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Prologue
 
    
 
   Lady Natalie Seymour, daughter of the Duke and Duchess of Sheridan, stood on the raised platform at the front of her family’s music room on the final night of her come out celebration, staring daggers at her former best friend, Lady Pippa Godfrey. If looks could kill, the traitor would surely expire for Natalie was beyond livid—she was broken, heartsick, and infuriated. Pippa had betrayed her and she would pay a penance for what she’d done.
 
   Natalie forced a bright smile before introducing the next girl to take the stage. Her gaze landed again on her former best friend. Pippa fidgeted in the front row of the crowded room looking much like a mouse in a trap. She clearly knew what she had done and what was to come. Pippa’s discomfort caused a genuine smile to overtake Natalie’s contrived one. She deserved to suffer after what she’d done the previous evening at Natalie’s come out ball. She deserved far worse than discomfort, Pippa deserved to be hurt like she’d hurt Natalie.
 
   The previous night had been magical until Pippa destroyed everything—her future, her hopes, and her dreams. All vanquished in a matter of moments. The ballroom sparkled under the light of hundreds of candles as they celebrated. Potted ferns and floral arrangements decorated the space while elegant ladies and gentlemen mingled and danced. All in attendance to welcome her into the loving arms of society. Natalie had been excited to share her special night with her long time friend. She’d welcomed and embraced Pippa, but no more. She would never look at Pippa with kindness again.
 
   Both ladies had been dressed in white gowns befitting debutantes with their hair fashionably styled and glittering bobbles hanging from their necks and ears when they entered the ball. Natalie had been proud to have Pippa by her side as they danced, flirted, and laughed the evening away. That is, until Pippa betrayed her—washing away the magic of her night.
 
   The memory pained her, piercing her heart as she tried to focus on today’s recital. All the same, she could not stop from dwelling on what had occurred. Natalie pulled in a deep breath and searched the music room for the Marquis of Knightly. He and her brother, Bradford, were longtime friends and as such, Natalie had known the Marquis for most of her life. She had loved him for as long as she could remember. The man was never thought of as Bradford’s friend but Natalie’s future everything. A fact Pippa well knew—a topic they’d labored over many nights as they laughed and planned their future marriages. Her heart hitched when she found Christian, Lord Knightly, seated in the second row a few chairs down from Pippa—his eyes trained on the traitor’s dark chestnut locks.
 
   Her blood heated as her pulse quickened. She could no more fight the vision that assaulted her than one could stop a summer storm. Pippa moving to the terrace with Lord Knightly following behind her. Pippa in his arms under the starlit sky. Natalie closed her eyes, fighting to steady herself. She’d been unable to watch their tryst, her heart instantly broken. Natalie had spent the remainder of what should have been the best night of her life attempting to understand why Pippa would hurt her in such a way.
 
   The ball had continued well into the early morning hours after which Pippa had stayed in her room. Perhaps Natalie should have confronted the traitor once they retired to her chamber, but she’d not known what to say. Instead, she’d done her best to act as though nothing was wrong, all the while, her mind replaying the scene until at last sleep had claimed her.
 
   Applause filled the air in the music room as the current performer sang her final off-key note, pulling Natalie back to the present. The time had come for her to introduce Pippa. She stood and smoothed her skirts before moving to the dais.
 
   God give her strength. The last thing she wished to do was introduce the tart as though they were still friends. Sadly, she had no choice. Her parents were unaware of what had transpired the night before—and they knew even less about her planned eternity with Christian. Natalie hid her emotions, summoning the skills she had been taught since birth, poise and grace above all else. The ton would never witness what her cool exterior shielded from view. She’d not allow anyone to see her devastation—least of all Pippa.
 
   Natalie sought Pippa out, amused and slightly delighted to see the girl gripping her skirt with white knuckles as her mother spoke to her. Something was clearly afoot, but Natalie doubted it concerned Pippa’s actions with Lord Knightly. Did she feel the slightest bit of remorse over extinguishing every dream Natalie had ever had?
 
   It mattered not. Natalie tipped her chin a fraction as Pippa stood from her chair. “Next to grace the stage is Lady Pippa Godfrey.” Natalie gestured in Pippa’s direction as an idea burst into her mind. She gave a coy smile. “Lady Pippa and I have been bosom friends since before we were allowed to touch a pianoforte, but since meeting, we’ve shared everything, including our music tutor, Mr. Giles, though I dare to say that Pippa is far closer to the man than my parents would ever allow.”
 
   Natalie met Pippa’s gaze as the girls cheeks flamed red. Her words had hit their mark and Pippa would surely be ruined as a result. It was, however, a pity that social exile would have no effect on her trysting with Lord Knightly. The rakehell may even find her more suited to him now. A moment of regret stabbed her. She lost as much as she won in this situation.
 
   She could not undo what she’d done—nor did she seek to. There was no doubt the entire room heard her announcement and understood the implication of her words. Light female laughter and deep manly chuckles filled the room, floating from the far back of the crowded space to the very front, where Natalie stood on the platform. Her announcement would spread through society faster than a wild fire. Every drawing room door would be closed to Pippa by morning.
 
   Natalie stood with her shoulders squared and a smirk on her lips, determined to follow her hasty course—she would see Pippa suffer. Would Pippa run from the room or would she accept her challenge? Natalie peered at her, waiting for the answer. Satisfaction at getting her revenge warred with heartache from Pippa’s betrayal.
 
   Beside her, Pippa’s mother fanned herself as the pair exchanged more words. Natalie’s pulse raced as she watched them. After what seemed several minutes, Pippa stood, her posture as stiff as Natalie’s. How could Pippa hold her head high and approach after what Natalie had said? Did the lady have no shame?
 
   Natalie peered at Pippa as she took the stage. This was not over. She would see Pippa suffer as she did, and she would have St. Vella for herself despite Pippa’s interference.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Natalie sat primly on the chase, her lap covered in various shades of colored paper and different types of lace as she made flowers for the many sprays of evergreen that would soon deck the rooms of her family estate. She glanced at the chair across from her where her cousin, Lady Daphne, sat attaching the paper flowers to sprays. Natalie shivered at Daphne’s loud breathing. Pippa had the same way about her when she was deep in concentration. Why couldn’t she keep the traitor off her mind?
 
   Last Christmastide, Pippa had been by her side as they created flowers and dolls for both their homes. A stab of regret pricked her heart. She would never understand why Pippa trespassed on their friendship. Even now, months after her come out, the betrayal still hurt. What scarred her most was Pippa’s devil-may-care defiance when Natalie had taken her revenge. The backstabber had taken the stage with her head high as though she’d done nothing wrong. How had she never seen Pippa’s coldhearted ways before?
 
   Natalie passed another paper bud to Daphne. “In two days time the house will be bursting with guests.” Including Pippa, if their parents had their way—which they likely would.
 
   Natalie refused to apologize to Pippa after ruining her at the recital in the same way she refused to explain her actions to her parents. She saw no need to bare her soul and pain to anyone. As a result, her parents remained determined to see her and Pippa reunited.
 
   That would never happen. In fact, if the traitor did show herself at the party—Natalie would make her regret it. She did not know what she would do or how she would stomach being under the same roof as her former friend. Pray, do not let her attend.
 
   “I must admit, I was taken by surprise when Mama told me we were to travel here for another celebration in your honor.” Daphne did not look up from her task as she worked to attach a pink bud to the branches of evergreen on the table.
 
   Confusion spiraled through Natalie. Her honor? To what did her cousin refer? Natalie’s parents hosted a Christmas celebration every year—though not quite to the scale of this year’s party. Three days with everyone who was anyone in the ton having been invited. Many left their own families to attend one of mother’s grand events and this holiday house party would be no different. Her mother had gone so far as to commission several new gowns for her. Perhaps something was afoot, but what?
 
   Natalie set her crafts aside and dusted her skirt before leveling her stare on Daphne. “You certainly are aware of more than you are letting on, dear cousin. Do explain what is going on here.”
 
   Daphne glanced sheepishly up at her. “I am not certain, other than that Mama told me the party was for you.” She fidgeted with the edges of the flower. “And that there is to be a grand announcement.”
 
   Natalie’s stomach rolled at Daphne’s final words. Grand announcement. This could not bode well. She leaned forward, taking Daphne’s hand from the flower she’d been fidgeting with. “This is important. What else do you know?”
 
   “Have the Duke and Duchess not discussed the purpose of the party with you?” Daphne asked, eyes round.
 
   “You know more than you are saying, Daphne. I can see it in your eyes. Do tell me,” Natalie demanded. Whatever was afoot had to be big, and since her parents had said nothing to her, she could only assume she would not like whatever it was.
 
   Daphne averted her gaze, mumbling, “There was mention of a betrothal.”
 
   Natalie’s breath caught, as nausea threatened her. She could not get betrothed. There was only one man for her, Christian St. Vella, the Marquis of Knightly. There was no possibility he would agree to a betrothal—yet. She jerked Daphne’s hand. “Are you quite certain?”
 
   “I...well…I overheard Mama and the Duchess speaking on the topic shortly after we arrived in Somerset last night.”
 
   Natalie released her hold on Daphne, rose to her feet, and started for the door of the drawing room. She did not know what was going on, but she was determined to find out at once.
 
   And put an end to the madness.
 
   “Do not be so hasty. You’ll make a cake of yourself,” Daphne called after her as she sped from the room.
 
   Natalie did not care if the whole household and all of their early guests witnessed her unladylike behavior. She hiked her skirt and ran down the long hallway leading to Father’s office.
 
   “Cease this instant!” Mother stepped in front of her as she approached the staircase. “You are a lady, not some…some street urchin. Good heavens, Natalie, remember yourself. We have important guests under this roof.”
 
   “Yes, Mother.” Natalie attempted to step around her but her family’s matriarch repositioned herself, blocking the path once more.
 
   “Your Father and I would have a word with you.” Mother leveraged a severe stare at her.
 
   Natalie met her gaze with a sternness all her own. “Perfect, as I would like a word with the two of you as well.”
 
   “Then waste no more time. Come along.”
 
   She gave a slight nod before walking with painfully slow, ladylike steps beside her Mother, neither speaking another word. Everything inside her screamed that Daphne had heard correctly. Mother’s silence added to her trepidation as they drew nearer to Father’s office. What was she to do if they had indeed settled on a match for her? Did she dare hope they’d chosen the same man she had?
 
   The very idea of a betrothal was absurd. She’d only recently come out and no one had shown any interest in courting her beyond a ride in Hyde Park. But then, her parents were not a love match—did not believe in love matches. She had been trained her entire life to be the perfect wife to some lord who would be advantageous to her family. Still, she’d never accepted the fate—always held out hope that she could find love. With Christian. Could she let her girlhood fantasy go? Would she be capable of finding happiness in a marriage that was not between her and the man she loved?
 
   Natalie had always imagined her future husband’s world would revolve around her. She would be his everything. How could a stranger fit that mold?
 
   Mother traipsed into Father’s office, sitting in her favored wingback chair near the desk. Natalie followed, taking the matching chair before her Father. She notched her chin when she met Father’s gaze. Whatever he had to say, she would take it with her normal mask of grace and indifference. Her parents would accept nothing less. If what he conveyed did not have to do with the party, she would ask him about the grand announcement outright.
 
   Natalie forced a small smile. “For what cause have I been summoned?”
 
   “Do you know I caught her running down the hallway like a small child?” Mother glanced at Natalie. “No, of course you do not know, because you were not there. All the same, this news could not come at a better time. Our daughter needs a husband to guide her.”
 
   How convenient that Mother caught her acting a hoyden, running across the house…almost like this was all staged…like she had forced them to choose a match with her unladylike behavior. Natalie snapped her attention to her Mother, doing her best not to let her tumultuous emotions show. “A husband?”
 
   Father cleared his throat. “Yes, I have secured a match for you. At this very moment, the Earl of Maddox, Lucas Hartfeld, heir to the Marquis of Bowmont, is on his way to sign the betrothal contract. In fact, I expected him earlier today.”
 
   This could not be happening to her. First her supposed best friend betrayed her, taking the only man she had ever loved, and now her parents wanted her to wed a man she’d never met. What had she done that was so horrible to deserve such a fate? Her heart beat madly as she closed her eyes in an attempt to restrain her rising emotions. Anger, annoyance, fear, and uncertainty all fought to control her. But she could not allow that, she would not give them the upper hand by knowing the prospect of wedding the earl could crush her.
 
   “It is a very profitable match. Our family will benefit and you, my dear, will become a marchioness some day.” Mother grinned.
 
   “Do I have no say on the matter?” Natalie’s voice shook slightly and she pressed her lips together to stop her wayward emotions from betraying her.
 
   Father folded his hands on the desk and leaned slightly forward. “Of course not. As our daughter it is our duty to see you wed. Your duty is to be obedient and follow our wishes.”
 
   “And what if I love another?” Natalie stared into the depths of her Father’s gaze, hoping to see a glimmer of hope. They were completely void.
 
   Mother reached for her hand, taking it in her own. Natalie felt no warmth through their gloves, but then she had never felt warmth from her parents. Not that they had ever been unkind to her. They did care for her and her brother—giving them all they needed to thrive in London society. They simply were not the warm sort.
 
   Natalie looked to her Mother. “Might I have a bit of time to seek my own match before you choose for me?”
 
   “Have you someone in mind?” Mother asked.
 
   “The Marquis of Knightly.” Natalie could not fight the smile that over took her simply by speaking his name.
 
   “Are you mad?” Father snapped. “That man is a reprobate, a rakehell. His name will never be linked to mine. He’s a disgrace—a no good scoundrel. Your brother’s reputation has already been tainted by their association. I’ll not have the same happen to me.”
 
   Natalie’s heart sank to her toes at Father’s sharp rebuke. What objection did he have to Christian? He and her brother, Bradford, had been close friends since they were in knee pants. Christian had been to their estate many times and her parents always seemed to welcome him. He was wealthy and titled. There was his less than desirable reputation, but many lords were rakehells before they wed.
 
   She drew in a deep breath. “I am quite sound of mind. Lord Knightly is a good catch. Titled and wealthy. He will be a duke someday—as you are, Father. What’s more…I love him.”
 
   Mother inhaled sharply as Father stood. He paced to the window on the far end of the room, then back to stand in front of Natalie. She tipped her head up to meet his eyes. “Father.”
 
   “Has he compromised you?”
 
   “Heavens, no.” Natalie stood out of reaction. “He has never so much as looked at me with desire.”
 
   “What do you know of desire?” Mother flipped open her fan and began waving it quickly.
 
   “Sit down,” Father ordered, before moving back to regain his own chair behind his large, mahogany desk.
 
   Natalie did as ordered though every piece of her wanted to run from the room, from the estate, and never return. She was tired of being the obedient duke’s daughter. A diamond of the first water, according to most of the ton, and kept on the ducal shelf like one of Mother’s priceless tiaras. Paraded by the duke and duchess and ordered around as it suited the dukedom.
 
   “If Lord Knightly has not compromised you then there is no reason not to sign the betrothal. You will present and conduct yourself appropriately. You will marry Lord Maddox. Is that clear?”
 
   She wanted to refuse, to insist she be allowed to choose her future, but it was utterly useless. “Yes, Father.”
 
   He nodded. “Very well. You are excused.”
 
   Natalie took her leave without a backward glance. Her parents could force the marriage, but they could never force her heart—or demand she forget Christian. She would know passion before she bound herself in holy matrimony to Lord Maddox—a man she had never even had the occasion to lay eyes on.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
    
 
   “Why ever did I allow you to talk me into this escapade?” Christian St. Vella exited his carriage followed by Bradford Seymour, Lord Greenwich, and Grayson Abbot, the Duke of Kissinger. The three had travelled together from London to Greenwich’s family estate for the grand Christmastide party his parents were throwing in honor of his sister, Lady Natalie.
 
   Greenwich clapped Christian on the shoulder. “Come now, chap. It is not as if you had anything else to occupy you during the holiday.”
 
   Christian could not argue the point. If he had not accompanied Greenwich, he would be back in London tangled up with some ladybird or another. He hadn’t graced the ducal estate with his presence in years. Not since Mother passed away, leaving him alone with his cold, bastard of a father. A chill assaulted him at the memory. The moment her casket had been lowered into the ground at his family’s gravesite on the ridge behind Stedford Hall, Christian had left the only place that felt like home and never looked back.
 
   “This could be good sport,” the Duke of Kissinger added. “There are sure to be lonely widows in residence.”
 
   “And far too many debutantes along with their husband-hunting mama’s.” Christian grimaced.
 
   Greenwich motioned for the other men to follow him. “This is a respectable gathering honoring my baby sister. Do try to behave like the gentlemen you are purported to be.” He glanced at his friends, a playful glint in his eyes. “It took much convincing to secure you both an invitation.”
 
   Christian chuckled as he walked toward the grand home followed by Kissinger. “What rag has reported such absurd lies about us?”
 
   “And more importantly,” Kissinger continued. “How did your parents learn the truth of the matter?”
 
   Christian grinned, recalling their escapades. Greenwich and Kissinger befriended him in their youth. The friendship had seen Christian through the tumultuous years of his life when he’d been fully under his father’s control. Through the years, the men had only grown closer—solidifying their bond. They spent many hours together at gaming hells, gentlemen’s clubs, brothels, and their own homes.
 
