love to you, it was if it was the first time.” He paused and cupped her cheek tenderly. “I cannot explain it. It was if my life was a hollow shell before and you have filled it. Now, I cannot imagine my life any other way. There will be no other for me Cordelia, whether you marry me or not. There is only you now. You are a part of me now and I need you. Please, marry me.” he pleaded and Cordelia felt the sincerity behind his words. It was as if he was describing her own.

      “Oh Rhys. Kiss me.”

      Cordelia threw her arms around his neck and pulled him to her. His mouth covered hers for a passionate kiss. She could not believe what she was hearing. Was this really happening? When the enormity of what she had just surrendered to hit, she abruptly pulled back.

      “Wait! What of Rodrigo and Emelia? What of my estates? I couldn’t possibly abandon them! I just got them on their feet. They need me.”

      “We will work out the details when I return from Charlesbourg. Was that a yes, then?”

      Cordelia paused and looked at Rhys’ handsome face. He looked so vulnerable and expectant.

      “Yes, yes!” She kissed him again. “But we cannot announce it until everything is sorted out. I would see Rodrigo and Emelia taken care of before I tell them. They are like family to me and I do not want them to have a moment of worry. Promise me.”

      “When I get back from Charlesbourg, then? It will take about a week or so, if I can settle the labor dispute quickly. Is that enough time for you?” Rhys asked.

      “I can live with that.” Cordelia smiled. His face was full of emotion as he slid his hand around to the nape of her neck.

      “On second thought, I’m not sure I can wait that long.”

      He pulled her in for a kiss. By the time they came up for air, they had arrived at the waterfall. It was beautiful, with flowers blooming around the small pond. A grove of trees shaded half the pond and the sound of the waterfall was magical. Rhys dismounted Midnight and lifted Cordelia down from the saddle. He kissed her before her feet hit the ground, and long after. They led the horses over for a drink, then sat on the boulders that surrounded the pond. Cordelia felt like she was in a dream. Everything seemed surreal. The way Rhys looked at her made her stomach feel funny. He leaned forward and kissed her cheek gently. She felt cherished. So, this was what it was like to be in love.

      “The Duke has already asked me to court Esme,” Rhys said, once they got settled. “But I think he has already made up his mind to ask for her hand.”

      “I think they will do well together,” Cordelia added.

      “You would know,” he teased and started to lean in for another kiss. Midnight threw his head, catching their attention. Esme and the Duke came from around a grove of trees. Esme’s hair looked hastily put back together and her hat was missing. It was obvious that they had done more than talk during their alone time. Rhys lifted an eyebrow. “That is quite a gift you have, Cordelia. Tell me, did you know about us as well?”

      “Actually, no. For some reason, I have no insight for myself. But Emelia predicted it.”

      “Did she? I am not surprised.”

      “Oh, this is beautiful!” Esme exclaimed, as she rode up. “How I wish I had thought to bring luncheon for us.”

      “That is a lovely idea, Esme, but, unfortunately, I would not have been able to stay. I have to get back. There is much to oversee for the ball tonight,” Cordelia said, as she walked to her mare. “Perhaps next time you visit Middleton? Please stay and enjoy yourselves.”

      “I must return as well. I have business to attend to,” Rhys stated. He nodded to the Duke, indicating it was time to go. The Duke nodded respectfully in return.

      Rhys lifted Cordelia into her saddle and held her as she settled. Cordelia put her hand over his and squeezed before he let go. He rewarded her with one of his rakish smiles. He was her fiancé! Soon to be her husband Cordelia thought as she appreciated his handsome face. She felt like the luckiest woman alive.

      “Will we be visiting Middleton again Rhys?” Esme asked, watching their exchange.

      “Most definitely,” he answered quickly, not taking his eyes off hers.

      Esme sucked in her breath and smiled at the Duke. He winked at her. Apparently, Emelia had been right, she was the only person who had been blind.

      The short ride back was filled with light-hearted banter between she and Esme. It was obvious that she was taken with the Duke and happy for her brother. It was hard not to stare at Rhys as he rode ahead, talking with the Duke about the horses. They were impressive beasts, to be sure. She could see why the Duke was interested.

      “Where did you purchase your horses, Rhys?” Rodger asked.

      “Moreland. It’s south of here, close to the coast. Their horseflesh is second only to Sheffield’s.”

      “Ah, Sheffield’s Friesians are hard to obtain to be sure. Even I am on the waiting list for a stallion, and I know the Marquess Talbert through the Duke of Grafton.”

      “I can offer you an introduction to Viscount Moreland. He is getting on in years, but he knows his horseflesh.”

      “Did you say the Viscount Moreland?” Cordelia cut in, as the name caught her attention.

      “Yes, do you know him?” Rhys slowed Midnight beside her as the Duke pulled up beside Esme.

      “No, but I received a missive that he would like an audience with me next week. I wanted to know more of him before I agreed to meet,” she informed Rhys, who immediately scowled at the news.

      “Do you think he is looking for a wife?” Esme asked.

      “That is the usual reason for requesting and audience with me,” Cordelia pointed out.

