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SCANDALOUS INTENTIONS

CHAPTER ONE
London 1843
 
Sarah knew exactly what kind of man he was. All of London did. He was the type of man no respectable woman should associate with.
Sarah picked up a champagne flute and looked around. For the third time that night, her gaze collided with his. Lord Julian Carrington, the Marquess of Luvington. She lingered there for a moment, taking in the despicably delicious sight of him. He leaned against a white pillar, green eyes dancing in the lamp light. Drat. Every time she turned around, she found him watching her. Was there no escaping his attention?
A grin spread across his lips, sending a rush of heat into her cheeks. When he winked, she snapped her attention back to Grace Stratton, the Duchess of Abernathy. “Would you care for a stroll on the veranda?” She needed to break her connection with the notorious rake.
Grace closed her fan. “A splendid idea.” She pivoted and moved through a sea of colorful ball gowns, toward the exit.
Sarah walked beside the duchess, neither speaking a word as they approached the open doors. Cool air washed across her as she stepped over the threshold into the night. The breeze picked up as if seeking to wipe away the heat that rose in her cheeks at the thought of Lord Luvington and his unwanted glances. Blackguard.
Glancing at Grace, Sarah sighed. “What do you suppose he was staring at us for?”
Grace giggled, her strawberry blonde tresses bouncing. “Not us, dear. You.”
Sarah turned to her. “He signed my dance card, too. Taking the last waltz. But why? What would a rake the likes of him want with me?”
“Perhaps it is nothing,” Grace waved her fan. “But there is one way to find out.”
“Please expound, Your Grace.” Sarah peered at her, a faint grin pulling at her lips.
“Ask him.”
Grace took a step toward the veranda doors and Sarah followed. “Maybe I will.” She glanced up at the stars twinkling in the sky and moved across the threshold. “Or perhaps I will simply refuse. After all, the last waltz is for couples.”
“It will do you no harm to honor his request.”
Except it could. A woman had to be careful around a man like that. At least they were in a public place. What could he do to her here, amidst the ton?
Sarah followed Grace into the room just as the quartet played the last notes of a waltz. Lord Gibbs waited for her on the edge of the dance floor. She nodded to Grace as he swept her into the middle of the room for their dance. Despite her current partner, her thoughts wandered where they should not. Lord Luvington. Her pulse quickened at the idea of being so close to the handsome rake. A dance could prove tolerable.
No. She had no desire to become the object of tomorrow’s gossip. The idea of a renowned rake taking an interest in her upset her equilibrium. She worked hard to maintain her social standing and did not intend to let anyone damage her reputation. One scandal could ruin a lady beyond repair. She had seen it happen time and again. Her stomach tightened.
“Lady Sarah, did you hear me?”
Sarah blinked and focused on Lord Gibbs. “My apologies, I was lost in the music.” She gave him a smile. “You have my attention now.”
“I asked if you are enjoying the ball.” He twirled her through a line of other fashionable lords and ladies. The scents of their colognes mingled together in an exotic mix of flowers and spices.
“Indeed. Lady Vivian outdid herself. I find the ball riveting, a smashing success for certain. In fact, I cannot remember the last time I enjoyed one so thoroughly.”
“Nor can I.” He spun her around.
Sarah turned her mouth up politely. Lord Gibbs had been courting her since last season, but she did not fancy him more than a friend. She made her position clear early on, even so, he still pursued her. Mayhap he hoped to sway her. It would not happen. Sarah made her mind up to marry for love or remain a Miss some time ago. Much to Mother’s dismay, she had made it through four seasons unattached. Her father, on the other hand, fully supported her decision.
“You look lovely tonight, Lady Sarah.” He pulled her closer.
“Thank you, my lord. You look rather dashing yourself.” It was not a lie, he was attractive. She simply did not love him. Besides, the idea of becoming some gentleman’s property did not appeal to her overmuch.
The song wound down, and Lord Gibbs escorted her off the dance floor. Once again, her gaze fell on Lord Luvington. Blast, the man continued to linger near her. She studied him before she could stop herself, taking in the sharp angle of his jaw, the luster of his golden-brown hair. His smoldering blue gaze met hers. He grinned wickedly at her as if he knew what she looked like under her shift. Sarah’s cheeks warmed, and she turned away.
She spied Mother, serving herself a drink at the refreshment table. Sarah made haste to join her. Being around one’s parents made it so much easier to keep one’s thoughts away from forbidden things. She lifted a sparkling flute of champagne to her lips and took her place at Mother’s side.
“Where has Papa gotten off to?” She took a drink of the cool, bubbling liquid.
“He wanted to have a word with your brother. They will be back in a moment.” Mother tipped her chin toward Lord Luvington. “Appears you have collected a new admirer.”
Sarah’s cheeks burned as she took him in, her gaze roaming across his broad chest. What would it feel like to be wrapped in his arms? She flipped open her fan, cooling herself. So much for keeping her thoughts clean. “It is scandalous the way he keeps watching me.”
“Nonsense daughter, you should be flattered.” Mother rested her gloved hand on her chest. “It is not a daily occurrence for you to catch the eye of a marquess.”
Sarah inhaled sharply and snapped her fan closed. Had everyone lost their minds? “Mother, he is a known rake.”
“Calm yourself, dear. I did not tell you to marry him, only to be flattered by his attention. Though it is high time you consider finding a spouse. Perhaps more tasteful gentleman will be inspired by the attention Lord Luvington bestows upon you.”
Someone cleared their throat. Sarah glanced behind her, her heart skipping a beat.
“Whose attentions should my darling tulip be flattered by?” Father looked between Sarah and his wife.
Mother grinned at her husband. “It is nothing, really. Do not bother yourself with it, love.” She placed her hand under his arm.
He patted it, then looked at Sarah. “Are you enjoying the evening, dearest?”
“Indeed, Papa.” If Mother believed it best to keep her admirer’s identity from Papa, then she would.
“And you will let me know if said gentleman’s attentions cross the line?”
Sarah nodded, sending her earbobs dancing. “Yes, Papa.”
“Very well. Excuse us then.” He gave his wife a smile. “I have been waiting to show your lovely mother off on the dance floor.”
Sarah angled her head toward the sleek marble clearing. “You had better hurry, lest you miss your chance.” She lifted her crystal flute to her lips.
Mother beamed as Papa led her through the crush toward the dance floor. Perhaps Mother was correct, not about gaining the attention of a suitable match, but about Lord Luvington’s attention being innocuous. It was not she who acted inappropriately. Sarah decided to enjoy the rest of the ball, and if Lord Luvington insisted on studying her, then so be it.
Hours later, Sarah stood and arched her back as the quartet started a new tune. She had been dancing for hours and her feet ached inside of her thin slippers. On several occasions during the evening she caught Lord Luvington studying her. 
She simply could not understand his sudden interest. Soon enough she would get the chance to ask him outright about his behavior toward her. Two dances remained. No doubt Lord Shillington would seek her out before long…and then Lord Luvington.
Good heavens, the mere thought of dancing the final waltz with him set her nerves on edge. Her hands began to shake. No way did she believe his intentions innocent. She took a deep breath and steeled herself as Lord Shillington approached.
He bowed. “Shall we?”
Sarah forced a smile and threaded her hand through his offered arm. At least Lord Shillington was not an admirer, he was a family friend. The dance would prove more pleasurable for that. So long as he did not step on her toes.
Sarah moved in tune to the music while Lord Shillington led her through the dance. She could not help but search out Lord Luvington in the crowd, knowing their waltz came next. 
He stood near the veranda door, and their gazes locked for an instant before Shillington turned her around. She nibbled her bottom lip. Refusing the dance would be considered poor manners, something she had never been accused of. Sarah sighed.
“What bothers you, Lady Sarah?” Genuine interest reflected in Lord Shillington’s gaze.
She offered a small smile. Other than her brother, Lord Shillington was the only gentleman with whom she could speak freely. He never judged her, nor did he share her musings with others. However, did she want to discuss this with him?
“Clearly something has you riled. You can tell me, whatever it is. Perhaps I can be of assistance.”
“It is nothing.” Sarah glanced back at the veranda for a moment. “Only, how well do you know Lord Luvington?”
Lord Shillington’s mouth quirked in a teasing smile. “Has a gentleman finally captured your fancy?”
“Goodness, no,” she said without thought, then blushed at her rudeness. “But he did sign my dance card.”
Shillington twirled her, and when she came back into his hold he said, “Lord Luvington is a fine chap. I play cards with him at White’s on occasion.” He blinked. “I should likely refrain from telling you any of this.”
“Any of what? Gentlemen play cards all the time.”
“Yes, of course. What I was about to tell you is of a different nature.” His cheeks tinted pink.
Much like her, Lord Shillington was seen as a pillar of good moral behavior among their peers. Clumsiness plagued him and had gained him quite the reputation, but no one questioned his character.
“Now you simply must tell me.” Sarah batted her lashes and formed her lips into a pout.
“He is rather…how can I put this delicately?” He glanced away. “Popular among the fairer sex.”
“A rake, you mean.”
He swallowed, meeting her gaze again. “No matter. A dance will be fine.”
“Even if it is the last waltz of the evening?”
“Even so.” Lord Shillington spun her and brought her back into his arms once more. “There now, do you not feel more at ease?”
“Yes, thank you.” She allowed her eyes to close for an instant. How would she survive a dance with such a man?
The quartet ended their song, and Lord Shillington led Sarah over to Lord Luvington. “I hear you have the pleasure of Lady Sarah’s final waltz.”
“Indeed I do.” Lord Luvington proffered his arm for her.
She glanced up at him before accepting it. Her stomach gave an unwelcome flutter. Warmth spread across her chest and cheeks as she imagined everyone in the ballroom staring at them. He led her to the middle of the dance floor and gathered her into his arms as the quartet resumed playing.
“Relax, my lady. It is only a dance.”
Mortified, she tipped her chin. “I am relaxed.” How had he known she fretted? Sarah took a deep breath and let it out slow, with a glance around at her peers.
“If this is you being relaxed, I pity those exposed to you when you are not.” 
His smile did uncomely things to her insides. 
“On my honor, this is only a dance.”
“I do not believe you have any honor, my lord, nor am I fool enough to believe this an innocent dance.” She glanced up at him. “You want something from me.”
He grinned. “Perhaps I do.”
“You are wasting your time, my lord.”
“Unless, of course, this is simply a dance.”
“You just stated you want something from me.” Sarah balled her free hand in the fabric of her skirts. If she were less of a lady, she would slap his face for toying with her.
“No, I said perhaps I wanted something. Which means I could very well want nothing.” He arched one dark brow and a chestnut lock of hair flopped onto his forehead.
Good heavens, no man should be so attractive. She stared into his green eyes. “Enough of your games. Tell me what you want, Lord Luvington.”
“Tonight?”
“Yes, tonight,” She bit out through clenched teeth.
“Tonight, I want to hold you.” 
His rakish grin made her heart nearly stop. She blushed at the implication and glanced at the couples dancing nearby. Another statement the likes of that one and she would be ruined for sure.
He pulled her scandalously close, leaning in until his lips brushed her ear. “Tomorrow, I want to get to know you better.”
The waltz ended, and before she could form a thought, he walked off, leaving her standing in the middle of the dance floor alone.
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CHAPTER TWO
Lord Luvington’s stomach tightened as he entered the office. He was not surprised to find Father seated behind his regal mahogany desk. After his dance with Lady Sarah, he called for his carriage and received a missive requesting his appearance at the ducal estate. The sun peaked above the horizon painting the landscape in shades of orange and pink when Julian ordered his driver to make haste for his patents’ estate in hopes of getting the meeting over with quickly.
“Good morning, Julian.”
“Is it, Father?” He steeled himself for an interrogation. The Duke of Tisdale knew how to get the answers he wanted better than the Peelers. And Julian had no doubt his father wanted answers.
“Make yourself comfortable, my boy, and tell me about the ball.” Father leaned forward in his seat.
Julian took the leather chair in front of Father’s desk. “There is nothing to tell. It was a ball like any other.” Father’s most recent mandate and doggedness did nothing to endear him to Julian. But then was that not how it had always been? Father got an idea then shoved it at Julian until he succumbed to his wishes.
Father slammed his hand down on his desk. “Do not be evasive with me. Your time is ticking down, Julian. I fear you do not realize how serious your situation is.”
Julian tipped his head back and took a deep breath. “There is no need to remind me. I am well aware of my situation.”
Father studied him. “Then you realize if you fail to marry a respectable lady before month’s end, you will not receive so much as another farthing from me? You will become a broke marquess and will remain as such until you inherit the duchy.”
Julian’s pulse quickened. Father’s words were no mere threat. “I cannot pluck a respectable lady from her home and elope. You are being entirely unreasonable, Father.”
He leaned back in his seat. “Nonsense, I met and married your dear mother in less than a fortnight.” His eyes danced, showing a rare flicker of gentleness for her. “Have you at least begun courting a respectable lady?”
“I have. Lady Sarah Roseington. I am to call upon her this afternoon.” Julian fought a smirk; his words carried a shade of truth. Sarah had not agreed to his courtship, but he had told her he would call on her all the same. 
He pictured the look on her beautiful face as he walked away from her mere hours ago. The memory of the fire in her violet eyes and the feel of her small waist beneath his hand caused his loins to tighten. He longed to run his fingers through her golden tresses, to hold her close once again.
“Very well. She will make a fine duchess, and her impeccable character will go a long way in repairing yours. Do not sully the girl before you wed her.” He lifted a gray brow, pinning his son beneath his hazel stare.
A shiver coursed through Julian at Father’s words. “I would not dare harm her reputation. Now, may I be excused? I need to rest before I call upon her.”
A swoosh of skirts announced Mother entering the office. “Call upon whom?” She moved to Julian’s side, placing a hand on his shoulder.
He glanced up at her and grinned before standing to embrace her. He would never stop appreciating how loving she was in contrast to Father. 
In all fairness, Father probably could not help his nature. According to Mother, Grandfather had treated Father in much the same way. Unfortunately, Grandmother had passed away during childbirth so Father never had the influence of a loving, supportive parent.
“Good morning, Mother.” Julian released her and stepped back.
Her green eyes, so much like his own, scanned his face. “Did I hear you say you are courting someone?” She beamed at him.
“Yes, Lydia, he has chosen Lady Sarah Roseington.” Father cut in.
She glanced between them. “How wonderful. She is a marvelous choice.”
Julian’s head began to throb. He needed sleep, and, more importantly, he needed to get away from his father. Understanding his nature did not change the way Julian felt about the man.
“I am quite fatigued. May I be excused?”
“Very well, but remember, time is running short. Waste not a moment.”
Mother placed a hand on his arm. “You can retire to your old suite, if it pleases you. I will have food brought up, and you have spare clothing in the wardrobe. There is no reason to travel back to London straight away.”
“That is a novel idea, Mother. Thank you.” Julian gave a nod. “Father.”
The hike up the stairs to his old room seemed like hours. As soon as he entered, he lowered himself onto a wing-back chair and relaxed, letting the tension of his predicament seep out of him. Laying his head back, he allowed his heavy eyelids to close.
Several hours later, he woke still in his evening clothes. He rolled his neck to work out the kinks from sleeping upright, then stood and stretched. 
A cursory glance out the window confirmed he had slept well into the day. It had grown too late to take Lady Sarah for a ride through Hyde Park as he had planned. But then, he doubted she would have gone willingly.
He would not give up so easily. Julian removed his evening coat and cravat, then rung for a valet to help him change. He splashed his face with cool water from the basin on the washstand before drying it with a soft cloth. The looking glass reflected his disheveled state, and he shook his head. A shadow of whiskers covered his jaw. He would have the valet give him a shave.
A knock sounded on the door, and Julian tossed the towel aside. “Come in.”
“At your service, Lord Luvington.” The valet bowed.
Julian sat near the basin and stretched his legs out, closing his eyes as the man shaved his face clean. The perfect time to think. He needed to come up with a new plan to see Lady Sarah today. 
But what? He could not very well march up to her home and request her company at this late hour. Nor could he waste time not seeing her.
The moment Father ordered him to marry a woman of sound morals, he had decided on Lady Sarah. Beneath her proper façade, he suspected there lay a woman full of passion and fire. Last night provided him evidence that his theory was correct. At least the fire was there. He did not want to be saddled with a boring lady nor a starry-eyed debutante. Lady Sarah proved to be neither.
She had enjoyed several seasons already, putting her well past the debutante stage. He could only imagine she remained unattached because she did not wish to wed, or because she desired a love match. In either case it made seeing her all the more imperative. It would take time to sway her.
“My lord.”
Julian opened his eyes, and the valet handed him an ornate silver looking glass.
He studied the man’s work before standing. “Much improved.”
The valet moved to the wardrobe and selected day clothes. Once dressed, Julian headed down to the dining room where he found his parents enjoying an afternoon snack.
“You must be famished, dear,” Mother said. “Please join us. I will have the staff bring you a feast.”
“A feast is not necessary. A snack will suffice.” Julian grinned as he reached for a finger sandwich. A maid stepped forward and filled his glass.
“It is a bit late to call on Lady Sarah now,” Father said. “You will not meet your deadline sleeping the day away.”
Mother sighed from the foot of the table. “Can our son not enjoy a meal? He said he is courting her. He knows what he must do.”
“Very well, I will say no more on the matter.” Father sipped his wine.
Thank God for Mother’s interference. If not for her, he would have come to blows with Father long ago.
Mother looked at him. “Have you been to the opera of late?”
“No, I cannot say that I have.” Julian took a bite of his sandwich.
“Your father and I attended a fortnight ago. We had a splendid time.” She waved her hand through the air in a dramatic flair. “The Royal Opera House was full to capacity. All of the lords and ladies seemed enthralled as the show took place. Lady Othelia said--”
Julian stood. “I must be getting back to London.” He gave each of his parents a nod. “Forgive me, Mother.” He loved her, but she did tend to go on at the worst times.
“Yes, of course, dear. The day grows late.”
A stab of regret went through Julian at the way he had just treated his mother. She did not look the least bit taken back by his abruptness. She had likely become used to such behavior from his father. His wife would never experience such ill treatment.
Julian turned and left the room before Father had a chance to speak. When he reached the entrance, he ordered his horse brought around then stood on the massive stone porch to wait.
He suspected his Mother’s comments were directed at him in more ways than one. A grin flashed across his face. Perchance he would see Lady Sarah after all. He tapped his foot and glanced at the horizon. If he hurried, he could make London well before dusk. 
When his beast appeared, he mounted, ordering his carriage delivered to London without delay. Julian did not wait for a response from the stable lad before he spurred the beast into motion and raced away from his parents’ estate.
The sun passed its highest zenith hours before Julian reached his stable at Luvington house. Nightfall would be upon London in mere hours. He dismounted and tossed the reins to a groom. “See that he receives food and water right away.”
“Yes, my lord.” The groom bowed.
Julian moved toward his townhouse with a quick gait. He needed to get things set for this evening. If all went well, he would be in Lady Sarah’s company by nightfall. Lucky for him, the Marquess and Marchioness of Havenshire were acquainted with his family in a friendly way.
His under-butler opened the English oak door to the entrance hall as Julian approached. “Welcome home, my lord,” he said as he bowed then took Julian’s gloves and riding coat.
Julian nodded and handed his hat to the servant. “Send a footman to my office in five minutes.”
“As you wish, my lord.”
He strode to his office and sat at his hand carved cherry wood desk. The crisp spring air drifting in from the window cooled his nerves. He penned an invitation, then lay it flat on the desk before writing the Marquess and Marchioness of Havenshire’s names upon it. After flipping it over he closed it with his seal.
Julian rubbed a hand across his face. He hoped the Havenshire’s connection with his family would be enough for them to accept. If not, his father’s status should suit. Would Lady Sarah be angry? He hoped not, but then he had enjoyed seeing her miffed at the ball. 
Not that he wished to upset her, he did not. But the way she had pinned him under her gaze proved adorable. Julian shook his head. It did not signify. As long as she showed herself, he would be happy.
A footman knocked on the door frame, causing him to glance away from the invitation in his hand.
“Enter.” Julian stood and met the servant halfway. He handed him the invitation. “Deliver this to the Marquess and Marchioness of Havenshire without delay. Have someone send my valet up to my suite on your way out.”
“Yes, my lord.” The footman rushed from the room.
Pulse quickening, Julian trekked to his room. He needed to see Lady Sarah. Father’s words bounced around his head, and urgency filled his soul. But something more tugged at him. He genuinely liked the lady, and there was no denying his attraction to her. A far cry from love, but a fire had undeniably flared in him when he touched her at the ball.
Julian exhaled a deep breath and began to prepare for the evening.
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CHAPTER THREE
“My lady.”
Sarah peeked up through her lashes at the young maid who stood before her. She closed the astronomy book on her lap and tipped her head up as the maid curtsied.
“Lady Roseington requests your presence in the drawing room.”
Sarah nodded. Once the maid left, she pressed her lips together, heart sinking. What could mother want that required interrupting her? Father promised to bring out his telescope so they could observe the heavens. Now it would have to wait.
Still clutching the book, she stood and straightened her taffeta skirts with her free hand. She strolled across the cobblestones toward the townhouse. Had something awful happened? Her chest tightened with each step she took. 
Whatever this was about, it must be of the utmost importance, as mother rarely sent for her. The need seldom presented itself. They saw each other several times a day, prearranged for outings, family gatherings, and social events. The last time mother summoned her, it was due to a family crisis. She quickened her pace.
Entering through the door in a most unladylike way, she passed her book to the butler and continued toward the drawing room. Pray, let everything be as it should.
The moment she entered the drawing room, her gaze met Mother’s. She sat on the settee, sewing. Bright sunlight poured through a stain-glass window and washed Mother’s pale blond tresses in a kaleidoscope of color while she slowly pulled a needle through the cloth she held in her gloved hand. 
Sarah took a calming breath and tried to steady her shaking hands. Nothing seemed amiss.
Mother set her stitching aside and studied Sarah. The slightest trace of amusement lit her turquoise eyes.
Sarah moved farther into the room. “You wanted to see me.” She arranged herself on a velvet wing-back chair near the settee.
“Yes, dear. We received an invitation to attend the opera tonight at Covent Garden, the Royal Opera House.” Mother grinned. “I wanted to ensure you would have plenty of time to prepare.” She took Sarah’s hand in hers. “It appears my interpretation of last night’s events were accurate.”
“To what interpretation do you refer?” She nibbled her bottom lip and waited for Mother’s reply. Please, let it not have to do with Julian Carrington.
“Why, your admirer of course. I told you Lord Luvington appeared to be smitten with you. He has invited us to join him in his private box. It is so wonderful.” She squeezed Sarah’s hand before releasing it.
Sarah straightened her back and averted her gaze. “It is awful, Mother. He is a notorious rake.” She glanced back at Mother. “No good can come of this.” She stood and paced to the hearth before turning back. “Think of my reputation.”
“Mind your manners, Sarah. Think of the damage to all of our reputations if we refuse. It would be rude to deny the invitation if for no other reason than his father is a duke.” Mother peered at her. “Do, come, and sit back down. Your reputation will not be tarnished simply from being in his company.”
Sarah did as Mother requested, exhaling as she lowered herself onto the chair. “Of course, my apologies.” She rested her hands on her lap.
Mother tipped her chin toward Sarah and beamed. “To think you could well be a duchess someday. Far better suited to you than the scholarly path you currently pursue.”
Sarah closed her eyes for a moment when she opened them she met Mother’s gaze. “You know perfectly well I intend to marry for love or not at all, Mother. I could not love a rake for he would only break my heart. Nothing will change my mind.” Why did Mother continue to fight her on this?
Cheeks taking on a scarlet hue, Mother stood and paced to the door. “I know where you stand on the subject but it will not harm you to keep company with Lord Luvington. Your father and I will be there as well. I expect you to prepare yourself properly and at least pretend to be grateful for the invitation.” 
She twirled back to face Sarah, her mouth set in a fine line. “Many a lady would be honored to spend their time with a powerful and handsome marquess.”
Sarah swallowed her retort. She would gain no ground by arguing the point. She stood and placed a hand on her abdomen as her stomach rolled. “I shall be on my best behavior, Mother.”
“That is better. Now, go ready yourself.” Mother’s eyes glowed.
Sarah nodded and then moved faster than a lady ought from the parlor and toward the stairs. She longed for the sanctuary of her room.
“Wear that new violet gown we ordered a fortnight ago, it enhances your eyes,” Mother called after her.
Stilling, Sarah glanced back over her shoulder. “Very well, Mother.” Grabbing hold of the banister, she hurried up the steps. She could not care less how her eyes appeared to the scoundrel. If she were less of a lady, she would dress in rags to scare him off.
Lord Luvington would no doubt destroy her reputation. She would never be allowed in polite society again if he continued to pursue her. Or worse, she would be forced to marry him.
Sarah shuddered as she entered her room and sat at her vanity. She reached up with one hand and pinched a curl between her fingers weaving it back and forth between them as she fretted. How could Mother expect her to allow a blackguard to court her?
She could not give a fig that he was in line for a duchy. It did nothing to remedy his damaged reputation. 
Could that be his angle? She gazed at her reflection in the beveled looking glass. Was it possible he was attempting to repair his deplorable reputation by spending time with her?
The thought held merit. Perhaps she had discovered how to get rid of his unwanted attention. She released the strand of hair she had been fiddling with and grinned. Could it be so simple?
Pushing off the plush velvet bench, she moved to the call cord. A newfound lightness added a bounce to her step. After summoning her maid, Sarah positioned herself by the arched window and grabbed hold of the muslin curtain with one hand as she stared out at London. Contemplating. If she were indeed correct, it would be imperative to make Lord Luvington see her as less of a lady. Could she carry out a plan to drive him away without harming her reputation?
How unfortunate Amelia could not be here now. She would have a plan. Sarah giggled at her involvement in last season’s shenanigans. She could hardly believe Amelia convinced her to help. And the Duchess of Abernathy as well. The way the three of them plotted was utterly scandalous.
If only Amelia were not expecting her first babe, she would be here to help. When she left with the Duke of Goldstone for Scotland, she had all but guaranteed she would return for this season. Alas, nature had other plans, and who could bemoan a new life?
A creak drew Sarah’s attention, and she looked at the doorway. Her maid, Greta, entered. “How may I be of assistance, my lady?”
“I require help getting ready for the opera.” Sarah offered a slight grin.
“I will have the tub sent up right away, my lady.” She curtsied and left.
Sarah sat down at her vanity again. After her bath, she would have Greta pull her corset extra tight to create more cleavage and dress in the gown Mother requested. A fashionable up-do and light rouge would complete the ensemble. 
She planned to look stunning tonight and a bit less proper than she normally did. It would be a fine place to start if her suspicion held water. As for the rest, well, something would come to her.
She spent her bath pondering her situation. Every plot she considered ran the risk of tarnishing her reputation, and she could not abide it. Keeping her good standing in society was of the utmost importance. However, dressing a bit wantonly would not hurt and just might be enough to beg him off. Many respectable ladies wore gowns just as daring.
What if her attempt to lose his interest had the opposite effect on his sensibilities? She closed her eyes and tipped her head back against the tubs side, allowing the jasmine scented water to relax her. She would simply have to take the chance and pray it did not.
As Greta helped Sarah into her undergarments, her mind wandered back to Lord Luvington. She simply had to find away to lose the rake’s interest. 
She would call on Lady Abernathy tomorrow to discuss her theory. Surely the duchess would have some ideas. She hoped against reason, needing something to hold onto. For tonight, she would focus on showing Lord Luvington how improper she could be without scandalizing herself.
Greta pulled on the back of Sarah’s gown, snapping her out of her musings. Sarah sucked in her midsection and glanced at the door. Trepidation tickled down her spine as the time to depart drew near. She imagined going to the gallows would be less nerve racking.
“My lady, would it please you to have your hair fashioned now?” Greta held her arm out indicating Sarah’s vanity laden with tiny perfume bottles and pearl accented combs. Her rouge sat off to one side, still in its box.
“Indeed.” Sarah moved across the room. “I want you to style it fancier than normal. Both plaits and curls with some longer curls coming down over my left shoulder,” Sarah said, as she seated herself on the plush velvet bench.
Sarah watched in the looking glass as Greta pinned plaits across her head and arranged her curls in a becoming way. The effort would please Mother.
She grinned at her reflection when Mother entered the room, walked across the floor, and stationed herself near the vanity. She stood tall with a contented smile resting on her full lips. 
Sarah waited for her to speak, but no words came. Instead, Mother stepped closer and reached out her hand. “I would like you to wear my amethysts.” She unfolded her graceful fingers, revealing the sparkling purple stones set in polished silver.
Sarah met Mother’s gaze. “It would be an honor.”
Mother handed Greta the jewels and watched with sparkling eyes as the ladies maid put them on Sarah. Greta straightened her posture before dropping into a curtsy. “My lady, is there anything else required of me?”
“No.” Sarah nodded in dismissal before turning to Mother.
Mother trailed her fingers across one of the plaits crowning Sarah’s head. “You are a vision, my dear.”
For the first time today, she agreed with Mother. A shiver ran through her, but she could not identify whether it came from excitement or foreboding. “Thank you.”
“Take a turn and let me see the full effect.”
Sarah spun in a circle, then said. “Shall we?”
“Indeed.” Mother turned for the door.
Sarah walked beside her as they traversed the stairs and entered the foyer. A footman helped her into her black velvet cloak. Then she accepted Father’s arm, allowing him to guide her to their waiting carriage. 
Her chest constricted as she settled onto the forward-facing seat. Pray, do not let me be on a fool’s errand. She took a deep breath and steeled herself for the evening to come.