   The trio made their way across the drive and into the house. Christian had spent many days and nights under the roof of Harington Gardens, Greenwich’s family estate. He’d most recently been in residence for Lady Natalie’s introduction to society. A tedious affair that saw the house fairly bursting with debutantes. He’d been exceedingly pleased to make it back to London without becoming leg-shackled to some young miss and his pockets heavy with newly won coin.
 
   “How does Lady Natalie fair?” Christian glanced at Greenwich. There had been some ugly business between her and her longtime friend, Lady Pippa Godfrey, at a recital held during her come out. Thankfully, he’d been ensconced in Greenwich’s study, the two of them sampling the newly arrived port during the debacle.
 
   “I have not been home since Natalie’s party so I fear what we may be walking into,” Greenwich answered. “I can tell you, she has not been informed about the reason for this party.”
 
   “What are the two of you going on about?” Kissinger asked, handing his coat to the butler.
 
   Odd that the duke and duchess had not told Natalie the celebration was in her honor. Perhaps the gossips had the right of things. “I could use a brandy.” Christian handed over his own coat.
 
   “A splendid idea. We will fill you in over a drink or ten.” Greenwich started down a long hallway.
 
   Christian had always thought Lady Natalie and Lady Pippa made an odd pairing. The women were opposite in nature. Lady Natalie had always been a vivacious, spoiled pain. She was loud and demanding, and always had a way of inserting herself into his and Greenwich’s plans when they were children.
 
   Lady Pippa on the other hand had a quiet, sweet nature. She followed Lady Natalie’s lead most of the time but was somehow less of an annoyance.
 
   “Is the story worth my time?” Kissinger smoothed his cravat as the group strode into the smoking room.
 
   There wasn’t much of a story to tell unless Greenwich knew more about his sister’s actions than Christian did. More than once since that night, he’d pondered Lady Natalie’s actions, wondering to his own detriment why she did it. Honestly, he did not care whether or not the pair were friends, but he owed her an old debt and thought this may be a way to repay her.
 
   Some years ago, Natalie had shoved him out of the path of a runaway carriage. True she had thoroughly embarrassed him in the process, but had she not come to his aide, he’d surly be in the ground with hoof prints marring his backside.
 
   Greenwich went to the sideboard and poured two fingers of brandy into a tumbler. “Not bloody likely.”
 
   Christian retrieved the decanter and two more tumblers before moving to a high back chair. He handed Kissinger one of the glasses, then filled his own to the top with the amber liquor. “Something happened between Lady Natalie and Lady Pippa. Whatever it was had Lady Natalie after Lady Pippa’s blood.”
 
   He took a long sip, enjoying the burn of the brandy as it slid down his throat. “Lady Natalie announced that Lady Pippa had scandalous designs on their music tutor. She implied that Lady Pippa had a ruinous relationship with the man, Mr. Giles. That is all I know of the subject as Greenwich and I were suitably entertained elsewhere during the episode.”
 
   “And what came of Lady Natalie’s announcement?” Kissinger prodded. “Might I have a chance at getting under her skirts?”
 
   “Nothing at all.” Greenwich tossed back his drink. “Leastwise not that I have been made privy too. Seems her reputation is solid.”
 
   “You will have to chase a more suitable skirt, Kissinger.” Christian swirled the brandy in his tumbler.
 
   “All skirts suit me.” Kissinger winked.
 
   “Why she did it is a deuced mystery.” Christian savored another drink of his brandy. He was most curious to know what prompted Lady Natalie’s announcement. She and Lady Pippa were always very close. Seemed a bit odd for Lady Natalie to turn on her in such a drastic fashion. Did it not?
 
   Greenwich raised one blond brow. “Have you met my sister?”
 
   “Indeed.” Kissinger chuckled. “Very true. Lady Natalie has always been a spitfire.”
 
   Christian stretched his legs out, reclining in the chair. “Do you recall the time we refused to allow her to accompany us to Bond Street? She had designs on a new bonnet and was spitting mad that we would not take her to purchase it.”
 
   “She turned our horses loose and ordered the carriage wheels removed.” Kissinger smirked, shaking his head.
 
   Greenwich leaned forward. “Then she hid her coy smile behind her fan when we confronted her. And worse still, Mother forced us to take her for the blasted bonnet.”
 
   Christian could still picture the self-satisfied expression on Lady Natalie’s face when he and his friends returned to the house after discovering their horses missing. He’d not seen an inkling of apology in her eyes.
 
   “I will remember that for as long as I live. I swear I’ve never seen the likes of it from any other lady.” Kissinger refilled his tumbler. “If I were to fall into the parson’s trap, it would never be with the likes of your sister, Greenwich—now, Lady Pippa is a different story.”
 
   Christian could not help but agree with Kissinger, though he’d never voice his opinion and disrespect Greenwich’s sister in such a way. He finished his drink in one long sip. “God help the unfortunate man who ends up shackled to her.” If the ton gossip had the right of things they would all be finding out exactly who the poor sap was, and soon. “Do you suspect the gossip is true, Greenwich?”
 
   “I do. Father hinted at wanting to secure a match when I was last here.” He lifted the now empty decanter and started toward the sideboard before turning back to his friends. “If you will excuse me, I should announce our arrival to the Duke.”
 
   “Very well, but be a gentleman and fetch us a fresh decanter before you take your leave.” Christian waved toward the sideboard.
 
   Kissinger stood. “I fear you will be drinking alone, Knightly. I have no wish to be foxed before dinner.”
 
   “I have never known such a thing to bother you before.” Christian took the decanter Greenwich offered and poured two fingers of the liquor into his tumbler.
 
   “We will drink our share soon enough. For now, I wish to wash the travel dust off and possibly spot a lonely widow or two.” Kissinger gave a nod, then took his leave, following Greenwich from the room.
 
   He would love to be in the room when Natalie was told of her betrothal. Perhaps her parents had already informed her—if not, they would soon. How would the hellion take the news? Knowing Natalie as he did, he’d wager she would fight it and he’d think nothing less of her for it. She was like a summer storm blazing a path across the land. It had always been that way with her.
 
   He tipped his glass, relishing the last of the brandy, then went to the sideboard and sat the empty tumbler on a silver tray before turning to leave. He should not give another second’s thought to Lady Natalie and her actions friendship, or lack thereof, with Lady Pippa. They were none of his concern.
 
   Still, he had known her and Lady Pippa for most of his life. Greenwich and Kissinger were like family to him, and by virtue, Lady Natalie as well. Could he and his friends just as easily be as close as brothers one moment and enemies the next? He shuddered at the thought as he started up the stairway leading to his guest chamber.
 
   If not for his friends, he would have a lonely, boring existence. Lord knew his father was a cold bastard and he had no siblings. He shook his head, chasing the ponderings away. There was no need to ruminate on such serious matters when there were skirts to chase and fine liquors to drink.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   “Perhaps you will find the earl to your liking,” Daphne said.
 
   Natalie dropped the drape, allowing it to billow back into place over her drawing room window. “I am convinced it shall not be so.” How the girl was ever so optimistic every moment of every day, irritated Natalie—it was as if the woman didn’t realize her first season had come and gone without so much as a single interested suitor.
 
   Besides, the message from the duke and duchess were clear. Father’s words whispered to her from the depths of her mind. She was to wed a stranger for the betterment of her family. The duty belonged to her and she would see it through even if the act broke her heart—which she had no doubt it would.
 
   “All the same, I will do as my parents have bid me to do.” What other option was there? She certainly did not relish inciting her father’s anger or her mother’s distain.
 
   Daphne sat her needle point aside and folded her hands in her lap. “I would not mind over much if Mama and Papa choose my husband. Doing so would save me from having to attend yet another season of social events. I do so despise sitting with the other wallflowers.” Daphne averted her gaze. “I will never be the English rose you are.”
 
   She wanted to deny her dear cousin’s assessment of her own status among last season’s crop of debutantes, but with a figure a little too round and a shyness even more glaring, not another term suited.
 
   “I am quite certain your parents would not select a stranger, as mine have.” Her tone was icy and Daphne stiffened at her harsh words. “As for being a wallflower, its nonsense, you simply have to move about the room so gentlemen have the opportunity to notice you. Remove yourself from the wall and learn how to bat your lashes. You may even enjoy yourself.”
 
   Daphne’s cheeks bloomed crimson. “No, I do not believe they would select an unknown gentleman for me.” She glanced down at her lap, avoiding the topic of her wallflower status entirely. “I am sorry.”
 
   Natalie closed her eyes in desperate need of a moment’s escape. Who was Lucas Hartfeld, Earl of Maddox? He could not move in her circles, as she’d never heard of him. Would he take her away from her friends and family once they were wed? Remove her to some faraway corner of England? She shuddered at the realization that as his wife, he’d have the right to take her wherever he pleased. She would have no alternative but to go obediently. Could she tame her rebellious streak and be a dutiful wife?
 
   A far more important question loomed. Would she experience passion at his hands?
 
   Natalie looked to Daphne. “Tell me, have you any knowledge of the Earl of Maddox?”
 
   “I fear not,” Daphne replied.
 
   Natalie strolled to the fireplace, hungry for the warmth it afforded. She held her hands up, palms facing the flames. Would their home be comfortable like Harington Gardens and her family’s London townhouse or would she be relegated to roaming about cold, drafty rooms?
 
   “How could they expect me to wed a man I have not met? A man we know nothing about?” Her gaze remained trained on the flickering orange flames—lost in the nightmare of what could become her future. “He could be a complete scoundrel. An abuser of women, or heaven forbid, one step away from debtor’s prison.”
 
   Daphne came to stand beside Natalie, placing a hand on her arm. “Surely your father knows the earl. I do not believe he would betroth you to a man he did not trust to care for you—or at the least have considered what you are to gain in the match.”
 
   “Do you not mean what he and Mother are to gain?” Natalie failed to keep the scorn from her words.
 
   “He is a business man, after all,” Daphne sighed. It was the most accurate statement ever to pass the girl’s lips.
 
   She would make herself mad if she continued to ponder a future she had no control over. Exhaling a slow breath, she pulled her hands back from the fire’s warmth and turned to Daphne. “I pray you are correct and I do not wish to speak—”
 
   The door smacked against the wall, rattling a portrait hanging nearby. Lord Knightly, followed by her brother and the Duke of Kissinger, strolled into the room. Her heart skipped a beat, her words catching in her throat. She’d been told that Bradford arrived home this afternoon but no one made mention of his friends. Of course she had expected Lord Knightly to attend the Christmastide festivities, but she’d not thought he would arrive before the other guests were due in two days time.
 
   “Ladies.” The Duke of Kissinger offered a bow. Lord Knightly and Bradford echoed his sentiment.
 
   “I had heard you were home, Bradford, but was not told you brought your friends along,” Natalie forced the words past the tightness in her throat. “It is always a pleasure, Your Grace.” She nodded to the Duke of Kissinger before turning to Christian. “Lord Knightly.”
 
   Daphne greeted the gentlemen as well before moving to a high back chair, clearly discomforted by their male counterparts.
 
   Bradford approached and dropped a kiss on Natalie’s cheek. “How do you fair?”
 
   The glint in his eye told her he’d been to see Father and was aware of her impending betrothal. She notched her chin a fraction. “Very well, thank you.” She would no more show her emotions to her brother than she would the ton.
 
   She had already revealed too much to Daphne. Natalie glanced at her sitting with her head tipped down, plucking imaginary lint from her skirt. At the least, she could trust her cousin would not betray her confidence. And she had not allowed Daphne full access either. “Do let us sit.”
 
   “After you.” Bradford swept out one arm, indicating the cluster of furniture situated around the fireplace.
 
   “Always the gentlemen.” Natalie gave a knowing smirk before lowering herself onto a chair.
 
   Christian chuckled, tossing a look at Bradford. Natalie could not take her eyes from him—she drank in every detail as he strolled across the room and seated himself, stretching his long legs out in front of him. He appeared more muscular than he had the last time she’d seen him and his skin fairly glowed bronze. She doubted Lord Maddox could compare to him on any level. Christian was male perfection from his black hair and blue eyes to his wide shoulders and muscular thighs. For all she knew, Lord Maddox was a portly man with dull eyes and a repulsive demeanor. The type of man she could never be attracted to, let alone love.
 
   One thing was certain, Natalie would know passion before she tied herself to the earl. She would have Christian’s arms around her, his lips pressed to hers. “Would you all care to play a game while we await the evening meal?” She glanced at the others, smiling.
 
   “Blind Man’s Bluff, perhaps.” Daphne refolded her hands on her lap.
 
   Bradford smirked, turning his attention to Natalie. “Mother forbid us from playing that in the house after Natalie broke her favorite vase stumbling around in a blindfold.”
 
   “I do not stumble.” She glared at him, risking a quick glance in Christian’s direction to gauge his reaction to Bradford’s claim of clumsiness.
 
   “You did…right into that table.” Bradford pointed across the room at a mahogany three-legged table near a floor-to-ceiling window.
 
   Natalie squared her shoulders. “You are mistaken.” She smiled her sweetest smile. “All the same, Blind Man’s Bluff will not suite. How about Doctor?”
 
   “A splendid choice.” His Grace, the Duke of Kissinger, leaned back against the chaise. “So long as you or Lady Daphne play the role of doctor.”
 
   “Very well, now everyone act inflicted with some horrendous malady or another.” Natalie stood and smoothed her skirts.
 
   Daphne placed one, glove-covered hand over her forehead, tipping her head back while Bradford slouched against the arm of his chair. Christian mimicked the duke, stretching out across a chaise. Natalie gave herself a moment to assess each of them before beginning the game. If she could cause Christian to earn a forfeit, she’d get her kiss.
 
   Natalie strolled to her cousin’s side, then took Daphne’s wrist, feeling her pulse. “Lady Daphne, what are your symptoms?”
 
   “My head is throbbing something fierce.” The girl’s wrist was clammy, as if an illness had truly taken hold of her.
 
   “Worry not, all will be well.” She held her chin between her thumb and pointer finger, pondering. The trick to securing a forfeit from Christian would be in giving detailed cures, making them harder to recall later. “You simply must have the soles of your feet tickled with a peacock’s feather each night before bed.”
 
   Daphne giggled. “Thank you ever so much, Doctor.”
 
   Natalie gave a studious nod before turning to her next patient. She would bide her time, placing Christian between Bradford and the duke. Surely if she moved slowly, her odds of stumping him would improve.
 
   She took Bradford’s wrist, feeling for his pulse. “I fear you may be deceased, dear Brother, for I cannot feel anything.”
 
   He jerked his arm free. “Do get on with it.”
 
   “Oh, as you wish. What seems to be your affliction?”
 
   “My stomach has soured,” he said, his tone flat.
 
   She arched a brow, not at all impressed with his sudden attitude. “You will require a tonic to cure your malady. A pint of decoction of Sweet-William, with three table spoons of refined sugar, every four hours will cure you.”
 
   “Indeed.” Bradford shook his head before settling it back on the arm of the chair.
 
   “Lord Knightly, if I may.” She reached for his arm, taking her time to locate his pulse. The steady rhythm beat beneath her fingers, causing her own pulse to quicken. Without releasing him, she asked, “What ails you, My Lord?”
 
   “I am burning hot with fever.” Christian gave a gentle tug, freeing his wrist from her grasp.
 
   Her fan would be most welcome as she had warmed considerably, too. Her face fairly burned as she considered her prescription. This one need not be as complex as the others since she’d not be asking him about his own cure. “A bowl of ice will do the trick. Two cubes at night followed by one in the morning will see you sound once more.”
 
   “Much obliged, Doctor.” One corner of his mouth pulled up in a half-grin before she turned to the duke.
 
   “Your Grace, you look wretched. Do allow me to take your pulse.”
 
   The Duke of Kissinger rolled his head to one side. “I am so fatigued I can hardly stand to keep my eyes open, Doctor.”
 
   “There is an easy fix for such an ailment. You require nine and thirty hours of sleep, Your Grace.” She laughed at the absurdity of her order before stepping back to view all of the patients.
 
   The time had come to question them and discover what they remembered about her treatment plans. Daphne was certain to recall every detail. She’d always had a sharp memory. Perhaps from all the hours she spent on the fringes of activity, observing. Natalie came to stand before Daphne, her mind made up. “Lord Knightly is ill with fever. What would you order in that case?”
 
   “A bowl of ice is in order. Two cubes at night followed by one in the morning.” Daphne smiled confidently.
 
   “You are correct, as I knew you would be.” Natalie directed her attention to Bradford. “Let us see if my brother’s memory is as refined as yours. Lady Daphne is suffering a headache. What would you order for her?”
 
   “She requires the soles of her feet to be tickled with a feather each night at bed time.”
 
   Natalie raised one brow. “What type of feather is needed?”
 
   “Pheasant…no, ostrich,” Bradford said, lifting his head off the arm of the chair.
 
   “Ha! You owe me a forfeit. I ordered it be done with a peacock’s feather.”
 
   Bradford sat up straight, then looked at Daphne. “Does she tell the truth?”
 
   Natalie released an exasperated breath. “Of course I am telling the truth. Do not be a spoil sport.”
 
   “Daphne?” Bradford prodded.
 
   She released her lower lip from between her teeth and glanced between Natalie and Bradford. “She tells the truth.”
 
   “Very well, I concede.”
 
   Now she had only the duke and Christian left to ask. She studied both men for a moment as she attempted to determine the best order with which to proceed. If she were to ask the duke first, there would be but one order left for Christian to remember. Asking him first left the possibility that even if he recalled the doctor’s prescribed cure, he may not match it to the proper ailment.
 
   “Lord Knightly, my brother complained of a soured stomach. What would you order?”
 