      “The man has to be in his eighties, Cordelia. Why would he wish to take a wife this late in life?”

      “It is more common place than you think, Rhys. He may want a companion for his later years,” Cordelia explained.

      “As long as it is not you.” he said, under his breath, but everyone heard. Esme giggled.

      “Of course not,” Cordelia said reassuringly, and put her hand on his arm. “I am not available.”

      He picked up her hand and kissed it. She smiled warmly at him. Her life was about to change. She would have Emelia attend these interviews with her so Rhys would not have to worry. How else was her life to change? Where would they live? So many details would need to be considered. When they arrived at the stables, Rupert was waiting for her.

      “We are ready for your final approval, my lady,” he said, with a bow.

      Cordelia looked at Rhys, reluctant to leave him after what had happened between them.

      “Go. I will wait you at the bottom of the stairs to escort you into the ball,” he said, with an understanding smile.
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      The rest of the day floated by like a dream. Cordelia had a difficult time concentrating on the details of the ball. The courtyard was beautiful, magical, and reflected everything she was feeling in her heart today. The white flower garlands were the perfect final touch to the enchanted space. The scent of roses from dozens of bouquets hung in the air. Cordelia could not wait to see the courtyard after dark, when the thousands of overhead candles were lit. If the room did not inspire romance, she did not know what would.

      After a trip to the kitchen to be sure all was prepared for the impending crowd, she finally arrived at her room. Tilly had retrieved her dress from Rodrigo. Displayed on a form in her dressing area, her gown seemed to stand on its own. It was another masterpiece. The midnight blue, strapless, corseted bodice had beads in a damask pattern around the top and bottom edges. The skirt had satin panels that were slit to mid-thigh where pleats of matching chiffon were inside, that beautifully flared the bottom of the gown. Each of the pleats had glass beads that catch the light as she moved. The chiffon would glimmer as she walked, and billow when she danced. Tears came to her eyes. She had never seen anything like it before. How had her life gone from a nightmare with the Earl to this fairytale?

      “Oh, my lady! You are finally here!” Tilly exclaimed, as she came in from the antechamber carrying a wooden box. It was wrapped in a white ribbon that had a card tucked underneath. “I am so glad you are here. I have been charged with this box since it arrived. I gave my word that I would not let it out of my sight until I personally handed it to you. It is quite heavy.” She handed the box over. “It is exquisite is it not?”

      “Yes,” she said, and put it on her vanity. “Who delivered it?”

      “Someone named Turner. He’s a valet, I think. He was more concerned about the safety of the box than he was about answering my questions, I tell you what! I had to give him my word of honor more than once. I am dying to know what is inside.” Tilly stated, with excitement.

      Cordelia’s curiosity was killing her too. She undid the ribbon and set the note aside. Tilly gasped as she lifted the lid. Inside, incased in black velvet, was the most incredible sapphire and silver pearl choker, and two matching pearl necklaces. It was like nothing she’d seen before. The center sapphire was as at least twenty carats that was surrounded by diamonds. The choker had three strands of silver pearls that clasped at the back of the neck. One of the matching necklaces was a longer length than the other, long enough fall over her breasts. Each strand was weighted with a large tear drop sapphire, also surrounded by diamonds, which matched the large stone in the choker. The set must have cost a small fortune.

      “They look like jewels fit for a queen, my lady!” Tilly exclaimed, as they were both stared at it stunned.

      Cordelia was speechless. She had never thought much about jewelry, but even if she had, she could have never have imagined anything like this!

      “Who sent it to you, my lady?” Tilly asked, with reverence.

      Cordelia’s hands shook as she reached for the card. They had to be from Rhys. But when? How? Did he know she was going to accept his proposal?

      Because you are mine, and I am yours, now, and forever more.

      Rhys

      Cordelia’s heart pinched. She could not fathom how he had done it. The closest jeweler that would carry this quality was in London.

      “They are from Lord Roth.”

      “Oh my! They are perfect for your dress, my lady.” Tilly clutched her hands to her chest. “And I know just how to do your hair to show them off. Oh! I cannot wait to see you with them on! Did you see your dress? How did he know the piece would match your dress so perfectly? I am going to make you the most beautiful lady attending tonight. He will be so proud. I will order you a bath and…”

      Cordelia blocked out Tilly’s chatter as she ran her fingers across the bold letters written on the parchment. Everything about Rhys was strong, confident and masculine, including his script. He could have any woman he wanted, and he had picked her. Cordelia felt a pang of emotion about what this gift meant. He loved her. She was sure of it. Someday he would say the words, but, until then, he was showing her in every other possible way. Any insecurities she had about marrying him disappeared. Suddenly, she could not wait to see him.

      The two hours it took to get ready felt like two days. When she was finally slipping on her elbow length gloves, Rodrigo walked in without knocking.

      “I’m here, I’m here, lovey. I’m so sorry I am late. So many coifs to fix and gowns to adjust. Oh my!” He stopped short as Tilly removed the necklace from the box and draped it around Cordelia’s neck. “Besides being gorgeous, the man has impeccable taste.”