SCANDALOUS INTENTIONS

CHAPTER FOUR
Julian stood as if he were a statue carved from stone with his gaze trained on the entrance to the saloon. Elegant ladies and gentlemen surrounded him in a flurry of silks and satins. Their laughter and conversation permeated the air around him, but none of them interested him. 
Why had Lady Sarah yet to arrive? He stifled down a rush of impatience. She would not refuse his invitation. Would she?
“Luvington, fancy running into you here.”
Julian turned and smirked. “Shillington. Lady Jane” He nodded his head to the siblings.
Lady Jane batted her lashes. “Good evening, Lord Luvington.”
“Indeed.” Julian turned his attention back to the entrance. It would be if Lady Sarah were here. Damn and blast, would she ever arrive? His cravat seemed to squeeze his throat. He reached up to readjust it before returning his attention to the siblings.
Lord Shillington patted his sister’s hand. “Lady Jane insisted on coming out tonight. It fell on me to provide an escort. What brings you to the opera? I have not seen you here this season.” He angled his head. “Nor last, come to think of it.”
Julian snuck another glance at the entrance. “I hear tonight’s show is worth watching.”
Lady Jane giggled. “It is all the ton talks about of late. By all accounts, it is marvelously entertaining.”
Julian glance back at the entrance. Lady Sarah stepped into the room on her father’s arm. A grin broke out on his face. Draped in violet silk and lace, she was a vision. Amethysts sparkled from her earlobes, and one hung dangerously low to her décolletage, drawing his eye. He drank in the sight of her, luxuriating in everything from her fashionably styled hair to the sway of her skirts on the marble floor.
Their gazes met for a moment, but then she turned to her father, effectively snubbing him. The little minx must be vexed. A small thing, considering she showed up. It would not take much to sway her in a more pleasing direction. At least he hoped it would not.
Julian turned his attention back to the siblings. “If you will excuse me, my party has arrived.”
“Yes, of course, enjoy the opera.” Lord Shillington nodded.
“A pleasure, my lord.” Lady Jane said. She motioned toward the entrance with her fan then glanced at her brother. “Lady Sarah has arrived. Do let us greet her.”
“Of course.” Shillington smiled at his sister before turning back to the marquess. “Enjoy your evening, Lord Luvington.”
Splendid, the pair would be staying with him and encroaching on his time with her. Julian swallowed back his irritation. “As it happens the Havenshire’s are my guests.”
“Let us walk together then, Lord Luvington.” Lady Jane took her brother’s arm.
Julian studied Sarah as they approached. Her eyes shone a splendid violet shade, and the swell of her creamy breasts peeked out from the neckline of her gown. His insides twitched at the display. Would she allow him to hold her? To kiss her passionately? He swallowed hard knowing there would be none of that.
The Marquess of Havenshire bowed as Julian approached. “Good evening, Lord Luvington.”
“That it is.” Julian grinned. “I am honored you accepted my invitation.”
“There is no place we would rather be.” The Marchioness of Havenshire smiled.
Julian glanced at Lady Sarah. She stood to his left, deep in conversation with Lord Shillington and Lady Jane. A pang of something unwelcome hit him, and he frowned. He returned his attention to the Marquess and Marchioness of Havenshire. “Shall we move to my box? The opera will be underway shortly.”
“Very good.” Lord Havenshire offered his arm to Lady Havenshire. “Sarah, come along.”
Lady Sarah smiled at her father, then added one for Lady Jane. “It seems I must be going.” She glanced at Julian, pouting her full pink lips. “It is a pity we cannot enjoy the show together.” She tossed the words at him as she passed.
Bloody hell, she clearly wished for him to invite Lady Jane and Lord Shillington to accompany them. How would he get any of her time? What choice did he have? Should he ignore her blatant request, she would be thoroughly vexed with him and the evening would be a total loss. He shifted his weight and glanced at Lord Shillington. “Would you and Lady Jane care to join us in my box?”
“It would be an honor.” Lady Jane turned to her brother.
“Yes, of course. We are happy to accept the invitation.”
Lady Sarah smirked at Julian. “Splendid. Let us proceed to the box.”
Julian gave her a rakish grin. “As you wish, my lady.” He winked then watched as a blush darkened her already pink cheeks. Had he ever seen a lovelier sight?
Lady Sarah wrapped her hand around Lord Shillington’s offered arm. She smirked at Julian as Lady Jane took his. Her gloved hand held on tight. It seemed he would have no luck at all this evening. At least not in regards to Lady Sarah. Julian stared at Shillington, his insides burning.
He had to remember, Lady Sarah and Shillington were no more than friends. Still, a wave of unpleasantness ran through him. The pair certainly appeared to be intimate at the moment. Lady Sarah stood a bit too close to Shillington and laughed as they walked.
Jealousy? Julian forced the fool idea from his mind. Of course not. Irritation was the culprit. He merely wished to secure her hand, and, at the moment, Shillington was in his way. A situation he would soon correct.
Having reached the box, he stopped and turned to his company. His gaze caught Lady Sarah’s, and he held out his arm, indicating the entrance. “Ladies first.”
Once the ladies entered, the men would have to wait for him to go in before they could follow. It provided the perfect opportunity to separate Shillington from her. 
Lady Sarah tossed a glance his way and narrowed her eyes as she passed. After Lady Jane had filed in, he entered the box himself, followed by Lord Havenshire, then Shillington.
Lady Sarah stood near the rail, the gas light illuminating her profile as she gazed down into the pit. His loins tightened, and he ached to touch her. He moved near the front of the box, stopping an arm’s length from her. 
Her scent captivated his senses and sent his imagination into overdrive. Thoughts of holding her, caressing her, painted his mind.
Julian turned to the others before he lost his composure completely. “Please choose a seat and make yourselves comfortable.”
Lord Havenshire sat down next to his wife. “Lord Shillington, will you not sit with us? You can catch me up on how my son fares. I have not had the opportunity to spend much time with him since his nuptials.”
Lord Shillington ambled over, taking the open seat beside Lord Havenshire. “He fares exceedingly well. It seems marriage suits him.”
Julian turned his attention to Lady Jane and indicated a chair. “This seat provides an excellent view of the show.”
Lady Jane situated herself. “Thank you, Lord Luvington.”
Now, only two seats remained. No matter which one Lady Sarah chose, she would be near him, and more importantly, separated from Shillington. Thank providence for small favors. Julian turned back to the little minx. “Lady Sarah, do have a seat.” He put on his best grin when she glanced his way.
Her gaze smoldered. “I would rather stand. My legs require stretching after the carriage ride.”
Stubborn, feisty, and beautiful, all qualities he admired. But damn, the chit made this difficult. He never designed to believe she would be easily won, but must she be so resistant to his charms?
He stared up at the mural on the ceiling. Nothing he could do would cause her to sit if she did not wish to. Julian exhaled and snuck a glance at her. Perhaps a new approach.
“Lady Havenshire, if it pleases you, you are welcome to come join Lady Jane in the front row. The view is much improved up here, and I would like to sit with the gentlemen.”
“A splendid idea, thank you.” She stood.
He moved to the back and claimed a spot with the other gentlemen. As it were, he would be directly behind Lady Sarah. Still close enough to interact should the opportunity arise. He watched her for a moment, then joined in the conversation Lord Havenshire and Lord Shillington engaged in.
The limelights came on, illuminating the stage. Lady Sarah moved to the open seat as the theater fell silent. She stopped in front of it and looked at him for a moment before glancing at her father and Lord Shillington. Julian’s chest tightened when she offered them a breathtaking smile, then turned and took her seat, ignoring him.
The minx was miffed indeed and intended to make him pay for it. He closed his eyes. She put him in mind of a wild filly, graceful but full of spunk at the same time. He did love a challenge.
Julian’s attention roamed from the actors on stage to the alluring chit in front of him. What he would give to reach out and run his hand through her pale curls, down her back, and across her rounded bottom. He leaned forward and inhaled, his senses filling with her exotic scent.
Lady Jane whispered something into Lady Sarah’s ear. When Lady Sarah turned to answer, she peeked at him from the corners of her striking eyes. He winked, then gloried in the sight of her blushing before she jerked her gaze back to her friend.
Julian averted his attention to the stage as applause filled the space. Several actors stood in a line bowing. The limelights went dark before the plush velvet curtain closed for intermission.
He pushed himself up to a standing position and stretched his legs, stiff from sitting. Perhaps Lady Sarah suffered in the same way. He leaned toward her. “I am badly in need of a stroll through the saloon. Would you like to join me, Lady Sarah?”
She tipped her chin in his direction, her eyes widened. “I--”
“She would be happy to,” Lady Havenshire answered.
Lady Sarah glanced at her mother, her jaw tightened, but she accepted Julian’s offered arm. He gave her a rakish grin. Lady Sarah shot him a heated look, and he stifled a chuckle.
“I think I would rather enjoy a stroll as well.” Lord Shillington offered his arm to Lady Jane.
Julian sighed. Was there no escaping the siblings? He swallowed his aggravation. “Marvelous.” He led Lady Sarah from the box, the siblings trailed behind them.
“I am quite parched. Let us get a drink,” Lady Sarah said.
Julian glanced at her, but she stared straight ahead. “As you wish.” He turned them toward a refreshment table. Perhaps he could use the opportunity to get to know her better.
“Do you truly care a whit for my wishes?” She sighed.
Julian patted her hand. “Of course I do.”
“Then cease this…this…what you are doing. Just stop it.” She glared at him. “Return me to my parents.”
He stilled, and she removed her hand from around his arm. Julian met her stare. “You are requesting that I stop what exactly?”
Her eyes flashed as she narrowed them on him. “Do not pretend you do not know what it is I speak of. You are pursuing me for some nefarious reason, and I will not stand for it any longer.”
He chuckled. “Nefarious you say? Pray, do go on.”
Lady Sarah placed a hand on her hip. “You are an impossible scoundrel.”
“And what if my intentions are honorable?”
“Then you are a scoundrel wasting them on me.” She glanced furtively around the room. “We will soon be the talk of the ton. Give me your arm.”
He gave her his best seductive grin. “You just told me to stop spending my energy on you.”
A deep scowl overtook her lovely face. “Do so after you return me to my parents.” She stepped closer to him, taking his arm.
His body ached to pull her close and capture those tantalizing lips beneath his. “The day will come when you will appreciate my energy.” He watched as a delicate blush crept across her cheeks.
“Do not speak to me again this evening.”
“Very well, I shall save my words for tomorrow.” He tightened his arm over her hand and angled them back toward his box.
She exhaled louder than was proper.
The lady did not seem the least bit interested in being courted by him, but her constant blushes told him otherwise. He needed an ally to help him secure Lady Sarah as his future Marchioness. Perhaps he could get Lady Havenshire to help his cause. Hope burned in his gut. He would speak with her tomorrow.
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CHAPTER FIVE
Lady Sarah paced across the Duchess of Abernathy’s drawing room as she waited for Grace to join her. 
She could not stop her thoughts from returning to the previous night, to Lord Luvington’s pursuit of her. How dare the rake so openly flirt with her, and in public nonetheless. A shiver ran through her, and she shook her head. Another scene the likes of that and her reputation would be lost forever.
“Good afternoon, Lady Sarah.”
Sarah spun and forced the corners of her mouth up. “I am not so sure it is.”
Grace nodded toward the door. “Let us walk in the garden and discuss what weighs on you. The fresh air may be a benefit.”
Sarah sighed. “It is a lovely suggestion.”
She followed Grace into the foyer as the duchess accepted her parasol from the footman, before stepping out into the warm air. The bright late morning sunlight washed over her as she walked with Grace into the garden. Her gaze landed on a cluster of pink flowers at the base of a lime tree. “I have always been quite taken with your garden.”
Grace stopped walking, and Sarah moved to stand beside her.
“It does my heart good to hear such a complement. Which path would you prefer?”
Sarah looked ahead at the spot where the path split. A cluster of yellow daffodils stood tucked into the intersection. “The one on the left.”
“I am fond of that one as well.” Grace began to walk the path.
Sarah strolled beside her, focusing her attention on what she had come to say. How to approach the subject? What if Grace found her conundrum silly? After all, what lady would be put off by the attentions of a handsome future duke?
“Duchess, there is a matter I wish to consult you about.”
“Do go on.” Grace twirled her parasol, eyes intrigued.
Sarah glanced at the sky. “I fear you will think me a silly goose once I tell you this.”
“Come now, it cannot be all that bad.” Grace chuckled. “You are the least silly person I know.”
“You recall Lady Vivian’s ball and how Lord Luvington kept watching me?” Heat crawled across her chest and up into her cheeks.
“Have you taken a fancy to the scandalous yet dashing lord?” Grace glanced at her.
“Not at all,” Sarah focused on a squirrel playing nearby. “But it seems he is determined to spend time with me. Last evening, he invited my parents and I to the opera. I tried to make it clear that I am not interested in the least, but he failed to comprehend my signals.” She glanced at Grace, whose eyes twinkled.
“It seems he wishes to court you.”
Sarah rubbed her gloved hand across her cheek. “He is a rake of the worst caliber. Can you imagine what the ton will say if I allow it?”
Grace moved to a carved stone bench and sat upon it. “They would say you are being courted by a dashing lord who also happens to be in line for a duchy.” She patted the bench next to her. “Come, sit, and we will talk this out.”
Sarah sighed as she seated herself on the cool bench. “I do not see what else there is to discuss. I am not interested in being courted by a notorious rake. On the contrary, I am determined to find a way to beg him off” She folded her hands in her lap, concentrating on a little brown bird flitting in the grass nearby.
“Many lords are rakes before they settle into the marriage bed. You may well be throwing happiness away with both hands.” Grace stared at her, her warm brown eyes somehow comforting.
“You may be correct, but the fact remains, I am not willing to partake in this…this courtship.” She nibbled her bottom lip.
“I recall you saying last year at Amelia’s wedding that you intend to marry for love. What if this is your opportunity and you fail to give it a go?” Grace reached over and patted Sarah’s hand. “Just consider it for a moment, dear.”
“It would be quite impossible to fall in love with a man I am certain I could never trust.” Sarah’s chest tightened as her face warmed. “I would forever be wondering what other ladies knew him intimately and whether he still spent time with them.”
“What makes you so positive he is untrustworthy?”
Sarah met Grace’s gaze. “Have you forgotten what he did to that poor chit three years hence? Lady… I cannot recall her name, but you know the one.” Her gaze dropped to the scrolled design on the edge of the bench, tracing it for a moment before frowning. She jerked her head up. “It was Lady Claudia. He ruined her and refused to marry her.”
Grace closed her eyes for nary a moment. “If age has departed any wisdom, it is that one should not judge a situation unless they have all of the facts. Only Lord Luvington and Lady Claudia know what transpired between them.”
“He compromised her. She was utterly ruined and moved away as a result. I need not know all of the facts to make a wise decision on the matter.” Sarah stood and strolled back toward the path.
Grace followed. “You are not some silly debutante, Lady Sarah. He would not be able to compromise you without your consent and participation.” She held Sarah’s gaze. “I only mean to say you would not get hurt by consenting to his courtship. Not unless you allowed it. And you might find the two of you are compatible.”
Grace made good arguments in his favor. Lord Luvington was shockingly handsome, with regal features, strong jaw, a healthy physique. Maybe he could fall in love with her, but if so, could she trust him?
She shook her head. No. She must be going daft to even consider it. “I grow weary of this topic. Might we discuss something else? Perhaps my theory in regards to Lord Luvington’s attentions. It is my conclusion he wishes to use me in an attempt to salvage his reputation.”
“If so, you are safe in his company. He would not do anything to compromise you if he is indeed attempting to repair past damage to his character.”
Sarah nibbled her bottom lip, considering. It was true, he could not very well repair his reputation by ruining hers. She ran a hand over the top of her skirt. “Mores the pity for I have no way of knowing what his purpose is.”
“But of course you do.”
Sarah fidgeted with a fold in her skirt. “At any rate, it does not signify since I have no intention of humoring him. What I called on you for is advice on how to scare him off. Without harming my reputation.”
Grace lifted her parasol, stood, and ambled over to the grand stone fountain to lean on its edge. The sound of water running between the stone lovers and splashing into the ornate base filled Sarah’s ears. She joined Grace and gazed into the sparkling pool of water.
“If you wish to beg him off, then you need to know what he wants. It would be rather difficult to form a plan without knowing his intentions,” Grace said. “If your theory is correct, then you cannot scare him off without ruining yourself in the process.”
Sarah frowned. “Of course, you are right. I shall have to see him if I am to get to the truth of it. And if I am right about his motivation, I will have to make my position clear.”
Grace smiled. “There are worse things in life than spending time with a thoughtful and handsome marquess. Do you know he has been a great help to me with my nephew out of town. Last week, he procured a book for me after a clerk refused to allow me to purchase it. The clerk said it was not of the proper nature for a lady. I am rather fond of Lord Luvington and believe you could be too. ”
“That will never happen.” Sarah turned away from the fountain and rested her bottom on its edge. “But alas it is settled. I will speak with him and determine what his angle is.”
“Very well, dear. Shall we make our way back to the house?” Grace stood.
Sarah took one last glance back at the embracing lovers atop the grand fountain, then focused on following Grace’s lead. 
Hopefully, once she spoke with Lord Luvington, this would all become clear. Perhaps she could even convince him to leave her in peace. That is if she could get a straight answer from the man.
Grace rearranged her parasol over her shoulder. “My nephew sent word that the Duchess Amelia is fast approaching her time. I intend to be present when the wee one makes its grand entrance.”
“I asked Mama and Papa’s permission to visit. They said Glasgow is too far. I would have to wait until Lord and Lady Goldstone journeyed to London to meet the bundle of joy. I would give anything for the freedom afforded gentlemen.” Sarah let out a breath.
“It is unfortunate. She would be pleased to have you nearby when she welcomes the babe. Maybe, if I extend an invitation for you to travel as my companion, your parents would consent.”
Sarah bounced on her toes. “I would be much obliged if you would.”
“Consider it done, my dear. You need only ask your parents’ permission.”
It would be marvelous to see Amelia and get away from Lord Luvington. It may be too much to wish for. Sarah’s chest tightened. Mother would not likely let her get away in the midst of the season and with a future duke sniffing her skirts at that. She frowned at Grace and spoke her thoughts.
Grace wet her lips. “Perhaps they will not, but the invitation stands.” She pointed off into the distance. “That patch of colorful flowers near the bird bath is a new addition this year. It is meant to draw butterflies near and seems to be a success thus far.”
Sarah let out a breath, grateful for the distraction from Lord Luvington. She searched and caught sight of a bright blue and black butterfly flitting over the flower patch. “How marvelous. Does it attract several varieties?”
“It is rumored to. Though I have noticed but two species thus far.” She glanced at Sarah. “I have some guests coming for tea in a couple of hours. Lady Vivian will be present. Do say you will join us.”
“I am afraid I must decline.” Sarah intended to go home and face her predicament straight on. “Last night Lord Luvington said he would talk to me today. Of course I told him I would not be available, but I have since changed my mind.” She smirked.
Grace beamed at her. “Splendid, I am pleased you have had a change of heart. Do consider my words as well. Perhaps I am correct and the two of you will get on smashingly.”
“I will.” Sarah nodded. She only meant to insist the lord tell her why he pursued her, then she would beg him off. But she need not share the details with Grace. She curled her fingers in before relaxing them. No benefit would come from discussing the matter further.
She stepped into Abernathy house and said her farewells to Grace. A glimmer of hope bloomed in her chest as she left to return home and wait for Lord Luvington to call on her.
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CHAPTER SIX
It should not have surprised her, but all the same, Sarah startled at the sight of Lord Luvington lounging in her drawing room. She stared at him, relaxing on a wing-back chair conversing with Mother. A wave of heat coursed through her, spreading across her chest. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Her reaction was but a mere offset.
Mother grinned at her. “Do come join us, darling. Lord Luvington stopped by to call on you. I invited him to stay for tea.”
He rose to his feet. “Good afternoon, Lady Sarah.”
She curtsied. “My lord.” Her insides quivered as she made her way into the room and arranged herself on the settee next to Mother.
Mother’s eyes danced. “I am pleased you made it back in time for tea.” She gave a nod to a waiting maid. “Bring Lady Sarah a cup.”
The maid curtsied, her black skirts billowing around her before she left the room.
“I had the impression you would be spending the afternoon with the Duchess of Abernathy,” Mother said. “I told Lord Luvington you were not expected home for several hours.”
“It was indeed my intention, but after strolling through her garden, I became weary.” She stole a sideways glance at Lord Luvington. Her cheeks warmed at his roguish smirk.
“Have you recovered, dear?” Mother set her cup down.
“The carriage ride back proved refreshing.” She forced a small smile.
“Wonderful.”
The maid reentered and served Sarah her tea, before returning to her station at the room’s entrance. Sarah cleared her throat, suddenly feeling awkward.
“Her Grace’s garden is splendid. I have always been fond of its impressive fountain.” Lord Luvington lifted his cup.
“It is a marvelous sight, rivaled only by those at the palace.” Mother agreed.
Sarah sat her cup down and glanced at Lord Luvington. “I did not realize you and the duchess were such good friends.” She could not keep the tightness from her voice.
“Indeed. Her late husband and my father were very close. I have known the duchess all my life.” Did she imagine a hint of smugness in his eyes?
Grace’s defense of the reprobate made perfect sense now. Sarah glanced back to Mother. “The Duchess of Goldstone has invited the Duchess of Abernathy to stay in Glasgow with her for the birth of her babe.”
Mother swallowed a sip of tea. “She will find comfort in knowing the duchess is present. The two of them have always been close.”
“Yes indeed, Mother. Her Grace has invited me to join her on the journey.” Sarah’s stomach rolled as she nibbled her lip. Pray, let her be agreeable.
Lord Luvington tapped his fingers on his thigh while Mother peered at Sarah. “Let us discuss this matter later, in private.”
Sarah’s cheeks warmed. “Of course, Mother.” She swallowed back the lump in her throat. Surely, she would refuse the request. The tight lines of her face showed her displeasure at Sarah’s announcement.
Mother sat down her empty teacup then smiled at Lord Luvington. “I shall leave the two of you to visit. It is Lady Sarah you came to see, after all.”
From the corner of her eye, Sarah saw Lord Luvington wink at mother and nearly choked on her tea. “There is no chaperone about.” She set down her teacup and stood. “And I have letters awaiting my attention.”
“Reclaim your seat, dear. There is a maid present.” Mother walked to the doorway. “The pleasure was all mine, Lord Luvington.”
Sarah stared at mother as warmth spread through her. She flipped open her fan, attempting to cool her cheeks. She wanted to confront Lord Luvington about his sudden interest in her, but this seemed wrong. And what had that wink meant?
“I enjoyed our time. Thank you for the hospitality.” Lord Luvington’s eyes twinkled.
“You are most welcome.” She glanced at Sarah, then spun, taking her leave of the room.
Sarah suppressed her fit. It was a shame ladies did not scream.
* * * *
Julian could not have planned the afternoon better. Lady Havenshire granted her support to his cause, and Lady Sarah had returned before he took his leave.
Julian studied Lady Sarah as she waved her fan in front of pink cheeks. A lovely creature to be sure. Delicate features, striking eyes, petite, yet rounded in the right places. He ached to pull her close and run his fingers through her golden mane, but best not to act on his desire just yet.
He gave her a bemused smile. “Seems I have serendipity on my side.”
“There is nothing fated about this. I returned on purpose planning to see you.” She snapped her fan closed and rested it on her lap.
“Then you wished to see me?” His gaze held hers as his pulse quickened.
“I want to know why you are pursuing me.”
“I have already told you. I find you irresistible. You are quite the most striking woman I have ever laid eyes on.” He moved his hand to rest on the smooth wooden arm of his chair.
She nibbled her bottom lip as her gaze met his. He could get lost in those big violet eyes. Hell, a part of him wished to.
She released her supple lip. “You must not say such things to me. It is not proper, nor does it answer my question.”
“Of course it does. You asked why I am pursuing you, and that is my answer.” He took a sip of his tea, his gaze landing on her bosom. The rise and fall of her chest mesmerized him.
“Even so, you did not tell me what I desire to know. What are your intentions?”
He sipped his tea.
Lady Sarah’s mouth pressed to a thin line. “Do you plan to answer me?”
He admired her stubbornness. Every moment he spent in her company made him want her more. Not just her body, but her mind--her heart. She would make a fine wife and marchioness. He grinned when she turned back to him. “For now, I intend to court you.”
“And if I allow it?” Her voice came out barely a whisper.
“We will follow the natural progression of such a ritual.”
A frown formed upon her pink lips. “There you go evading my questions again.”
“Very well. If you allow me to court you, I intend to make you my marchioness.” He grinned when her eyes widened.
She glanced at the floor and sighed. “You cannot be serious.”
“I assure you, I am quite serious.” She met his gaze, and he went on. “In the short amount of time I have spent in your company, I have grown exponentially found of you.”
Julian watched as the corners of her mouth twitch up. Her eyes sparkled, and a light blush covered her cheeks. “May I see you tomorrow?”
Her eyes fluttered closed. “If I agree to see you tomorrow and do not wish to spend time with you thereafter, will you abandon this quest?”
“As you wish.” A lie, but worst case, she would tell him to bugger off. There remained a chance she would enjoy herself and allow the courtship to continue… Either way, he would get to spend time with her.
“What shall I expect us to be doing?” She refolded her hands on her lap.
“What strikes your fancy?”
“A well-chaperoned ride in the park might be pleasant.” Her smirk revealed an adorable dimple in one cheek.
The little minx teased him. Maybe she still did not believe his intentions honorable. “Sounds sensible. I will bring my chaise and collect you in the morning.”
Her frown returned. “I should not like that. Let us ride our mounts instead.”
Julian should have known Lady Sarah would not consent to such close quarters. Clearly, she knew his reputation well. “It would be an honor to ride beside such a lovely creature.” He watched the blush climb back into her face, his pulse speeding along with her rising color.
“Please, do refrain from saying such things.” She drew her brows together.
“It was your mount I referred to. Though you are lovely too.” He winked, unable to pass up the opportunity to tease her.
Lady Sarah stood. “That is more than enough for one day. You can see yourself out.” She turned and walked from the room.
Julian chuckled as he watched her flee then stood to take his leave. He would woo the lady one way or another.