   Natalie folded her hands in front of her belly and prayed he would get the answer wrong.
 
   Christian lifted his head, placing his arm behind it. “Lady Natalie, I would call for a tonic made from a pint of decoction of Sweet-William, with three table spoons of refined sugar, every six hours.”
 
   Her heart jumped at his mistake, she would have her kiss. After pushing back her overzealous reaction, Natalie smiled coyly. “And you would only make his stomach worse by dosing him wrong. You owe me a forfeit, my lord.”
 
   “Well played. What do you wish for me to do?”
 
   Natalie struggled to keep a grin from her lips—lips that would find themselves pressed to Christian’s before the day was done. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Christian waited for Natalie’s reply, not at all sure what the hoyden would require from him. The glint in her eyes told him he should be wary. How had he never noted the beauty of her eyes before? They were a mesmerizing shade of blue, more like turquoise. The kind of eyes a man could drown in. He’d looked at her a lot over the years but had never seen her—not as he did now. He blinked, breaking the connection, reminding himself that she was not for him. Still, he could not stop from studying her.
 
   “I am not yet ready to collect, my lord.” Natalie gave a mischievous grin, then traipsed over to where Kissinger lounged against a red brocade chaise.
 
   Christian heard her question the duke—even heard Kissinger answer—but he knew not what they said. It was as if he were seeing Natalie for the first time. When had she blossomed into a woman? He followed the curve of her waist, trailing over the flare of her hips before directing his gaze back to her angelic face. Too bad the woman beneath all the beauty was a complete hellion and entirely off limits.
 
   Greenwich would have his hide if he ruined Natalie and he’d have to be mad to wed her. She would make a deplorable wife, needy and demanding. His days spent in leisurely pursuits would be ended at her hands—clubs, gambling, women—he could still attend, but she’d likely demand to accompany him. His clubs would turn them away, she’d win at cards, and his lady companions may well prefer her company to his. He’d be completely miserable with such a wife. Hell, any wife would make him miserable.
 
   “You gentleman are truly wretched at this game.” She laughed.
 
   Her merriment filled the room, and him, but quickly soured when he realized she laughed at him.
 
   Natalie’s declaration pulled him from his musings. He stood and strolled to the window, peering out at the darkening sky, very much in need of a distraction. A strong drink would do him well. Pity he hadn’t imbibed more before entering the parlor.
 
   “If not for Daphne, I would never believe that each of us got the wrong answer.” Bradford rubbed his jaw. “Do collect your forfeits so we can get on with it.”
 
   Christian turned back to the assembly, his gaze colliding with Natalie’s, sending a shiver through him. He could only imagine the tortures she had in mind for them. The last time he owed her a forfeit, she made him sort her ribbons. Before that, he had to attend her dance lesson. Once, she made him and Greenwich take her fishing. They should have been leery when she asked them to play, should have refused.
 
   She turned her attention to Kissinger. “There is to be a ball the first night of the party. I wish for you to dance with Lady Daphne.”
 
   Christian could not fight his amused grin. The duke would not be pleased with having to dance, certainly not with an unwed miss. When they had agreed to attend with Greenwich, the three of them had determined they would spend their time in the gaming room, attending the ball only long enough to witness the grand announcement so as not to overly anger their hosts.
 
   “That is not necessary.” Daphne flushed a bright pink.
 
   Kissinger sat up from his relaxed position and smiled. “I am honored to dance with the lady.”
 
   He lied well, Christian would give him that. The only thing Kissinger would be honored to do was lift her skirts. All the same, it was chivalrous of him to forgo embarrassing the lady and accept his forfeit. With luck, Natalie would ask something as mundane from him.
 
   Natalie nodded toward Greenwich. “You will attend Lady Daphne and myself for a game of my choosing. Of course, His Grace and Lord Knightly are welcome to join us.” She looked between him and Kissinger. “Do say you will come?”
 
   “You may count on it,” Kissinger answered for them both.
 
   Christian nodded his agreement, feeling much like a mouse in cat’s claws. The last thing he desired was to spend the afternoon in the company of ladies when there was good liquor to be had. But what choice did he have? He could not very well refuse after the others agreed; it would be seen as a slight. Christian would not disrespect a member of Greenwich’s family, no matter that it was his wayward sister.
 
   There would be no harm in spending time with Natalie at any rate. Over the years, they had been in each other’s company many times. She would be her annoying self and in the end and he would be exceedingly pleased to depart from her company and very much in want of a drink as he was now. Besides, one could only drink so much, and this party was to last several days. He was sure to need some sort of distraction from his boredom.
 
   He inhaled a deep breath, releasing it slowly as he waited for his order. She looked at him for a moment, then at the floor. He’d had enough of her games for one day. “And what do you require of me?”
 
   She met his eyes, a coy smile tugging at her full, pink lips. “I am not quite sure as of yet. Let us depart so we can ready ourselves for the evening meal and I will call in your forfeit once I have settled on something fitting.”
 
   “I fear you are in trouble, Knightly.” Greenwich smirked.
 
   Christian clenched his jaw in irritation. “Indeed.” They should never have allowed her to get away with demanding such outrageous forfeits. It was unheard of, with the exception of Lady Natalie. Everyone else asked for things like kisses or required you to cluck like a chicken. Fast things done before the gathering dispersed.
 
   Natalie curtsied. “Until later.”
 
   Greenwich and Kissinger rose to their feet.
 
   She gave them a nod, then signaled Daphne, waving toward the door. “Come along, we don’t want to be short of time.”
 
   Daphne stood and offered her own curtsy before both women took their leave. Christian’s ire grew as he watched Natalie disappear into the hallway. It would serve her right if he refused whatever she came up with. Perhaps he would do just that.
 
   “I could use some fortification, gentleman.” Kissinger smoothed his cravat.
 
   “I was thinking the same.” Christian reached for a tumbler from the sideboard, poured three fingers of brandy into it, then passed the decanter to Kissinger. “Won’t you join us, Greenwich?”
 
   “Mother will have a fit if we arrive to dinner already in our cups.” Greenwich accepted the decanter. “But, one or three will not hurt.”
 
   Christian chuckled, clicking his glass against the one Greenwich now held. “Cheers.”
 
   “You better get those dancing shoes ready,” Greenwich jested, looking at Kissinger.
 
   “I am rather looking forward to it. It has been some time since I held something so pure.” The duke winked.
 
   “You had better not debauch my cousin.” Greenwich took a long draw from his tumbler. “She is a sweet girl, not at all accustomed to spending time with gentlemen the likes of you.”
 
   “Fear not, she will be safe with me. I have no desire to find myself trapped in the parson’s noose.”
 
   Christian’s mind wandered back to Natalie, shutting out the banter of his friends. She seemed to be in good spirits despite her impending nuptials. Her mischievous nature had certainly been alive and well. Was she happy about the arrangement or had she simply not been told as of yet? Perhaps she was biding her time—processing her impending fate. Heaven help them all if she were plotting for he could not imagine her quietly accepting the dictate if she did not wish for the match.
 
   “What has you woolgathering, Knightly?” Greenwich poured more brandy into his glass.
 
   “Nothing, I was savoring the brandy was all,” Christian lied, not wishing to discuss his musings. Natalie had occupied far too much of his time already.
 
   “It is high quality.” Kissinger emptied his glass in one quick drink. “Almost as good as my own private stash.”
 
   “You act surprised, as though you are at a village tavern rather than a duke’s estate.” Greenwich sat his empty glass on the sideboard. “Speaking of your location, we had better join the others in the drawing room. The dinner bell will be sounding shortly.
 
   They turned down the corridor that led to the drawing room, Natalie and Lady Daphne stood conversing in the middle of it with another lady. Christians pulse sped with irritation. Was there no escaping her? He’d had all he could tolerate of her company earlier and had hoped to get the meal over with and retire with his friends.
 
   “Bradford, do come say hello to Lady Gertrude,” Natalie called out.
 
   Christian followed as Greenwich approached the trio of ladies, his head suddenly pounding. Introductions were made, the lady being another cousin. At least her voice did not grade on him as Natalie’s did. It appeared that most of the family had arrived early. The last thing Christian wished to do was spend his time acting proper and chatting with young marriage-minded misses. Why had he agreed to attend this affair? He swallowed past the knot in his throat. He’d agreed because he had no other place to go—with no family to speak of. Christian wanted nothing less than to spend another holiday in a gaming hell or at his gentleman’s club.
 
   “Do be gentlemen and escort us into the drawing room.” Natalie smiled, taking Christian’s arm.
 
   His friends proffered their arms to the remaining ladies before they all proceeded down the hallway.
 
   Natalie slowed her steps causing them to fall behind the others. “I have decided on your forfeit,” she whispered.
 
   He glanced down at the folded stationary she held in her free hand. What game did she play at now?
 
   “Take it and do be sure no one else sees its contents.” She shoved the note into his coat pocket before increasing the pace of her steps once more.
 
   He drew to a stop outside of the drawing room door, allowing the others to enter before he removed Natalie’s hand from his sleeve. “If you will excuse me.” He stepped into the room without allowing her time to speak and moved into a secluded corner, before pulling her note from his pocket.
 
   Meet me in the greenhouse after supper. Come alone.
 
   ~Nat
 
   Whatever could she be about? He shoved the stationary back into his jacket. Dare he honor her most improper request? The way his stomach soured warned him not to—still, he was most curious to discover why she summoned him in such a way. He glanced around the room in hopes that no one had seen him before moving to the table.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Natalie paced between a potted hibiscus and her mother’s beloved orchids, waiting for Christian to show himself. Surely he would come as she’d bid him to. She flipped open her fan and waved it in an effort to cool her nerves. What if he did not, or worse, brought a chaperone? She should have embellished and claimed to have one along. But then, it was not as though the two of them had never been alone. As children, they often found themselves in such a state.
 
   Oh, but they weren’t children anymore. Society would never stand for them being unaccompanied. He was not the type of man to be fooled into a scandal. She tapped her fan against her thigh. Why had she not thought of propriety before penning her note? Not that she would have arranged for a chaperone, but she most certainly would have claimed to have seen to it.
 
   She reached the orchids once again and turned back toward the hibiscus, her eyes now trained on the greenhouse entrance. The warm air added to her unease as she watched and waited. She would allow another five minutes. If he failed to arrive, she would seek him out. No way would she allow him to get away with leaving her out here alone. Not when he knew she was waiting for him.
 
   The cinnamon scent of mother’s favorite orchid tickled her nose as she rounded the pots once more and stopped to inhale it more deeply. They were such exotic, refined blooms, though she would never understand her mother’s obsession with them. She had gone as far as employing expert gardeners with the sole purpose of tending her orchids. On more than one occasion, Mother had even instructed Natalie to be graceful and strong like the flowers.
 
   Natalie feathered her fingers over one thick stem, then without thought, broke it off and stuck the flower in her hair. Mother would be vexed to discover what she’d done, which made Natalie exceedingly please. She jumped at the creak of the door opening and ducked behind a nearby fern as though she’d been caught with her hands in the Christmastide desserts.
 
   Glancing from behind the fern, her stomach dropped. “Bradford,”—She came out into the open—“What are you doing here?”
 
   “Knightly asked me to come in first.”
 
   She released a breath she hadn’t known she had been holding. Christian was here. “You cannot stay.”
 
   “I must. It would be highly improper to leave you unchaperoned with a man we are not related to.” Bradford smirked, shoving his hands in his pockets.
 
   Natalie stepped up to him, placed her hands on his shoulders, and began pushing him toward the door. “Nothing untoward will happen as long as you leave now.”
 
   Oh, why had she failed to think of a chaperone? Now Bradford had his nose squarely in the center of her scheme and he’d surely ruin everything.
 
   A mischievous twinkle lit his eyes and he chuckled. “Nothing untoward will occur at any rate. Knightly has no wish to ruin you.”
 
   Natalie’s face warmed and she gave another shove. “Mind your own affairs.”
 
   “Perhaps I should tell Mother what you are about.”
 
   “You would not dare! You cannot. Imagine what she would do, Bradford.” Natalie dropped her hands from his shoulders and gave him her best pouty look. “What do you think I am about? You act as though I am some sully maid,” She peered at him, her blood heated with angry indignation. How dare he think she was going about, carrying on trysting with men? No matter it was exactly her intended purpose…he should not assume such from her.
 
   “Do calm yourself. Getting your skirts in a knot will change nothing.” Bradford shook his head. “We both know what you are doing here.”
 
   She closed her eyes for a heartbeat. He was correct, she could no more lie to him than she could herself. “I beg of you, do not say a word to anyone.”
 
   “You are quite entertaining.” He chuckled while he walked toward the door. “I will be directly outside should Knightly require my assistance.”
 
   “You may well be the one in need.” Natalie reached for a nearby pot and flung it toward him. The projectile missed him, crashing into the floor. “You are not entertaining in the least.”
 
   “You had better clean that mess up or Mother is certain to discover what you’ve been getting up to without my having to tell her.” His deep chuckle only increased in volume as he disappeared from the greenhouse.
 
   She ought to have known he was teasing her. He no more wished for their parents to know his friend was secretly meeting her than she did. In retrospect, bringing Bradford along was a good plan on Christian’s part. As much as it pained her to admit it, he would ensure no one caught them alone together. Natalie released a sigh, then smoothed her skirts before Christian entered. Her heart pounded—this was her chance.
 
   She stood still with one hip cocked to the left as he stepped into the greenhouse and approached her. “Lord Knightly, I am pleased you came.”
 
   “You should be equally pleased that your brother was the only one to notice your note. Are you trying to get ruined?”
 
   She swallowed at the harshness of his tone. “On the contrary, that is why I told you not to show it to anyone. Though I must confess, I am pleased Bradford came along. He will make an excellent look out.” She did her best to offer a charming smile despite her sudden nerves.
 
   “And why would we need someone to watch out for us?” Christian leveled his penetrating stare on her.
 
   She reached out a trembling hand and trailed the tips of her fingers across his strong jaw. Even through her gloves she felt his warmth seeping into her—imprinting on her soul. “I want a kiss. One more passionate than the one you bestowed on Lady Pippa.”
 
   He took her wrist in his hand, pulling her fingers away. “Lady Pippa?”
 
   “Do not attempt to dissuade me with denial. I witnessed your tryst with my own eyes.” Natalie waved her finger at him.
 
   Christian arched one dark brow. “I must confess, I am fascinated. Do go on.”
 
   “You well know what happened.” Natalie placed her hands on her hips. Her blood warmed with frustration.
 
   “Indeed, I do, and there was no kissing.” Christian rubbed the back of his neck as he retreated a step. “Nor will there be any—”
 
   “There most certainly was!” She would not allow him to pretend otherwise. “I came in search of you for set…the one you signed my dance card to reserve…imagine my surprise when I found you escorting Lady, and I use the term loosely, Pippa out onto the veranda.”
 
   Tears moistened her eyes but she refused to shed them. “I followed the two of you. By the time I located you, in an exceedingly dark corner, I might add, you had her wrapped in your arms.” She glared at him, challenging him to deny his actions further.
 
   “She was ill. I followed her out to ensure she was all right.”
 
   Natalie leaned closer, pursing her lips. How dare he continue to lie?
 
   He released an exasperated sigh. “It was not a tryst.”
 
   She tilted her head, examining him. Could he be telling the truth? Images from that night assaulted her memory, the details as crisp in her mind as they were all those weeks ago. Pippa had been pressed against Christian, her head tipped back, lips parted. Natalie knew what had happened, she’d witnessed their secret moments. Her eyes had not deceived her nor had her imagination tricked her. “Admit it. You are only in attendance because you hope to see Lady Pippa once more—pick up where you left off.”
 
   “You know not what you speak of.” He challenged her with his narrow gaze.
 
   She glanced away and inhaled a steadying breath. She’d go mad if she continued on this course. There was no going back—nothing could be undone—unseen. The past would remain as it was regardless of what she wished for or he claimed. “Call it what you will.” She closed the distance between them, pressing her body against his—relishing the heat that radiated between them.
 
   He pulled back slightly as she tipped her head, meeting his gaze. “I would have my kiss now.”
 
   “I do not find myself agreeable at this time.” He retreated toward the door. “Good evening, Lady Natalie.”
 
   Her stomach sank and she raced after him, grabbing hold of his coat sleeve. “You lost our game. As a result, you owe me a forfeit of my choosing. You cannot simply refuse.”
 
   Why would he wish to deny her request in the first place? Gentleman kissed ladies in private all the time. He had no issue with bestowing his kiss on Lady Pippa. Could he still be cross with her over saving him from that runaway carriage so long ago? Had his ego truly been so bruised that he still desires to even the score? If so, he would find himself sorely disappointed because she had no intention of allowing him to win this standoff.
 
   She pressed a hand to her belly. Was he so in love with Pippa that he found no interest in her? A knot formed in her throat and she swallowed passed it. If he loved another—could her kiss prove she was the better choice? Even if she did convince him, how would she sway her parents? She’d not go mad worrying over such musings right now—there would be time enough for that later. Right now, her focus had to remain on gaining his kiss.
 
   He met her gaze, his jaw clenched. “I will make good on my debt at a time and place of my choosing. This, my lady, is neither.”
 
   Before she had time to recover her wit, he stalked out of the greenhouse, allowing the door to slam in his wake. She opened the door and stared after his retreating form, her jaw slack with indignation. A time and place of his choosing!
 
   How dare he?
 