      “It was you who told him the color of my gown, wasn’t it?”

      “Of course, it was me! Who else would know?” he said, in a huff. “And the grumpy jeweler he brought in from London took up a whole corner of my room as he made the changes Roth wanted. But now that I see the finished piece, I say it was worth it! Good lord!” He lifted the sapphire that hung the lowest. “I could not have designed the piece better myself,” he said, in awe.

      “When did he have a jeweler brought in from London?”

      “Yesterday. The man arrived during dinner and worked all night to finish. He bought earrings for Lady Esme too, but they are nothing like this. I am beyond jealous,” he railed. “Plus, your hair is perfect. Was this you?” he asked Tilly, who nodded proudly. “I have taught you well. If you are done with Tilly, can I borrow her? I am dreadfully behind tonight and the other ladies are starting to panic. I could use another set of hands. At this rate, I will not make it to the ball myself!”

      “Of course! Tilly?”

      “I would be honored.” She did one last fluff of Cordelia’s skirt then followed Rodrigo and his team from the room.

      “People, it is time to divide and conquer. Tilly, you take Lady…” Cordelia heard Rodrigo barking orders as they marched down the hall. She was so rattled that she had forgotten to thank him for her dress. There would be time later, she supposed.

      After one last look in the mirror, she hurried down the hall to the stairs. She stopped at the top, searching for Rhys below. The foyer and hallways were full of guests. The footmen were scrambling to take their wraps and guide them to the courtyard. It was a much larger crush than last year. Making it impossible to focus on all the faces in the crowd as it ebbed and flowed through the small space.

      Suddenly, hands wrapped around her waist and she was pulled behind the panel that led to the servant’s hallway. She was pushed in a dark corner and lips covered hers before she could cry out. Rhys. She sighed, wrapped her arms around his neck, and kissed him back.

      “I had to have a moment alone before we went down into the crowd. I felt like a lecher peeking through the door waiting for you,” he whispered.

      “A very generous lecher, my lord.” She could feel him smiling as he rubbed his lips against hers and spoke.

      “Mmmm, you like my gift, I gather.” he whispered, as he traveled to her ear.

      “Of course, but it is not necessary, mmm…” His hot breath was wreaking havoc on her ear, making it hard to speak. “I do not expect such things…ahh…,” she moaned, as he sucked on her ear lobe.

      “You are to be my Marchioness, so you should be adorned as one.”

      “I wasn’t at the time you bought it, Rhys. What were you thinking?”

      He pulled back and looked at her.

      “I was hopeful,” he said sweetly. “Besides, you are mine and I was never going to let you go. I guess I wanted you to know that.”

      “Oh Rhys…,” she whispered, overwhelmed, wishing he would say the words she really wanted to hear. She desperately want to say them back, but it was too new. She would wait for him to say it first. She pressed her lips on his instead and kissed him with all the emotion that poured from her heart. When he pulled away, they stared at each other. His expression turned serious.

      “Lift your dress,” he commanded.

      “Rhys, the servants could come through any moment…”

      “Lift your dress, now,” he said, quietly but sternly.

      She did his bidding, lifting her skirt and gathering it in front of her bodice as gently as she could, so as not to wrinkle the material. Rhys knelt in front of her. She felt the ribbon on her underpants loosen and drop to her ankles. He lifted one foot, then the other, as he removed them. Then, he paused. Cordelia could not see what he was doing down there because of her skirt as she waited. She was exposed to the world, to him, with only her stockings covering her legs. She opened her mouth to remind him that a servant could come through any moment, when she felt his hand on the back of her knee. Slowly, he pushed it up and she felt the cool air on her intimate skin. The heat of his breath next made her gasp as his tongue slipped into her folds.

      Cordelia dropped her dress and braced herself against the wall as his tongue traveled back and forth, rough but firm on the sensitive skin. She bit her lip so she wouldn’t cry out. Oh god, it felt incredible. She moved her hips forward and back, relishing the feel of him. He put her leg over his shoulder, then lifted her and put her other leg on his other shoulder. With both hands on her derriere, he pulled her sex to him and sucked her nub into his mouth.

      “Oh god…,” she hissed, and put her hands on his head, on top of her dress.

      Back and forth, her nub rubbed against the buds on his tongue. Cordelia’s mouth fell open, but only guttural sounds came out as he relentlessly sucked on her, harder and harder. White hot heat shot through her sex and she felt light headed as her orgasm built so quickly that she thought she was going to explode any second. Then, he abruptly stopped. She felt him kiss her throbbing nub and swirl his tongue around it once, before shrugging one of her legs off his shoulder, then the other. What? He was stopping now? He kissed her again at her apex, as he rubbed up and down her thighs, cupping her derriere for a brief second.

      “Rhys?” Cordelia gathered her skirt, trying to see him. “What is wrong?” she asked, desperate for him to continue. He sat back on his calves with his hands on his knees, as she pulled her dress over his head. When he looked up at her, his lips were shiny with her juices.

      “Nothing, I assure you, other than my desperate need to be inside you.”