SCANDALOUS INTENTIONS

CHAPTER SEVEN
Julian studied Lady Sarah as they rode through Regent’s Park. She sat sidesaddle atop a dapple gray, her midnight blue riding habit cascading around her legs. Leather riding gloves covered her hands and matched the trim of her saddle and reins. A narrow-brimmed bonnet with a white plume and matching parasol shaded her from the sun’s warm rays. The scent of jasmine surrounded him though he could not tell if it came from her or their surroundings.
“Will you be attending the Duchess of Abernathy’s garden party tomorrow?”
“Indeed.” Lady Sarah glanced at him.
He took note of her glum disposition despite the smile she bestowed upon him. She radiated distance, and he had caught her frowning more than once since they arrived in the park. “Something bothers you, Lady Sarah. Pray tell, what is on your mind?”
She sent another fake smile in his direction. Julian did not believe it sincere for nary a moment. Even if nothing weighed on her, she would not grin so broadly at him.
“It is nothing.” She glanced away, and her mouth turned down again.
Curiosity refused to allow him to leave it alone. “Perhaps you would recover from your depressed state if you were to share what is bothering you.”
“I am not depressed, and sharing would do no good at tall. You could not possibly help my situation.”
He rubbed one hand across his jaw while holding his reins in the other. “What makes you so certain?” Julian kept his face casual when she puckered her lips.
“Because I seek freedom, and you lack the authority to grant it.” She urged her beast into a canter.
Perfect. This was the angle he planned to use. Yesterday, he noticed the tension in her conversation with her mother about Glasgow. The lady clearly wished for some freedom, and he, for one, agreed ladies should enjoy the freedoms granted to men. Perhaps sharing his views would soften her heart.
Julian followed suit, pushing his mount to catch up. The breeze wrapped around him as he rode toward her. For all of Lady Sarah’s airs and propriety she did know how to let her passions rule. He imagined she would be a splendid mate.
“Come now. Let us not spoil a perfect morning.” He slowed his mount to keep pace with hers.
She glared at him as she pulled back on her reins slowing her beast to a walk.
Her eyes glowed and her cheeks were flushed, but in excitement or anger? “If you were my wife, I could grant you the freedoms you desire.”
She scrunched her adorable nose and peered at him. “If I were your wife, you would have the power to deny my wishes.” She grimaced. “There is no freedom for a lady in matrimony.”
Her words lashed him, and he raised a brow. “I would never deny my wife her desires.”
Lady Sarah glanced around, then jerked her eyes to him. “I beg you to cease saying such things before you are overheard. It is not proper conversation.”
His gaze held hers. “As you wish, but I insist you tell me what freedom you are being denied. We can stop and spread out a blanket under one of these fine oak trees.”
She gave him a sideways glance. “I do not recall agreeing to such an arrangement.”
“We are well-chaperoned.” He nodded behind them at the footmen escorting Lady Sarah. “There is no harm in resting and talking for a bit.”
If she agreed, he would have an advantage. Father’s words rang in his mind. Time is running out, Julian. Do not squander a moment.
“Oh, very well.” She sighed.
His heart skipped. He angled his head toward a towering old oak. “Shall we?”
Lady Sarah followed his lead. An image of her wrapped in his arms upon the grass flashed through his mind. If she were any other woman, he would be sampling her sweet kisses in a moment’s time. Heat spread through him.
Do not sully her reputation. Julian shook Father’s words away. He had to treat her like a lady, not one of his many conquests. Marriage to her would do no good if he were to ruin her beforehand.
Once next to the oak, he dismounted and retrieved his blanket. He glanced at Lady Sarah. Her lips curved up in a small smile instead of the wide fake grins she had been sending his way, and he could not help finding encouragement in it. 
After he spread the brown wool fabric over the grass, he strode over to her and offered his hand. “My lady.”
She looped the ribbons of the fan she just removed from her reticule around her wrist and reached for him. A wave of tingles traveled through him at the contact. He took her small, gloved hand in his, and helped her down from her saddle. 
Releasing her, he stepped away before he could do something foolish. He rubbed a hand across his face. “After you, sweet.”
She scowled. “It would behoove you to remember your manners. Pet names are not appropriate. What if you were overheard? Just imagine what the ton would make of you calling me such a thing.” She turned, moved to the blanket, and sat down in a pool of rich blue skirts.
Julian chuckled, relishing the way she blushed at his words. “Then everyone would know how I feel about you, sweet. There is little harm in that.”
“Perhaps not for you. It would be an entirely different matter for me.”
Julian lowered himself onto the blanket and stretched his legs out in front of him, leaning back on his elbows. A glance revealed Lady Sarah’s escorts lingering near the pond to the left of them, holding their mounts in place.
She angled her chin a bit higher, and her lips pressed into a mulish line.
“I believe you were about to tell me what freedom it is you are being denied.”
“I imagine you will find it rather silly.”
He studied her while awaiting her reply. The sun’s rays created a glow around her, making her even more breathtaking. He ached to hold her as he watched the battle waging in her eyes.
She averted her gaze. “I wish to visit Scotland, and Mother has denied my request.”
“Dare I ask, why?” Julian rolled onto his side, facing her and rested one arm across his waist.
She plucked a blade of crisp, green grass and twirled it between two delicate fingers. “My dear friend, the Duchess of Goldstone, is set to birth her first babe. I wish to be present for the occasion.”
He stared deep into her violet gaze. “Seems a perfectly reasonable request to me.”
“If only my parents agreed with your position on the topic.” A shadow of longing filled her eyes, and melancholy brought the edges of her lips down. “Mother said I could not leave during the season, and moreover, Scotland is too far for me to travel.”
He knew the marchioness would not allow Lady Sarah to leave London. She assured him her support in his pursuit of her daughter. It would be rather difficult to court Lady Sarah if she fled to another country. All the same, when the frown remained on her heart-shaped face, he longed to make it go away.
“If you were my wife, I would take you to Scotland this very minute just to see you smile.” His heart leapt at the realization that he meant every word.
She smacked him in the arm with her fan and laughed. “You are an incorrigible rogue. You must stop saying such things to me.”
Sitting up, he reached for her hand. It fit nicely in his as he closed his fingers around it. The same warm, tingling sensation as before invaded him, and he longed to gather her body against his. “Would it be so bad if I made an offer for you?”
Lady Sarah’s lips parted, and her eyes grew wide. Then she pulled her hand from his. “Stop toying with me. I am not a plaything.”
“I do not jest. I intend to offer for you as soon as I believe you will accept.” His pulse grew stronger in his neck as he searched her eyes for some measure of encouragement.
“Pray tell, why have you decided on me as a wife?” She looked at him. Her cheeks flushed as she spun her parasol. “Speak plainly, and I may consider the suit.”
She was no addlebrained miss. She knew there was more to his pursuit of her. Perhaps he should come clean. He did not have much time left to secure a suitable spouse. Certainly not enough time to woo another respectable lady. He rubbed a hand across his jaw. She might accept his offer, or, at the very least, agree to his courtship if she had the details.
“The day grows late.” She glared pointedly at him.
He grinned. “As you wish.” He drew in a deep breath, and glanced at her footmen. “My father has demanded I settle down. As a result, I am hunting for a wife and find you to be an exceptional lady.”
Her lips flattened to a straight line.
“If I do not secure a spouse of good reputation by month’s end, Father will cut off my stipend, leaving me without a farthing.”
Her hand flew to her breast, and she inhaled sharply. “I knew it. You have no real interest in me.” She stood and moved toward her mount.
He gained his footing then raced to catch her. “You have it all wrong.” He grabbed her arm, causing Lady Sarah to stop abruptly. “Let us discuss this further.”
When he decided on her as his future duchess, it had been for no other reason than her impeccable reputation and beauty, but he developed a genuine interest in her during their first meeting. He had since grown to care for her.
She rounded on him. “There is nothing to discuss. You admitted you were only pursuing me so you would not become destitute.” She scowled. “I could not give a fig about your troubles. Unhand me this instant.” She jerked her arm.
He released her but kept his gaze pinned to hers. “You are wrong, Lady Sarah. My interest is genuine. I find you to be a captivating lady and believe you would make a splendid wife.”
She swept her arm in a wide arch slicing the air in front of her. “A splendid wife, indeed. Say nothing of love, compatibility, mutual respect. I should be honored to make you a splendid wife.”
The acid in her tone sent his heart into a flurry of panic. “That came out wrong. I do respect you and believe we are compatible. I admire your strong will, your intelligence, your beauty.” He reached to touch her cheek, unable to help himself. “I am certain we would make a sensational match.”
She spun away from him and marched to her mount, tossing her retort over her shoulder. “I do not respect you, nor do I believe we are compatible.” She allowed a footman to help her onto her beast. “You will return me home, then cease your pursuit of me.”
Julian swung onto his mount. “I will return you to your family…but make no further promises.”
He would not give up on the spirited beauty regardless of what she said.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
Sarah paced back and forth across her drawing room. She should not care a whit about the scoundrel’s predicament. What did she care if he lost his inheritance? A lump formed in her throat. For all of her objections and misgivings about him being a rake, he still managed to get under her skin.
A huff escaped her as she made her way to the window. Sarah gazed out at the London traffic. A couple strolled down the street in front of her townhouse. The lady had her hand around the gentleman’s arm and appeared to be laughing. Her parasol twirled, and her curls bounced as she gazed at him.
Sarah turned away, heart leaden in her chest. Would Lord Luvington begin to pursue another lady? He would have to, given his deadline to secure a wife. But why should she care? The rake would surely make his future wife miserable. It certainly would not be the love match she set her sights on. Her throat tightened as she imagined him holding another lady while whispering scandalous things into her ear.
She shook the bird-witted image from her mind. So what if he looked out for the Duchess of Abernathy and thought women should be treated as equals. She would be better off without the marquess no matter how dashing and open-minded he was. Lord Luvington all but told her he did not care for her, and his words should be enough to keep her from caring about him. Yet, somehow, they were not. Her pulse quickened as she wrapped one arm around her midsection.
Blast it, she would drive herself mad if she did not do something to take her mind off the rake. She left the drawing room headed for the library. Some time spent reading ought to clear her head. She would allow the words of a book to erase Lord Luvington’s proclamations.
He had taken her by surprise. She just needed a bit of time to get past it. After a while, he would be gone from her mind, and she would happily move on. It should not take much to forget him. She did not love him after all. Desperate to reach the library, Sarah quickened her pace down the hall lined with her ancestor’s pictures.
Dashing through the door, she strolled to the shelves and retrieved an astronomy tome.
“My lady, Her Grace, the Duchess of Abernathy is here to see you.”
Sarah turned on her heels, clutching the book in both hands as the duchess stepped into the room. The maid who announced her took a seat near the wall.
“How very unexpected, Your Grace.” Sarah forced a small grin. She did not care to discuss Lord Luvington. Perhaps the duchess came for an entirely different reason. She said she had known Lord Luvington since birth, but they could not be all that close. Until the other day, Grace had never mentioned him. “Please, do make yourself comfortable.”
Grace moved deeper into the room, then lowered herself onto a leather high-backed chair. “Thank you, dear. I wanted to see how things went after you left me the other day.” She folded her hands upon her lap.
Sarah sat across from the duchess and placed her book on her skirt. What would she tell her? That despite her initial caution, Lord Luvington found his way through her defenses? That she had begun to care for him, only to have the rake confirm her suspicions? But it was even worse than she had suspected. How had she allowed this to happen? Grace would see her as a fool.
She glanced at the maid. “Have some refreshments sent in.”
“Straight away, my lady.” The maid curtsied.
“Tell me, did it go swimmingly?” Grace angled her head.
Sarah inhaled and squared her shoulders before leveling her gaze on the duchess. “The very opposite is true. It seems I have made an utter fool of myself.”
“How so?”
Sarah glanced away and inhaled before meeting her eyes. “I consented to allow Lord Luvington to spend time with me.”
Grace’s lips stretched. “How splendid.”
“Not splendid at tall.” She sighed.
“I am afraid I do not follow, dear.” Grace flipped open her fan and waved it in front of her face. “What happened to make you feel a fool? Did he try to compromise you?”
“Good heavens, no.” Sarah’s lips trembled as her cheeks warmed. “I did not intend for it to happen.” She feathered her fingertips over the book resting in her lap. “At some point, I began to see him as more than the rake I knew him to be. Then he went and ruined it by being just that. A complete scoundrel.”
“Go on, dear. Tell me, what did Lord Luvington do?”
Sarah placed the book onto its shelf. “I told him I required the truth before I would consent to spend any more time in his company.” She returned to her seat.
“And what did he say?” Grace pinned her with a stare.
“He told me the Duke of Tisdale ordered him to find a wife of good reputation. And he must do so by month’s end if he wishes to continue receiving his allowance.”
“Dear me. How terrible.” Grace’s fan stilled, and her eyes widened. “How did you respond?”
“I told him not to bother me again. I shall not be used in such a way, and I have no desire to become trapped in a loveless marriage.”
A maid entered carrying a silver serving tray with cucumber finger sandwiches and tea. Sarah nodded when the maid positioned the tray between Grace and herself. Grace set her fan aside before reaching for a cup.
Sarah took a cup and lifted it to her lips. Her appetite fled long ago, but the warm liquid was a most welcome balm, soothing her nerves.
Grace looked at her, brown eyes full of warmth as she reached for a sandwich. “None of that makes you a fool, my dear.”
“All the same, I should not have entertained him at tall. Not knowing what I know about his reputation.” Sarah watched the steam rise from her cup.
“Did he say anything after you begged him off?”
“Only that he no longer felt the same way he had when this farce began.” Sarah lifted her cup for another sip.
“Well, there is something to hold onto. If you have developed feelings for Lord Luvington, you should not shut him out. He came clean and admitted to pursuing you for more than just his father’s demands. It is quite possible he has feelings for you as well.”
“I do not have romantic feelings for him. I only said I started to see him as more than a rapscallion. I assure you, the misguided feeling has passed.” Sarah did her best to smile but it faltered.
Grace’s eyes softened. “If that were true, you would not be so upset.”
Sarah set her cup back on the polished silver tray. “I am upset because he deceived me, and I will not allow it to continue.”
“Very well, dear, but I believe there is more going on. I will not press you on it just now, but should you want to talk, I am always available.”
Sarah stared at the folds of her pale skirt. “It makes no difference if I do. Lord Luvington is a notorious rake who found himself in need of an upstanding wife. If not for his circumstances, he never would have tried courting me. I think it serves me best to remember that.”
Grace took a dainty bite of her sandwich, chewed carefully, and then swallowed. “The circumstances do not equate. It makes no difference why he chose to court you, only that he did. The fact he told you the truth and cared enough to continue seeking forgiveness ought to tell you something.”
“It does indeed. He still requires a reputable wife and has no time to spare courting another lady.” Sarah swiped a stray hair away from her cheek.
She wished none of it were true. In all honesty, she had enjoyed her outing with the marquess. He proved to be kindhearted and his views on women impressed her. Up until he ruined everything, that is. If Lord Luvington were an honorable man rather than a scoundrel, she would give him another chance. Alas, he was a rake, and she refused to be a pawn in his game.
“Very well, Shall we talk of something else?” Grace said.
“A change of topic is most welcome. Will you be in attendance at Lady Vivian’s garden party tomorrow afternoon?”
Grace smiled. “I am very much looking forward to the event. Lady Vivian hosts the most splendid parties.”
“She and Lord Wexil make a smashing pair, do they not?” Sarah opened her lace fan and fluttered it a few times.
“Indeed they do.” Grace’s lips quirked up. “And to think, she nearly broke off their betrothal.”
Sarah fanned faster a frown tugging at her lips. As it happened, Lady Vivian had been certain Lord Wexil did not care for her as she did for him. Like Sarah, Lady Vivian had wanted to marry for love.
“How fortuitous of you to bring their courtship up.” Sarah pinned her with her gaze.
“I only mean to illustrate how wrong we can sometimes be.”
Sarah angled her head. “I am pleased it all worked out for Lord and Lady Wexil.”
“As am I.” Grace finished her tea. “Now tell me what you plan on wearing to the party?”
“I had not thought about it, yet. Perhaps my new organdy gown. It is a French design and only arrived a sennight ago.” Her belly fluttered. Would Lord Luvington be in attendance? Sarah closed her eyes for a moment and inhaled. She had to stop thinking about him.
After a short, obligatory discussion on what they would wear to the garden party, Grace set her teacup aside and stood. “I must be going.”
Sarah followed suit. “I shall see you tomorrow at Lady Vivian’s then.”
“Of course.” Grace squeezed Sarah’s hand. “Remember, should you need me, I am happy to talk.”
“Thank you, Your Grace.”
“Think nothing of it, dear.”
Once the duchess took her leave, Sarah plopped back onto the chair. Blast, what would Mother say about Lord Luvington’s trickery? Clearly, Mother was fond of the scoundrel. She must be told of his deceitful ways.
Sarah closed her eyes and allowed her head to lull back. If she stayed mum for a bit, she might get another opportunity to speak with Lord Luvington. Surely Mother would offer her up again.
She must be mad to even consider spending another moment in his company.