   This was far from over. She would achieve her goal—and she would do the choosing of place and time, as well.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Christian tossed his cards down on the table. This was the third hand in a row where he did not have a single card to play—nothing. Should the trend continue, he’d be returning to London a pauper. His depleted funds would be all Natalie’s fault, too. He could scarcely try to focus, let alone achieve the state, since her little stunt in the greenhouse.
 
   He pressed his lip together in a tight line.
 
   How dare she?
 
   The absurdity of cornering him, demanding a passionate kiss, accusing him of trysting with Lady Pippa… Had she lost her mind?
 
   “Folding again, Knightly? How am I to raise the stakes against you if you cannot play out your hands?” The Duke of Kissinger lifted his tumbler of brandy and took a drink.
 
   Christian rubbed his hand over his jaw. “You have already won a small fortune from me this evening.”
 
   Greenwich tapped his fingers on the surface of the card table. “Rotten luck indeed. Perhaps you need to drink faster.” He chuckled before draining his own cup and beckoning a servant for a refill.
 
   Christian gave a grin, leaned back in his chair, and sipped his brandy while his friends played out their hands. Drinking faster would no more improve his odds than granting Natalie her desired kiss would bring him peace.
 
   Her words spun through his mind. Trysting with Pippa…demanding a passionate kiss of her own…the fire in her eyes as she challenged him. Why could he not wash Natalie from his mind? Did he wish to kiss her? He bet her lips were silky soft and her mouth sweet. He shook his head, then took a large swallow of brandy, savoring the burn as the liquor blazed a trail into his belly.
 
   He could not be attracted to Natalie. She was far to spoiled and entitled. Her mere presence aggravated him. Besides, the hoyden was his best friend’s sister. Hell, she might as well be his for all the time they spent together over the years. Natalie needed a husband—not a lover. He would never be a husband, leastwise not a good one.
 
   “Are you in?” Greenwich asked, shuffling the deck of cards.
 
   Christian nodded. Perhaps, he could focus long enough to win a hand, earn back some of his lost coin.
 
   Kissinger drummed his fingers on the table. “Deal already, Greenwich, before I am forced to accuse you of fleecing us.”
 
   “With skills as refined as mine, cheating is not necessary.” Greenwich chuckled as he began dealing the cards.
 
   “Careful, old friend. An overabundance of confidence has been the downfall of many a man.” Kissinger gave a slight nod before returning to his drink.
 
   Greenwich smirked. “Pray, let none of us meet such a dreadful state.”
 
   Kissinger contemplated Christian for a moment. “Perhaps that is your issue. You were rather full of yourself last week at White’s.”
 
   “Bloody hell, Kissinger, mind your own cards.” Christian scooped his newly dealt hand from the table and fanned them out before him. He considered them, two low spades, the king of hearts, four of diamonds, and queen of clubs. Someone might as well club him over the head—put him out of his misery. He tossed the cards down. “I’m out.”
 
   “We have barely begun.” Greenwich protested. “Bets have not yet been placed. You cannot fold.”
 
   “I need not continue in order to know how the game will play out for me.” Christian stood, then tossed a coin into the center of the table. “Now, if you will excuse me.”
 
   He exited the room with his hands clenched in his pockets, intent on seeking comfort in the smoking room. His muffled boot steps on the hallway carpet kept pace with his heartbeat as he made his way down the maze of corridors leading to his desired destination. What a rotten party this was shaping up to be.
 
   Distant echoes of merriment, laughter, and conversation, as well as whimsical pianoforte notes, drifted toward him as he turned down another hallway. Most of the guests had arrived, the house had become overrun as a result. Perhaps he would be best served by retiring to his room for the evening. Better yet, taking his chances in the storm as the grey gloom and heavy winds would suite his mood. Lord knew he was not fit company for anyone at present.
 
   The familiar melody of a favored childhood Christmastide carol began to play. As a child he had spent many a Christmastide singing Deck The Halls with Mother. Christian failed to notice he had followed the sounds until he found himself standing outside of the music room door. He peeked inside, his body more relaxed than it had been all day.
 
   Blazes, his pulse increased. Natalie sat at the pianoforte, her pale, blond hair piled loosely on top of her head and eyes sparkling as she played. Witnessing her like this—not causing mischief, doing something so feminine—made it hard to equate her with the heathen he was familiar with. He leaned against the door frame, studying her.
 
   A shiver of pleasure trickled through him. She very much put him in mind of his dearly missed mother. Blessed with both beauty and grace, Natalie was the kind of woman a man should be proud to call wife. But he knew better, she was no proper English rose.
 
   Turning his attention to the other occupants of the room, he noted Lady Daphne stood to Natalie’s left singing along with her cousin. The Duchess of Sheriden sat near the fire on a wing back chair, an unfamiliar lady beside her. The Duke of Sheridan also kept company with someone Christian did not recognize. Some lord or another man of importance judging by the man’s appearance. They stood near the mahogany sideboard sipping drinks and chatting. Several others occupied the room as well, but none who interested him as much as the strangers did.
 
   Who could they be? Had Natalie’s betrothed finally arrived? A pang of regret struck his heart.
 
   Why had he not asked more questions about the gossip? He wished he had taken the time to discover who Natalie’s intended was. Maybe he could have learned something about the man. What if he was the unsavory type? As a gentleman, he would be forced to take the news to her parents. Then what? Marry her himself?
 
   His gaze roamed back to her. He studied the bow of her lips, darting his tongue out to wet his own. Perhaps one kiss would not be a miss. He did owe her a forfeit. An honorable man would not comply. But a dishonorable one would pay his debt, debauch the lady, and move on.
 
   Christian had never been accused of being an honorable man. Not that anyone had ever called him dishonorable—they had not. Despite his rakehell ways, his reputation had not been overly tarnished. He simply lived by his own rules and code of conduct, mostly in line with society. Perhaps giving her one kiss was exactly what he should do. Follow his rules, his choice of conduct, so what if his wishes aligned with Natalie’s desires. They would both win.
 
   He sighed and started to turn from the room. Natalie’s gaze collided with his, freezing him in place. Bloody hell. Move. His heart skipped a beat when she gave a slight nod. Her stare held his as she played the final notes before breaking their connection and offering the guests a charming smile.
 
   A smart man would take this opportunity to disappear. Perhaps he was not a smart man for he stood, waiting. Wanting to speak with Natalie, wishing to grant her the kiss she desired.
 
   She stood from the pianoforte, glanced at her parents, then sauntered toward the door. Try as he might, he could not pull his attention from the sway of her hips—could not force himself to flee.
 
   He managed a step backward as she came into the hallway.
 
   “I had hoped to see you again this evening, my lord.” She offered a sultry smile. “Have you reconsidered my invitation? If so, I will give you a place and time of my choosing.”
 
   Invitation, his foot. She’d demanded, and now attempted to control the game again. He would not stand for it. “As I told you previously, I will do the choosing, my lady.”
 
   He was determined to play by his rules.
 
   Her eyes narrowed. “It is not me who owes the forfeit.”
 
   “Ah, but it is you who desires to have my lips pressed to yours.” He gave a rakish grin. “Perhaps we can come to terms on the morrow.” Christian winked, then walked away, leaving her staring after him, her mouth agape.
 
   Every nerve ending demanded he turn back, to go to her. Accept whatever terms she set forth. Instead, he concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other. Step after step, until he reached the safety of his room.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Natalie dropped the ivory spillikins onto the table between her and Daphne. They had been playing most of the morning while Mother saw to the family’s guests and her father stormed around the house wondering where Lord Maddox was. Why he had not yet arrived for the Christmastide party?
 
   The game provided a much needed escape from everyone. Not to mention, the imminent meeting between she and her soon-to-be betrothed.
 
   “It is your move.” She glanced up at Daphne.
 
   Daphne hooked one of the pieces and lifted it from the pile. “Where did you disappear to after the evening meal last night?”
 
   Natalie’s hook slipped from her fingers, clanking against the hard surface of the table. “I did not disappear.” She retrieved the hook and made a show of studying the game pieces.
 
   “I had thought to see you in the parlor with the other ladies. When you were not there I assumed you snuck off.” Daphne rubbed her finger over the rounded edge of the last spillikin she had retrieved. The tone in her cousin’s voice told Natalie that she was likely more upset she hadn’t the opportunity to forgo another dull evening trapped in a room with women old enough to be their grandmother.
 
   “Well, you assumed wrong.” Natalie hooked a game piece and attempted to still her hand enough to remove it without disturbing the others. “Drat,” she exclaimed as she dropped her intended figure back onto the pile.
 
   She’d been distracted ever since spotting Christian outside of the music room—before that, her lack of focus began when he arrived at Harrington Gardens. In conjunction, Daphne’s question had caught her unprepared. Perhaps she should confide in her. With Pippa gone, she could use a new friend. Daphne had always been a sweet girl. Could she trust her? It would not do for anyone else to discover her untoward endeavors. As it was, she could not guarantee Bradford would keep his silence on the matter.
 
   Where was Bradford anyway? She glanced toward the hallway, hoping he would reappear. “What do you suppose we should play when my brother and his friends decide to grace us with their company?” They should be arriving to pay Bradford’s forfeit soon and she had yet to determine what activity would serve best for her purposes.
 
   “Why not allow them to choose?” Daphne plucked another ivory piece from the table with ease. “After all, they did not have to agree to spend time with us.”
 
   “Oh, yes, they did. Leastwise, Bradford did. Do not forget he owed me a forfeit from Doctors.” Natalie successfully captured a game piece.
 
   “All the same, the duke and Lord Knightly graciously agreed. It would harm nothing to let them choose the afternoon game.” Daphne sighed, turning her attention toward the window. “I am certain they must be dreadfully bored trapped within the house because of the storm. No doubt they’d rather be outside enjoying the things men do, hunting, riding, visiting the village tavern…”
 
   “Spillikins has grown tedious.” More accurately, conversing with Daphne had.
 
   Natalie stood and stalked to the drawing room window to peer out at the storm. Her cousin was daft, suggesting they give the men a choice. Even if Natalie did not have ulterior motives, and in this case she was not certain she did, it would be foolish to give Bradford control.
 
   “Very well. We have been playing for hours and my back is stiff from sitting.” Daphne rose, coming to stand near Natalie. “Perhaps we should take a turn around the room or down the hall while we wait for the gentlemen?”
 
   “You are welcome to do as you please. I would prefer to watch the storm.” Natalie waved a hand in dismissal.
 
   She watched the rain slanting against the window in large drops and the trees near the garden bowing in the wind. She had always found comfort in storms, though she did not understand why. Perhaps it had to do with their wild nature so much like her own. But unlike the raging wind and wild rain, she was trapped in her parent’s gilded cage. All the while a storm raged within her—begging to be set free.
 
   “Are you quite all right?” Daphne rested a hand on Natalie’s shoulder. “You seem…not quite yourself of late.”
 
   Natalie released a frustrated sigh, leveling her gaze on her cousin. A pang of regret tugged at her when she noted the concern in Daphne’s brown eyes. She only wished to comfort and help. Natalie should try not to be so hard on her. Still, she had no wish to discuss the secret longings of her heart, nor her former best friend’s betrayal with anyone. She certainly did not want to chat about her impending betrothal. If those were the only topics for conversation to be had during the Christmastide celebration, it would be best if Natalie sought out her room and slept until the New Year dawned. Certainly a new year would rejuvenate her—give her hope and direction.
 
   She lifted Daphne’s hand from her shoulder. “I am quite alright, I assure you.”
 
   “Please know I am here should—”
 
   “Have you ever spied such lovely, ladies?” The Duke of Kissinger strolled into the room with Bradford by his side.
 
   Daphne dropped into a curtsy. “Good afternoon, Your Grace, Lord Greenwich.”
 
   Natalie followed suit, her eyes trained on the door. Where was Christian? Her already foul mood soured further as she straightened her posture. Did he seek to avoid her? She forced a weak smile despite her upset. “Shall we wait for Lord Knightly?”
 
   Bradford strolled further into the room, coming to stand before the hearth. “I fear he has bowed out of the afternoon’s activities.”
 
   “To much strong drink last night,” the duke added.
 
   Daphne inhaled sharply, her cheeks tinting pink.
 
   “I can imagine,” Natalie said, through clenched teeth. The rogue had to be avoiding her, but what did he hope to achieve by doing so? It did not signify as she would not let him get away with it. “Your forfeit is forgiven. I no longer wish to play a game.”
 
   Bradford gave a knowing smirk. “All the same, I will stay.”
 
   Natalie glared at him. “Do as you please but you will have to excuse me. I have correspondences to answer.” She started toward the door.
 
   “Natalie, I would like a word with you…in private.”
 
   She halted and glanced at the duke and Daphne before turning back to Bradford. “I am quite certain this is not the proper time.”
 
   His Grace stepped closer to Daphne. “Do not concern yourself with us, Lady Natalie.” He proffered his arm to Daphne. “Would you be so kind as to join me for a walk in the greenhouse?”
 
   Daphne’s eyes rounded. “I…but…it would be most improper.”
 
   Bradford signaled a nearby servant. “Do attend Lady Daphne on her walk.”
 
   “This is most uncalled for. I told you I do not wish to talk. I have important things to do.” She looked from Bradford to Daphne. “And she clearly has no wish to go with His Grace.”
 
   Daphne rested her fingertips on the duke’s coat sleeve. “Actually, a walk sounds pleasant so long as we are chaperoned.”
 
   “Which, thanks to Lord Greenwich, we are.” The duke gave Daphne a scandalous wink causing her already pink cheeks to go crimson.
 
   “I am always happy to help.” Bradford smirked. “Enjoy your stroll.”
 
   Natalie released a sigh as she watched Daphne and the duke take their leave. Once their footfalls faded down the hall she spun on Bradford. “I will not discuss the greenhouse with you.”
 
   “You would if you truly wished to keep Mother from finding out.”
 
   “You no account scoundrel. This is just like you.” She placed her hand on her hip.
 
   He laughed, vexing her further.
 
   “Out with it then.” She glared at him, knowing he had her trapped.
 
   “You are not as fun as you once were, Nat. Where has your stubborn resistance gone?” He lowered himself onto a chase.
 
   “What game do you play at?” She leaned toward him a fraction, challenging him.
 
   “Come sit. I have no wish to argue. On the contrary, I am concerned about your well-being.”
 
   Like he was concerned about her reputation last night? She would wager he’d only come to the greenhouse in order to protect Christian from the parson’s trap. This was no different, he had a motive all his own and it had nothing to do with her happiness. “You have no reason to fret over me.”
 
   “Do stop carrying on and come sit. My concern is genuine.”
 
   She reluctantly sank into a high-back chair across from him. “If this concern of yours has to do with Christian, there is no need.”
 
   “You are my sister and I love you despite our rivalries. I wish for nothing more than your happiness.” He reached across the space separating them to capture her hand. “Are you pleased with Father’s arrangement for you or simply resigned to the fate he has chosen for you?”
 
   She pulled her hand free. “What difference does it make? My duty is to the dukedom—to Father and Mother.”
 
   “Are you seeking to cause a scandal with Knightly in order to escape the betrothal?” He stared at her.
 
   She lowered her gaze to the floor, tracing the grains in the wooden boards. What was so bad about seeking to experience a little passion before allowing herself to be sold for the family’s gain? “You have a distorted view of my ambitions.”
 
   He remained silent until she met his gaze once more.
 
   “Are you quite certain? I do have eyes, as you are well aware, and they are in perfect condition.” He rubbed a hand over his jaw. “The way you look at Knightly speaks volumes.”
 
   Did she hope for more than a kiss? Of course, she wanted a future with Christian, but that did not mean she was seeking to sabotage her betrothal. She wasn’t—was she? “Do not concern yourself with the way I do or do not look at gentlemen.”
 
   “As your brother, I am compelled to make you understand that Knightly is not the marrying type. If you continue down this path, you will find yourself ruined. I assure you he will not step in to make an honorable lady of you.”
 
   “That is a fine way to speak about your longtime friend.”
 
   He leaned forward. “My sister is my first concern. Knightly would agree with my words and take no offense, I might add. He has no illusions about himself.”
 
   Natalie stood, then leveled a seething stare on Bradford. “Duly noted.”
 
   She turned and fled from the room, unwilling to discuss the matter further. She did not give a wit what her brother, parents, or anyone else for that matter, thought about Christian. She loved him—always had, and no betrothal would change that. Neither could Lady Pippa or Lord Maddox change her mind.
 
   * * * *
 
   Christian stepped toward the wall to get out of the way at the sight of Lady Natalie running down the corridor, her pink skirt clutched in her hand. What in Hades was she up to now? His curiosity got the better of him and he moved back into her path.
 
   She ran right into him nearly knocking them both to floor. He wrapped his arms around her to steadying them. She placed her arms around his shoulders and he pulled her close on instinct. “Bloody hell. What are you running for?” The emotion in her eyes gave him pause. She was clearly upset about something.
 
   Natalie wriggled out of his embrace but held onto his coat sleeve, dragging him through a nearby door.
 
   He took her by the shoulders, holding her at arm’s length. “What is afoot?”
 
   She moved his arms from her shoulders and pressed herself against him once more. Her breasts molded to his chest and she stood on her toes and pressed her lips to his in a chaste kiss.
 
   His heartbeat kept rhythm with hers as he held her close, relishing the feel of her. He fought the sudden urge to deepen the kiss and pulled away.
 
   “Stop playing games. Kiss me like you did Pippa.” She stared deep into his eyes.
 
   He had never kissed Lady Pippa—never even considered it. Why was the minx determined not to believe him on the matter?
 