      “We could go back to my room. My maid is gone and…”

      “No. I want to leave you throbbing for me. I want every step you take to remind you of how much I want you, need you. Then tonight…,” he gave her a rakish smile, stood, and looked down at her, his green eyes piercing her soul. “We will finish what we started.”

      Cordelia gasped at the desire and mischief sparkling in his eyes. Good lord, he was good at seduction. He raked his fingers through his hair to fix it before he took her hand and kissed it.

      “Shall we go?”

      Cordelia was at a loss for words until they reached the top of the stairway. He was right. Every step was a reminder of how aroused he made her. He had not even given her back her underpants so she could cover herself. Every step was erotic. He licked his lips every time she looked at him. The arrogant tease! She smiled back, seductively.

      “You are a lecher after all, my lord. You wish to watch me suffer all night, waiting, wanting your touch again.” She paused and leaned in closer. “And I do, want your touch…desperately,” she whispered. Rhys put his hand under her elbow to escort her down the stairs. “Now I cannot wait until I can wrap my lips around you and rub my tongue up and down until you are about to burst just as I am now.” Rhys stumbled, then cleared his throat to cover for his misstep. Cordelia suppressed a smile, satisfied that she rattled him a little.

      “Vixen!” he hissed, teasingly.

      “You have no idea…my lord.”

      There! Let him think on that, as she walked around in an erotic haze, her sex throbbing. He licked his lips again when he did not think she was looking. Cordelia smiled. Life with this man was surely going to be an adventure.
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      “Lady Cromwell! My my! Don’t you look a vision! You have outdone yourself, I dare say. The courtyard is a dream! It’s utterly romantic! There will surely be many matches tonight!” a robust lady, dressed in miles of cretonne, called up the stairs.

      Once at the bottom of the stairs, Rhys let her go. He bowed, gave her a knowing look, and left. She belonged to him, good god, he truly owned her heart and soul. He did not walk far before he was stopped by another gentleman. Cordelia took comfort that he was close, and curtsied before she spoke.

      “Lady Verness, thank you, your daughter being among them, I hope. She has been very popular and has two very serious suitors as a result,” she informed the lady politely.

      “Two? Two! My, my, it’s about time. Two seasons she’s had. Her older sisters were both snatched up on their first.”

      “I believe she has very discriminating taste, my lady. Either of her choices would make a wonderful match. Both are fine gentlemen from distinguished families.”

      “Tell me, tell me all!” Lady Verness replied, with enthusiasm.

      Cordelia and Lady Verness slowly made their way through the crush. Cordelia was waylaid several times to greet guests, or parents eager to hear news of their son’s or daughter’s progress. Cordelia was relieved when Emelia joined her to help field the questions.

      They slowly made their way to the entrance of the courtyard. Rhys was instantly by her side to escort her inside. He laced her arm in his before they descended the small staircase into the courtyard. When she looked at him, he was smiling down at her with pride. Her stomach jumped at the raw emotion on his face. Had it always been there, but she had never noticed?

      “You’ve outdone yourself, my lady. This is incredible,” Rhys complimented.

      “It took me two years to replant the courtyard. I repurposed all the plants from the pond.”

      “It is stunning, just like you,” he said quietly. Cordelia felt her cheeks turning pink. “I can see that I’m not going to be able to spend much time with you this evening,” he stated, indicating the large group of people politely waiting to talk with her. “Will you save the first waltz for me?”

      “I would be honored, Lord Roth,” she said, as she curtsied.

      Rhys bowed over her hand, then walked toward the Duke and Esme. Cordelia sighed. This was usually the best night of these week-long mixers. Normally, she looked forward to the announcements and the frequent trips to her study to settle accounts. But tonight, she wanted it over with quickly so she could escape with Rhys and finish what they had started. Damn the man for turning her life upside down! She watched him walk away. Every man paled in comparison to his dark masculinity. She never thought she would moon over a man, yet here she was, doing just that.

      “Another successful event I see,” a tall thin gentleman stated sarcastically as he walked up to her with a stern looking woman on his arm. They did not look happy to see her. “For some anyway.” He added dripping mirth.

      “Lord and Lady Tilman,” Cordelia curtsied. “What an honor. I did not know you were attending this evening, I am truly flattered.”

      “I’m not one to beat around the bush, Lady Cromwell. We are here because of a letter from our son. He urged us to come and meet his future wife.”

      “Ah, yes. He must mean the beautiful Lady Verness. They have spent much time together over the past week.”

      “Then why is she on the arm of another gentleman?” Lady Tilman demanded angrily. “Although my son hides it well, he is a Tilman after all, but I can see he is heartbroken. A mother can tell these things.”

      “I…I…,” she stuttered. Lady Verness was her pick for Tilman. She had witnessed their embrace in the trees. That was a kiss of two people who wanted each other. What had happened? Cordelia looked around for Emelia or Roddy hoping for answers, embarrassed she did not know them herself.

      “What kind of establishment are you running here, Lady Cromwell? You dare to toy with my son’s affections?”