SCANDALOUS INTENTIONS

CHAPTER NINE
Julian stood beneath the shade of an old lime tree in the clearing of Lord and Lady Wexil’s garden. He glanced about at the blankets littering the deep green grass. Everywhere he looked lords in top hats and ladies in bonnets congregated. Their chatter blended into the music of the quartet, filling the air around him.
He studied a game of lawn tennis being played to his left alongside a hedgerow, locking his hands behind his back and rocking on his heels as he watched. He hoped Lady Sarah had not changed her mind about attending. She had yet to arrive, but it was early yet. A steady onslaught of lords and ladies continued to descend on the fray.
Movement on one of the paths leading into the garden drew Julian’s eye. His breath caught at the sight of his parents making their way into the crush. Bloody hell, what if Lady Sarah did make an appearance? 
Sweat broke out on his forehead. How would he repair things with her while his father was near? Worse, what if his parents conversed with Lady Sarah and she told them how she had begged him off? He took a deep breath, filling his nose with the scent of grass and lime, but it did nothing to calm his racing heart.
He needed to make himself scarce until he decided what to do. Julian started to move away, but too late. His mother spotted him. Her gaze pinned him in place. He swallowed back the lump in his throat and forced a smile.
Resigned, he walked toward his parents. The warm breeze only added to his discomfort the closer he got. This must be how a man about to stick his head in a noose felt. As he approached, he kept his smile in place for Mother and nodded to Father. “What brings you to London?”
“A fine way to greet your sire, son.” Father’s mouth flattened into a fine line.
Julian drew a breath, his rattled nerves overtaken by an entirely new sensation. His face warmed, and he clamped his teeth together. Father’s reprimands were beyond tiresome. He still acted as if Julian were a boy in short pants. Damn him. I am a man, a marquess, and deserve to be treated as such.
“Come now, it is a splendid day, and I have not been to a party in ages.” Mother beamed at him. “When Lady Vivian’s invitation arrived, I simply had to accept. Do let us find a comfortable spot to enjoy the merriment.” She slanted a glance at her husband.
“Very well, dear. Join us, son.” Father patted Mothers hand.
“Of course.” As if he had a choice. Julian nodded toward the lime tree he had been standing under. “There is a nice balance of shade and warmth over there.”
“Marvelous. Shall we?” His mother waved her fan.
Julian led his parents over to the sprawling tree with a turkey rug laid upon the grass beneath it. Mother descended in a billow of fine silk skirts, then flipped her fan open. Father sat next to her, his legs stretched out in front of him. 
Julian glanced away, hoping for an excuse to escape them if only for a moment. The refreshment tent caught his attention. “Allow me to get you a snack or a drink. You must be parched after your journey.” He smiled at Mother.
She lowered her fan and met his gaze. “A claret-cup would be marvelous, do you not agree, Piers.”
Father glanced at her, then up at Julian. “Yes, do bring me one as well.”
“Two claret-cups it is.” Julian bowed before he turned, taking his leave. A large white tent of fabric was perched on the lawn ahead of him with tables under it. Perhaps if he took his time returning, he could come up with an excuse to leave. Then he could call on Lady Sarah in the morning. He needed to repair the rift between them.
Glancing at the main path leading in from the maze of hedgerows, he sighed. Blast it all anyway, he had no recourse. If Lady Sarah spoke to his parents, she would no doubt tell them the way of things. He squared his shoulders and slowed his walk to the tent a little more. There was but one thing for him to do. He would stay and watch for the lovely minx, and if she came, he would do his best to keep her away from his parents.
Someone clapped his shoulder.
“Luvington, old pal, glad to see you out and about in society.” Julian turned to find Lord Keery grinned at him. “We have missed you at the clubs these past evenings.”
Julian chuckled. “I have had more important things on my mind of late.” He continued toward the tent, and Lord Keery fell into step beside him.
“Such as? Do not tell me,” Lord Keery arched one blond brow, “a lady is to blame.”
“It is always a lady, old friend, but mostly, it is my father’s doing.” Julian stepped into the tent.
“Right, that foolishness about fixing your rakehell reputation. So who is the lucky proper miss?” Lord Keery reached for a glass of claret.
Julian shot him a sideways glance. “Honestly I am rather fond of the chit.” He lifted two glasses for his parents. “Lady Sarah will make a fine wife.”
Lord Keery smirked. “What would our old Oxford pals think?”
Julian elbowed him playfully with this left arm, holding the glasses in his right hand. “If I must have a wife, it will be her. And I am not the first to get saddled.”
Lord Keery nodded toward the hedgerow. “At the least, she is fun to look at.” “Also witty, charming, and spirited.” Julian continued their banter as his gaze followed his old school chum’s. His breath froze in his throat. Lady Sarah entered with the Duchess of Abernathy. Her parents, the Marquess and Marchioness of Havenshire, followed behind. “Keery, I must go.”
“Dare I say it? You are quite smitten with the lady. Is it love?”
“Gads, no. I need a wife and have chosen her. There is nothing more to it.” Julian’s heart fluttered. “Good day, Keery.”
He kept his gaze trained on the new arrivals as he carried the drinks back to his parents. His pulse thumped in his temples as he mentally urged Lady Sarah to move in a different direction. It was just his luck she arrived with the Duchess of Abernathy. Mother would flag them down the moment she took notice.
He handed his parents their glasses of claret.
“Thank you, dear.” Mother patted the mat next to her. “Do sit with us for a spell.” She angled her chin at him, and the corners of her mouth turned up.
Julian never could deny Mother her wishes. He sighed and lowered himself onto the turkey mat next to her. Stretching his legs out in front of him, he crossed his ankles, then glanced back into the crush. Lady Sarah turned toward the Duchess of Abernathy for a moment. They appeared to be talking behind their fans. Had they seen him? His heart sped up. The pair turned away and began moving toward the other side of the clearing and he released his pent-up breath.
Later, after his parents took their leave, Julian would seek Lady Sarah out to make amends, and to make her understand he wanted more than just a convenient wife. Anything else would be unacceptable.
“Tell me the news of yourself and Lady Sarah. Have you made any progress, son?” Father asked.
Mother angled her bonnet-clad head causing her auburn curls to bounce about her cheeks.
Julian closed his eyes for a heartbeat before turning to his father. “All is well. I expect to be wed by your deadline.”
Father pinned him beneath his piercing hazel stare. “Very well. Just remember you will not receive so much as a farthing more if you are not.” Mother’s green eyes glinted. “Julian knows what is expected of him. Please, let us all enjoy this glorious day without talk of such things.” Mother placed her lace-gloved hand upon Father’s.
“Yes, of course, love.” Father stretched his lips into the semblance of a smile. “I am requiring this of you because I care about your future, and the future of the duchy, son. One day, you will come to understand, perhaps even appreciate my reasons.”
Julian held his lips in a tight line and nodded at the patriarch of his family.
“I shall say no more on the matter.” Father patted Mother’s small hand as he glanced out at the open space before them.
“I do hope Lady Sarah will be joining us at some point. I would like to further our acquaintance if she is to become your wife.” Mother glanced at Julian. “I know the Duchess of Abernathy is rather fond of the girl.”
His stomach tightened. In no conceivable way could they meet today. Unless he got to Lay Sarah beforehand and somehow convinced her to play along. He had been honest with Lady Havenshire when he sought her assistance in winning Lady Sarah’s hand. Perchance she would be willing to help.
“Julian.”
“Yes, sorry, Mother. I am afraid my mind wandered a bit.” He reached up and repositioned his hat.
“I asked if Lady Sarah would be in attendance today.”
The muscles in Julian’s chest tightened. “I am not certain, Mother.”
Father cleared his throat. “You ought to know, since you are courting her.”
Julian closed his eyes and exhaled.
“You should have escorted her to the party. With her family, of course.”
He continued to stare out into the crush of lords and ladies refusing to meet Father’s gaze. “Lady Sarah could not commit when I offered my escort. The Havenshire’s had another engagement and were not entirely sure they could make Lady Vivian’s affair.”
Mother reached over to squeeze his hand. “That does explain the matter. All the same, I do hope they make an appearance.”
Julian rubbed his hand across his jaw. He needed to seek out Lady Sarah and her mother before his parents took notice of them. A gentle breeze washed over him, carrying the scent of fresh flowers. Flowers that reminded him of Lady Sarah’s softness. He flexed his feet and glanced at the cerulean sky peaking through the tree’s leaves.
“If you will--”
“Look, Piers. Over there.” Mother pointed her fan.
Julian glanced in the direction she indicated, and his stomach rolled.
“The Duchess of Abernathy has arrived.”
Lady Sarah strolled next to Her Grace as they headed his way. Julian jumped to his feet, his stomach plummeting.
“Is that your Lady Sarah with Her Grace?” Mother gazed up at him.
“Yes.” Julian cleared his throat. “I must go to her.”
He had to convince her to play along for a bit. And if she refused? He stiffened his posture. There was but one way to find out.
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CHAPTER TEN
Sarah’s fingers curled inside her gloves as Lord Luvington strolled toward her. How dare he continue to ignore her wishes? She had begged him off with good reason. He could not possibly hope to change her mind. Perhaps he wished to apologize. She glanced at Grace. “What do you suppose Lord Luvington is coming over here for?”
Grace studied her. “I suspect I was correct. He cares for you.”
Sarah let a unladylike ‘humph’ escape her lips. “I would never dare believe another word from his mouth. He is just toying with me to keep his finances, and my heart is set on marrying for love.” His plight was unfortunate, but she was no fool. She would not allow him to make a ninny out of her.
“Let him speak his piece before you firm up your mind. No good will come from making rash decisions.”
Her decision was not rash. She had spent the entire night tossing in her bed considering him and his unfortunate situation. In truth, she had grown fond of him. Part of her wanted to give him a chance. But the more level-minded part of her anatomy knew it would be a mistake. The dashing lord could no more be trusted than bludgers could. He would steal her heart and destroy it as fast as they robbed carriages.
“I have no wish to speak further of Lord Luvington.”
“Very well, dear.”
Lord Luvington weaved through the crowd toward them. His gait fast, his mouth a determined line. She could not help but trail her gaze over his form. Her pulse sped up as she did so. Why did he have to affect her in such a delicious way?
He stepped up to her, one of those rakish blush-inducing smirks curving his full lips.
“Your Grace, Lady Sarah.” Lord Luvington bowed. “It is a pleasure running into you.”
“Likewise.” Grace grinned at him.
Sarah tried to calm her hammering heart with a deep breath. She nodded politely. “If you will excuse us, Lord Luvington, we were on our way to the refreshment tent.”
“Allow me to escort you.” He offered his arm, and Grace took it.
Lady Sarah squared her shoulders. “I would rather you did not.” She glanced at Grace, hoping for her support. Sarah had made her privy to what transpired between them. Why would she continue to support his endeavor? She should not be pushing the suit.
“Dear me, this is awkward.” Grace frowned at her. “It is vulgar to be rude, dear.”
Sarah sighed. “My apologies, Lord Luvington.”
Grace was correct, but she also knew perfectly well why Sarah wished to avoid him. Could Grace be in cahoots with him? She did spend a great deal of time defending the lord. No matter, it was not as though Sarah could do anything if she were.
“I am no longer in need of refreshments.” She allowed a smirk. “I will join back with my mother and father. The two of you can go on without me.”
“Very well, but we shall escort you.” Grace leveled a no-nonsense gazed on her.
It seemed he had everyone on his side. Sarah forced a small smile. How had a notorious rake gotten so many respectable ladies to champion his cause? “If you insist.” She turned on her heels and headed toward her parents.
Grace and Lord Luvington kept pace beside her. She snuck a peek at him from the corner of her eye. Why did he refuse to cease his pursuit of her? Perchance he had come to care for her as well. She shook her head, chasing the bird-witted thought away. It was too much to hope for. A rakehell such as himself could never genuinely care for a lady.
“Might you consider a stroll through the garden, Lady Sarah?”
She took note of the uncertainty in his tone, and her chest tightened at the vulnerability. Perhaps a short walk would not hurt. Just long enough for her to properly end this charade. Maybe if she allowed him to speak his piece and then begged him off, it would stick.
“Very well, my lord. But it shall be both short and well-chaperoned.” Heat spread through her cheeks. She must be going mad to have accepted his invitation.
“I am happy to act as chaperone.” Grace released Lord Luvington’s arm. “I will follow behind and keep within a proper distance.”
Sarah stepped up, keeping her gaze averted. She did not wish to see any traces of hope in his eyes. This, her acceptance, was no more than a way to end his courtship once and for all. She wrapped her hand around his arm, and a surge of warmth coursed through her. His muscles tensed under her touch. She needed end this nonsense before she lost the will to walk away.
Lord Luvington led her as they strolled through the maze of hedgerows, neither speaking a word. The warm breeze wrapped around her, only increasing the heat that already spread through her. Her fan threatened to slip palm as she flicked it open. Sarah waved the fan, but its breeze on her face did nothing to cool her.
Perhaps she should begin the conversation? Surely Grace could no longer hear what they said. Sarah did not care if she could, but Lord Luvington may not agree with her assessment. She glanced at him and nibbled her lower lip. His gaze fixated on a point ahead. If he noticed her peeking at him, he gave no sign.
She pushed out a sigh as Lord Luvington lead her toward a stone bench nestled among the lush green hedge.
“Shall we sit for a moment? I wish to explain.” He pressed his arm against her hand then loosened it again.
She looked away. “Very well. Though I cannot imagine what you might say to change things.” She hesitated for a moment, reluctant to release her grip on him before she lowered herself onto the bench. The stone’s cool exterior seeped through her skirts, a welcome contrast to the warmth radiating through her. She rested one hand on her lap and waved her fan with the other.
Lord Luvington positioned himself on the bench a smidgen closer than was proper, angling himself so he faced her. The fresh spring scents of foliage and flowers took on a heady intensity as she stared fixedly at the hedge in front of her. Her face flamed though she could not credit it to the heat of the atmosphere.
She needed to take control of the situation before it swept her away. “Speak your piece and be done with it. I do not wish to linger over long.” He flashed a toe-curling grin just before she glanced away.
“What I said in the park was the truth. Is the truth. But there is more to it than just my need of a respectable wife.”
“Do tell.” She lowered her fan to her lap, its ribbons trailing in the breeze.
“I have come to care for you, admire you, even. You are a fascinating and attractive woman.”
She plucked at her satin skirts as the heat climbed back into her face.
“It is true that I will no longer receive my stipend if I fail to secure a proper society wife. It is the very reason I began looking for one. I shall not deny it, but nor is it the reason I continue to pursue you.” He reached up and brushed a curl that had escaped her bonnet away from her cheek.
His fingers left a tingling trail in their wake, and something inside her began to crumble. She glanced down at the path they had just walked.
“I would like the chance to make this right. Allow me to court you, Lady Sarah. Let us discover if there might be something real between us.”
She glanced at him, unsure how to respond. Her mind screamed no, but her heart and soul begged for him. She wanted to reach out and run her hand across his strong jaw, feel his lips pressed against hers, discover what it felt like to be in his arms.
“Spend the rest of the party in my company, Lady Sarah. Grant me one afternoon to change your mind.”
A wave of tingles ran down her and congregated in her abdomen at his smile. This was dangerous, and she knew it. And yet…
“One afternoon, after which you will cease this foolishness.”
“If that is your wish, but know it is my desire that you will no longer feel the same way.”
The sincerity in his eyes baffled her. His features were so gentle, his gaze so deep, it was as though he were looking at her very soul. Oh, how she wanted to trust him. Alas, something in the way he had approached her and Grace earlier weighed on her mind. He still withheld information from her.
A grin pulled at her lips in spite of herself. “We will see, but first I want to know why you looked so distraught when you approached me.” She stiffened her spine. “And do not attempt to sell me a falsehood.”
He glanced away, a muscle in his jaw twitching. “I never tried to sell you a falsehood.”
“Then you tried to trick me. One is not very different from the other.” She stood and turned her back to him. “I wish to go back this instant.” She should have known better than to waste her energy granting him an audience.
“Now I have vexed you again, and for that I am truly sorry, but I did tell you the truth of it when you asked me in the park.” He stepped in front of her, standing scandalously close. “And again just now. I have never lied to you, and I will not start at this juncture.”
“Then tell me what else is going on.” She met his gaze in challenge.
“My parents are in attendance and want to become better acquainted with my future wife.”
“I beg of you, watch your words. Someone could overhear. It is not proper.” She exhaled a breath. “Did you tell your parents I agreed to such a thing?” Her hands shook as heat surged through her. He had attempted to use her yet again.
He chuckled. “I only told them I had made my choice and was courting you.” He smirked. “Can you call any of it a lie?”
She sighed. “No, I do not suppose I can.”
“Then you will agree to meet them?”
Hope flashed in his light-green gaze. How could she refuse him? “Very well. But I beg of you to remember our bargain. At the conclusion of Lady Vivian’s party, you will end your courtship of me should I request it of you.”
He pressed one hand to his chest, resting it on his cravat, over his heart. “On my honor, Lady Sarah.”
“I have previously told you what I think about your honor.” She smiled sweetly. “You have one afternoon to change my opinion.”
He offered his arm. “Shall we?”
She took hold of him a might faster then she ought to have done, and he rewarded her with a rakish grin. “You do enjoy my company.”
She swatted his bicep with her fan. “Do stop. You are incorrigible. I could not possibly enjoy your company. On the contrary, I am making the best of a sour situation.”
His rich, throaty chuckle wrapped around her. Sarah’s own laughter erupted before she could stop it. Just for today, she determined to shut off her mind and allow her heart to lead. Would she regret it on the morrow?




SCANDALOUS INTENTIONS

CHAPTER ELEVEN
Sarah clung to Lord Luvington’s arm as he steered her toward the Duke and Duchess of Tisdale. The duchess sat on a turkey rug waving a fan in front of her. A grin played on her lips. She appeared friendly, but the duke stared at them with pinched lips and drawn brows. The tautness of his jaw and stern lines of his face gave her pause. It startled her how much he looked like the lord at her side. She angled her head to gaze at Lord Luvington. “Why does your father seem displeased?”
He frowned. “Pay no mind to it. Father is naturally stern. I give you my assurance. He is looking forward to meeting you.” One corner of his mouth lifted in a weak grin.
Sarah wanted to believe him, but something about his father did not sit well with her. She took a deep breath and pasted a smile on her lips. For today, she would play along.
Grace caught up with the pair and walked next to Sarah. She patted Sarah’s shoulder. “The Duke of Tisdale is not so fierce as he lets on. Once you get to know him, you will see he is quite pleasant. And you will get on swimmingly with the Duchess of Tisdale.” She dropped her hand back to her side and grinned. “They will adore you, dear.”
She hoped against reason Grace was correct. Why did she care what they thought of her? Sarah agreed to one day and would be calling off this farce at its conclusion.
Her pulse quickened. The mere idea caused her discomfort but not nearly as much as a broken heart would. Her only rational choice was to beg him off before the damage became irreparable.
The Duke and Duchess of Tisdale rose to their feet as Lord Luvington guided Sarah and Grace up to the old lime tree.
“What are you waiting for, introduce the lady.” The Duke looked at his son before turning to Sarah.
“Mother, Father, allow me to introduce Lady Sarah Roseington, daughter of the Marquess and Marchioness of Havenshire.”
Sarah dipped into a curtsy and bowed her head. “Your Grace’s.” Coming back to her full height she could not help a grin. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
“The pleasure is all ours, dear. Please join us.” The Duchess tipped her chin.
The quartet’s music drifted on a warm breeze, somehow comforting. “I would be honor to do so.”
The Duchess of Tisdale turned to Grace. “You simply must join us as well. It seems like ages since we have spent time in one another’s company.”
“Not since Lady Celia’s coming out,” Grace said. “Shall we make ourselves comfortable?”
The Duke of Tisdale arranged himself on the turkey mat under the shade of the tree. “Yes, all of you. Come sit.”
He seemed to have softened, but Sarah found him foreboding all the same. She would rather be anywhere else at the moment. Alas, she had struck a bargain with Lord Luvington and intended to see it through. Unable to bring herself to release his arm, she glanced at him.
He patted her gloved hand, then turned his attention to his parents. “I am afraid we cannot stay long. I have promised Lady Sarah some time with her friends.” He looked back at her, a rakish twist to his mouth.
A chill galloped down her spine as her heart leaped. She dropped her hand from his arm and sat beside Grace. That look affected her far too much. Perhaps once his parents were satisfied, she could convince hers to take her home. She never agreed to stay for the entirety of the party.
“I hoped to run into you today, Duchess. And how splendid you are here with Julian’s Lady Sarah.” Julian’s mother glanced at Sarah, then back to Grace. “What a perfect coincidence.”
Grace opened her fan and began to wave it near her face. “Lady Sarah and I became fast friends last season. I have grown very fond of her.” She glanced at Sarah.
Warmth spread through her for the woman. Thank heavens Grace was here with her to make the situation more comfortable.
“Won’t you both join me for tea tomorrow at our country estate?” The Duchess of Tisdale angled her head toward her husband.
Something akin to dread streaked through Sarah. How could she deny the invitation of a duchess? She glanced at Lord Luvington, who nodded, his eyes alight. The cad either enjoyed her discomfort or believed this farce would lead to an engagement. Sarah clenched her teeth and focused on his mother.
“I cannot speak for Lady Sarah, but I am happy to accept your invitation.” Grace reached up and loosened the ties of her bonnet.
“Do say you will join us, Lady Sarah.”
Drat. Sarah glanced at the Duchess of Tisdale. “Yes of course I will.” What other choice did she have? One did not simply toss out the invitation of a duchess. Mother would have her hide if she dared.
The Duke cleared his throat. “Splendid, Julian and I will join you ladies. We can discuss the nuptials.” He lifted one hand and waved it toward Sarah and Lord Luvington.
Sarah jerked her eyes up to meet Lord Luvington’s. His face paled as his gaze locked on hers. Heat seared her cheeks. He had tricked her again, outright deceived her. She had asked him directly if he told his parents they were going to marry and he said he had not. It was foolish of her to trust him for even a moment, and she had better make a point of remembering it from now on.
Lord Luvington peered at his father. “Lady Sarah has not agreed to anything beyond my courting her, Father.” 
When he looked at Sarah, his gaze no longer held the playful spark she had become accustomed to. Rather he appeared subdued like a fearful child. Perhaps he had not misled her after all. The Duke certainly did not seem like a nice man, and she knew the demand he placed on his son. Maybe he decided to take matters into his own hands. It must have been awful for Lord Luvington growing up with such a crass father. A tinge of regret touched her heart.
The Duke stared at her. “You know Julian will be cut off if he fails to marry a respectable lady by month’s end?”
Sarah clasped her hands on her lap in an attempt to stop them from shaking. How dare the duke put such demands on his son. And now to drag her into it as though only she could remedy the situation. The man was despicable.
“That is quite enough, Piers. This is neither the time nor the place.” The Duchess of Tisdale shook her head at Sarah. “Please accept our apology. The Duke merely worries about our dear son’s future. He does not mean to cause you any distress.”
Sarah nodded and forced a smile before staring at the plush green grass next to her.
Grace reached over and squeezed Sarah’s hand. “The Duke never did mince words. One always knows what he is thinking.” Her soft eyes sparkled. “I assure you, he means no harm.”
“I need no defending, ladies,” The Duke stated flatly. “However, if I have offended you, I do apologize.”
Sarah forced a polite nod. “Shall we just put this behind us and move forward? No harm done.”
Lord Luvington gazed at her. A small smirk pulled at his lips and some of the playfulness seemed to have returned to his gaze. If she could just talk to him alone.
“I am rather parched. My lord, would you mind escorting me to the refreshment tent?” She tilted her head to look at Lord Luvington.
“It would be an honor, Lady Sarah. Can I bring something back for you, Your Grace?”
“No thank you, dear,” Grace replied.
He stood up and offered his hand to Sarah.
She took it and allowed him to help her. Once standing, Sarah smoothed her blush colored skirts then squared her shoulders.
“Mother, Father, are you in need of refreshments?” he asked.
“Some fruit would be divine.” The Duchess flipped open her fan.
“Very well.” Julian offered his arm. “Shall we?”
She placed her hand under his arm, allowing him to lead her toward the tent.
They strolled in silence. Her mind raced as she attempted to make heads or tails of his father. The last thing she wanted was to feel sorry for Lord Luvington, but how could she not?
At least he had his mother. The Duchess turned out to be delightful, just as Grace said she would. Perhaps they could be friends. But the Duke?
“I do not wish to spend any more time in your father’s company at this soiree.” She glanced at Lord Luvington from the corner of her eye. His shoulders stiffened, and he met her gaze.
“He can be a lot to take in. I do not blame you. We will excuse ourselves after I bring Mother her fruit.”
Sarah sighed. “Yes, I suppose you must follow through. And we abandoned the Dowager Duchess as well.” Sarah nibbled her lower lip.
“Do not worry over the Dowager Duchess. As I said, she is an old friend of the family and quite capable of handling herself.” The muscle in his arm flexed under Sarah’s hand.
A jolt coursed through her at the power beneath her gloved fingers, culminating in her core. What would it be like to be wrapped in his arms? It was a dangerous idea, but the thought had a mind of its own. She should be mindful of her own scandalous intentions.
Seeing him with his father softened her resolve. He had transformed from the rakehell she knew him to be into the gentleman she never believed he could be. One who wore his emotions on his sleeve and fought to hold his head high while his person was under attack. A gentleman who fetched refreshments for older ladies and entertained them despite his own discomfort. She could not help but admire the way he handled himself around the loathsome Duke of Tisdale.
“Will you join us for tea tomorrow?” Sarah asked. “I should not like to be in your father’s company without you.”
He chuckled. “You could beg off. But if it pleases you to have me there, I shall move heaven and earth to avoid your disappointment.”
His smooth words wrapped around her. “It would be rude to decline the invitation. Your parents hold a higher social rank than I.” She slanted her glance at him. “As for my disappointment, I trust you will keep it at bay.”
“Do my ears deceive me?” He flashed a wicked grin. “It sounded as though you said you trust me.”
Sarah laughed. “Pray, do not let it go to your head.”