   “Christian,” she pleaded in a breathy whisper.
 
   The sound of his given name on her sweet lips undid him. He brought his mouth to hers, hungry with need. A soft moan floated from her mouth as she parted her luscious lips, granting him full access. He dipped his tongue into her honeyed sweetness as he pulled her closer—so close it was impossible to tell where he ended and she started.
 
   She wound her fingers into the hair at the nape of his neck, greedily accepting what he offered. Her lips molded to his as he slanted his mouth over hers again and again, sliding his tongue into her mouth to rub against hers. Her soft moans pushed him to the edge, threatening to topple him right over. When had he ever tasted something so sweet? Held something so tempting?
 
   He trailed kisses across her jaw to her throat, pausing to suck and nibble at the hollow beneath her ear where her pulse beat an untamed rhythm, matching his own.
 
   “It seems I chose the place and time after all,” she said.
 
   Her breathy voice encouraged him until the words she spoke broke through the trance she’d placed him under. The little hoyden had bested him once again. He pulled back and swallowed hard. His body thrummed with a need he could not indulge—leastwise not with Natalie. “Well played, my lady.”
 
   She reached for him but he retreated, unable to trust what he might do should she intimately press herself against him again. “You have collected your forfeit.”
 
   “I want you to kiss me again—not because you owe me, but because you want to.”
 
   The passion reflected in her eyes stirred him in a way nothing else had. He leaned forward, his lips brushing hers. What the hell was he doing? This was Greenwich’s sister. She was to be betrothed. He had no plans to marry her or anyone for that matter.
 
   She pushed closer, need coiling through him. He used all of his restraint to set her away from him. “There will be no more kissing between us.” God he wanted her. Desired to have all of her, not just her kisses. She was an innocent—his best friend’s innocent sister. He could not allow himself to seduce her—or be seduced by her. He turned and hastily took his exit, seeking the much needed sanctuary of his bedchamber.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
    
 
   “Lord Maddox should have arrived by now.” Father paced across the room between where Mother, Natalie, and Bradford stood by the fire. The Marquis and Marchioness of Bowmont stood by the floor to ceiling window in the family’s private parlor.
 
   The storm raged on the other side of the glass—but, surprisingly, her father was more worried over Maddox absence than the earls own parents were.
 
   Natalie secretly hoped the earl would never made an appearance. How could she marry him after what she and Christian had shared? His kiss seared her soul, imprinted on her in a way she would never forget. Somehow, someway, she had to get out of this betrothal. There was no possibility any man could make her heart race like Christian had—did, every time they were near.
 
   “I assure you, Your Grace, it is not at all like my son to forgo his responsibilities.” The Marquis smoothed his cravat, the nervous reflex telling Natalie all she needed to know about Maddox.
 
   Though they would not likely verbalize their fears, his parents were unsure he’d arrive at all. Did the earl know he was to be betrothed to her? Maybe he sought to avoid the union as well—if so, that would align them on the same path.
 
   The Marchioness snapped her fan closed. “Something has happened to keep him away.” She turned toward the window, her eyes belying her feigned concern. “I do hope the storm is not to blame.”
 
   Natalie closed her eyes and prayed it was not the storm to blame, for if it was, he would eventually arrive and she would have no recourse. Please, let his absence be intentional. If he did not wish for their union either, than there would be some hope of avoiding the betrothal.
 
   “Perhaps we should search for him?” Mother turned to Father, her earbobs catching the light from the fire and casting sparkles across the far wall.
 
   “The storm shows no signs of letting up. If we venture into it, we will be placing ourselves in danger,” Bradford argued.
 
   “Lucas should have arrived by now. We cannot leave him out there…wherever he is. What if he has been hurt?” Marchioness Bowmont grabbed her husband’s arm. “Someone should be sent to collect him—bring him here where he belongs.”
 
   Like a wayward child, Natalie sensed the Marchioness longed to add.
 
   “Do not fret, my dear. I will go.” The Marquis patted her hand. “Lucas is likely seeking shelter nearby. I will find him.”
 
   “The storm has made the roads impassable.” Bradford strolled to peek out the window. “This is a fool’s errand.”
 
   “Nonsense. I will have my carriage readied.” Father turned his attention to Natalie. “You will accompany us and Bradford will remain here in case Maddox arrives.”
 
   Natalie clenched her hands into fists. The last thing she wanted to do was go out into the elements in order to search for a man whose acquaintance she did not wish to make. “Would Bradford not be of more help?”
 
   “Fetch your cloak and meet us in the foyer. It is only proper that you attend your—the earl.” He cut his words before saying your betrothed. Father gave her a no-nonsense look before turning to Lord and Lady Bowmont. “Be in the foyer in ten minutes’ time.” Father strolled to the door with Mother on his arm and the Marquis and Marchioness followed. “Do not dally, Natalie.” He tossed the words over his shoulder before exiting the parlor.
 
   She released a sigh as she stood to do her father’s bidding. Ten minutes later, Natalie exited the foyer wrapped in her cloak as Father had demanded she do. The cool rain beat down on her and the wind whipped her cloak around her ankles as she crossed to their waiting carriage.
 
   After settling onto the seat of the ducal coach next to her mother, Natalie gazed out the window at the house. Christian stood next to Bradford in the parlor window. Her heart hitched as she drank him in. Would she ever experience the sensation of his touch again? Could she bear it if she did not? Her body jerked as the coachman set the conveyance into motion, but her gaze held tight to Christian. Her stomach turned as she watched his form get smaller until she could no longer make him out—or mayhap he left his place at the window. She much preferred the thought of him standing at the glass as she departed, his longing for her growing with each foot that separated them.
 
   The storm had turned the roads to mud, causing the carriage to sway and jerk, tossing her from side-to-side in the cramped space meant for four. Her legs tingled from being pinned between Mothers and the coach’s wall. She reached beneath her cloak to massage them and hoped Father would return them home soon. She wondered where they expected the earl to sit if they did find him. Natalie had half a mind to suggest she ride atop the carriage.
 
   After travelling several miles and seeing no one, she realized before long they would be on Pippa’s doorstep.
 
   She sighed a little too loud, gaining Mother’s attention and a reprimanding glare. Could her life become any worse? Not only had her closest friend betrayed her, now she would have to suffer more. She would have to be in love with a man she could not have—out in the elements, crammed in a coach searching for a man she did not want. Forced to wed a stranger and give up any chance at happiness.
 
   The coach slowed, prompting Father to query the driver. “Have you spotted something?”
 
   “A carriage, Your Grace.”
 
   Marquis Bowmont stood before the coach came to a complete stop and opened the door, sticking his head out.
 
   Natalie held her breath, waiting to discover whether or not it was the earl’s carriage.
 
   The Marquis turned his attention to Father. “It has the Maddox crest.” He closed the door, retaking his seat. “I do not believe he is within. The horses are missing and the wheels appear to be suitably stuck in the mud and muck caused by this dreadful weather.”
 
   Father knocked on the coach’s window and waited for the coachman to open it once again. “Go see if anyone is with the carriage.”
 
   “There is an estate nearby. Perhaps he sought shelter there,” Mother offered.
 
   The coachman’s face appeared in the window. “The conveyance is empty, Your Grace.”
 
   “Drive on to the Duke and Duchess of Midcrest’s estate.” Father settled back against the plush, velvet seat.
 
   “Surely we will find Lord Maddox there. It is the only estate within walking distance.” Mother smiled at Maddox’s parents.
 
   Natalie leaned her head back, closing her eyes. What she would give to sink into the seat and disappear at this very moment. Why did the backstabbing tart have to keep taunting her? Natalie wished to forget she’d ever known Pippa, to forget they were ever friends. Pippa kept finding her way into Natalie’s life. At first it was with the letters Pippa had hand-delivered on a regular basis—Natalie always returned them unopened. Yet, Pippa still sent more. Now she had to compete with her for Christian’s heart and rescue Lord Maddox from her clutches. Not that she gave a whit for the earl, she certainly did not. All the same, she was now being forced to grace Pippa’s drive with her presence. The woman would likely see great satisfaction in Natalie begging for her beau to be returned.
 
   A deep seated ache gripped her as the coach bounced and jostled down the Midcrest’s long drive. She could not help feeling as though she were on her way to great unhappiness. Mother had been correct in saying that Lord Maddox would have to be in residence for there truly was nowhere else nearby to seek shelter. He was either with Pippa or he had come to see foul play during the storm. No matter how angry and hurt Natalie was, she’d never wish harm or injury on another. That could only mean one thing—he had indeed been on his way to her party—on his way to become betrothed to her.
 
   “We have arrived,” Father announced as though they had come for a grand ball.
 
   Natalie fought the rising nausea as the coachman opened the door and placed the steps down so they could depart the conveyance. She followed her parents onto Pippa’s drive before Lord and Lady Bowmont joined them.
 
   Moments latter, The Duke and Duchess of Midcrest’s coach pulled up behind them. Pippa’s parents disembarked, joining their group.
 
   Father turned toward the porch then went still.
 
   Natalie remained rooted in place along with the others. A man had exited the house and now stood staring at them. Could he be Lord Maddox, future Marquis Bowmont? She swallowed nervously, spotting Pippa standing in the doorway, a queer look upon her face. What was it…sorrow…regret…longing? Natalie turned her attention back to the man. He, too, wore a mixture of emotions. The sight of which had Natalie’s stomach seizing with dread.
 
   “Good day, Father.” Lucas nodded in the Marquis’ direction. “And to you, Mother.” He bowed to Marchioness Bowmont who stared down her nose at him.
 
   Natalie’s heart hurt for the earl after witnessing the reunion. She’d always thought her own parents to be cold, but they never regarded her or Bradford with such disdain. She bit her lower lip, unable to take her eyes from the scene.
 
   “Maddox. We were worried you’d come to harm.”
 
   The Marquis’ gruff tone assaulted Natalie’s ears and she cringed. She would wager the only thing Lord Bowmont had worried over was what he stood to lose if she and Lord Maddox failed to wed.
 
   “I’m sorry for your misfortune, Father,” Lord Maddox retorted, his tone even and distant. “My carriage became stranded on the main road and I sought shelter from Lady Pippa until I could continue on.”
 
   Natalie clenched her teeth in annoyance at hearing Pippa’s name. Part of her desperately wished to turn her attention back to the traitor, but now was not the time.
 
   “You were scheduled to arrive at the holiday party a full day before the storm hit.”
 
   “Yes, well, I had pressing matters to attend to, which delayed my departure from London by a day.” The earl attempted to explain himself.
 
   “Lucas,” Pippa called. He glanced over his shoulder. Lady Pippa walked out the door and stood beside him, her smile infectious. “Mother, Father, you have arrived. I was so worried!”
 
   Pippa raced down the front steps and halted before her parents.
 
   Pippa had used the earls giving name. Natalie watched, fighting her rising anger as they hugged and more greetings were shared. Did Pippa have no remorse at all for what she’d done to her—and what it appeared she was currently doing? Taking Christian away from her had not been enough, now Pippa was taking the man Natalie was betrothed to as well? Indignation burned in her belly. She didn’t desire Maddox, but lord help her if she’d ever allow Pippa to have him.
 
   She could not remain quiet while Pippa betrayed her yet again.
 
   “Lady Pippa is found in another compromising situation—alone with a gentleman for what…two full days?” Natalie whispered loud enough for all to hear. “Even after fleeing London, scandal finds her.”
 
   “I am more concerned with the man,” Father said. “Carrying on thusly—very bad for my family name, my daughter, and business, I would assume.”
 
   Natalie glared at Pippa through the sting of Father’s words. It should not surprise nor hurt her to hear him speak of business, after all, he had mentioned her as well, but deep down she knew his concern lay only with himself and the family name.
 
   “This does complicate things greatly,” the Marchioness of Bowmont confirmed, then turned to her husband. “Delward, what do you propose is to happen?”
 
   The Marquis dropped his eyepiece and shook his head. “They are still properly betrothed. The paperwork is drafted and signed by all. The bans are to be read in a few weeks’ time.” He glanced from the earl to Natalie’s Father, then back to the Marchioness. “I suppose our agreed upon dowry settlement could be adjusted to compensate for our son’s lack of decorum.”
 
   “Betrothed?” Pippa asked. Her face immediately drained of all color as she looked between Lucas, his father, and Natalie. “Is that true?”
 
   A satisfied smile curved Natalie’s lips at Pippa’s reaction. The traitor deserved every bit of humiliation she received—and far more. She bit her lip, stopping herself from saying the very thing.
 
   The Earl of Maddox shook his head. “Pippa, I—”
 
   “You owe me no explanation,” she choked out, her tone riddled with pain. “I am only sad you did not feel you could be truthful with me.”
 
   “If I could go back…” The earl let his words trail off.
 
   As much as Natalie wished for Pippa to suffer, a part of her ached for the hurt she recognized so well—the same hurt she experienced over Christian.
 
   “There is no need for all of that.” Pippa slashed her hand through the air, signaling it was time for him to stay silent.
 
   Natalie could not refrain from staring at Lord Maddox and she was not alone in her inability to look away—everyone had their eyes trained on him. Pippa with tears in her eyes, her parent’s with concern for their daughter’s well-being, and the rest holding their breath, no doubt waiting for him to deny ruining Lady Pippa. Natalie, on the other hand, prayed he would confirm the accusation. She held onto a flicker of hope, her heart pounding with anticipation. If it were so, she would be free. Certainly her parents would cancel the agreement with Maddox’s family. Tying their family to a man whose name would be synonymous with scandal before Parliament resumed after the New Year would be disastrous.
 
   Lord Maddox clutched the bottom of his coat in one hand. “Lady Pippa—”
 
   “Let us go inside. I wish you all a merry Christmastide celebration.” Pippa lifted her gaze, keeping her head high, as she took hold of her mother’s arm. The door shut soundly behind her with a solid thud.
 
   Natalie released a huff of air. Typical Pippa to hold her head high in the face of scandal. How did the tart manage to keep everyone fooled? Natalie should let everyone present know that she, for one, was not fooled by Lady Pippa’s innocence act.
 
   “Come, Boy.” The Marquis of Bowmont motioned Lord Maddox to his side. “We have much to discuss and settle upon before anyone can enjoy the coming announcement.”
 
   Natalie’s chest squeezed, her mouth going dry. Was she truly to be wed to the man Pippa seemed to love, while the man she loved pined after Pippa? She pulled her cloak tighter around her body, seeking comfort. The warm wool radiated heat but it did nothing to ease the ache in her heart. She could no more enjoy Pippa’s set down than she could escape her own fate.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Natalie leaned against the wall outside of her Father’s office, her attention trained on the conversation inside. Her heart soared when she heard Lord Bowmont and Father arguing about breaking the betrothal. Perhaps there would be an escape from her impending fate after all. The image of Pippa’s face riddled with hurt and betrayal flashed to mind. There could be no mistaking what she’d felt—Natalie knew the sensation all too well. Pippa did not fancy Christian, for if she did, she would not have fallen for Lord Maddox. But why then had she betrayed Natalie before?
 
   Christian had denied anything ruinous happening between him and Pippa. What if he had been speaking the truth? She recalled their conversation.
 
   “You well know what happened.” Natalie placed her hands on her hips. Her blood warmed with frustration.
 
   “Indeed, I do, and there was no kissing.”
 
   Had she been too quick to believe Pippa would betray her? Had her eyes deceived her? The veranda had been exceedingly dark that night and she stood a good distance from them. It was not outside the realm of possibility that something else entirely had happened. Perhaps Pippa had really taken ill and Christian went after her to offer aide. What if she had felt faint and fled to the veranda for fresh air then swooned into his arms?
 
   More importantly, why hadn’t she tried a similar tactic to get Christian’s arms securely wrapped around her? Pippa never had possessed Natalie’s flare for social interactions. She should have allowed Christian to explain.
 
   Natalie placed a hand over her knotted belly. In her heart of hearts she did not believe Pippa betrayed her. She had been blinded by jealousy. Reacted without thinking beyond what she’d believed she’d seen. She had to make amends with Pippa.
 
   Pippa deserved to be happy. All the better if Pippa found that happiness with Lord Maddox, freeing Natalie from the unwanted betrothal. She had once been a dear friend and Natalie wished the best for her.
 
   As fast as her hopes had soared, they crashed when Lord Maddox declared his desire to wed Natalie. She strained to catch more of the conversation through the closed door—how could she have been so wrong about what she’d saw between Maddox and Pippa? Her emotions swung wildly as the trio argued over her future. She should bust into Father’s office and declare her own wishes—not that anyone inside cared what she wanted. Not once had she been asked if she was agreeable to the betrothal. She had made her feelings known to Mother and Father when they informed her of her impending nuptials, but not because they asked, and they had dismissed her wishes immediately.
 
   “Where is he going? Bowmont, fix this!” Father’s outraged voice echoed through the office door.
 
   Drat, she’d missed whatever prompted his declaration. Who was leaving? Lord Maddox? It had to be based on what Father had yelled. Had he broken the betrothal? She backed down the hall as the office door was yanked open. Lord Maddox emerged. He paused and glanced down the hallway.
 
   She should do her best to remain out of sight. Leave the business of her future to her Father. But Hells bells it was her happiness at stake. She deserved to know what had happened, to have a say in what would happen. She studied Lord Maddox for another heartbeat. He clearly wanted to leave. Judging by the screaming still issuing from her Father’s office, the betrothal had been broken. She released a sigh of relief along with the residual anger she held toward Pippa.
 