      “No, of course not…”

      Suddenly, Rhys was at her side and put a protective hand on Cordelia’s back before he spoke. “I’m afraid your son played coy with the young lady for far too long, Tilman, which allowed Lord Wright to beat him in asking the young lady to the ball. He should not have dragged his feet if he had an interest in her. It was your son’s hesitation that caused her to be on Lord Wright’s arm tonight, not Lady Cromwell’s actions.” He looked the angry lord in the eye. “And, if he does not fight for the lady, she may remain on Lord Wright’s arm for the rest of her life. Lady Verness is a coveted catch,” Rhys stated, flatly.

      “Is that so?” Lord Tilman replied, shocked that the Marquess knew of his son’s predicament.

      “Quite. Lady Verness is a kind and honorable young lady. She is keeping her word to Lord Wright, even though her heart belongs to your son. She insisted on honoring her word, even though your son asked her to break it. The young lady refused to humiliate Lord Wright by doing so. Admirable, is it not? A rare quality, I dare say. If your son does not stop trying to make her jealous, he may very well lose the young lady’s heart permanently,” Rhys continued to explain.

      “Make her jealous? That ninny!” Lady Tilman exclaimed, appalled. “He gets this from you, Henry!” she said, exasperated.

      “I…I have never told him to do any such thing!” He exclaimed defensively, affronted.

      “Then, you bloody well better have a talk with him now!” Lady Tilman said angrily and pulled his arm to get him moving. “Right this instant, before more damage is done. I swear…” She continued her tirade until they were out of earshot.

      “Thank you. How did you know?”

      “Lady Verness confided in me at dinner last night.”

      “Ah, so that was what all that canoodling and doe eyes was about,” Cordelia teased.

      “I was a perfect gentleman. But somehow it still earned me a kick under the table,” he quipped.

      “As I recall, that was not all you earned under the table.” Cordelia looked at him sideways and slowly licked her lips. “I believe I am going to enjoy myself immensely once this night is over and I get you to myself.” His eyes widened.

      “Tease,” he whispered.

      “Me? This is your fault, for leaving me in such a state. Now my thoughts are out of control.”

      Rhys smiled triumphantly, slid his hand further around her waist, and gave her an affectionate squeeze. Cordelia badly wanted to reach up and fix the errant hair that had fallen attractively over his forehead. She squeezed her fists to quell the urge.

      “Ahem! Excuse me,” Emelia said quietly. Cordelia’s head whipped around to face her surprised she hadn’t heard her approach. How long had she been standing there?

      “Sorry to interrupt, Cordelia, but Lord Stanley is waiting in your office.”

      So, it begins, thought Cordelia. Oh, how she wished she could quit this business! Her heart was not in the game any longer. Now, all she wanted was to be with Rhys.

      “If you will excuse me, Lord Roth.” She curtsied, and Rhys nodded. Threading her arm through Emelia’s she started dragging her along. “You are coming with me.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes. It’s time you learned how it is done.”

      “Alright.” Emelia said surprised.

      They walked in silence for a moment. Emelia took several sideways glances at Cordelia.

      “What?”

      “Lord Roth?” Emelia asked, knowingly. “You have fallen completely for him then?”

      It was more a statement than a question. Oh well, Cordelia thought. She was going to find out soon enough anyway.

      With a smile, she said, “More than you can fathom, Emelia, more than I can fathom myself.”

      Emelia smiled and squeezed her arm. They approached her office and the footmen opened the doors.

      “Here we go. Are you ready?” They smoothed their skirts and straightened before entering the office.

      Four meetings and forty-five minutes later, they returned to the courtyard to find Rhys. The music had started, and couples were dancing merrily. Had the crowd grown in their absence?

      “Why does it feel as though the party has grown well beyond the original guest list?” Emelia asked, as if reading her mind.

      “I was just wondering the same. What could be the draw?” Cordelia asked, perplexed.

      “I’m sure I do not know.” Then, Emelia sucked in her breath. “It has to be because of the Duke! Word must have been leaked that he is here looking for a match!”

      “That would do it! We had better find him and the Draysons right away. They may want to escape,” Cordelia said, scanning the room for Rhys. She spotted the Duke instantly. Like Rhys, he was almost a head taller than everyone else. “You find Roddy, I’ll speak to the Duke.”

      Emelia nodded and they left in different directions. While crossing the room she looked for Rhys. As she made her way to the Duke, Cordelia was stopped twice. While being introduced to a young lord by his parents, she spotted Rhys’ back, barely visible behind a large bush that made up one of the alcoves. He abruptly backed up a step. Although she could only see his profile, she recognized the angry scowl on his face. A gloved hand reached out, grabbed his arm, and tried to pull him back. He stepped forward, out of view for just a second, then turned and quickly walked away. A moment later, an attractive woman with sandy brown hair and green eyes stepped out of the space, fixing the bodice of her green gown. Cordelia’s heart plummeted. Had Rhys been kissing her?

      “Lady Cromwell?” The young lord whose name escaped her asked her a question, but she had no idea what he had said as she pondered what she just saw.

      “My apologies,” she stated. “You caught me on my way to an important errand. I believe I will be preoccupied until I complete it. Can we set up an appointment next week to discuss the matter?”