SCANDALOUS INTENTIONS

CHAPTER TWELVE
Sarah tossed and turned the entire night as she mused over all that had happened since her introduction to Lord Luvington. She could not help but want to save him after meeting his father, but could she sacrifice her chance to be loved in order to do so?
By the time she departed the garden party, it had become clear Lord Luvington held her heart. Would her love for him be enough to carry her through the rest of her days? Perhaps she could love enough for them both.
Sarah shook the foolish thought from her muddled mind and focused her attention on the drive leading to her townhouse.
Grace would be here to fetch her any time. A light breeze brushed Sarah’s skirts around her ankles. She glanced at Mother. “The weather is lovely today. Perhaps we should go for a ride this afternoon.” Small talk, but at least it distracted her from her other line of thoughts.
“What a wonderful idea, dear. I should love to.” Mother tipped her chin. “The Duchess has arrived.”
The Duchess of Abernathy’s carriage approached. Sleek and black with her crest in gold leaf on the side. Sarah’s stomach tightened. She had no desire to spend the afternoon in the Duke of Tisdale’s company. At least she would have Mother by her side. The Duke invited Papa as well, but they were to hunt before tea. Did Papa enjoy the Duke’s hospitality, or did he itch to break away? She could not imagine how he could not.
Sarah and Mother made their way over and allowed a liveried footman to assist them into the carriage. Grace grinned as they settled in. “Lady Sarah, Lady Havenshire. You both look splendid today.”
“You make a smashing vision yourself, Your Grace.” Mother tilted her head.
Something about the pleasantries made Sarah laugh, releasing the tension that hung in the air. The other ladies soon joined in. The merriment soothed her nerves, but it would not last.
Grace knocked on the carriage roof. It jolted forward as the driver urged the horses into motion.
“I wonder how Papa is getting on with the Duke of Tisdale.”
“Marvelously, I am sure.” Mother straightened her bonnet ribbons. “Your father is an avid hunter, and I am certain the duke holds prime hunting lands.”
“Yes, but the Duke is ghastly. You did not witness the way he treated Lord Luvington yesterday.” Sarah leaned back against the plush upholstered seat. “My heart broke for him.”
Grace patted Sarah’s glove covered hand. “I fear you have an inaccurate idea of the Duke. He is really a splendid man who loves his son a great deal. He only wishes to see Lord Luvington settled. I do hope your opinion of him is changed after this afternoon’s tea.”
Sarah pulled her brows together.
“Truly, dear, you cannot judge a man until you know him well. The Duke was a perfect gentleman when your father and I were introduced to him.” Mother smiled at Grace. “It is possible you had the misfortune of meeting him at a bad time.”
Sarah opened her fan. “All the same, I do not see my opinion changing.”
“Will Lord Luvington be joining us?” Mother asked, a sparkle in her eyes.
Sarah rested her fan in her lap as a wide grin stretched her lips. Heaven help her, she could not help the joy springing forward in her. “I have it on the best of authority he will.”
“Splendid. I do enjoy his company.” Mother folded her hands on her lap.
Grace tossed her head. “Pardon me for what I am about to say.” She glanced at Sarah and smirked. “Wild horses could not keep him away from our dear Lady Sarah.”
A flutter took up residence in her heart. Sarah closed her eyes and willed her body to behave. If only Grace’s words were true, she would accept his proposal and gladly become his wife. Alas, they were not. Lord Luvington saw her as nothing more than a means to an end. It had nothing to do with love.
“He does seem to be rather fond of my darling daughter. It would be superb if they made a match.” Mother reached over and patted Sarah’s hand.
Sarah sighed. “It is a lost cause, Mother. I am not interested in Lord Luvington.”
“We shall see.” Mother smirked before looking out the window.
The carriage turned into a long drive lined with sycamore trees. Sarah gazed out the window in anticipation. A grand manor house came into view, all pillars and stone. It stood at least three stories high and sported elegant embellishments. 
The carriage came to a stop in front of a sprawling stone porch with a solid carved wood door at its top. She swallowed down the lump forming in her throat. They had arrived.
* * * *
Sarah sat across from Lord Luvington clutching her silver-rimmed teacup. Tension hung thick in the air around her. The Duke and Duchess of Tisdale sat at each end of a sprawling mahogany table trading furtive glances. Mother and Grace were on either side of her, and Papa sat next to Lord Luvington. The tea had just arrived, and already, she wished to escape.
“Julian must marry before month’s end. He wishes to wed Lady Sarah, and I see no reason to wait.” The Duke grinned at Sarah’s father.
Lord Luvington stood up, his chair grinding against the floor. “The lady has not accepted my suit. For heaven sakes, I have not even proposed.” His voice rumbled through the room.
Sarah jerked her gaze to him. Her cheeks warmed. How could a loving father corner his son in such a way. Twice in as many days. She looked at the Duke her heart breaking for Julian.
“There would have to be a proposal before there could be a marriage.” Papa set down his teacup and glanced at Sarah.
“Of course Sarah would be happy to entertain the offer, should it be made.” Mother tipped her chin at Sarah then beamed at the Duchess of Tisdale.
Lord Luvington cleared his throat. “Lady Sarah has made it clear she is not interested in my proposal.” He turned then strolled from the room without pause.
Sarah’s heart plummeted. She glanced at Grace, who nodded, then stood and followed Lord Luvington’s path.
“Shall we arrange the suit?” The Duke’s voice filled her head, followed by the others, though she could no longer make out what anyone said. She did not care a whit anyway.
Sarah grabbed her organdy skirts and lifted them slightly to keep from tripping as she went after Lord Luvington. She darted out of the house and ran across the lush grass toward him. Her heart hammered harder with every step.
“Lord Luvington, wait. Please wait for me.”
He continued to move into the distance.
“I have something to tell you. Please, stop.”
He froze in place, turned and stared at her with his hands on his narrow hips.
Sarah pushed herself to move faster. She needed to state her mind before she lost her nerve.
He dropped his hands to his sides and began walking toward her with purposeful strides. She wished she could make out the expression on his face.
As the gap between them closed, Sarah slowed her pace and released her skirts. He stopped mere inches from her. The warmth of his body radiated between them, sending a tingle through her. “I have changed my mind.”
“Pray tell, about what?” His gaze heated, holding hers.
“I wish to make a deal. An arrangement of sorts.” She fought the urge to glance away.
He leaned in so close his breath fanned her ear. “I do not want your pity, Lady Sarah.” Before she could reply, he turned away from her.
Sarah reached out, grabbing his shoulder. “It is not pity. Quite the opposite.” She wet her lips. “I want something from you, and you need something from me. We can help each other.”
His roguish smirk made her stomach flutter. “Go on, state your terms.”
“I must have freedom, the right to come and go as I please, as well as to continue my studies.”
“And if I agree to your terms, you will marry me?” His eyes held a challenge she did not understand.
“That is but part of the bargain. I wish to remain in control of my dowry as well.” She looked out at the landscaped lawn, nibbling at her bottom lip. “And I require you to give up any mistresses you may have.”
He placed one large hand on her shoulder. “I agree to your terms but have a demand of my own.”
She released her lip and met his gaze.
Again, he leaned in close. His breath caressed her earlobe and neck. “You will grace my bed every night.”
Her cheeks flamed. How she wished to be snug in his bed, wrapped in his strong arms with his lips upon hers. Would he find her to his liking? What if he did not? She swallowed and lowered her eyes.
“What if we are not compatible in such a way?”
He reached out with both hands, grabbing her by the hips and pulling her close to him. His mouth came down on hers, firm and demanding. 
Sarah arched against him as his heat seeped into her. Her head spun, and an ache formed in her core. When he ran his tongue across her lips, she opened for him on instinct, allowing him to deepen the kiss.
She wound her arms around his neck, twining her fingers in the hair at his nape. Her legs shook, and her heart threatened to escape her chest as it pounded against her ribs.
He pulled his lips from hers to blaze a trail across her cheek to her ear. A small moan escaped her when he drew her earlobe into his mouth. Would it always be like this?
“It seems compatibility shall not be an issue for us, my pet.” He released her and stepped away.
Legs like plum pudding, Sarah stared at him, breathless. Already, she missed the warmth and strength of his embrace. “I dare say I agree with your interpretation. Now, we have only one thing left in our way.” She wrapped her arms around her waist. “You must propose.”
He chuckled, his deep baritone seeping into her. “Do you desire me to do so now, or would you prefer to return to the house first?”
It would be nice to solidify their arrangement before returning to the others. She did not want to share this moment with the Duke though her parents would wish to see it.
Grace would be rather pleased with the outcome of today’s tea. Sarah knew her friend hoped for a match. If only it were the love match she herself had always wished for. Perhaps in time, he would come to love her as she had him.
“Very well, let us return to the lion’s den.” Lord Luvington held out his arm.
She gazed at him for a moment but made no attempt to take it. “I would prefer for you to ask for my hand first.”
“As you wish.” He dropped onto one knee. “My dearest Lady Sarah, I cannot imagine going forward through my life without you by my side. Would you do me the honor of becoming my wife? I want you in my home and in my bed from now until the day death parts us.” He grinned rakishly.
His words were eloquent but sent a pain straight to her heart. He did not love her. Theirs would be a union of convenience, nothing more. She swallowed back the pain and forced a grin in spite of it. “I shall be honored to wed you, Lord Luvington.”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Julian led Lady Sarah back into the dayroom. She clutched his arm so hard he could feel her fingernails through the cloth of his day coat. He patted her gloved hand before meeting Father’s gaze. “We have an announcement.”
Father nodded. “Do not keep us waiting. Out with it.”
Julian smirked. “Lady Sarah has accepted my proposal.”
Well wishes and questions spilled forth as everyone in the room began speaking at once and rising from their seats. All except for Father who simply stared back at him. How baffling that the man who pushed so hard for the union showed no outward signs of pleasure.
Mother approached, resting her hand on Lady Sarah’s. “I will be honored to call you daughter.”
Sarah grinned. “Thank you, Your Grace.”
Julian’s chest swelled with a new emotion that took him aback. Perhaps it was the simple merriment one experienced at having garnered their desired outcome, but it seemed like something more. He gazed at Lady Sarah, taking in the light blush on her cheeks and curve of her pink lips. She would be his, all his, for the rest of their days.
“How splendid.” The Duchess of Abernathy’s voice rang out. “I knew the two of you would work it out.”
Lady Sarah nodded. “Thank you, Your Grace.”
Julian glanced at Father. “Have you no words of congratulations for us?” His blood surged through his veins. Dammit old man, you got what you wanted, say something.
Father scowled. “Of course I am pleased with your news.” He glanced around the room. “Come take your seats. We have much to plan.”
Lord Havenshire stepped up, his mouth a straight tight line. “I have not consented to this engagement.” He turned back to the Duke. “I require a private conversation with Lord Luvington.”
The words sent a jolt straight through Julian’s chest. He had not counted on Lady Sarah’s father objecting to their arrangement. How had it escaped him to ask her father for her hand? He glanced at his own father.
Father bobbed his gray head. “Of course, you may use the office.”
Lord Havenshire nodded then looked to Julian.
Julian motioned toward the door. Would Lord Havenshire give them his blessing? If not, would Lady Sarah marry him without her father’s consent? 
She released his arm, and he glanced at her. A small smile graced her pink lips, but anxiety raged in her violet eyes. He offered what he hoped to be a reassuring look before turning his attention back to the others. “If you will excuse us.”
* * * *
Julian cleared his throat as he meet Lord Havenshire’s gaze. He sat across from Julian on an ottoman, his fingers steepled in front of his chin. The man had yet to utter a single word. He simply studied Julian with his hard, golden gaze in a most uncomfortable fashion.
Julian swallowed back the lump in his throat. “Sir. You have my attention.”
“But I have not yet ascertained your motivation. I would know how genuine your interest in my Sarah is.”
Sweat slickened Julian’s palms. He rested his elbows on his knees and leaned forward. “Would you not gauge that better by asking me outright?”
“On the contrary, there is much to learn from studying a man’s reactions, body language and such.” Lord Havenshire lowered his hands to rest upon his thighs. “You appear to be a bit nervous, Lord Luvington, but I cannot decide if it is due to genuine feelings for my girl, or simply a desire to wed her.”
Julian’s pulse sped up, and he let out a slow breath. He could be honest. Lord Havenshire already knew of his father’s ultimatum. Did any of it matter now that he had developed real emotions where Lady Sarah was concerned?
He would not call it love, but certainly affection; desire not only to have her in his bed but also to protect her and make her happy. He inhaled allowing the breath to fill his lungs completely before blowing it out. He glanced at the door, then back to Lord Havenshire.
“Now I am asking. Why do you seek my daughter’s hand?” The older man assessed him, his lips a tight line.
Perhaps a variation of the truth would be best. Julian allowed a smile. “Your daughter captivates me. She is smart, attractive, and spirited. I cannot imagine spending my life with any other woman.”
“Ahh, but you say nothing of love.” Lord Havenshire picked up his snifter of port and took a slow sip. “Do you not love my daughter?”
His heart did act a might strangely when she was near. His body reacted too but not in a manner foreign to him.
Julian was no stranger to intimacy though he could not recall a time he had wanted a woman in his bed so badly. He honestly could not imagine marrying anyone else. He must love the little minx. “Yes, I believe I do.”
“And I am to give my blessing based on your belief.” Lord Havenshire set his sparkling crystal snifter down. “Sarah wishes to marry for love and love alone. If you do not return her feelings, I cannot, in good conscience, hand her off to you.”
Julian stood and began to pace the room, his heart hammering, the damask wallpaper closing in on him. The conversation was not going in his favor. What could he say to sway Lord Havenshire?
He stopped and met the older man’s gaze. “And what of security and affection? Do they hold no weight?”
“In my opinion, they carry all of the weight, but Sarah disagrees. It is my desire and responsibility to ensure her happiness. I believe she will only be truly happy in a love match.” Lord Havenshire stood and moved to the door.
Julian rubbed a hand across his jaw. “Wait.”
Lord Havenshire turned back to him and folded his hands together in front of his abdomen.
“If I were to say I love Lady Sarah, what then?” Julian’s heart pounded.
“I would ask if you are in love with her.”
Julian opened his mouth to reply, but Lord Havenshire did not give him the chance. He opened the door and left the room.
Staring at the empty space where Sarah’s father had been standing, Julian shook his head. He supposed Lord Havenshire would gather his family and depart. The man clearly would not consent to Julian marrying his daughter. His chest tightened. Unless...
Julian strode from the room, back to the gathering. He stopped just inside of the arched doorway. “Father, I have something to say, and I want everyone to hear it.”
Father squared his shoulders and stared through steel eyes. “Go on.”
“It appears Lord Havenshire will not give his blessing.” Julian glanced at Lady Sarah and smiled regretfully, then returned his attention to his father. “I will not seek another lady’s hand.”
Father stood abruptly, knocking his chair to the polished wood floor. A footman rushed forward. “Leave it.” Father bellowed. “Do not be a bloody fool, Julian. You will be destitute.”
Julian clasped his hands behind his back and kept his chin high. “To Hell with your money. It means nothing if it would remove Lady Sarah from my life.”
A soft hand squeezed his, and he looked down. Warmth spread through him. Lady Sarah stood at his side. Her small, gloved hand warmed his, and she gazed into his eyes.
“Papa, it is my heart’s desire to be wed to Lord Luvington. There are no secrets between us. I am well aware of his need for a wife, and he is aware of my wishes as well. I ask you to reconsider.”
Julian’s chest swelled as he looked down at Lady Sarah. Did she care for him as he did for her? Or was she only fighting for her freedom? He scanned the room and cleared his throat.
Lady Havenshire approached her husband. “Owen.” She rested her hand on his arm. “Look at them. It is clear they both want this union. Do you not see it in their eyes? In the way they fight for one another?”
Lord Havenshire gave his wife a nod before turning his attention to Julian and his daughter. “I believe I have changed my mind. I cannot fight all of you, and I only want what is best for my daughter.”
Julian could not keep the grin from spreading across his face as he glanced once more at his future wife.
Lady Sarah tipped her chin then released his hand, walked to her father, and threw her arms around him. “Thank you, Daddy.” She kissed his cheek.
“There you have it, my blessing.” He studied Lord Luvington. “You had better treat her like a precious treasure.”
“Yes, sir. Her happiness is my top priority.” His words were honest. Lady Sarah would have all of the freedom and happiness he could provide for the rest of her days.
“I am not entirely sure why, but I do believe you are genuine.” Lord Havenshire glanced at his wife who now stood between Lady Sarah and the Dowager Duchess. All three women beamed as they fanned themselves and nodded their heads. The light from a nearby window caught on their ear bobs casting a kaleidoscope of shimmering orbs on the wall.
“I suspected all would end well. Congratulations.” The Dowager Duchess glanced back and forth between him and Lady Sarah. “I request the honor of hosting your engagement ball.”
“That would be lovely.” Lady Sarah answered, her gaze never leaving his.
Mother lifted her hand, closed her fan, and circled it in the air. “Bring our best champagne at once. We must toast the engagement. Do come, sit down everyone.”
Julian moved to sit next to Lady Sarah. Everything in him needed to be close to her. “Your Grace, if it is no trouble, you can sit next to Lord Havenshire.”
She nodded her head. “No trouble at all.”
Father retook his seat at the head of the table. “Julian must marry before month’s end. There is no time to tarry.”
Julian released an exacerbated sigh. If Father could--just this once--bite his foul tongue.
“Truly Piers, is his engagement not enough for you? Why rush the nuptials?” Mother gazed at her husband.
“It is of no consequence. I do not wish for a long engagement.” Lady Sarah glanced at Julian. “The sooner we are wed, the better.” She gave Father a cheeky smile.
“There you have it. I will arrange for the ball to take place night after tomorrow. That will allow just enough time to make the announcement and have invitations sent.” The Duchess of Abernathy nodded at Father.
“Very well, and I will arrange for a special license so you can marry without delay.” Father reached for his champagne flute.
Lady Sarah nudged Julian’s leg under the table. She smiled when he looked at her then angled her head toward Father. He followed her direction and offered a nod. “Thank you, Father.”
Father lifted his flute into the air. “A toast to the future Duke and Duchess of Tisdale.”
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Sarah glanced around Grace’s ballroom, already tired of listening to the Duke and Duchess of Tisdale chatter about the upcoming nuptials. Her gaze faltered on Lord Shillington moving her way. Perhaps he would rescue her.
“Have you a gown for the wedding, dear?”
Sarah turned her attention back to the Duke. “I plan to wear my mother’s. Our seamstress is altering it as we speak.”
“How lovely,” the Duchess said. “If you will excuse me, I must speak with your mother.”
The duchess walked away, leaving her alone with the Duke. A sigh escaped her as she once again glanced about the lamp-lit room. Where had Lord Luvington disappeared to? He should be here with her.
Lord Shillington stepped up beside Sarah and bowed. His lacy cravat bellowed with the movement. “Good evening, Your Grace.” He straightened and glanced at her. “Lady Sarah.”
“Indeed it is, Lord Shillington.” The Duke folded his hands in front of his dress jacket.
“Might I have the next set?” Lord Shillington’s eyes lingered on Lady Sarah.
She accepted his arm as the quartet played the last notes of a country dance. “I should like that a great deal.” 
Sarah continued to search the gilded ballroom as he led her onto the dance floor. Perhaps Lord Luvington decided to play cards with the gentlemen or have a cigar in the smoking room. No matter, now that she was away from the Duke, she did not care what kept her betrothed.
Her gaze landed on Lady Jane standing near a large white pillar. Her raven hair gleamed, piled on top of her head, and her lemon-colored ball gown flowed out around her, sweeping the beige marble floor. Much darker in coloring and a good deal shorter than Lord Shillington, she hardly resembled her brother. Sarah nodded as their gazes met. She would make it a point to speak with Lady Jane before the night ended.
“I was taken by surprise when the announcement of your engagement broke.”
Sarah looked up at Lord Shillington, lips pulling into a smile. “It did happen rather suddenly.”
He led her nearer the center of the dance floor. “I would say so. It was less than a fortnight ago when we last danced, and you expressed your dislike of the gentleman.” He chuckled.
Sarah joined in. “Do stop teasing me.”
“Very well.” He spun her, then brought her back into his embrace. “Truly, I am happy for you. I simply could not resist a wee bit of jesting.”
“I am the first to admit how silly it seems, but Lord Luvington turned out to be very different from the rake I believed him to be. Honestly, I am quite taken with him. We see no reason to drag things out.” She looked about, hoping to spot him in the crush of the crowded ballroom.
“Am I to conclude the nuptials will take place in the near future?”
“Indeed they will. The Duke of Tisdale has procured a special license. We are to be wed two days hence. The invitations will go out on the morrow. Of course, you will attend.” It was more of a demand than a question. Lord Shillington had become a good friend, and she wanted him there.
“I would not miss it.” He twirled her again as the quartet played the final notes of their dance. “Ah, there is the lucky bridegroom now.”
Sarah met her betrothed’s gaze, then took hold of Lord Shillington’s arm and allowed him to guide her off the crowded dance floor. Her heart fluttered at the sight of Julian, standing near the edge of the room near an open veranda door. The glow of a nearby lamp cast his shadow on the wall behind him. She wanted to throw herself into his arms so she could feel the strength of them wrapped around her.
Odd how quickly she went from loathing the scoundrel to lusting after him. No… loving him. She could not fool herself any longer.
Lord Shillington patted her hand. “Good evening, Lord Luvington.”
Sarah released his arm and grinned at her betrothed.
“I am glad to see you in attendance, Lord Shillington.” His mouth flattened, before he looked at Sarah. “It is a bit stifling in here. Would you care to take a turn around the veranda?” His smirk wreaked its usual havoc on her insides.
“Indeed I would.” She moved to his side, taking the arm he held out for her. “If you will excuse us, Lord Shillington.”
“Yes, of course. Enjoy the rest of the evening, Lady Sarah. Lord Luvington.” He turned in a flurry of finery before disappearing into the crush.
“Nice fellow, but he always seems to take you away from me at social events.” Lord Luvington led her out onto the marble and stone veranda.
“Do I detect a bit of jealousy?”
“Never that, my pet.” He chuckled. “It was merely an observation. You are welcome to keep company with whomever you choose.”
“I should expect so, considering our arrangement.” Sarah gazed up at the dark sky. A heavy moon cut through the blackness of the night and a handful of stars twinkled around it.
“Do you see the cluster there to the left of the moon?” He pointed at the night sky.
Sarah smiled at him before looking in the direction he indicated. “Centaurus the centaur?”
“Yes. Did you know it is named after Chiron in Greek mythology?”
“Indeed I did. I have been studying the constellations. They are fascinating.” She stepped closer to the veranda rail and placed her hands upon it. The coolness of the stone seeped through her gloves as the warm night air wrapped around her like a well worn blanket. “One of the front feet is Agena. If I am not mistaken, it is the tenth brightest star in the night sky.”
He rested his hand upon hers. “It appears you know your constellations well.”
Sarah angled her head to gaze into his light green eyes. “Oh, but there is so much more to learn about the night sky, I have only just begun my study.”
“Then I shall ensure you continue the endeavor. Once you are my wife, you will have access to all of the tools you wish. Both the necessary and the frivolous.” He cupped her cheek. “You need only ask and I will give you the world.”
A shiver that had nothing to do with the night raced through her. She sighed. “We should return to the ballroom.”
He lowered his hand. “As you wish, my pet.”
After he led her back inside, he swept her onto the dance floor as the quartet began a waltz. She settled into his hold, allowing him to lead her about the marble floor. All around them couples danced, but she noticed none of them. Her whole world at that moment consisted of herself and Lord Luvington.
“Have you chosen your bridesmaids?” He gazed down at her.
“I plan to ask the Duchess of Abernathy and Lady Jane. Who will stand with you?”
He twirled her around. “Lord Keery will be my best man.”
“Is he to be the only one standing with you?”
“No, I intend to speak with Lord Roseington. We may not be old chums, but we do frequent the same circles, and he is your brother after all.”
She beamed up at him. “Tony will be happy to oblige, I am certain of it.”
He pulled her scandalously close then whispered in her ear. “And, will you be happy to oblige after the ceremony, my pet?”
Her cheeks blazed. She drew back a little to look up at him in consideration. “We shall see.”
He chuckled as he twirled her once again before guiding her off of the dance floor.
 * * * *
Sarah’s feet ached from dancing into the early morning hours. She dropped onto her feather bed and kicked her slippers off. The mattress beneath her cradled her aching back and legs. She rolled her head to the side and gazed at the fire burning in her hearth. Would her new room at Lord Luvington’s be as comfortable as this?
And, will you be happy to oblige after the ceremony, my pet? A tingle coursed through her and culminated in her core at the memory of his words. If the kiss they had shared was any indication, he would be a tender lover, and she would be happy to oblige. In two short days, she would find out.
Sarah sat up as Greta entered her room. Greta could not relieve her of the constricting ball gown quickly enough. Getting out of her corset would be heaven. She stood up and turned her back to Greta.
“How was the ball, my lady?” Greta began unfastening the gown.
“Marvelous. I danced so much my feet ache, and Lady Jane and the Duchess of Abernathy both agreed to be in the wedding.”
“Marvelous news indeed.” Greta slipped Sarah’s gown off and set it aside.
Sarah let out a sigh as Greta loosened her corset before removing the constricting garment. “It is hard to believe we will be moved into Lord Luvington’s estate in two days’ time. Thank you for agreeing to remain with me.” She turned and Greta slipped her petticoats off, leaving her in just her shift.
“I am honored to go, my lady.” Greta’s cheeks dimpled.
“You have been with me for so long. I cannot imagine having anyone else as my lady’s maid.”
She pulled back the satin and lace duvet on Sarah’s bed. “I shall stay on as long as you wish it.”
Sarah crawled into bed and pulled her covers to her chest.
When Greta left, Sarah reached over and extinguished her lamp, then settled back against her pillows. The next several days promised to be tiring, and she was already exhausted. She rolled onto her side and shoved one hand under her pillow. Her eyes slid closed.
Like a veil having been lifted, light infiltrated her closed eyelids, and she opened them. “Mother, why are you not in bed?”
Mother moved to the side of Sarah’s bed. She placed her lamp on the night table and sat down. “We did not have much opportunity to speak this evening. I wanted to see how you fared, my darling.”
Sarah propped herself up on her elbows. “All is well. I would call the evening a great success, would you disagree?”
Mother beamed at her. “Indeed it was. You and Lord Luvington make a smashing pair. You are the talk of London.”
“I suppose that could not have been avoided. We will be splashed all across the society pages for the next several days, no doubt.” Sarah dropped back onto her pillow. “I do not even want to think about the gossip rags.”
“The gossip is a good thing, darling. You have made a very advantageous match. Your father and I are quite pleased.”
“As am I, Mother. I simply am not fond of being on everyone’s tongues. It makes me uncomfortable.” Sarah yawned and stretched.
“You never have enjoyed being in the spotlight.” She patted Sarah’s shoulder. “Sleep, my darling. There is much to do on the morrow.” She bent down and kissed Sarah’s forehead.
“And you as well.” She smiled as Mother rose from the bed and collected her lamp.
“Mother.”
She turned at the door. “Yes?”
“Thank you for not allowing me to cast Lord Luvington aside.”
Mother smiled before taking her leave.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Julian stared at Lord Keery from across a table at White’s. He took a drink, allowing the amber liquid to burn his throat. “Are you going to tell me why you summoned me here?” He set the snifter down with a clank.
Keery lifted his brows. “You honestly do not know. I could not let you run off and get shackled without treating you to one more night of fun.” He chuckled.
A smirk tugged at Julian’s mouth. “I appreciate the gesture, old pal, but I am not interested. Enjoy your evening.” He set the empty snifter down and stood to leave.
“Come now, Luvington, sit back down. If you do not wish to visit our normal haunts, we can stay here.” Keery signaled for another round.
Julian sighed as he retook his chair, resting both elbows on the table before him. How strange, he did not want to go carousing. Merely a week ago his answer would have been much different. Now he could not fathom the idea of holding, caressing another woman. “I suppose one more drink will not hurt.”
Keery nodded. “It seldom does, old pal.”
A waiter approached and set two more snifters of whiskey on the table. Keery scooted one closer to Julian. “Cheers.”
“Cheers.” He lifted his amber-filled snifter and tapped it against Keery’s with a ting.
“Do you care to place a bet tonight? I have not visited the betting book in a fortnight.” Keery said. “Perhaps a wager on when your heir will be born?”
Julian shook his head. “Just enjoy your drink, Keery, and put my heirs out of your mind.”
“Very well, then tell me why you chose Lady Sarah.” Keery took a long sip of the amber liquid filling his snifter.
Julian’s pulse sped up at the mention of her name. He imagined holding her, kissing her. Her supple body crushed against his. The woman had clearly gotten into his blood. He lifted his whiskey for another sip but stopped midway.
“I chose her because she is the only respectable lady in London to catch my eye. I am marrying her because I cannot imagine spending my life with any other woman.” Julian took a drink. He loved her. Why had it taken him so long to accept it?
“Forgive me, but I am certain I have heard similar words spoken from your mouth in the past. What makes Lady Sarah different?” Keery signaled for another round. “Need I mention Lady Claudia?”
Julian leaned toward his friend. “Lady Claudia was nothing more than a green lad’s fancy, and I do not wish to discuss the past.” He lifted his fresh snifter of whiskey and downed it before slamming the reciprocal onto the table.
Keery smirked. “I am only attempting to look out for you.”
“You need not trouble yourself. I know what I am doing.” Julian pushed his chair back and stood. The room swayed, causing him to widen his stance in an attempt to keep his balance. “Just show up at the ceremony prepared for your role.”
“About that. Where are you taking the fine lady for your honeymoon? After all, it is my duty to get your luggage to the proper venue.” Keery stood then tossed back his drink.
“Scotland, but we will not depart immediately. The ship I booked passage on will not be ready to sail for another three days.” Julian turned and strolled toward the exit. He’d had enough for one night and needed to see Lady Sarah. Had to tell her what lay within his heart and know if she felt the same.
“I thought you did not wish to venture anywhere else this evening. Have you changed your mind?”
Julian shot a glance over his shoulder. “I am going to see my intended.”
Keery rushed to catch him, setting a hand on his shoulder. “I do not believe that is in your best interest. Allow me to take you home instead.”
“No one asked you.” Julian brushed the man’s hand off and continued out the door.
Carriages, horses, and hired hackneys filled St James Street. The foul odor of manure and waste assaulted his nose. His stomach flipped. Swallowing a retch, he reached into his pocket, pulled out a handkerchief, and held it in front of his face. With the odors masked, his churning insides settled.
He waved a hand to signal a hackney then swayed in spot as he waited. When the driver stopped, he climbed in giving Lady Sarah’s address. The hard wood seat did nothing for his comfort as he leaned his head back and closed his eyes. The contraption bounced and swayed with every bump in the road.
“Nearly there, my lord,” the driver called over his shoulder.
Julian straightened his spine and tucked the small piece of cloth back into his pocket. A cursory look revealed he was nary a block from the Havenshire’s home. He took a deep breath and released it. “Let me off here.” It would not do for him to drive right up to her townhouse.
Julian was tossed to the floor when the driver brought the cursed contraption to a halt. He scrambled to his feet. The hackney creaked its complaints as Julian climbed down. He paid the driver a few coins. “Should be more than ample.”
A toothless grin stretched across the driver’s face as he bobbed his head. “Very generous, my lord.” He took up the reins and set the hackney back in motion.
Julian scrubbed a hand across his face and stared down the lane. He must be mad. No sane man would go on such an undertaking. Visions of Lady Sarah danced in his mind driving him on. He had come this far, he would see it through.
The moon shone bright, lighting his path as he continued down the street and into Lady Sarah’s yard. She told him how her bedchamber faced the garden, but which window belonged to his fair lady? He glanced up at the home’s exterior and trailed his gaze from one arched window to the next. Dark, all of them dark. How would he ever determine which was hers?
Something caught his shoe, and he stumbled backward, landing on his rear. The dampness of the grass seeped through his trousers and coat. All for a woman who did not likely return his affections. He put his head back and chuckled. Lady Sarah had reduced him to a skirt-chasing fool. But, ah, what a fine skirt she was.
A light illuminated one of the second story windows. He peered up at it in time to see her moving past the glass. In a rush, he pushed himself to his feet.
Time to find out if she cared for him in the same way he cared for her. He picked up a few pebbles from the lawn.
The first stone went wide, striking the trellis that ran next to her bedchamber. He focused all of his attention on the windowpane and launched another pebble. A direct hit, the sound reverberated through the still night air. He held his breath, studying the illuminated window while he waited for her to open it or come down and join him.
Nothing.
Perhaps she failed to notice the sound. He shook out his arm in preparation and then launched another stone. A grin spread across his face when she opened the led-glass pain separating him from her.
She peered down at him, thick golden locks hanging loose around her shoulders. How he wished to run his fingers through her silky hair and feel it trail across his chest.
“Lord Luvington, is that you?”
Her voice was like a melody to his ears. It filled him with need. “Come out here with me, my pet.”
“I will do no such thing. It is not proper.” She scowled down at him. “Take yourself away from here before you are noticed.”
“If you refuse to come to me, I have no choice but to come to you.” He moved toward the trellis swaying with each step. “I have something I must say to you.”
“Good heavens, you are foxed.” She pressed one hand to her breasts.
The shift she wore did little to hide her assets. Thin white cotton, he guessed. His gaze trailed the outline of her body. “Not at all, my love.”
The crisp whitewashed wood of the trellis formed a ladder leading right by her window. He began to climb. She stuck her head out and stared after him, brows drawn together.
“You are going to hurt yourself. Get down. Stop being foolish. There is nothing to be said while you are intoxicated.”
He glanced up at her while he continued to climb. “I am not foxed.” His hand slipped and Lady Sarah emitted a startled sound. “All right, maybe just a little, but it does not signify. I must speak to you tonight.”
The wood of the trellis gave a loud snap. Hard ground and dew-dampened grass broke his fall. The wind left his lungs as his head thumped against a bush.
“Bloody hell.” He rolled away from the shrubbery and attempted to regain his composure.
A peek at her window revealed she had not closed it all the way. A sheer pink froth of curtain billowed in the night breeze. If luck were on his side, she would be there soon to fawn over his person.
Crickets chirping filled the empty space of the night as the minutes passed by. The fall gave him pause for nary a moment. He should get up and find his way home. Obviously, his plans to see her had not gone well. Perhaps if he left now, some of his dignity would go with him. He shut his eyes.
Too late. Julian opened his eyes when the warmth of her hand rested against his chest. She kneeled on the ground and leaned over him like an angel of mercy. Her pale hair formed a curtain around them as she gazed down at him through striking violet eyes. What a shame she had covered her shift with a dressing gown before coming to his aid.
“Are you hurt?” She ran her hands across his chest, over his hips, then down his thighs.
He stared up at her as his blood heated, his trousers tightening. The woman had no idea what a temptress she was. If she proved half as bold in their wedding bed, he would live out the rest of his days a happy man.
“Good heavens, can you move? Never mind do not try. I will get help.” She lifted her hands from him and moved to get up.
He reached out, grabbed her arm and pulled her onto him. “No, do not go.”
She lay across his chest, her face inches from his. “You took a nasty fall. You could be hurt. I must get someone to make sure you are not badly injured.”
“I assure you my pride is the only thing suffering.” He grinned.
“Why would you do such a risky and foolish thing? You scared me half out of my mind.” She pushed against his chest lifting herself several inches above him.
He wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her back down. “Because I needed to see you, darling.” Her softness pressed against him, molding to his body. A bolt of longing shot through him.
“We must get up before someone takes notice. And you need to get home. How did you get here? No, never mind, it does not signify. We simply must get you out of here. Perhaps--”
He pressed his lips to hers, effectively silencing her. She stiffened for a moment before her rigid form softened under his ministrations. He rolled her onto the grass and lifted his head, gazing down upon her. “You fret too much. Let us have this moment.” He brought his lips back to hers, relishing her sweetness.
Sarah turned her head, breaking the kiss. “What is it you needed to tell me so badly you risked your life to do so?”
“It seems unimportant now, my pet. Let us forget about it.” He cradled her head with one hand, bringing her back to his hungry lips.