   “Lord Maddox.” Natalie stood a few paces away and pointed down the long corridor. “The front door is that way.”
 
   She could not help but note the determination etched in his face along with a hint of regret. He looked back at her as though he, too, were reading her emotions. “I am sorry our meeting did not go as planned, my lady.”
 
   She had no use for his sympathy—no desire to hear his apology. “Your heart is settled elsewhere, I cannot fault you for that.” Her arm fell to her side and her chin lifted in defiance. “No one asked where my heart lies.”
 
   “I know it cannot lie with a stranger,” he responded, taking a step toward her. “There will be another, a far more suitable man for you.”
 
   She laughed hollowly. He would in no way leave her home thinking he had caused her injury. “Do not flatter yourself to think I could love you or feel any affection at all.” She could not be more pleased with the outcome. Her only regret was in knowing her parent’s would never allow a match between her and Christian. Not even if he declared his love for her, which he had not, and never would.
 
   His eyes widened at her words, a flash of disbelief crossed his face before he masked it. “Again, my deepest, sincere apologies for this muddled mess our parents have created for us. I also regret you hearing all that transpired within your father’s study.”
 
   She shrugged off his apology. “This is best for all concerned. Your heart is elsewhere, as is mine. I do hope you and Pippa fare better. She is a lovely woman and deserves much happiness.” The sincerity in her words surprised her, but she knew them to be true. The time had come to let go of her anger at Pippa. To close the festering wound and allow herself to heal.
 
   “On that, we agree, my lady.”
 
   The silence between them lengthened as they stared at one another. Natalie could not fathom why he felt such a driving need to apologize. To make amends for something neither of them had any control over.
 
   “Do call on me if you ever need anything, my lady. Your gracious acceptance of our parting ways is very noble.”
 
   “I fear the power to aid me does not reside with you.” Sadness clutched at her again. “You should be going if you wish to arrive at Helton House before the storm hits once more. Do treat my friend with love and kindness—something I failed to give her when she needed it most.”
 
   Lucas crossed his arm over his chest in promise. “I will give her nothing but love and cherish her every day. I know she will be happy to see you, when you’re ready.”
 
   Natalie was unsure when or how she would make her peace with Pippa and did not wish to contemplate it at present. “Maybe someday I will have the words to make my amends with Pippa, but for now, you are what is best for her.”
 
   “How can you know that?”
 
   She pondered Lord Maddox’s question for a second before answering. “She was genuinely hurt when she heard of our match. I have not seen such a betrayed look since it was I who wounded her. Now, you must go—before it is too late.”
 
   Natalie could not help but wonder if she had the same wounded look when she witnessed Pippa in Christian’s arms.
 
   Lucas gave her a quick bow. “Until we meet again, Lady Natalie. Do have faith that the right man will find you.”
 
   “And if he already has and walked away?” She blinked rapidly to hold back the tears.
 
   “Then believe he will right his course and return to you.”
 
   The tiny flicker of hope she clung to ignited at his words. Perhaps there remained some hope for her and Christian after all.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Christian glanced around the crowded ball room for the millionth time. Where were the Duke and Duchess of Sheridan? Greenwich? Natalie? What in bloody hell was going on? He had not seen any of them for hours. Lady Daphne, along with Lady Gertrude, had taken the roll of hostess upon themselves. Neither offered any indication of why the family failed to arrive at their own ball.
 
   For all intents and purposes, everything seemed as it should. Ladies and gentlemen clad in silks and lace filled the room. Hundreds of candles flickered and the string quartet played elegant music as the most elite members of English society chatted and danced. The only thing wrong was the absence of the host family.
 
   “Have a drink. Scotch will take the edge off.” Kissinger shoved a tumbler of golden liquor into his hand.
 
   “I do not need to take the edge off.” Christian smoothed his cravat and glanced back at the entrance to the room. The quartet began a fresh set, leading with a reel. Pity this could not be Kissinger’s set with Lady Daphne.
 
   “I cannot stop you from fooling yourself, but neither can you fool me. You have been edgy ever since Lady Natalie won your forfeit and it has only grown worse.”
 
   Kissinger’s astute observation of Christian’s behavior vexed him. That was the trouble with close friends—one could not hide much from them. Rather than admit to anything, Christian raised his glass, taking a long drink. Perhaps the alcohol would ease his mind.
 
   “Where do you suppose Greenwich is hiding?” Christian asked before draining the remaining scotch in one gulp.
 
   The warmth from the liquor spread through his body. The scotch provided a much needed calming effect, though nothing could completely relax him. Natalie had his mind twisted in a way no woman ever had. He found himself concerned with her happiness and worried over what she believed of him. He’d spent his manhood as a proud rakehell, a great rogue. Why should he care now that one hellion thought she’d seen him trysting?
 
   He tried to remember that long ago night—he knew he hadn’t set up an assignation with Lady Pippa, but had there been another woman? It seemed every ball before and after Natalie’s come out rolled into one massive memory. Surely he was not with another woman that evening. An image sprung to mind—Natalie in a flowing white gown trimmed in lace and pearls. Her hair was in long curls, half-pinned up. He recalled the vision of her dancing like an angel—he’d been unable to look away all night.
 
   How did he manage to remember her so clearly while nothing stood out about the rest of the evening?
 
   “Last I knew, he had been ordered by the duke to wait for Lord Maddox’s arrival.” Kissinger nonchalantly pulled a flask of scotch from his coat and refilled both of their tumblers. Shaking the container in the space between them, he said, “Seems the time has come to retire to the gaming room.”
 
   Christian ignored his last comment, not at all concerned where his next drink would be. He searched his memory for the name, Maddox, but came up empty. Could he be Natalie’s intended? “Who is Lord Maddox?”
 
   “Lady Natalie’s intended. The Earl of Maddox, to be exact. Future heir to the Bowmont Marquisship.”
 
   The air left Christian’s lungs as though he’d been punched in the gut. “Do you know of this earl? I do not believe I have made his acquaintance.” What was wrong with him? Since when did he worry more about a woman—a proper lady—a proper marriageable lady—than his next drink?
 
   “I have heard his name from time-to-time around London. What is your interest?” Kissinger paused, studying him for a moment before continuing. “I’ve heard he is a temperate man, not fast to anger, but quick at cards—always a ladybird at his side.”
 
   Christian swirled the liquor in his glass. “Mere curiosity. Forget I asked.” His concern came from not knowing what was afoot—but neither did he actually want to know anything of the man. All would return to normal once Bradford and his family arrived. He took another sip of the scotch, not believing his own lie but unwilling to accept the alternative.
 
   Kissinger clapped him on the shoulder. “Ah, there is Greenwich. Let us collect him and go in search of more scotch.”
 
   Christian snapped his gaze up, searching. Greenwich strolled across the ballroom but Lady Natalie was not with him, nor were the Duke and Duchess of Sheridan. He released a pent up breath then made haste to reach Greenwich.
 
   The stuffy air in the room weighed on Christian, causing him to sweat. He made his way through the crush, sidestepping guests and potted ferns alike. His sole focus, reaching his friend’s side.
 
   “Greenwich,” he hollered. “Where are your parents and Lady Natalie? What is keeping them?”
 
   “Father insisted on searching for Lord Maddox. He was found at Lady Pippa’s and has since broken the betrothal.”
 
   Broken the betrothal? Lady Natalie was free from the obligation. Had Christian heard right? “She is not to marry?”
 
   “It seems not, as the earl has—”
 
   Kissinger approached, slapping Greenwich on the back. “We were on our way to the gaming room. Do join us.”
 
   “Correction, Kissinger was on his way. I will remain here for now.” Eventually, Natalie would show herself and he was determined to be nearby when she did.
 
   She may need a friend to lend her strength, a hero to rescue her from the ton’s scrutiny. The gossips had been speculating about the grand announcement for days, and though he doubted anyone outside of Somerset knew the details, they were all expecting a confirmation tonight.
 
   Kissinger raised his brows at Christian. “Things are deuced bad when you elect to remain in a ballroom. What in bloody hell am I not aware of?”
 
   Greenwich exchanged a quizzical glance with Christian. “I fear I cannot leave at this moment either.”
 
   “Pray, explain yourselves,” Kissinger demanded, before finishing the remaining scotch in his tumbler.
 
   “Father commanded me to remain here until he arrived. I would be much obliged if one of you would seek out some of that scotch for me.” Greenwich tilted his head toward Kissinger.
 
   “I out rank the both of you. One of you should do the fetching.” He gave Christian a playful shove. “I know not what your about, but surely it will prove entertaining. I am electing to remain as well.”
 
   Greenwich signaled a servant, ordering him to bring a decanter of scotch.
 
   “To the ballroom, my lord?” the servant asked, eyes wide. At Greenwich’s nod, the man scurried to collect their request.
 
   “It is a pity that society does not call for strong drink at balls. They would be far more entertaining if we were encouraged to get deep in our cups.” Kissinger chuckled.
 
   “Indeed.” Christian agreed, wishing he could get foxed— wishing he could wipe Natalie’s passion-filled eyes from his mind. But it was not to be. He had a score to settle with her, he reminded himself. He would keep his wits intact in case the opportunity should arrive. He would turn the tide—rescue her—not from the betrothal, but from the scandal of a broken one—the way she had rescued him all those years ago.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
    
 
   Natalie had roamed the house, peeking into all the places she believed Christian might be—the smoking room, gaming room, his guest chamber…only to locate him in the least likely of venues…the ballroom. She stood still, not at all sure what she should do now. In her imagination she found him alone or caught his attention and signaled for him to join her. His gentleman companions would be far to engrossed in gaming, drinking, or both to notice her presence.
 
   She could not simply wave him down now. Not in the midst of a crowded ballroom. Nor could she approach and request a private audience with him. The Duke of Kissinger would hear her and possibly several others who stood nearby. She nibbled her lower lip, contemplating. Christian was worth whatever risks she had to undertake, still there was no need to cause scandal with hasty actions. Christian was not a man to be forced into anything, especially a compromising situation that could end with the noose securely around his finger.
 
   Natalie looked from Christian to Bradford, an idea forming in her mind. Enlisting Bradford’s help was far from ideal. All the same, it remained her best option. For all she knew, Christian had revealed all to him. She fixed a smile on her lips and gracefully moved toward her brother and his friends, her head high as Mother had trained her.
 
   Her pulse escalated with each step but her expression remained schooled as she came to stand before the gentlemen. “Good evening.” She dipped into a curtsy.
 
   “Lovely of you to join us, Lady Natalie.” The Duke of Kissinger gave her a rakish grin. “Perhaps you will clue me in as to what has Greenwich and Knightly up in knots?”
 
   Christian elbowed the duke. “Mind your manners, Kissinger. You are in the presence of a lady.”
 
   Natalie laughed, pretending ignorance on the subject His Grace queried. She turned her smile on Bradford. “Might I steal you away for a moment?”
 
   A servant approached with a decanter, offering it to Bradford. Natalie paused to examine the golden liquid inside as the Duke of Kissinger snatched the decanter from the tray. Scotch. They were imbibing in strong drink right in the middle of her parents’ ball? She turned amused eyes on Bradford, giving a slight shake of her head.
 
   He chuckled, accepting a freshly-poured tumbler from the duke. “Do not judge us, dear sister.”
 
   “Shall I pour you a glass as well?” The duke asked, a slow grin forming on his lips.
 
   What a tempting offer. She had never indulged in anything stronger than wine. Mother would be amiss to discover her drinking liquor. Perhaps… “Thank you, Your Grace, I should rather like some scotch.”
 
   “The hell you will.” Christian stepped between her and the duke.
 
   Natalie sidestepped Christian and smiled. “I do believe I can make my own decisions.”
 
   “A woman with a mind of her own, how refreshing.” The Duke of Kissinger held his tumbler out to her.
 
   “Lady Natalie will not be drinking scotch despite her mind to.” Christian glared at His Grace.
 
   Bradford took hold of her arm, snatching it from mid-air. “Excuse us, gentlemen.”
 
   How dare Christian make her decision? What cause did he have to be angry? She strained to pay mind to their ongoing conversation as Bradford led her further away.
 
   “You are a terrible wastrel.” She heard Christian say behind her before both men broke out in laughter.
 
   “I learned from you,” the duke accused. “And what is your sudden interest in, Lady Natalie?”
 
   Their voices faded, becoming inaudible as Bradford continued to lead her away. Natalie should find their behavior offensive. The duke most certainly crossed the lines of propriety in the way he interacted with her. Her brother and Christian had equally tarnished reputations despite their advanced social manners. Somehow, their crude behavior had the opposite effect—it excited her.
 
   She glanced over her shoulder, hoping to catch a glimpse of the men as Bradford propelled her from the ballroom. “What is this about?” He hurried his steps. “Father will be harsh with us should he discover our absence from the ball.”
 
   “Are you afraid?” She shot him an amused smirk.
 
   “Of course not. I am quite fearless as you know.” He drew her to a stop inside of a private parlor.
 
   “I do detest asking you such a favor.” She blushed. “All the same, I require your aid.” She entwined her glove-covered fingers in front of her, lifting a silent plea for his agreement, and batted her lasses for good measure.
 
   “Aid in what endeavor?” he asked, his tone softer than usual, almost soothing.
 
   She shifted her feet before meeting his eyes. “Bring Christian to me.”
 
   “Is it Christian, now? What exactly transpired in that greenhouse?” He furrowed his brows.
 
   “For heaven’s sake, Bradford. As children we often used our given names. Nothing untoward occurred.” Leastwise not in the greenhouse. She took comfort in knowing she wasn’t lying. Her stomach filled with butterflies as thoughts of what happened during their next encounter came to mind. “I simply had a slip of the tongue.”
 
   “Hum.” He tilted his head a fraction, studying her. “I may require my own private conversation with Knightly.”
 
   She stepped closer to him. “Please, do be serious. We both know you are attempting to get a rise from me. Will you help or must I retrieve Lord Knightly myself?”
 
   That was not the approach she desired to utilize, however, she would if necessary. She owed it to herself to reveal her heart’s desire—possibly owed it to Christian, as well. There had been a connection between them. A spark of something deeper when they had kissed.
 
   To be honest, Natalie felt the draw to Christian years ago, while he still attended university and she still wore plaits.
 
   He may not be the marrying type—or his roguish ways might be the result of not yet having discovered the perfect lady to compliment him. A lady who valued and admired his spirit, rather than one who wished to trap him for the sake of calling him husband, gaining his title, and the prestige that would come with being the Marchioness of Knightly.
 
   If she sought to be a Marchioness, she could have just as easily married Maddox. Based on his father’s advanced age, he did not have more than a decade before he passed to the next world and Maddox inherited his title.
 
   Natalie only wanted to love Christian and have his love in return. His title mattered not to her nor did what he had to offer her family. The man, his charm, his touch, mattered to her. She had to declare her feelings, if not she would live with the unknowns and regret for the rest of her days. If he turned her away, so be it. At least she would know she did all she could. As Lord Maddox had said, it was not to be if Christian did not return to her. Her throat tightened and she silently pleaded with Bradford.
 
   He turned away, rubbing the back of his neck.
 
   “Bradford,” she prodded. “If you never again do anything for me, do this.”
 
   He turned back to her, releasing a loud sigh. “Do not make me regret my actions. If ruin comes upon you, do not—”
 
   Natalie beamed a genuine smile. “Thank you. Now hurry before my nerve is lost.” She shooed him from the room with a wave of her hand.
 
   A sleek sheen of sweat dampened her brow. She dabbed at the moisture with her handkerchief, then began fanning herself. Christian would come through the door in a moment’s time. What would she do if he cast her aside?
 
   What would she do if he embraced her? Mother and Father did not approve of him—would never give consent for a match between them.
 
   The door opened a fraction and Christian slipped into the room.
 
   “I am pleased you came. There is something I must say to you.” She looked at the plush carpet she stood upon then back to him.
 
   “Natalie, I want you to know I never kissed, Lady Pippa. She—”
 
   “You need not continue. I believe you and no longer care about the past.” She stepped closer to him. “Do accept my sincere apology.”
 
   “If this is not about, Lady Pippa, then what?” He held her stare.
 
   “Lord Maddox broke the betrothal.” She tried to read his blue eyes, but found nothing hiding in their depths. What was he thinking? She drew closer.
 
   “Greenwich informed me of the day’s events.” He did not retreat but neither did he advance toward her.
 
   She stilled within arm’s reach of him, her heart pounding—begging him to take her in his arms and hold her close. Kiss away all her doubts and uncertainties. “Your kiss woke something inside of me.” She ran her tongue across her lower lip. “For years I have fancied myself in love with you.”
 
   He continued to stare at her, his face void of any indication that he felt the same. The fingers on his left hand twitched slightly. Did they seek to reach for her? She must know.
 
   “If you do not want me, say so. I will go quietly and hold tight to the memory of our shared kiss for the remainder of my days.”
 
   “Dammit, Natalie.” He pulled her against him, his mouth finding hers.
 
   She wrapped her arms around him, holding tight as she matched his passion with all she had, relishing the feel of his hands on her back. A deep need coiled in her belly and she parted her lips, urging him to deepen the kiss.
 
   Father stormed into the room. “Unhand my daughter, you no good scoundrel,” his voice boomed.
 
   Christian released her and tried to step back but Natalie held tight. She’d not give him up now. Come what may, she would fight for him until everyone accepted that she belonged with him. There could be no turning back—no denying their shared connection. She would lay down all she had for him. He owned her heart and soul.
 