      “Of course, my lady.” The young man bowed enthusiastically. He was much too zealous for her peace of mind. What had she just agreed to?

      “Until then…” she said, to end the conversation, and hurried away. This time, she only nodded to those who wished an audience, not stopping for anyone as she made her way to the Duke.

      “Lady Cromwell!” Esme exclaimed. “I am so happy to see you. Rhys said you might be occupied most of the night and not to be surprised if you had no time for us.” Esme curtsied, and the Duke bowed. “We are honored that you came to say hello. Is that not right, Rodger?”

      “Certainly,” he replied, sincerely.

      “I came out of concern for you, your grace. I believe your presence has caused quite a stir. We believe word has leaked that you are here to find a wife. The crowd has grown exponentially because of it. I was concerned you may be uncomfortable,” she rushed to explain. The Duke laughed and looked at Esme.

      “Then let’s prove them right. With Lord Roth’s permission, I will introduce Lady Esme as my fiancée. That should shut them down, I dare say,” he stated, with a big smile.

      “Is this true?” Cordelia asked Esme whose beaming face answered the question. “Does your brother know?”

      “According to Rodger, Rhys knew it was coming. But he left us  abruptly to talk with someone and has not been back since. Rodger was waiting to speak with him before we make an announcement,” Esme informed her.

      “Rodrigo is going to be beside himself. We must let him make the announcement. He will take all the credit anyway. You wait and see,” she said, genuinely happy for the couple. “I will find Rhys for you. I just saw him a moment ago. Will you be fine waiting here, or would you rather be settled in one of the private parlors?”

      “We will be fine here, my lady, not to worry. I am used to being pursued by husband hunting mothers and daughters. It will not bother me a bit, now that my search is over.” He looked at Esme. There was no mistaking the joy in his eyes. “Besides, I wish to dance with my fiancée.”

      “As you wish, your grace.” Esme curtsied.

      Cordelia could not be happier for the Duke. The look on his face made her stomach ache. Earlier, Rhys had looked at her the same way. Then, why would he be in an alcove with another woman? Before fear and paranoia could take over, she shook herself. No! She would not assume anything. That had made her misjudge him before, and she would not make the same mistake again. Rhys had said those days were over and she must trust him. More than ever, she needed to find him.
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      “Lady Cromwell?” came the panicked voice of Lady Verness came from behind her. “Please, may I have a moment?”

      Cordelia turned and saw the distress on the pretty girl’s face. She took her hands to comfort her.

      “What is wrong? Come. Sit. tell me.” She led the young woman to the nearest alcove and sat her on the bench. She asked the couple snuggling in the corner for a moment’s privacy, and they reluctantly left. “Tell me what ails you?”

      “I do not know what to do, my lady. Lord Wright is speaking with his parents about making an offer for my hand, but Lord Tilman wants me to refuse and marry him,” she babbled.

      “I’m not sure I understand. I thought you and Lord Tilman had an attraction. Do you have equal feelings for Lord Wright?” Cordelia asked.

      “Oh no! My heart belongs to Lord Tilman. It’s just that he never showed interest until after Lord Wright asked to escort me. Lord Tilman was still talking with the other ladies, you see, and I did not think his intentions were serious. So, I accepted Lord Wright’s invitation. Tilman was furious with me! He kissed me, and told me I owned his heart. From that moment on I knew he was the one. But I could not humiliate Lord Wright, now could I? Tilman left me when I refused to break my word to Lord Wright and went back to flirting with other girls, just like that!” She snapped her fingers. “Just now, he cornered me and begged my forgiveness. He said he was just trying to make me jealous. He wants my hand and my heart forever. But how can I ever trust him again?”

      “Men are silly things. They often let their egos rule the day. What does your heart say?”

      “My heart belongs to Lord Tilman. His kiss, oh my, Lady Cromwell, I cannot describe it…I…”

      “I understand. And your feelings for Lord Wright?”

      “He is the better match for sure, higher in rank and situation, but his kiss felt nothing like Tilman’s. Oh, it is all so confusing! Help me, Lady Cromwell! What should I do?” she buried her face in her hands. Cordelia rubbed her back.

      “Whatever you do, do not rush into a decision. If their intentions are true, they will wait for you. Follow your heart. It will guide you in the right direction,” she consoled. “Now, you must compose yourself and get back out there. See what happens this evening before you decide anything. The answer will become clear soon enough.”

      They stood, and Cordelia helped Lady Verness refresh her appearance. Lady Verness curtsied and walked regally out of the alcove. Cordelia followed, and circled the courtyard twice looking for Rhys. Where could have he gone? Why would he leave her and his sister on such a momentous occasion? Then, just for an instant, she saw him deep in conversation with a gentleman at the top of the stairs. Then, Rhys went one way and the gentleman the other. Both had determined looks on their faces. Odd, Cordelia thought, and tried to quell her suspicions.