SCANDALOUS INTENTIONS

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Nothing helped. No matter what Sarah tried, she could not get Lord Luvington or the kiss they shared off her mind. She ran her fingertips across her tingling lips and sighed.
“Is something weighing on you? You seem a might distracted?”
She turned to face Father. “Nothing overmuch, just lost in thought is all.” How had she not heard the door open?
Papa placed his hands behind his back, studying her. “Your mother told me you asked for a few moments alone before I came to escort you. If you have changed your mind, I will go make the announcement. You need not go through with the ceremony.”
Her eyes widened. “I would not dare beg off. I was merely reflecting on the past few days, Papa.” She grinned, taking his hand. “I assure you, I am more than ready to wed Lord Luvington.”
“It seems like only yesterday when you twirled through the house hugging your favorite dolly and reciting nursery rhymes. Now you stand before me a bride draped in organdy and lace. You are stunning in your mother’s gown.” Moisture clouded his eyes.
Sarah grinned. “I love you, Papa.” She lifted herself up on tiptoes and pressed her lips to his cheek. “I will always be your little girl.”
“And I will always adore you. Come now, your bridegroom waits.”
“Indeed.” Ready to embrace her future, she let Papa lead her from the room.
* * * *
Sarah walked up the aisle on Papa’s arm. She allowed a cursory glance around the church. Plumes of greenery and white flowers transformed it into an indoor garden. It smelled of fresh roses and cut ferns. White organdy draped the pews, floral bunches pinned to the ends. She inhaled then let her breath out slow.
Grace and Lady Jane stood off to one side of the altar. Both wore white gowns, had veils draping down their back, the cloth secured atop their curls and plaits with coronets of white roses, and held additional flowers in their hands. Her brother and Lord Keery stood off to the opposite side of the altar, hands clasped in front of their gray dress jackets. Guests filled the pews from the back to the front row where the Duke and Duchess Tisdale sat.
White rose petals covered the red carpet beneath her slippers. Her gaze locked with Lord Luvington’s. His wink sent heat flooding into her cheeks. Always such a rogue, and all hers from this day forward. She must be the luckiest lady in London.
Papa brought Sarah to Lord Luvington’s left side and kissed her cheek, before he stepped back.
“Please remove your left gloves.” The clergyman nodded to Sarah and Lord Luvington.
She peeled her white glove from her hand and gave it to Grace for safe keeping.
“Dearly beloved, we are here to witness the union of Lord Julian Carrington, Marquess of Luvington, to Lady Sarah Roseington, daughter of the Marquess and Marchioness of Havenshire.” The clergyman glanced at the leather-bound Bible in his hands. “If anyone present knows why this couple should not be joined in holy matrimony, speak now.”
Sarah nibbled her bottom lip as she listened to the minister’s words. He read a passage about faithfulness and said a blessing over her and her future husband. The words passed right through her, crowded out by her thoughts and the bliss filling her heart.
“Lord Luvington, pray answer these questions before God and kin.”
Sarah focused all of her attention on him. He appeared so regal in his long coat and silk cravat, with a rose pinned to his lapel. His green eyes sparkled as he held her gaze. She offered a shaky smile.
“Lord Luvington, have you in the quiet hours of your companionship considered what is your Christian duty as a husband?”
“I have.”
The clergyman angled his head toward Sarah. “Lady Sarah have you in the quiet hours of your companionship considered what is your Christian duty as a wife?”
“I have.” Her pulse sped up.
“Please join your right hands together.”
She slipped her hand into the palm of Lord Luvington’s outstretched one. He gave a gentle squeeze and moisture clouded her eyes. The heat of his hand wrapped around hers sent excitement coursing through her. Tonight, she would lay with him, bare to him. Her insides tingled.
“Lord Luvington, this woman before you is to be your wife. She has given you one of the most sacred things under heaven, a woman’s life, and a woman’s love.”
He smiled with mirth and his hand tightened on hers.
“You may bring her great joy or cause her deep sorrow. It is not what you bring her in a material way that will make true happiness--riches without love are nothing. The gift without the giver is bare.”
Sarah’s chest tightened. Nothing. Without love, there is nothing. Do not let it be so. She loved him, but could it be enough for both of them? It had to be. For she would never be happy without him.
“Lord Julian Carrington, Marquess of Luvington, do you vow here, as you have promised, that you will be true and loyal, patient in sickness, comforting in sorrow, forsaking all others, keeping yourself only unto her so long as you both shall live?” The clergyman read.
Lord Luvington swallowed, gaze never leaving hers. “Indeed, I do.”
Her heart soared at his words. He vowed before God, their family and friends to keep and care for her. Perchance love would follow.
She stared into his eyes as the clergyman spoke the same set of vows to her. Lord Luvington rubbed his thumb in small circles over the back of her hand. Everyone else in the church faded away as she focused on him and the vow she took.
“Lady Sarah Roseington, do you vow here, as you have promised, that you will be loyal in adversity, ministering to him in affliction, comforting him in sorrow, and forsaking all others, keeping yourself only unto him so long as you both shall live?”
“I do.” She beamed.
“Lord Luvington, place your ring upon Lady Sarah’s left ring finger.”
Lord Keery handed Lord Luvington the polished gold band, and her fiancée took her hand again. “Let this ring bind us together for the rest of our days.” He slipped it onto her finger.
When the clergyman instructed, she turned and took the gold band Grace held out to her. Lady Jane offered a grin before Sarah turned back to her soon to be husband. He held his left hand out in front of her. Nibbling her lip, she pushed the ring into place. “Accept this token of my affection and loyalty.”
Lord Luvington took hold of her hands, a rakish smirk made her heart patter.
“I now pronounce you husband and wife.” The clergyman closed his Bible. “Please turn to the congregation.”
Lord Luvington faced the congregation and offered his arm. Sarah curled her hand around his bicep.
“It is my great honor to introduce to you Lord and Lady Luvington, the Marquess and Marchioness of Luvington.”
The words wrapped around her as he guided her from the church. She was now Lord Luvington…no, Julian’s wife, his marchioness. Lady Sarah Carrington, Marchioness Luvington. Her head swam.
The church bells rang out as her husband guided her through the door and a shower of rice to the waiting carriage.
“My pet.” Julian held out his hand to assist her into their grand carriage pulled by four white horses.
Sarah grinned as she settled herself against the plush green fabric of the bench seat. Julian climbed in and settled beside her. As the carriage jolted forward, Sarah angled her head toward him and met his gaze.
“Come here, wife.” Julian wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her against him. “The ride is short and I intend to make the best of it.” His lips came down on hers.
The kiss started slow, teasing. Sarah parted her lips slightly as his tongue ran along them, then delved deeper, seeking. Warmth spread through her as she met his demand. Jolts of pleasure shot through her, from her lips clean through to her toes.
* * * *
Sarah stood next to her husband and welcomed their guests, she with a curtsy and he with a bow. Her parents were the first to offer well wishes before taking their place to her left. Grace and Lady Jane followed and stood off to the side. Ladies in bonnets and gowns filed past with gentlemen in top hats and dress coats. Each curtsied or bowed, then offered well wishes and congratulated Julian.
She watched as Lord Keery approached at the end of the line. A flutter went through her abdomen. She wished to meet the man but nerves prickled her skin at the same time. As she understood it, Lord Keery and Julian were old boyhood friends going back as far as Eaton. She hoped Lord Keery approved of their match and would willingly accept her as Julian’s wife.
“Congratulations and best of luck to you, old friend.” Lord Keery clapped his hand on Julian’s shoulder.
“Thank you. Allow me to introduce you to Lady Luvington.” Julian turned to her. “May I present to you my oldest, truest friend, Lord Keery.”
Sarah grinned. The opportunity for introductions had not arisen before, despite Lord Keery being in the wedding. She had been so busy leading up to the ceremony, and it would have been in poor manners for her to meet him directly after. She prayed he would not hold it against her. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Lord Keery.”
“Likewise, Lady Luvington. I imagine we will get to know one another rather well.”
Her nervous flutters dissipated. It seemed she would get on well with him.
“Move along now, Keery, the lady is spoken for.” Julian chuckled as he held out his arm.
Sarah took it, laughing.
“Very well.” Lord Keery joined in their merriment before moving off into the room.
Julian led Sarah through the parlor to the table set up for the wedding party. Mother decorated the room in much the same fashion as the church. Sprays of white roses, daisies, and other blooms were scattered about. Sashes of white organdy, lace, and flowers rested above the arched doorways and crisp greenery sat about in ornate pots.
Sarah sat in the chair Julian offered her before seating himself on her left side. Their parents were already seated. The remainder of their wedding party joined them filling the empty seats around the table.
“Now that everyone is here, let us toast the groom.” The Duke of Tisdale lifted his sparkling champagne flute into the air.
“Let us not forget the bride.” Grace winked at Sarah as she lifted her flute.
“Cheers,” The call rang out around the table, followed by the others filling the festive space. Sarah glanced about at all of the guests then looked at her husband. A shiver coursed through her.
The time was nearly upon her. Would she find a reason to celebrate once they were alone?