   Father stomped to where they stood, Christian with his arms at his sides, and Natalie with her hands twined in his coat. “Let go, Natalie. This instant!”
 
   “I will not.” She lifted her chin in defiance.
 
   Father grabbed her, pulling until she lost her grip, then shoved her toward Bradford as he came into the room. “Hold her.”
 
   Natalie scrambled to regain her footing and return to Christian, but Bradford captured her first. “Release me,” she demanded.
 
   “Do not fight, Christian’s voice penetrated her anger and she turned her gaze on him. “You will only make the situation worse.”
 
   Father grabbed Christian by his cravat and tugged him closer. “You are to leave my home at once and never return.”
 
   “No. You cannot do this, Father.” Natalie squirmed in another vain attempt to gain her freedom.
 
   Bradford whispered in her ear. “You cannot prevent his leaving. I warned you he was not the marrying type. I am sorry you got hurt.”
 
   She reached for Christian when he walked past her in calm, assured foot falls. He did not even look at her. Was Bradford correct? Should she let go of Christian? Tears picked at the backs of her eyes. She could not accept that fate, not without a fight. But it seemed he had already let her go—maybe never sought to hold her at all.
 
   “What in heaven’s name is going on in here?” Mother came to stand beside Father, her fan clutched in one hand. “The commotion reached halfway down the hall and Lord Knightly did not so much as nod when he strolled past me going toward the foyer. Now I see Bradford holding Natalie and”—she placed a hand on Fathers arm—“You are clearly distraught. What has Natalie done now?”
 
   “She went against my direct order. Tarnished the family name.” He paced to the other side of the room. “I found her in a compromising embrace with Knightly.”
 
   Mother gasped. “We must see her wed at once.”
 
   Natalie went rigid in Bradford’s arms. “I refuse. You cannot make me marry anyone.”
 
   “You will do as you are told or there will be severe consequences. We have spoiled you for far too long. It is time to grow up and act as a proper duke’s daughter should.”
 
   “That includes marring a man of your Father’s choosing. A man who will not only advance the dukedom but also provide for you, while keeping our good name intact,” Mother added.
 
   Natalie leveled an icy glare on her Mother. She did not give a wit about the dukedom or proper behavior. Not when her heart was splintering. Not splintering—it had disappeared, left with Christian.
 
   “I will approach the Earl of Norton with an offer for a match between Natalie and his son at once. He expressed an interest in joining our families recently. I was unwilling to entertain the match because of Maddox. Clearly things have changed.”
 
   She could stand it no longer. While her parent’s ignored her wishes and planned her future, Christian was getting away. She did not know what he felt, if he wanted a future with her. He’d not said, but she did know what her heart demanded. “I am sorry,” Natalie said as she stomped on Bradford’s foot with all her weight and sank her fingers into his hands, digging into them until he squealed in pain, releasing her.
 
   Without pause, she fled from the room, racing toward the front door. She had to find Christian—the storm and her parents be damned.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Christian mounted his horse not at all certain of why he had kissed Natalie in the way he had—with such depth of emotion—such heart, not just lust but true passion—or where he would seek shelter from the raging storm. Traveling any further than the village would not be an option with the weather once again gaining in intensity. The storm seemed to rage and calm in time with his own emotions. He oddly found comfort in the thought as he pushed his horse into a cantor leaving the safety of Harrington Gardens and the warmth of Natalie’s embrace behind.
 
   Would Sheridan have a change of mind once the situation sank in? If he did and chased Christian down demanding marriage would it be such a bad thing? He never thought of marriage in a positive light before. Now the idea seemed to be circling his mind—warming its way into his heart in much the same way Natalie herself had.
 
   There was an unfamiliar ache in his heart. A longing to have her back in his arms—to keep her there forever. It was a sensation foreign to him. A need that was growing by the minute. What was happening to him? He tipped his face up allowing the rain to fall upon it. The cool drops were refreshing despite their sting but they did nothing to cool his blood, still warm from her passionate kiss.
 
   He turned his attention back to the mucky roadway and slowed his horse a fraction. Could he let her go? His heart demanded he hold on as tight as she had back in the parlor, but his mind cautioned him to walk away. Somehow, a lifetime without the beautiful, obnoxious, sensual, hoyden by his side seemed unbearable.
 
   Sheridan would come demanding Christian do right by his daughter. Any gentlemen would—would they not?
 
   The most important question was: was he man enough to stand up and take his due—his punishment, of sorts. Though nothing about loving and holding Natalie every night for eternity seemed close to punishment. The true penance would be walking away only to see her marry another, fall in love with another, have children with another. Would she hold that man tight as she had him? Certainly, he would not be as foolish as Christian to let her go.
 
   He squeezed his eyes shut. What if her father did not bring him up to snuff? What if the Duke thinks him unworthy of his daughter? Wait a damn minute! He was suitable. He’d care for her—make her happy—love her forever. This was one game he would win.
 
   The cards were stacked in his favor—which thankfully, aligned with Natalie’s wants and desires.
 
   Christian’s pulse speed as he wheeled his horse around, setting a course for the Sheridan’s home. He had not gone overly far and could easily reach her within the hour. Once back at Harrington Gardens he would make his intentions known. He would demand the duke accept his offer for Natalie. Should the man refuse, Christian would let the entire assembly know what had transpired between them. The duke would be forced to consent to the match or see his daughter and his precious name ruined.
 
   The closer he came to Natalie the more confident he became. She had not embellished—there was something special between them. How had he been such a fool as not to see it sooner?
 
   He rounded the final bend in the road and speed his horse into a gallop. Soon he would have everything he never allowed himself to dream of. A woman to love him, to challenge him, to befriend him—warm his bed and bear his children. Christian would cherish her for the rest of his life. The perfect hoyden. The woman he…
 
   His heart skipped a beat as he pulled his mount to a stop. Natalie sat on the side of the road clutching her ankle and dressed in no more than the gown she’d worn back in the parlor. She was cold and shaking violently. He jumped from the saddle and ran to her side, kneeling in the mud beside her. He wrapped his arms around here.
 
   “Christian…” Her breathy voice faded and he dropped a kiss on her cold lips.
 
   “You are freezing.” He released her long enough to remove his jacket and drape it over her shoulders. “What are you doing out here? What happened?”
 
   “I came after you. I care not what my parents think. I need you. I love you, Christian.”
 
   He pulled her closer knowing with his whole soul that he had to marry her. His heart swelled with a new awareness. “I love you, too, Natalie.” He kissed her again—a passionate kiss full of promise.
 
   “Now tell me how you came to be here on the side of the road?” He reached for her foot and gently removed her slipper followed by her silk stocking. Her ankle was red and swollen.
 
   “My horse became spooked and threw me. I landed awkwardly, twisting my ankle. I was so afraid…so cold.”
 
   He lifted her into his arms, cradling her against his chest. “Hush now, love. I have you. I’ll take care of you.” He lifted her into the saddle before mounting. “We will be married at once.”
 
   She rested her head against his shoulder. “My father will never give his permission for us to wed.”
 
   He noticed the rain had turned to soft snowflakes. The wind settled a bit…it would be a white Christmas after all. A perfect holiday with the perfect lady at his side. “Do not fret, Natalie. Allow me to take care of you for once. I will see to your father. You have my promise. All will be well.”
 
   Before long, they reached Sheridan’s drive. He bent, giving Natalie a sweet kiss before dismounting and carrying her into the house.
 
   Bradford and Kissinger stood in the foyer wearing their cloaks and hats as Christian stepped inside.
 
   “Good God, what happened?” Bradford looked them over.
 
   “I have seen you look better after a long night of raising hell.” Kissinger added.
 
   “I’ve returned to claim Natalie as my wife.”
 
   His friends stared at him in shock.
 
   “You want to step into the parson’s noose?” Kissinger shook his head. “I have clearly imbibed far more than my share this night for I am imagining things.”
 
   Greenwich gave a playful shove. “On the contrary, you have not had nearly enough.”
 
   Christian continued with the tale, ignoring his friend’s remarks. “It seems Natalie was unwilling to let me go either.”
 
   “You have no need to convey that to me. The hellion stomped my foot and attempted to break my hands.” Greenwich smirked, shaking his head.
 
   Christian looked down at Natalie. “Splendid move, love.”
 
   “You will regret encouraging her when it is you on the receiving end of her temper.” Greenwich laughed.
 
   Christian rubbed Natalie’s shoulder as he cradled her, relishing the feel of her soft body against him. “I found her on the roadside after her horse threw her. Her ankle is sprained. We must send for a doctor and see her changed into dry clothing and tucked into bed at once. Have coals brought to warm her bed.”
 
   Bradford turned to the butler. “Send for the doctor at once.” He beckoned a nearby footman. “Have Lady Natalie’s bed turned down and send her lady’s maid to her room with all do haste.”
 
   Christian dropped a kiss on her forehead. “I must go speak with your father.”
 
   She held tight to him, gazing into his eyes. “Do not let me go. Promise.”
 
   “You have my word, love.” He gave a reassuring smile. A shadow of doubt, or was it fear, crossed her striking blue eyes. If the duke sought to fight him further, they would soon find themselves journeying toward Scotland—if the doctor agreed her ankle was sound enough for the trip.
 
   “No matter what my father says or does…you swear you will marry me?”
 
   His heart hitched. “I swear it. You will be my wife if I have to abduct you and race to Gretna Green in order to see it done.”
 
   Natalie smiled, her eyes lighting with the same joy that filled his soul. She was his missing half and he would never allow anyone—certainly not the Duke of Sheridan—to take her from him.
 
   “I love you, Lady Natalie Seymour, from now until forever.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
   One Year Later
 
   Natalie laughed as she pulled the coins from the center of the table toward her. “Are you gentleman ready to admit my superior card skills yet or must I take more of your allowance first?”
 
   Bradford and Kissinger, as she now called them, had elected to join her and Christian for the Christmastide holiday and had yet to depart her home—not that she minded. Natalie rather enjoyed having the pair around. They entertained her and brought out the rogue in her husband. Which is the part of him that Natalie had fallen in love with all those years ago—an aspect of his person he never lost, thank the heavens.
 
   The four of them had been playing cards for several hours now, with Natalie winning most of the hands. Perhaps her skill came from avoiding alcohol in the afternoon while the gentlemen imbibed in Scotch with no regard for the time of day. But she preferred to believe she’d bested them of her own accord.
 
   “Do not underestimate my wife.” Christian smiled at her from across the table. “She is a card shark of the first order. How do you imagine she acquired that fine ring on her finger?” He winked at her.
 
   Natalie flushed at the memory. She’d won the ring in a game of strip whist with Christian soon after they were wed. Her face heated as he stared at her, lust shining in the depths of his eyes. He had won that night as well, and she would wager he recalled the memory at this moment. She glanced away not wanting her brother or Kissinger to catch on.
 
   “Very well, I concede,” Bradford said, pushing his cards into the middle of the table. “When are Pippa and Maddox expected to arrive?”
 
   Natalie had penned a long letter to Pippa, apologizing for the way she had treated her and inviting her and her new husband for dinner. She missed her dear friend immensely and had many regrets over what had happened between them. “They will arrive within the hour.”
 
   “You never tell me what happened to cause the rift between the two of you to begin with.” Bradford lifted his glass. “I must admit to a mild curiosity.”
 
   “A lady never shares her secrets nor does she talk about a private matter between her and a friend.” She did not know if Pippa had ever spoken of their falling out in detail, but she had not and would not. She glanced between Christian and Bradford. “Why don’t the two of you tell me how you convinced Father to allow my marriage? I have been wondering for almost a year.”
 
   “I offered to wed you myself.” Kissinger leaned forward. “Turns out there is one man even more unacceptable than Knightly. Your father did not think my offer to salvage your heinous and utterly ruined reputation was worth saddling me to his family for all eternity.”
 
   “Oh, come now! My reputation could never be damaged enough to be repaired by a Kissinger man!”
 
   Natalie burst out in laughter and was soon joined by the men. She knew there had to be far more to the story, but in the end, none of it signified. Christian had wed her—how he managed it did not matter. She stood and sauntered around the table to lower herself into his lap.
 
   He put his arms around her, pulling her. “I’ll never let go,” he whispered in her ear.
 
   A shiver of longing coursed through her, a smile tugging at her lips.
 
   “Who needs a lady bird when one has a wife such as yours?” Kissinger took a drink of his scotch.
 
   “Indeed. I am a lucky man.” Christian gave her a little squeeze. “May both of you someday be so blessed.”
 
   Kissinger blanched. “I pray that I am not.”
 
   Bradford chuckled. “As do I, for the lady’s sake.”
 
   A footman entered the room, interrupting their playful banter. “Lord and Lady Maddox have arrived.”
 
   Natalie stood. “Do show them to the drawing room.” She reached for Christian’s hand. “Come along.”
 
   A mixture of excitement and uncertainty turned her stomach. How would Pippa receive her? Natalie would not blame her if she held some residual hard feelings. She had treated Pippa terribly and for no other reason than blind jealousy. She pulled in a deep breath before stepping into the drawing room on her husband’s arm.
 
   She had only one wish this Christmastide season—to return her dearest friend to her.
 
   Her gaze met Pippa’s and she smiled, genuinely happy for the chance to restore their friendship. “Thank you for accepting my invitation, Pippa.”
 
   Pippa immediately stepped forward and the two embraced.
 
   “You are my dearest friend.” Pippa said.
 
   “Gentlemen, what say you we retire to the smoking room and allow the ladies some time to catch up?”
 
   “Splendid idea,” Maddox concurred.
 
   It came as no surprise to Natalie that Kissinger took the lead in exiting the drawing room. Once they were all out of sight, she turned back to Pippa. “Do make yourself comfortable. I’ll ring for tea.”
 
   Pippa positioned herself on a chase and smoothed her skirts.
 
   Natalie rang for tea, then joined her. “I am most sorry for what I did. As I stated in my letter, I have no good excuse.”
 
   “I forgave you the moment I stepped on the stage at the recital. I confess, I never did figure out what had angered you so, but I do not care. The past is where it belongs. You are a piece of my heart—one that has been missing for over a year.”
 
   “I misinterpreted your actions with Christian on the veranda at my come out ball. Jealousy turned me into a monster and I will regret my actions for the rest of my days.”
 
   “Do not waste another moment on the matter.” Pippa smiled. “All has come right. We both found love and now we have our friendship as well.”
 
   “I am so very happy for you.” Natalie took Pippa’s hand in hers. “Tell me how you and Lord Maddox fell in love. I want to hear every detail.”
 
   Pippa beamed at Natalie. “Only if you agree to share your story as well.”
 
   Natalie’s heart warmed. It was as if she and Pippa had never fallen out in the first place. They resumed their friendship right where it had left off, sharing secrets, laughing, and enjoying each other’s company. She would never understand why Pippa so readily forgave her, but she would be forever grateful. Natalie would treasure their friendship forever.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thank you for reading How To Kiss A Rogue. I do hope you have enjoyed it!
 
   Pick up your copy of A Kiss At Christmastide by Christina McKnight and read Lady Pippa and Lord Maddox’s story today.
 
    
 
   
  
 

Turn the page for an excerpt from A Kiss At Christmastide by Christina McKnight
 
   


 
   
  
 

A Kiss At Christmastide: 
 
   Regency Novella
 
    
 
    
 
   Christina McKnight
 
    
 
   La Loma Elite Publishing
 
   


 
   
  
 

Prologue
 
    
 
   Lady Pippa Godfrey, the only daughter of the Duke and Duchess of Midcrest, sat in the front row of Lord and Lady Sheridan’s musicale recital, awaiting her turn at the pianoforte. It was the final evening of entertainment, thrown in Lady Natalie’s honor on the eve of her introduction to society. The room was crowded, overly hot, and the competing voices were deafening as Pippa waited for the next debutante to be called to the dais to apply her talents to her chosen instrument—some played the harpsichord or another stringed instrument, while others favored singing.
 
   Pippa’s fingers ached, and her head swam at the thought of standing before the large crowd—mostly strangers and only a few she could greet by name—and playing the complex piece her music tutor had requested she perform. It was then that she looked to her lap and realized her hands were clenched tightly, clutching the fabric of her gown, wrinkling the delicate material and causing pain in her fingers.
 
   Forcing her eyes shut, Pippa took a calming breath and pleaded with her hands to release their death grip on her gown. The delicate material would likely be creased beyond her lady’s maid’s ability to straighten it. It was as if her hands had a mind of their own—and Pippa feared they’d take over once more when she settled behind the pianoforte.
 
   She mustn’t make a spectacle of herself before so many people—it certainly would not do to start her first London Season being the topic of gossip in every salon and ballroom.
 
   A raspy female voice cleared not far from Pippa, the sound quieting the room instantly as everyone held their breaths.
 
   When Pippa opened her eyes, Lady Natalie stood on the raised dais with a coy smile as she surveyed the audience. They were all staring at her as if she were about to announce something far grander than the next young girl to massacre a piece written by a great composer—or worse yet, pierce every eardrum in the room as she sang a note far too high. Her friend, Lady Natalie, was certainly at ease in her place as hostess and honoree of this grand three-day-long celebration.
 
   In no way did she envy Natalie’s effortless grace, for all Pippa wanted was for this evening—and her first Season—to be complete. For the moment, she’d settle for her time at the pianoforte to be over, for then she’d be allowed to depart the Sheridan townhouse for her own home in Mayfair. A few hours spent gowned in her night shift while reading a book by candlelight far into the morning hours, sounded much more pleasing to Pippa than standing before this crowd and announcing the piece that had been chosen for her to play while every set of eyes scrutinized her every move.
 