      By the time Cordelia arrived at the top of the stairs, they were gone. Cordelia scanned the room, this time looking for the lady in the green dress. She got a sickening feeling when she realized the beautiful woman was also gone. Now, there was no controlling her paranoid thoughts. Was he with her? Had she been used after all? Now that Esme was to be engaged, was he done with her? Was everything he had said a lie or a ploy to use her connections to match his sister without having to pay? He would not be the first to try. No. Many have tried this tactic before. She would not allow herself to believe it. Why would he go to such extremes? It made no sense at all.

      There was one sure way to find out. Cordelia plastered a smile on her face and walked briskly to the stairs, nodding to everyone along the way. Once halfway up, she ran to Rhys’ door. She pressed her ear against it and heard muffled conversation. He was there. Her heart sank even further. It could not be true! He must be talking to his valet she reasoned. Cordelia checked the handle, and it wasn’t locked. A small measure of relief flooded, he always locked the door when he was with her, always. Her heart lifted a fraction, and she swung the door open.

      The blood drained from her face as she took in the scene. The beautiful woman in the green dress was naked, lying on the bed while Rhys, one knee on the mattress, leaned over her, tying her hands to the bedpost. Judging by his face, he was either angry, or excited. There was a riding crop on the bed beside her. Rhys’ words about a riding crop surfaced. He was getting ready to spank the woman! The woman was looking at him with such lust. Obviously, this was not the first time they had done this. This woman was Rhys’ lover. As if in slow motion Rhys looked over to her. His face changed to shock and he dropped his hands.

      “Cordelia.”

      At the sound of her name, her heart shattered into a million pieces. It was a lie, all of it! A lie and a manipulation! He was everything she thought he was. A rake, a seducer and an arrogant cad, who would stop at nothing to get what he wanted. And she had given him everything. Tears stung her eyes, and her feet felt like lead as she turned to run from the room.

      “Wait!”

      Cordelia heard the panic in his voice as she fled. She started down the hallway, but this time he was on her before she got too far. He grabbed her arm and spun her around. The look of anguish on his face was so convincing. How did he do it?

      “Cordelia, this is not what you think. Let me explain,” he pleaded.

      Cordelia looked at his hand on her arm, then to his face. He reluctantly let go. The moment her arm was free, she pulled it back and slapped his face as hard as she could. Her hand stung from the blow. His head snapped sideways, then he slowly turned back to lock eyes with her.

      “Do not ever touch me again,” she hissed. His eyes narrowed and, although his features looked angry, his eyes were full of sorrow.

      “I’m afraid that is not possible, Cordelia. I could never stay away from you. We are to be married, remember?”

      “Ha! You can drop your pretense now my lord. You have won!”

      “Won?”

      “Yes, everything! Your sister is to be a duchess. They wait for you downstairs to make the announcement. And, you have bedded the elusive matchmaker to boot! A very successful week for you, my lord. I’d say your work here is done.”

      “You think I asked you to marry me to make a match for my sister?”

      “A rather clever move on your part, I must say. You strung me along until the match was solidified, although it was completely unnecessary, Esme caught the Duke on her own. I only made an introduction. It was one step too far, my lord. You may want to keep that in mind for next time,” she said, much calmer than she felt. She turned to storm away, but he stepped in front of her.

      “There will not be a next time, Cordelia. You might as well resign yourself to that fact,” he said sternly. “And, though you may not want to hear my explanation right now, this changes nothing between us.”

      Her eyes snapped to his. What was his game? He couldn’t possibly think she would marry him after this.

      “You cannot be serious.”

      “I am perfectly serious. This changes nothing.”

      The look on his face scared her. He was livid, practically shaking with anger. Did he hate losing so much that he would condemn her to a life of misery? His bedroom door opened, and the woman poked her head out, clutching her dress to cover her bosom.

      “Rhys?” The woman called his name expectantly, and Cordelia saw him flinch. Her heart shattered all over again. Tears welled in her eyes.

      “It changes everything,” she whispered. His expression turned to despair. “Never speak to me again.” Before she completely lost her composure, Cordelia turned and walked away.

      “You are mine, Cordelia. Nothing will change that. Ever. This is not over,” he called after her.

      She paused for the briefest of seconds before she kept walking. Oh, how she wanted those words to be true! But the ache in her chest told her all she needed to know. He was a rake. He would never be faithful, and she would not live like that, ever. She had vowed long ago to never to belong to a man again. Where had she lost her resolve? When had she become so weak? She straightened her spine and continued walking, vowing not to look back.

      Cordelia’s hands shook uncontrollably as she searched for the button to open the panel to the servant’s hallway. Once inside, she crumpled to the floor. Oh god, the pain was a knife in her heart. Why would God show her such a promise of happiness if she was not destined to have it? Her body was overcome by sobs.  Quickly as she could she made her way to her room and flung herself through the door. Tilly was there, laying out her night clothes. She sucked in her breath and ran to her when she saw Cordelia.

      “My lady, what is wrong? Oh my, come sit down.” She put her hand around her waist and helped her to the vanity. “Is the ball already over?”

      “No. Please send someone for Emelia. I cannot go back down. I am not feeling well.”