SCANDALOUS INTENTIONS

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Julian descended from the carriage then reached in and lifted Sarah out. A pool of organdy and lace trailed behind him as he whisked her up to the townhouse they now shared. He gazed into her violet eyes. “Welcome home, my pet.”
Sarah grinned up at him. The joy in his wife’s gaze made his chest swell with pride. Her innocence and vibrancy infected him, and a wide grin spread across his lips.
When the door swung open, he carried her across the threshold, his eyes focused on the staircase that promised to take them to his room. He did not even spare a glance for his butler as he trailed past. Every fiber of his soul wished to lay her down and enjoy the favors she had to offer.
He ascended the stairs two at a time as he raced to his room cradling her close to his chest the whole journey. Once inside, he used his hip to close the door and continued to his bed where he laid her upon the royal blue covering. Her veil and gown spread out across it, painting a heavenly image. One he would treasure for the rest of his days.
She peeked up at him through lowered lashes while nibbling at her lower lip. The woman was a temptress though he would bet she did not know it. His loins tightened as he studied her. Full pink lips beckoned him to join her, while the curves of her body begged him to undress them. He inhaled, fighting the urge to rip both of their garments off.
“Is something the matter? Have I displeased you?” She propped herself up on her elbows.
“You could never displease me, wife.” He joined her in their four post mahogany bed, positioning himself next to her and laying one arm around her waist.
She went rigid at his touch. Her eyes closed for a moment as she swallowed.
“Do not fear me, my pet. I will not hurt you if it can be helped.” He knew it could not be entirely avoided but meant to make their first time as comfortable for her as possible. Even if it killed him, he would go slowly with her.
He took her lips tenderly and stroked her back. When she opened to him, he deepened the kiss. Her body softened against his as he trailed kisses across her cheek, and along her jaw, before pulling his gaze back to hers.
“You are quite the most alluring woman in London.” He sat up then offered her his hand. “Let us remove your gown, Lady Luvington.”
She stood and turned her back to him. “May I retain my shift for now?”
The innocence of her question tugged at his heart. “If it pleases you to do so.” He unfastened the tiny buttons running down the back of her wedding gown before he allowed it to slide down her body. He angled his head and nuzzled his face against her neck before sprinkling kisses across her pale flesh.
A small sigh left her lips causing him to pull away and grinned. “Do my ministrations please you, darling?” He reached for her stays, working to free her from her remaining garments.
“It seems they do.”
With her stripped down to her sheer white shift, Julian moved to stand before her. She was a goddess with her blond curls and violet eyes, a small grin playing at her lips. He lifted her hands to his chest and rested them against him before leaning in to take her lips once more.
She ran her hands over his chest searing his skin through the fabric of his garments. Hesitating at a button, she began to play with it. He walked her back toward the bed, his lips never leaving hers.
Sarah broke the kiss and lowered herself onto the mattress. She fumbled his waistcoat open. He shrugged it off and ran his hand through those soft, blond tresses.
His gaze never left her face as he removed his clothing. The blush that crept across his wife’s chest and face warmed his heart. She never glanced away, just stared at him with those magnificent eyes. He grinned.
“Do you find me pleasing?” He glanced down at himself before returning his attention to her.
She trailed her gaze down his body, freezing when she spied his hard shaft. Her hand moved to her chest, and her gaze darted back to his. “It is nothing like I imagined the male form to be. I do not understand how our coupling will work.”
He got into the bed, placing one leg on each side of hers, holding himself above her with his arms. “Let me teach you, darling.” He ran his mouth along her neck, sucking and kissing the delicate porcelain skin until she writhed beneath him.
Ah, yes, he would see the minx in her yet. She tilted her head back, inviting his exploration as he trailed kisses across her collarbone. He pushed the material of her shift down with his chin, working his way lower.
A small, shaky sound left her. She reached for him and urged him back to her lips. When he crushed her mouth with his, she kissed him like no woman ever had.
Everything in him coiled with need. He grabbed her shift and pulled it up her thighs, caressing the silky skin of her hip. She trailed her hands across his back, sending jolts of pleasure through him. With one thigh, he urged her legs apart and slid his hand between them.
He found her slick and fought the urge to plunge into her dampness. No, he cared too much for her to treat her in such a way. Her rosy nipples poked up beneath the sheer shift begging him to pay mind to them. He slid the material down her trim body, kissing her from neck to toes along the way. Finally casting it aside, he returned his gaze to her.
Laid out before him in nothing more than her tiara and veil, she was a vision of perfection. The sash of organdy trimmed with lace draped the bed next to her. She reached up and rested her warm hand on his cheek. A soft grin dimpled her cheeks. So sweet and all his.
She wriggled beneath him as he slipped one finger into her opening, stretching her passage. A moan shook from her, and she began to rock against his hand. The diamonds in the tiara he gifted her sparkled in the lamplight as she tossed her head back in a wonton display of passion.
“Are you ready, darling?” He nuzzled the base of her neck, settling between her legs. Desire heated him as he brushed his shaft against her entrance.
She pulled him closer, her nipples brushing his chest, hard as beads. “Yes.” Her husky voice wrapped around his heart as she tipped her hips toward him.
He kissed her long and hard. When she clutched at his back, he pressed his lips to her ear. “Forgive me if this hurts.” He eased into her a little at a time.
The heat of her palms seared his back while she angled her hips, bringing him deeper. When she tensed, he stilled.
“Kiss me, my pet.” When their lips connected, he pushed farther, swallowing her cry. He lifted his head to gaze down at her and stroked her swollen lips with the pad of his thumb. “I promise it shall never pain you again.”
He moved within her a little at a time, waiting for her body to acclimate to his. The love and acceptance in her eyes sent his heart hammering as much as the heat of her around his length.
He kept his pace unhurried, allowing her fire to build. Lowering his head to one breast, he pulled a rosy nipple into his mouth, teasing and sucking it. A moan erupted from her, and she rocked her hips beneath him. Her inner muscles constricted around his shaft, threatening to send him over the edge.
Sweat glistened on her pale skin as he kissed his way back to her lips. The sweet sounds she made intensified his need. He thrust faster, and she moaned, wrapping her legs around his hips.
“Sarah…” He rumbled into her ear, and she thrust up. They went over the edge as one. His hot seed spilled into her on a final thrust. Her cry echoed in the room.
He rolled off her and pulled her to his side with a sigh. No man could possibly have more perfect a wife then he. She laid her head on his chest while trailing her finger in small circles over his skin. Never could he have imagined a joining so intense, so perfect. Surely their souls had fused. No doubt remained, he was a lucky man.
“How often do you desire to have me in your bed?” Sarah lifted her head and gazed at him.
He had forgotten all about their bargain. His heart grew heavy. She had not married him for love. He opened his mouth but closed it again. A wave of disappointment swept through him. He would not say the words until he knew she felt the same way for him. Perhaps someday, she would grow to love him.
“Every night. But now that our marriage is consummated, whether or not we make love is your choice, wife.”
She smirked up at him. “Very well, husband, but do not forget our bargain. You are forbidden to have a mistress.”
Bargain. His chest constricted at her words, pain wrapping around his heart. She clearly did not care for him at all.
“My word is as good as the crown’s jewels. I will honor our deal.” He moved to get up, and she lifted her head off of his chest, positioning herself against the thick pillow. He could not stay in the bed with her, knowing she only cared for her freedom.
“What would you like to do for the remainder of the day?” He tossed the words over his shoulder as he pulled his trousers up. He retrieved his shirt from the floor, avoiding eye contact with her.
“Can we remain here in bed?” Her voice shook.
His heart tugged at the timidity there as he worked his cravat into place. Part of him wanted to take the garments off and join her, but his wounded pride would not have it. “It would be best if we did not. How about a tour of the estate? As lady of the house you need to know your way around. You must meet the staff as well.”
The bed creaked as she rose. He straightened his waistcoat, still not looking at her. Something unfriendly unfurled in his belly.
“I will send your maid in to assist you, Lady Luvington.” He strolled out of the room leaving her alone.
* * * *
Sarah inhaled and headed for the door leading to Julian’s office. Her feet felt leaden on the cool marble floor. After the way he treated her, she was in no hurry to spend time with him. Alas, she had no choice. Straightening her spine, she marched into the office.
He glanced up at her over a stack of papers from his large leather chair. “Have a seat.” He indicated the straight-backed chair opposite him.
“I would rather stand. We shall not be in here long. You did promise me a tour of the house and grounds.”
“I thought we could go over the necessary documents to put you in control of your dowry first. My solicitor drew them up, and I have already signed off. All that is left for you to do is read them over before you sign under my name.” He held the documents out for her.
She moved to stand in front of his mammoth carved desk and picked up a pen. “I have no need to read them. I trust you. Just show me where to sign.”
He laid the papers on the desk and pointed to a signature line. “Here.”
She glided the pen across the bold line, then he flipped through the pile stopping on the next one. “And here.” He pointed again, and she signed.
“I will leave these on my desk. Should you choose to read them, they will be here.” He glanced up at her, and a warm smile softened his features. “Thank you for placing your trust in me. It means a great deal.”
The coolness he showed her before seemed to have vanished. Perhaps it had not been his intention to mistreat her. Perhaps he genuinely thought it a bad idea to stay in bed. Nonetheless, she was glad to see him acting like himself again. “You are my husband. I would not have married you if I did not trust you.”
He stood and moved to her side, pulling her into his arms. “Accept my apologies for being so short with you earlier. My pride was injured, but I should not have taken it out on you.”
His pride? Sarah furrowed her brow at him. “I assure you, there was no reason for you to doubt yourself. I rather enjoyed our coupling.”
“Then we shall make love often.” His deep throaty chuckled wrapped around her.
Sarah resisted the urge to shake her head, befuddled. She did not know what to make of him.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Sarah lay with her head on Julian’s chest, listening to the steady rhythm of his heartbeat. Their lovemaking the night before left her deeply satisfied. She had slept the night away curled against him, her body pressed to his and found herself reluctant to break the connection.
The now familiar throbbing between her thighs urged her to touch him. She reached under the covers, feathering her fingers over his shaft, but pulled them back when it jerked under her touch.
His hand caught hers, bringing it back to his hardness. “I like when you touch me.” He guided her hand over him, applying more pressure. “Wrap your fingers around me.” His words came out a husky whisper.
She followed his instruction, marveling at the way he turned to stone under her stroking. Courage mounting, she let her hand explore the rest of him. His body arched beneath her. A deep moan erupted from him. Her hand stilled at the unexpected intensity of the sound.
She glanced up at him. “Does that not please you?”
“Come here, wife, before you undo me.” He reached for her and guided her mouth to his. Their lips meshed in a scorching kiss.
Sarah pulled back. “I do not understand.”
He gazed at her through heavy lids and grinned in the roguish way only he could. “If you were to keep touching me like that I would have spent myself. I would rather bring you pleasure as well.” He pulled her head back down to his and trailed kisses across her neck and collarbone until she panted. “Let me teach you, my pet.”
Without thought, she climbed onto him as he indicated. She brought her lips back to his, allowing her tongue to dart out and twine with his. He ran his hands down her back to her hips, then guided her until she slid down on his erection.
As though on instinct, she began to rock her hips while he guided her up and down, building a rhythm. She kissed his neck the way he kissed hers, sucking and nipping as she rode him. The tension built in her, begging to be released.
He thrust up, increasing their tempo. She tossed her head back and cried out. Pleasure erupted through her, sending her over the edge as his seed pumped into her.
She collapsed on his chest, panting. Her entire body tingled as he softened inside her. To think, she once worried if they would be compatible in such an intimate way. She lifted her head to stare at her husband.
“Good morning.”
“The best morning I have ever experienced.” He smiled at her, his chestnut hair mussed, green eyes sparkling.
“You jest. Though it is a splendid way to begin a new day.” She rolled off him, laughing as she settled against his side. He held her close, and she rested her head on his chest.
“It was not a jest.” He squeezed her waist. “If I could choose to wake up in the same way every day, I would.”
She turned her head and placed a kiss on his arm. Part of her wanted to savor this moment for as long as possible. The rest of her needed to discuss Scotland with him. She needed to see Amelia. Now, with her freedom and personal fortune, she could.
“What is on your mind, my pet?” He trailed his fingertips back and forth across her abdomen.
“I… Will we be taking a wedding trip?” She closed her eyes, inhaling the spicy scent of him.
“Indeed, I have one planned.” His hand stilled. “We depart tomorrow at noon.”
“And where is my dear husband taking me?” She batted her lashes.
“It is a surprise.” He rolled her onto her back, and his lips brushed hers. “Let us ready ourselves for the day? I have some matters I must attend to before we embark on our adventure.”
She pouted her lips and gazed at him. “I suppose if you must, I will not try to stop you.”
His roguish chuckle filled the space around her as he ran his finger across her bottom lip. “And what has my dear wife planned to occupy her time?”
“Do not worry your head over it. I shall be perfectly content keeping company with myself while you work.” She grinned. “Now ready yourself and go before I change my mind.”
He smiled then nipped the side of her neck before kissing it. “As you wish.”
* * * *
Sarah spent the morning going over the household accounts and speaking with the staff before having lunch. With her feet worn out and her stomach filled, she retired to her private sitting room to read. Julian’s library proved to be expansive, positively bursting with educational materials.
Soon her eyes grew too tired to read, and she rested the leather book in her lap, looking out the window. Dusk would be upon them before long. She should seek Julian out. At the least, he could break from his work to take supper with her.
She set the volume aside with a sigh. The day’s activities wore her out. A cursory glance at her skirts revealed a wrinkled mess. She stood and shook them out, trying to smooth them with her hands. Not perfect, but it would have to suffice.
On her way through the residence, she would need to stop at a looking glass and check her reflection. Pray, do not let it be in as poor a condition as her skirts. She took her leave of the room intent on finding her husband. If she had too, she would bring the meal to him.
The normal patter she had come accustomed to in her parent’s home when she walked evaded her. Here, the plush carpet of the hall absorbed it. She dipped into their room and made haste to correct her wayward curls before pinching color into her cheeks. Then she continued on her way.
Having reached the curved staircase, she paused to run her hands over her skirts one last time. A female voice drifted down the hall. Sarah froze. She strained to make out the words. In no way had she prepared for visitors. What lady would interrupt them the day after their wedding? She moved down a few more steps, trying to place the voice.
A tall woman with auburn hair stood alone in the foyer. Who was she?
Sarah ducked low on the stairs, not wishing to be seen in her current state but too curious to leave. A primal need held her there.
“Lady Claudia, Lord Luvington will be out directly.”
The words hit like a jolt. Was this the Lady Claudia Julian had ruined so many years before? No. Surely many ladies carried the same name.
Julian came into view as he approached the auburn-haired beauty. “Lady Claudia, what are you doing here?”
She grinned at him.
Sarah nearly gave herself away at the sight of the woman’s low cut garment. The curves of her creamy breasts were barely restrained by the burgundy gown. That had to be the riskiest garment Sarah had ever laid eyes on. She should return to their room and wait for Julian. He clearly had no idea the woman would drop in on them.
“I came the moment it was proper to do so. Say you are pleased to see me, Julian.”
Heat spread through Sarah at the woman’s brazen use of his Christian name. If he had indeed ruined her, why would she come back and address him in such an intimate way?
Stepping closer to him, Lady Claudia wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing her body against his. “Do you not see I have come back for you? Say you still love me.” She pressed her cheek against his chest. “Julian, the years we spent apart were unbearable. Memories of you, of our love, were all that kept me going. Say you are pleased to see me.”
A lump formed in Sarah’s throat, and her eyes stung. She willed him to tell Lady Claudia he loved another, to remove her hands from around him. She fought the urge to run down the stairs and confront them.
“We should talk.” Julian’s voice drifted up to her, not a hint of unease in his tone.
“We have the rest of our days to talk. Right now, I want to feel you.”
Sarah’s heart froze in her chest when Lady Claudia lifted onto her toes and pressed her lips to Julian’s.
He did not pull away.
Sarah stood and raced to her sitting room. Moisture built in her eyes as she fought for breath. She could not withstand any more of the couple’s reunion.
She flung herself onto a wing-back chair and buried her face against its floral upholstery. What a bird-witted fool she had been to believe he would ever love her. One did not arrange a marriage based on a deal and then fall in love. It simply did not happen.
Sobbing would change nothing. Lady Claudia still loved Julian, and she was back to claim him. Sarah stood no chance against the woman. But what was she to do? She glanced around the room. What could she do? Her gaze stopped on the miniature she had placed near the window only this morning. Amelia. She would go to Amelia.
Sarah strode to her desk, sat, and removed her writing materials from the drawer. Her freedom had been a term of their arrangement. But then she had agreed to sleep in his bed. She sighed. No matter, he had clearly changed his mind.
 
Julian,
Do not worry about me. I have my dowry for support and the safety of friends to protect me. I will not stand in the way of true love, even if it breaks my heart to leave.
Sarah.
 
A rogue tear slid down her cheek as she pulled the call cord. Edna had packed their things this morning in preparation for her wedding trip. One less thing to worry about. All she had left to do was order a carriage loaded and readied. Where would she get one?
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
Julian steered Claudia toward a chair. “Sit now, and let us talk.”
The woman gazed at him as she lowered herself to sit. “What is there to talk about? I have returned for you as I always dreamed I would.”
Julian looked away, unable to meet her gaze. After Claudia cast him aside to marry Lord Akford, he thought he would never see her again. His heart healed, and, with time, he came to understand the difference between a green lad’s fascination and true love. Julian positioned himself on a high-backed chair. Claudia captivated him when they were younger. Her brazen, spirited personality had enthralled him. Back then, he could not get enough of her.
“Lord Akford passed away. I have only now come out of mourning.” She leveled those flashing green eyes on him. “I did not wish to cause another scandal by coming to you directly after his death.” Her elegantly clad body rose from the chair in a swirl of satin. She swayed her hips as she sashayed over to him before lowering herself onto his lap. How had he ever been fooled by her contrived movements? Julian grabbed her arms and hoisted her back onto her feet then stepped across the room. “I am sorry for your misfortune, Lady Claudia, but we cannot be together.”
She tipped her chin, meeting his gaze. “Whatever do you mean? Of course we can. I never stopped loving you.” Moisture shone in her green eyes.
He retrieved his handkerchief and pressed it into her hand. “I have married.”
“Married men often keep mistresses. I can be yours.” She dabbed at the corners of her eyes. “I admit it is not ideal, but we can make the arrangement work.” She stared at him through clouded eyes.
“I am in love with my wife.”
She rested her gloved hands on his shoulders. “But you must love me as well. You kissed me back just moments ago.”
“You took me by surprise, nothing more.”
She moved to him, pressed her lips to his.
He jerked away taking hold of her arms. “Stop this foolishness. I love my wife. Whatever we had is in the past.”
She stared up at him, her face suddenly void of emotion.
“Do you hear me? There is nothing for us.” He released her arms and moved for the door.
“How can you say such a thing after all we shared? I will not give up on us.”
Her words froze him in place. “There is nothing to fight for. I am afraid you have wasted your time coming here.”
She threw herself back into his arms. “You can not be serious. I love you, I have always loved you.”
He pushed her away. “Show yourself out, madam.” He left the office ignoring her calls as he made his way across the foyer.
The meeting only solidified his love for Sarah. She was pure and innocent, loyal and caring. Claudia meant nothing to him. She was his past. After what she had done to him, all she had put him through, he could not fathom why she would come to him. He wanted her gone from his home, his life.
His butler stood at the end of the hall. “Gregory, please see that Lady Claudia is removed from the premises. Make it known that she is not to be readmitted.”
“Right away, my lord.” Gregory nodded and turned toward the office.
“Gregory.”
“Yes, my lord?”
“Do you know where I might find Lady Luvington?”
“She retired to her sitting room, my lord.”
“Very well, that is all.” Julian raced up the stairs before turning down the long hallway. His need for her built with every step as he headed toward her sitting room. He stopped just outside the door and drew in a deep breath. For better or worse, he would tell her the secrets of his heart.
“Sarah, my pet.” He stepped through the door, but the room lay empty. Her scent wrapped around him, vanilla and jasmine. His gaze halted on a letter sitting on the desk. He crossed the room, picked it up, and began reading.
‘I will not stand in the way of true love.’
He crumpled the stationary in his hand. Bloody hell, she must have seen Lady Claudia. His chest tightened as he smoothed the paper to finish reading it. Perchance she left a clue. One line jumped out at him,
…‘even if it breaks my heart’. A lump formed in his throat. She loves me too. My Sarah loves me.
He stormed out of the room, letter still in his fisted hand. He had to find her before it was too late.
* * * *
The horse’s hooves pounded the road as Julian urged it into a fast canter. A cloud of dust trailed behind him. At least Abernathy House was not far. He had hurt Sarah. The thought of her seeing him and Claudia ripped at his very soul.
He tugged on the reins, steering the horse up the drive to the duchess’s estate. A stable lad stood by the porch. Julian drew rein, jumped from his mount, and tossed the reins to the lad. “Keep him here.” He continued up the porch steps two at a time to the mahogany front door.
Her Grace’s butler opened it. “Good day, my lord.”
“Is Lady Luvington in residence?” He glanced around the foyer.
“I am afraid not, my lord.”
He handed the butler a calling card. “I wish to have an audience with Her Grace.”
The butler frowned. “I am afraid Her Grace is not here, either.”
“Where might I find her?” Julian pressed his mouth into a straight line.
“She has departed for Scotland to--”
Julian spun on his heels without waiting for the man to finish and bounced down the steps even quicker than he had climbed them. If the duchess had gone to Scotland, Sarah was surely with her. They could only have gone to one destination. Goldstones.
But what if Sarah had not left with the duchess? He took the reins from the stable boy. “When Her Grace departed, was Lady Sarah Luvington with her?”
The lad angled his head toward the ground. “No, my lord. She was quite alone except for her maid.”
Well, that did not mean Sarah had not wound up in the carriage, but it may behoove him to check around London before racing off so far as Scotland. “You have been most helpful.” He reached into his pocket and tossed the boy a coin before throwing himself into the saddle and pushing his mount into a run.
She could be at her parent’s estate, but he did not think it as likely a place as Lord Shillington’s residence. She and Lady Jane were friends, and Lord Shillington always seemed to hover near her. His gut insisted she had gone to the Duchess of Goldstone’s, but the gamble was too big to take without exhausting other avenues first.
Alas, the more time that elapsed, the farther she potentially drifted from him. He needed to hurry the search. A carriage swerved to get out of his way, its driver yelling back at him as he raced by. Julian pushed the horse faster still.
People’s complaints assaulted his ears. “Slow down! These are public streets.”
“If you want to race, go to the track.”
“You are a madman! Slow your beast at once.”
He ignored them, pushing his mount on.
Shillington stood on his porch when Julian raced up to the house. He did not waste time dismounting. “Where is my wife?”
“How should I know the whereabouts of your wife, Luvington?”
His blood boiled. “It is clear the two of you are friends. It seems reasonable enough that she might come here.” Julian scowled at him. “Are you hiding her, Shillington?”
“I have not seen Lady Sarah since your wedding.” Lord Shillington placed his hands on his hips.
“Have I your word as a gentleman?” Julian peered at him.
Shillington’s eyes narrowed in consideration before he nodded. “Yes, as a gentleman.”
Julian spurred the horse back into motion, leaving a cloud of dust in Shillington’s face. He did not like the man’s friendship with Sarah, though he believed it to be innocent. The way Shillington always hovered did not set right with him.
Alas, she was free to choose her friends. If he were honest, he would admit he and Shillington were friendly as well. The two of them had spent many a night together at White’s. An ugly thing, jealousy, but he could not help it where his wife was concerned.
Enough time had been wasted already. Sarah could be as much as four hours ahead of him. He steered the horse home. Once there he would send a footman to check Lady Vivian’s and the Havenshire’s, as well as Lord Roseington’s, with instructions to get word to him should Sarah be found. If all else failed, he would get a fresh mount and head for Scotland.