      “Oh, my lady, should I call for a doctor…”

      “Tilly, please, just do as I say!” she screamed and slammed her fist on the table. Tilly jumped. “And, post footmen by my door. I do not want to see anyone but Emelia, is that clear?” Tilly ran off to do her bidding.

      Cordelia looked in the mirror, picked up a tub of powder, and threw it at her reflection.

      “Fool! This is what you get for letting your guard down!” she screamed at herself.

      Suddenly, the weight of the necklace became unbearable, as if it was a collar that suppressed her freedom. She had to get it off! And, struggled with the clasp. Tilly came rushing in.

      “Let me help you, my lady. I sent a footman for Lady Emelia. She should be here soon,” she cajoled. “And there is already one footman at the door.”

      “Fine. Thank you,” she said softly, feeling guilty for yelling at her earlier. Tilly managed to unclasp the necklace, and placed it gingerly into the box gingerly. Cordelia watched as Tilly closed the lid. It had been a lie, all of it. The necklace was a symbol of that manipulation. Or, could it have been payment for services rendered? The thought made her nauseous. She wanted nothing to remind her of him or their time together. She would wipe him from her mind forever! Just then, Emelia came rushing in. When Cordelia saw the concern on her features, she completely lost her composure and ran to her, flinging herself against Emelia in a hug. Emelia steered them over to the settee and sat them down.

      “Oh Emelia! I am such a fool!” She buried her face in her hands and let the tears flow. “And I told him I would marry him! I should have never trusted him! I knew better.” She sobbed and put her face in Emelia’s lap.

      “Cordelia, my heavens! What has happened? Just an hour ago you were in paradise because of the man! What could have happened?”

      “I caught him, Emelia, with another woman!”

      “No! I cannot believe it! It makes no sense! Why would he risk. . .”

      “Well, he did! There is no mistake this time. She was on his bed, naked. And…” When visions of Rhys tying the woman to the bedpost surfaced she started to sob uncontrollably, no longer able to speak.

      “What did he say? He must’ve said something…,” Emelia asked incredulous. A knock on the door interrupted her train of thought. Tilly rushed to answer it.

      “Send them away. I do not care who it is…,” Cordelia ordered, panicked. She could not face anyone right now, especially Rhys.

      Tilly opened the door and took a note from the footman. With shaky hands, she handed it to Cordelia. Tilly had tears in her eyes.

      “It’s from him, my lady,” she said quietly.

      Cordelia looked at the missive as if it were a poisonous snake. She knew deep in her heart that if he tried to win her back right now he would succeed. She would do anything to take away this pain and feel like she had before. But there was no going back, and she knew it. She could never trust him again. She would never believe any man again. They were all selfish, self-serving pigs!

      “Throw it away,” she ordered.

      “Don’t you wish for answers, Cordelia?” Emelia asked softly. “If for nothing else but to get closure?”

      “No. I care not what he has to say, whether it be an apology or an excuse. I will never trust him again, ever! So, it does not matter,” she said, sadly, resigned. “Throw it away. Get it out of my sight.”

      “Cordelia…”

      “Emelia, whose side are you on? I just saw the only man I have ever loved in bed with naked woman. Can you not, even for a moment, see how shattered I am…I…” Tears came again but did not quell the stabbing pain in her chest. She felt weak, and wished she could somehow turn her brain off. She stood and started to walk to the dressing area. “Tilly please, get me out of this gown and fetch me the sleeping draught we used for the Earl.”

      “Cordelia! You cannot use that! It’s too dangerous!” Emelia exclaimed.

      “I need to sleep. I need relief. I will face this tomorrow, after everyone has left. Please Emelia, no lectures. I cannot take any more tonight. Please.”

      “Fine, but I am administering the potion. I insist,” she said forcefully.

      Tilly handed Emelia the bottle as soon as she had Cordelia in her night clothes. Emelia measured the smallest amount and put it in a small pull of cognac. Cordelia swallowed it in one gulp.

      “I have to get back downstairs,” Emelia stated, and hugged her. “I will come back and check on you in a few minutes.”

      “Yes, of course,” Cordelia answered, but, truthfully, she did not care.

      As soon as Emelia and Tilly left the room Cordelia went to the waste can and looked for Rhys’ note. It was not there. She supposed it was for the best. The necklace box stood out like a beacon, and the stabbing pain returned at the sight of it. She fingered the note he had included and read it once more.

      Because you are mine, and I am yours, now and forever more.

      It seemed like a year had passed since she last read it. What a lie! Hers indeed! Cordelia went to her writing desk and took out parchment and ink. She wrote a message, folded it in half, and tucked his note inside. She placed the note on the box and handed them both to Tilly who walked in with a tea tray.

      “Make sure this is in Lord Roth’s carriage in the morning. He intends to leave early so be sure you see to the task yourself. I do not want you to miss it, understand?”

      “Yes, my lady,” Tilly confirmed with tears and a curtsy. Cordelia went to bed, beginning to feel the effects of the draught. The moment she was under the covers, sleep overtook her. Tilly opened the note and read it.

      I belong to no one.

      

      
        
        To be continued…

        Look for Book 2

        The Marquess

        Coming soon.
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