SCANDALOUS INTENTIONS

CHAPTER TWENTY
Four nights later, Sarah arrived at Amelia’s with Greta in tow. They had switched horses every fifty miles and traveled straight through. The two of them slept and took meals in the rented carriage. By the time they arrived, she was exhausted and coated in travel dust. Amelia had Sarah shown to a guestroom straightaway so she could freshen up.
Now, Sarah sat on a high-backed chair in Amelia’s parlor. Though her heart ached, joy filled her at the sight of her dearest friend entering the room. She rose to her feet and grasped her hands. “You are positively glowing.”
Amelia grinned. “I am glad you have come. Your last letter said your parents forbid it. How did you change their minds? Have you come alone?” She dropped Sarah’s hands. “Let us sit, and you can tell me everything.”
Sarah nodded. “I fear it is quite the story.” She reclaimed her seat and folded her hands in her lap.
Amelia pointed accusingly to Sarah’s ring finger though a smile tugged at her lips. “You married. When? To whom? Why have I not even a clue as to when this happened? No letter or messenger.”
“Believe me, my marital state is no reason for celebration.” Tears threatened as Sarah glanced down at the gold band hugging her finger.
Amelia’s smile faltered. “What happened? Were you compromised?” She shifted uncomfortably in her chair, wincing some, her hands rubbing low, below the full curve of her belly.
Sarah shook her head. “Worse. I made a bargain for my freedom then fell in love with a rake who could never love me in return.” She plucked at the material of her silk skirts. “Julian loves another.”
Amelia’s eyes widened. “Lord Julian Carrington? The notorious Marquess of Luvington?”
“The very same.” Sarah glanced toward the window, shame twisting in her chest. “And now Lady Claudia has come back for him.”
Amelia pushed herself up using the chairs arms as leverage. “The same Lady Claudia he compromised?”
Sarah’s eyes stung. “Yes.”
Amelia crossed the room to Sarah and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I am so sorry.”
Sarah covered her mouth too late, a sob broke free.
“Do not waste tears on the scoundrel. You will stay here with us.” Amelia handed Sarah a handkerchief. “Dry your eyes and let us move on to a happier topic.”
“I am sorry for showing up and sniveling all over you.” Sarah dabbed at her eyes and met Amelia’s gaze. Nodding to her swollen belly. “Tell me about the baby and Scotland. Have you a name for the wee one?”
“Your Grace.” A footman entered the parlor. “Lord Julian Carrington to see his wife.”
Amelia looked to Sarah. Concern flared in her gaze.
Sarah pivoted to stare at her husband in the doorway. Never had she imagined Julian would follow her. She stood, squaring her shoulders. Her traitorous heart raced at the sight of him.
A muscle in his jaw flexed. “I must speak with my wife.”
Amelia glanced at her. “Lady Sarah?”
An unfriendly smile pulled at her mouth. “I will allow it.”
Amelia took a step then doubled over, her hands cradling her belly.
Sarah went to her and wrapped her arms around her. “What is it, Duchess? Is the baby coming?”
Amelia groaned in response.
“Julian, carry her to her room. I will get help and send for the Duke at once.” Whatever needed to be said between her and Julian would have to wait.
Amelia did not protest when Julian scooped her into his arms. Her head rolled against his chest, and a cry ripped from her.
He carried her out of the parlor, then threw a glance over his shoulder at Sarah. “Where is her room?”
“Up the stairs third door on the left.”
Sarah pulled the call cord before his footsteps faded away.
A young maid entered the parlor. “How may I be of assistance, my lady?”
“I need you to send someone after His Grace and have another get the midwife. The duchess has gone into labor.” Sarah waved her hand at the door. “Do not dally. Go at once!”
Sarah left the parlor on the maid’s heels then came up short at the top of the mahogany staircase. Julian stood in front of her.
He rubbed a hand over his jaw, gaze intense on her face. “I will wait for you in the parlor. Will you come to me when Her Grace no longer needs you?”
Sarah nodded.
Julian glanced down the staircase. “Very well, I have no right to ask for more.”
She stepped around him without another word. Amelia’s cry drifted down the hall beckoning her to hurry and driving all other worries from her mind. She moved into the room, taking a seat by the bed.
“I have sent for the midwife and His Grace.” Sarah slid her gloved hand into Amelia’s bare one. Her lady’s maid had already stripped her down to her shift. Blankets covered her to the waist, and a stack of pillows elevated her head.
“Thank you.” She squeezed Sarah’s hand and closed her eyes on another groan.
Edna came forward and placed a rag on Amelia’s forehead. “The labor is strong. I fear the midwife may not come in time.”
Sarah swallowed. “Are you capable of delivering the babe?”
“Yes, my lady. It was my hands that brought Her Grace into the world. Her mother labored less than an hour before bringing her forth.” Edna nodded to the door. “I need to gather supplies.”
“Go, I will not leave her side.”
Edna rushed out.
Amelia rolled her head to the side and panted. “I am not afraid. Edna is capable.”
Sarah grinned. “I have no doubt she is.”
Her hand ached under the pressure of Amelia’s grip as another contraction took hold of her. Sarah had always wanted to have children, but the sight of Amelia in such pain gave her pause. Her heart quickened, and she placed her other hand on her abdomen. Perhaps she was already with child.
After five squeezes, progressively stronger and closer together, Amelia rolled her head to look at Sarah, sweat slicking her face. “They are coming so fast. So much pressure. I need to push.”
The words jolted Sarah from her chair. She placed her hand on Amelia’s forehead. “You must wait for Edna.”
Sarah turned her head just as Edna came through the door. She set down her supplies and moved to the bed.
Sarah leaned closer to Amelia as the maid pulled down the covers and lifted Amelia’s shift. “It is time.” She glanced at Sarah, then back to Amelia. “On the next pain, I need you to push with all your might, Your Grace.”
Amelia nodded. She clasped Sarah’s hand before bearing down.
“Good, keep pushing until the pain has past.”
Sarah lifted her hand from Amelia’s as soon as the pressure of her grip released. She rubbed the blood flow back into it before returning it to Amelia’s. “You shall hold your wee one before you know it.”
Amelia leaned forward, bearing down on another pain. Sarah’s fingers overlapped one another in Amelia’s grip. Her scream bounced through the room sending a shiver through Sarah. Amelia lay back against the pillows, panting.
Edna bent between Amelia’s knees and came up with a smile. She held the babe up for them to see.
“It is a fine baby boy, Your Grace.”
A tired grin spread across Amelia’s face. “A son.”
“Lady Sarah, hand me the knife and twine.”
Sarah hurried across the room retrieved the requested items, then moved to Edna’s side.
“Set them on the bed and get the linens. I need you to hold him while I tie off the cord.”
Sarah handed the blanket to Edna, who whipped the baby off then laid him on the cloth before thrusting him into her arms. Edna tied off the cord before wrapping the blanket around the boisterous babe. Sarah gazed down at his miniature features, studying the curve of his mouth, the shape of his eyes. “I believe he must favor the Duke. Though he has your eyes, Amelia.”
Sarah glanced at her friend now resting against the pillows. “He is marvelous.” She carried him to Amelia’s side and placed him in her arms.
The Duke arrived, crossing the room to his wife’s side. Sarah offered him a smile before stepping away from the bed. He lowered himself onto the edge of the mattress. With one hand, he stroked Amelia’s cheek while laying the other on the babe.
Amelia beamed up at him. “We have a son, Richard. I wish to call him after my father.”
The Duke of Goldstone leaned over then kissed her forehead. “It is a splendid idea.”
Sarah snuck out of the room, their words fading behind her. They did not need her in there fawning over the tiny bundle and encroaching on their special moment.
At the top of the stairs, Greta pointed down the opposite hallway. “Take Lady Sarah’s things to the first door on the left.” Two footmen followed her direction moving off toward the room with trunks in their arms.
“Greta.” Sarah joined her. “Is that the last of it?”
“Yes. Let us go freshen you up.”
Sarah glanced down at her disheveled gown. Her skirts were wrinkled beyond repair and her bodice was damp. “I am a frightful sight. Please have a pitcher sent up for washing.”
“At once.” Greta moved down the stairs.
Whatever brought Julian here, she did not want to face him looking so disheveled. It would be easier to hold her head high if she were dressed appropriately. She would not appear unbecoming to him. Come what may, she would walk away a lady.
* * * *
Julian gazed at his wife as she entered the parlor in a swish of violet skirts. The gown matched her stunning eyes, making them seem all the more splendid as he studied her. She’d had her hair styled in much the same way she had worn it to the opera, with her golden curls piled high on her head and cascading down her shoulder. The image stole his breath.
“I set you free. Why did you follow me?” Sarah demanded.
“I do not wish to be free.” He strode toward her, strong, ground-eating treads. “I do not know what you saw, but I would like the opportunity to explain. Lady Claudia is nothing to me. I sent her away.” He placed a hand on Sarah’s arm.
“She did not appear as nothing.” Sarah pushed his hand off. She turned and settled into a wing-back chair. “Do speak your piece before I change my mind.” She folded her hands on her lap and leveled her gaze on him.
He dropped into the chair across from her. His chest aching. “I am certain you know the scandal in my past, but it is not an accurate account of what happened. We were young, and I was courting Lady Claudia. Lord Akford had his cap set toward her. He wanted to remove me from the equation.”
If he could change the past, none of it would have happened. Claudia never deserved him. The scandal had tainted is reputation for years and now threatened to take the only woman he had ever loved away from him.
He rubbed a hand across his jaw. “We were picnicking in a clearing at her family’s estate. I proposed to Lady Claudia then we shared a kiss. Lord Akford stepped out of the clearing, catching us. I could never have imagined what he would do next.”
Sarah remained rigid in her seat, just staring at him as he recounted the incident. He could not tell what she was thinking…or if she even cared. He needed her to forgive him. Lady Claudia could not ruin him twice. He would not allow it.
“Lord Akford spread the story all over London before I could ask for Lady Claudia’s hand. By the time I approached her father, he had already deemed me an unworthy rake. In hindsight, he did me a great favor. Though I did not see it as such at the time.” He reached for Sarah’s hand. She recoiled, moving out of his reach. His stomach tightened, but he somehow kept his face cool.
“With both Lady Claudia and myself ruined, Lord Akford went to her father and asked for her hand. He promised to take her away from London so she could live out her life without the scandal surrounding her. Lady Claudia’s father accepted the offer, and she agreed to the suit without a backward glance at me.”
Sarah swallowed. “So you never set out to ruin her?”
“No. And if not for Lord Akford, I never would have.”
“And now she has come back for you.” Sarah nibbled her bottom lip, emotions roiling in her.
He fought the urge to scoop her into his arms and sample her sweet flesh for himself. “She has, but I have sent her away.”
“Why?”
“Lady Claudia is my past. You are my future.”
Sarah rose from her chair and paced toward the stained glass window. “I will not stay with you when you love another.”
He had no right to blame her. Julian bit back a sigh, coming up behind her and placed his arms around her waist, pulling her against him.
“I love you, Lady Sarah Carrington. Our marriage may have been born from an arrangement, but I was very much in love with you by the time we said our vows.”
She rested the back of her head against his chest. “Why are you telling me this now?”
“I tried to declare my feelings before we married. The evening I threw pebbles at your window, I came intent on telling you how much you mean to me. After I fell and you came to my aid, I changed my mind. Pride got in my way. I feared you did not feel the same way.”
“How do I know you are not tricking me so I will return to London with you?”
Julian turned her in his arms and gazed into her eyes. “I meant every word when I told my father I did not care a whit for his money if it meant I could not have you. Even then, I loved you. I just did not know it yet.”
Her eyes lowered, and for a long moment, she only stared at him. His heart hammered.
“Marchioness Lovington?” He tipped her chin up gently. The need to know her answer nearly did him in. If she were to turn him away now…
She met his eyes. A slow grin spread across her lips, adoration filled her eyes. “Say it again.”
“I love you, Lady Sarah Carrington. You are the only woman for me. I shall love you for the rest of my days if you will allow me to.”
“I love you, too, Julian.”
His lips came down on hers demanding, needing to taste her. She kissed him back with an urgency that matched his own.
Nothing in him would allow him to wait even a moment longer to be with her. He lifted her into his arms and moved toward the staircase, trailing kisses across her cheek and down her neck. “I need to make love to you until you never forget my heart beats for you alone.”
Sarah beamed up at him, laying a hand on his cheek. “I want that too. Always.”
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EPILOGUE
One Year Later
 
Sarah glanced down at her baby resting upon a white blanket in her lap. Lila let out a little squeal, and Sarah grinned before looking up at Amelia. “Are you still amazed every time you look at Reese?”
“Indeed, children are a wonder.” Amelia glanced to where her son played in the grass. “He is so curious about the world around him.”
Sarah lifted Lila into her arms, cradling her head against her chest. “It is wonderful to be back in Scotland. Julian turned out to be quite the surprise.”
“It has been my experience that reformed rakes make for wonderful husbands.” Amelia beamed.
Sarah shuddered. To think she had almost thrown away happiness. Allowed Julian’s reputation to stand in the way of love. She had been such a fool.
Amelia stood and went to Reese taking a clump of fresh grass from his hand. “We do not eat grass, darling.” She lifted him into her arms and smiled lovingly down on him. “At this age, they want to put everything in their mouths.”
Sarah glanced at Lila. A pang hit her stomach. “I do not want to think about her growing too big for my arms.”
“Our gentlemen have returned.” Amelia nodded.
Sarah turned her head spying Julian and the Duke of Goldstone coming down the path toward them. She could not stop a smile from spreading across her face. Her heart swelled when his gaze locked with hers, a rakish grin lighting his face.
He leaned down and dropped a kiss upon her forehead before feathering his fingers across Lila’s cheek. “The Duke and Duchess of Goldstone’s gardens have never looked so lovely.”
“How you do go on.” Sarah laughed.
She handed Lila to Julian who cuddled her close to his heart. Was there a sweeter sight than a father with his baby?
“Come to papa, little rascal.” The Duke’s voice filled the air.
Sarah glanced over to where Reese played a moment before. He now perched on his father’s shoulders. Amelia stood next to him, a smile playing at her lips.
“Shall we break our fast?” Julian nodded at the picnic basket resting on the wool blanket.
“Indeed.” Amelia moved to their picnic spot.
Sarah pulled supplies from the wicker basket; cheese, meat, and fruit followed. She opened her mouth when Julian held a plump red berry near her lips. Lila rested across his legs.
“What a marvelous day for a picnic.” Amelia wrapped her arm around the Duke’s and rested her head on his shoulder.
How lucky they were to have found husbands such as theirs. Ones who loved them and understood them.
Julian leaned in and whispered in her ear. “I love you.”
Her heart soared. She had gotten everything she needed from her rake.




EXCERPT OF LADIES AND SCOUNDRELS BOOK 3

SCANDALOUS REDEMPTION
London 1843
 
Lord Henry Shillington strode across the music room of Lord and Lady Morse’s country estate. The force of someone bumping into him sent him stumbling backward. “Excuse me.” Auburn curls caught his gaze as he reached out and steadied her.
“You should watch your step.” She peered at him through narrowed green eyes. “Unhand me at once.”
Henry dropped his hands to his sides. She radiated the sweet fruity scent of champagne. “You are foxed.”
Her ear bobs danced and sparkled as she leaned in close. “It is not your concern.” She jerked free of his hold, pivoted, and took a step. Her blue jewel-toned gown snapped with the sudden movement.
He reached out and wrapped his hand around her arm, halting her. “You cannot stay here in your condition. You will cause a scandal for yourself and our hosts.”
“What concern is it of yours?” She rounded on him, her emerald eyes flashing.
His heart beat faster. He had to prevent her from causing a scene. “Allow me to escort you outside. We can stroll through the garden.” Part of him worried for their guests, but, if he were being honest, he would have to admit he wished to know more about this beauty. Something about her captivated him. Perhaps her unusual green eyes, or the misery he saw in her gaze.
A slow smile spread across her full lips. “Very well.”
She swayed and clung to his arm as he led her out into the open country air. What would compel a lady to become foxed in the middle of the day? And who was she? Surely they had never met before.
He turned her down a path lined with various flowers and green foliage. The details did not signify. She was clearly in distress, and he intended to help if he could.
“Might we sit, Lord...what is your name?” Her intoxicating laughter floated through the empty space.
He had never heard a sweeter sound. It tugged at his heart, endearing the strange woman to him. “Lord Shillington. And yours?” He stopped in front of a cast iron bench. He could not take his eyes off her as she lowered herself onto the seat in a flutter of skirts and auburn curls. Her gaze reflected sorrow, but her lips held a breathtaking smile. His heart rate increased.
“Do sit with me, Lord Shillington.” She patted the bench next to her.
He positioned himself near her, but not too close. Being out here with an unchaperoned lady was scandalous enough. He had no desire to compromise her--or himself. Given her state, he had no choice but to remove her from the gathering. However, he also had a responsibility to control the propriety of his behavior.
A cool breeze ruffled her elegant skirts, drawing his gaze over her form. Heat climbed into his cheeks as he studied her. Tall and lean, yet she possessed curves in all the places a man liked to see them. He trailed his gaze back to hers, offering a grin. “Your name, my lady?”
She looked at him through hooded lashes, her green eyes sparkling. “Lady Claudia Akford.”
His heart skipped a beat as his throat tightened. The notorious Lady Claudia who had caused trouble for Lady Sara and Lord Luvington? He should not be anywhere near her, least of all attempting to aid her. The scandalous lady brought on her own troubles.
He shot up from the bench. “I will not be a party to your scheming. Lord and Lady Luvington are my friends, but I suppose you already knew that.”
She stood and reached out, taking hold of his arm. A crestfallen expression came across her lovely features. “Indeed I knew nothing of the sort, nor am I scheming. Go if you must, but know you are mistaken about my motivations.”
He jerked his arm free and walked away. A soft sniff made him freeze. Do not turn around. After another step, he glanced over his shoulder. Blast it. Lady Claudia sat upon the bench, head hung low, shoulders trembling. With a deep inhale, he moved back to her side.
At least the risk of compromising her no longer existed. It was perfectly fine for a widow to be unchaperoned. Regardless, he was too much of a gentleman to leave her alone in such a state. He would see her sober or at the very least safe in her chambers before abandoning her.
She lifted her head, her green eyes large and sad. “I am not the heartless harlot they make me out to be.”
His stomach fluttered. He held his silk handkerchief out to her. He did not trust himself to speak.
She shook her head, refusing his peace offering. “I know what the ton says about me, but they have it all wrong.”
Somehow he doubted they did. Lady Sarah would never make up a tale to injure another lady’s reputation. She had told him all about Lady Claudia after she traipsed into Lord Luvington’s townhouse. He would see her sobered then be done with her.
“You believe me, Lord Shillington?”
The pain in her gaze compelled him to reach out and pat her gloved hand. “Tell me why you were getting foxed in the middle of the day? Do you continue to grieve for your late husband?”
She shook her head. A hiccup escaped. “Some men are monsters. Lord Akford was such a man.” Her gaze penetrated him. “Do people not celebrate when monsters are slain?”
Henry swallowed past the lump in his throat. “You are celebrating?” Her words concerned him and confused him at the same time. Perhaps the lady was mad.
She laughed. “No, but nor do I grieve his loss. On the contrary, I was pleased to see him gone. I never fancied Lord Akford. He tricked me into marriage, then mistreated me for years. May his soul burn in Hell for eternity.”
“I...” Henry had never heard a lady use such strong language. Words escaped him.
“You need not say anything. Just hear me out.”
Gads, her alabaster cheeks were far too pale. He nodded then steeled himself for her story.
“Lord Akford knew I intended to marry Lord Luvington and ruined me on purpose. He set us up, then went to my father and arranged for his marriage to me. I had no choice other than to accept. Father threatened to disown me if I refused, and all of London already saw me as a fallen lady.” She wrapped her arms across her midsection. “I will not share the details, they are too painful, but Lord Akford was a brute. There was no love lost between us.”
Henry rubbed the back of one hand across her warm cheek then removed it when she flinched. “You need not go on. I have heard enough.” Did she speak the truth? Henry could not fathom the idea of a man abusing any women. He was not ignorant of the world around him but chose to see the good in people. If Lady Claudia told the truth, and the way she flinched when he touched her lent credence to her tale, she had been through Hell. He owed it to her to help. But what could he do?
She stood, turning away from him. “I require another flute of champagne.”
“That is the last thing you need. Let us speak of something more pleasant instead.”
“Very well.” She plumped back down. “Shall I tell you how memories of Lord Luvington kept me sane during my years under Lord Akford’s hand? Or would you like to hear how Lord Luvington cast me aside when I came back to him?”
As soon as she said this, a look of mortification crossed her features. She must have realized she had said too much. Henry closed his eyes and exhaled. She would not be the first person he had met whose pain drove her into a bottle, or who said things when inebriated she would never say under normal circumstances. Her awareness of her mistake somehow softened him.
“Lord Luvington married Lady Sarah. They are in love and expecting a babe. He could not very well toss her aside.”
Lady Claudia glared at him. “But he should have tossed me aside?”
“Did you listen to my words? He married another before you returned.”
“Yes, I am not bird-witted. I have come to accept his choice, but it does nothing to ease my heartache.” She leaned in, stopping inches from his face. “Perchance you could ease my pain.”
“I am afraid I do not follow.”
She brought her lips to his. A jolt of warmth coursed through him as she scooted closer and rested her hand on his thigh. When she ran her tongue across his lower lip, he jerked away. “I am a gentleman, Lady Claudia. Not a toy, and surely not a rake.” Making mistakes when one was hurting was one thing, but this… He turned and strolled away, his cheeks burning, heart hammering.
What had he been thinking to allow himself to spend even a moment in her company? He should have left at the mention of her name. She would bring nothing but trouble for him. He would not allow her to ruin him. Nor would he allow her to use him for her scheme--no matter how much she tempted him. No matter what her lips tasted like.
He entered the smoking room and retrieved a glass of port. How would he avoid her?
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