   But Lady Natalie was her oldest and dearest friend.
 
   Possibly her only friend.
 
   And so, Pippa would smile, nod, and play the piano before giving a quick curtsey and allowing the next girl to take her moment in the spotlight.
 
   It all sounded so very simple.
 
   She’d been raised to do this exact thing, but no one could have expected the daughter of a duke to suffer from a shyness so severe she became short of breath and light-headed just pondering the notion of walking into a crowded ballroom. However, Pippa had pushed herself and fulfilled her daughterly obligations—entering a ballroom full of elegantly dressed women and stodgy men clustered in groups around the room. She’d even spotted several handsome men taking their turn around the dance floor. At first, her mother had allowed her to hide among the palms bordering the large room, but that hadn’t lasted long. Men had approached her father and, eventually, placed their name on her dance card. And this evening had been no different—she garnered quite a bit of interest from eligible men, or so Lady Natalie had whispered to her several times. Her friend’s words should have been a boon of sorts for them both. They’d dreamed for many years of entering society together and marrying titled, wealthy, handsome men—to the dismay and envious stares of all the other debutantes and their mothers.
 
   But, while Natalie had whispered her shock over Pippa’s popularity among the men, it sounded more of a hiss than a sigh of happiness. She’d put this behind her quickly the eve before.
 
   This evening, as a new debutante and Lady Natalie’s friend, Pippa was expected to play—and play well, as she and Natalie had shared an instructor since before their ninth summers.
 
   Glancing at her mother who sat next to her, Pippa felt the urge to claim an illness and beg to be released from this obligation. But her mother’s serene smile and encouraging nod made Pippa’s erratic heartbeat slow. She prayed the sheen of perspiration on her forehead would dry before Natalie called on her. It would be embarrassing to have the light from the chandelier above reflect off her damp forehead.
 
   Belatedly, Pippa realized her mother was nodding at her because her name had been called and the room was silently awaiting her arrival on the raised platform featuring a piano, harpsichord, and flute stand. There was also a small table with a dozen bells of varying sizes perched—oh, how Pippa wished she’d been assigned the bells. Not a soul would know if she shook one out of turn.
 
   Except for Mr. Giles, Pippa’s instructor, who stood not far from the stage, his hands clasped before him with a proud smile on his handsome face—staring directly at her as if she were the only woman in the room. It was his way of making his pupils feel safe and encouraged. Pippa was certain he’d cast the same intense, yet sensitive, look on Lady Natalie before she’d sang earlier in the evening.
 
   “Go on, dear,” her mother prodded. “It is your turn.”
 
   A lump formed in her throat and Pippa was glad she hadn’t any vocal talent. It was unlikely any sound could maneuver past her blocked airway.
 
   After a quick smile for her mother, Pippa glanced once more to Mr. Giles where he stood just off the dais—his shoulders stiff with pride at his accomplishments as an instructor. His hair was evenly combed into place, so much at odds with its haphazard messiness during their tutoring sessions. Pippa thought she much preferred the disorderly locks he favored in the schoolroom back in Somerset, where she and Natalie had grown up.
 
   She stood, hoping her smile was one of beauty and not terror as she stepped toward Natalie, who’d barely had a free moment in the last few days to speak with Pippa. If they had been given a few minutes together, she would have told her friend that she dreaded playing before a crowd…that she’d be happy to sit with the second and third-Season young women and refrain from the piano. But the conversation hadn’t happened, and Natalie was unaware that her friend wanted nothing less than to perform.
 
   And it would speak negatively of Mr. Giles’ tutelage if one of his students—the daughter of a duke, no less—were unable to play before a crowd. Pippa desperately wanted her tutor to be looked upon favorably by all of London society.
 
   “Next to grace the stage, is Lady Pippa Godfrey, daughter of the esteemed Duke and Duchess of Midcrest—and my dear friend.” Natalie gestured in Pippa’s direction as an odd expression crossed her face. It was not one Pippa was familiar with; almost as if a bank of storm clouds moved across her friend’s face. However, the look quickly passed, and Natalie’s eyes sparkled once more. “Lady Pippa and I have been bosom friends since before we were allowed to touch a pianoforte. But since meeting, we’ve shared everything, including our music tutor, Mr. Giles, though I dare say Pippa is far closer to the man than my parents would ever allow. Her skills at the pianoforte certainly show the many hours of additional lessons she’s endured.”
 
   Pippa’s skin flared so hotly, she feared a candle had lit her gown—or her neatly pinned hair—ablaze.
 
   Light female laughter and deep, manly chuckles filled the room, floating from the far back of the congregated crowd to the very front, where Pippa had sat back down with her parents.
 
   She stole a glance to Mr. Giles who stood close to the edge of the dais, having only moments before congratulating another pupil on her success before the crowd. It was impossible to tell if his face flamed as hot as hers because he’d retreated a few steps into the shadows and was now backing out the terrace door.
 
   A moment of confusion clouded her mind as the laughter dimmed and a light breeze assaulted her face—as if someone had opened a window to a gusty wind.
 
   At her side, Pippa’s mother fanned her face. Her wrist whipped to and fro, increasing as the room went silent.
 
   Everything froze around her but her mother’s thrashing fan.
 
   The Duchess of Midcrest, her dear mother, who’d labored for over twenty years to rise above her merchant-class upbringing, would once again be embroiled in a scandal—all because of Pippa.
 
   “Do you wish to depart?” her mother whispered.
 
   “I did not…” Pippa stammered. “I would never…”
 
   “I did not believe you had, my child.” Her mother sought to soften the blow—something that society had done to the current Duchess of Midcrest a hundred times over. “However, that does not change the appearance of things, no matter what we say or do in this moment.”
 
   Pippa lifted her chin to keep her tears from streaming down her face.
 
   “I do not understand why,” Pippa said as she leaned in close to her mother to whisper. “Lady Natalie and I are such friends.”
 
   “Friendship and jealousy often hold hands so tightly that one cannot distinguish between the pair.”
 
   Pippa could not imagine why Lady Natalie would say such a thing—before the many people gathered at her parents’ townhouse, amidst their first Season—and knowing her family sought a favorable match for her.
 
   They’d shared a magical couple of days before the formal dinner introducing Natalie and then her ball the evening before. Pippa had danced every dance, her card filling quickly after entering the ballroom at the Sheridan townhouse. Lady Natalie had also danced almost every set and was escorted to dinner by the Marquis of Durshire, a wealthy, respected man whose handsomeness was legendary. Pippa and her family had stayed the night as the ball had lasted into the early morning hours. The girls had fallen into a deep slumber of exhaustion, their feet sore and their minds running wild at the grandness of their evening, only to sleep late into the day. When Pippa had awoken, Natalie was already surrounded by maids in preparation for this evening’s entertainments. They hadn’t time to speak on the matter of the recital.
 
   But now, only a few short hours later, Pippa’s dear friend had spoken aloud a comment that would ruin Pippa’s chances of securing any type of promising match—and tarnish her family’s name, once again.
 
   Pippa wanted to ask why—what had she done to deserve such a comment before all these people?
 
   She and Natalie had discussed their handsome music tutor in confidence, each laboring over the set of his strong jaw, the way his hair fell a bit too long in a very rakish way, and the muscles that lay under his loose linen shirt—certainly not obtained by musical endeavors.
 
   Mr. Giles had removed himself entirely from the room by the time Pippa stared deeper into the shadows bordering the stage—leaving all eyes on Pippa with her back to the crowd. Lady Natalie smiled at her, awaiting her acceptance on the dais.
 
   It was then that Pippa noticed Natalie’s upturned smirk was not a smile at all—at least, not a smile one would bestow on a lifelong friend. And that smirk paired with the glare in her dear friend’s eyes… Something drastic had changed since they’d journeyed to London a few days before to prepare for their Season.
 
   Lady Natalie was issuing Pippa a challenge…much like a rival.
 
   Pasting a serene smile on her face, Pippa squared her shoulders and stood to take her place behind the pianoforte.
 
   She refused to allow her defeat to show—but certainly, Pippa had been bested, and by her bosom friend, no less. She only wished she’d known there was a battle at hand.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter One
 
    
 
   Somerset, England
 
   December 1813
 
    
 
   Lady Pippa stared into the open flames of the hearth—where a constant drizzle snaked down the chimney flue to pool behind the roaring fire—as the storm continued to rage outside. Her day—and night—had consisted of reading yet another book of her favorite holiday stories and watching the pooling water sizzle and dissipate as it approached the hot flames consuming the large logs. It had been her greatest tradition each year after arriving at her family’s country manor, Helton House; hours turning into days as she re-read all her favorite holiday books.
 
   The many hours were only interrupted by a footman entering to place another log on the fire. But it had been a long while since she’d bid the servant retire for the evening.
 
   This night, Pippa had found it difficult—nearly impossible, actually—to concentrate on anything with the storm roaring outside. Especially since she knew she was essentially alone in the large house with all the servants having gone home before the storm, and the few that were in residence safely abed. Where Pippa should be herself. She pulled the blanket tighter around her legs as a draft moved through the room and chilled her exposed ankles. Glancing behind her, she expected to see Briars, her family butler, in the doorway, but the door was securely closed, and the aging servant was long asleep for the night.
 
   A sharp light lit the room through the windows, the draperies still pinned back from where they’d been during the daylight hours. An onslaught of heavy rain pelted the thin windowpanes. Pippa regretted her request that the windows stay uncovered in case she spotted lights moving through the dark storm, signaling her parents’ arrival.
 
   But her wish of seeing anything through the angry storm declined as the torrential downpour continued hour after hour, making the local roads impassable by carriage. She only hoped the Duke and Duchess of Midcrest were wise enough to seek refuge from the drenching rains, lightning, and lashing wind on their way home from Bath.
 
   Setting her book aside, Pippa removed her blanket and stood. Her toes touched the frigid floor as she moved quickly across the room to pull the drapes closed—locking out the sight of the lightning. With any luck, it would diminish the sound of the howling winds outside, as well.
 
   She paused before the window, pulling the material back one last time, and stared out to the countryside surrounding her home. Though it was too dark to see anything, she’d spent the last eighteen years memorizing the landscape around Helton House: the rolling hills, the wooded area to the left of her property which everyone took as the border between her family and that of the Duke of Sheridan, Lady Natalie’s father. In recent months, the trees had made a barrier that Pippa hadn’t dared cross.
 
   Their property even boasted a small pond that froze over during the colder months.
 
   Unfortunately, this Yuletide celebration would not find her home surrounded by snow-covered hills or frost-kissed trees—or a pond frozen enough to walk upon. At this point, they’d be blessed to have dry, unmolded grain and hay to feed their livestock come spring. Pippa could only imagine the coming weeks of repairs the village would need due to leaking roofs and flooded dwellings.
 
   Pippa sighed at the sight outside her manor—one that in no way resembled any Christmastide of the past. At this rate, she’d be lucky if her home didn’t float away on a river created by the rain that had assaulted the area for almost a full day now—the temperature staying far above that of freezing.
 
   Nothing about this year would be like the ones before, though the deplorable weather was not fully to blame. Pippa had sensed that things were not as they should be from the moment she’d received word that the Sheridans were hosting yet another three-day celebration to honor Natalie. This time, it was rumored that they’d announce her betrothal—to the son of a marquis, no less.
 
   She should be happy for her dear friend—or, at least the girl she’d grown up with and thought of as a sister before Natalie had changed into a woman whom Pippa did not recognize. Her feelings toward the girl were petty, though grounded in truth. But wishing ill will on another was something Pippa found extreme discontent with.
 
   In a huff, Pippa pulled the drapes shut, blocking out the rain and wind for good.
 
   “I refuse to feel sorry for myself,” she muttered, not for the first time since receiving the invitation to join Lady Natalie’s holiday house party.
 
   It was actually a blessing that her parents’ carriage had been held up by the storm. They would likely insist on traveling the short mile to Lady Natalie’s home to join in the revelry—to confirm that no animosity remained between the neighboring dukedoms.
 
   No matter how much bitterness Pippa had locked within. Lady Natalie was to wed, and Pippa was alone—cast from society after the embarrassment of her first Season.
 
   Even with all this, her mother staunchly believed that one could not find happiness and fulfillment in life if he or she cast negative thoughts and tidings toward another. A new reason to be thankful they were not here to witness her sulking about as if her prized gloves were missing or stained.
 
   Picking up her book, Pippa fell back into the fluffy armchair she favored so. She tucked her feet under her and returned her blanket to ward off the growing cold in the room as the fire’s intensity decreased. From her father’s private study down the hall, eleven gongs could be heard, signaling the lateness of the night. For London, most would only be starting their evening by enjoying a meal with friends and acquaintances. But while in the country, Pippa delighted in being abed at sundown and rising when the sun made its next appearance on the horizon.
 
   Early morning walks around the estate—from the house, out around the pond, and back through the stables to check on the animals—was a pastime she thoroughly found great pleasure in. She’d never thought she’d miss the freedom of her morning strolls after her introduction to society, but walking—other than in one of the many crowded parks in London proper—was frowned upon, especially without a proper chaperone. One could not think or ponder anything while being following by a maid.
 
   The current storm had robbed Pippa of her morning out. As the day passed, she felt similar to the canaries women kept, a caged animal, longing to escape and roam.
 
   Again, the storm was not fully to blame for her sense of overwhelming confinement.
 
   It went far deeper than being trapped within her home during a nasty tempest.
 
   The windowpane rattled as particularly heavy rain assaulted it once more followed by a thunderous racket. Lightning flared even through the drawn drapes. A door slamming somewhere deep within her home had her jumping with nervousness. The storm’s intensity was only increasing as the night grew later.
 
   She took a deep, calming breath before opening her book once more. Pippa started where she’d left off when she’d been distracted by the rain traveling into the chimney.
 
   Had that been five minutes ago or five hours? Pippa had lost track of so many things of late.
 
   Nothing contributed to her Christmastide cheer more than holiday tales of merriment—and she desperately hoped to repair her sullen mood. While in London, Pippa had discovered a small bookseller off Bond Street that was hidden from view down a narrow alley. Her mother had been more than agreeable to allow Pippa time to scour the shop while the duchess was fitted for new gowns. During one of her many visits, Pippa had found a thick tome full of ancient fables surrounding the winter months—not only tales from various Christian beliefs, but also pagan traditions, and even a few stories full of scary, hand-drawn images of ghosts and ghouls. Pippa had quickly flipped past those stories when she’d sat down to read shortly after her noonday meal, for they would only frighten her more with the storm raging so near.
 
   Pippa was determined to banish her dour mood before her parents arrived—she may be a bit downcast, but she’d never allow that to ruin her mother’s beloved holiday.
 
   Turning the page, Pippa read yet another tale of the miracles of Christmastide, and love found during this magical time of year. 
 
   Her family property was rife with holly, and she’d had several groomsmen collect large sprigs for her just the previous day in preparation for decorating the house when her mother arrived home.
 
   Pippa was vaguely familiar with the story of her parents’ past. They’d found one another at a Christmastide celebration—and had fallen in love under a holly wreath set before a roaring fire.
 
   Obviously, Lady Natalie had done her part to secure a match…while Pippa had buckled under the pressures of society and cut her first Season short in favor of an extended stay at her childhood home. If only Pippa would have read this book the previous year, maybe she could have secured a kiss before now—as the only men in residence at Helton House were her butler,  several footmen, and the stable hands.
 
   She pondered the notion of journeying to Lady Natalie’s holiday party, hoping to land an eligible man worthy of her first kiss. But she pushed the thought aside when a loud bark of thunder ripped through the room.
 
   The downpour was only swelling, along with the wind. The roads were flooded and impassable, even on horseback. And the hour was late.
 
   Pippa was stuck.
 
   At any other time, she would have been at peace with her fate, but not tonight. If an opening in the storm presented itself, she’d likely take the opportunity to flee—to London…possibly even Lady Natalie’s celebration. Anywhere other than being here alone.
 
   She should retire to her chambers, get some much-needed rest, and awake in a far more agreeable mood. Most things appeared brighter by morning light, or so her mother told her.
 
   Shaking her head, Pippa cast a sidelong glance at the covered window before setting her book aside. Staying awake would not make the night pass any quicker, or the storm dissipate any sooner. She needed a good night’s rest if her mother were to arrive in the morn, for holiday preparations would swiftly follow if she did.
 
   Another loud clap of thunder shook the room—but it did not cease as the others had; instead, it continued steadily.
 
   Surely the gates of hell were opening and releasing the ghouls and ghosts from their fiery pits. Pippa shouldn’t have opened the book of Christmastide stories. She regretted the brief moment she’d spied the hand-drawn illustrations of creatures not of this realm.
 
   It was then that a voice yelled above the storm, reaching her in the library.
 
   It was not thunder at all, but someone pounding on her door.
 
   She jumped to her feet and rushed toward the foyer to allow them entrance, grabbing her book and tucking it under her arm. Her parents, as radical as they were, must have thrown caution to the wind and traveled through the storm to see her. They were foolish, and their risk great; however, Pippa was overjoyed that they’d arrived.
 
   Many things pushed to the forefront of her mind as she ran to open the door. She needed to call Cook to prepare them a meal, their bed should be prepped for them with hot coals to warm their linens, and the stable master need be awoken to tend to their horses.
 
   Pippa was glad for the distraction from her previous melancholy mood.
 
   Turning the lock, Pippa threw the door wide, a smile lighting her face for the first time that day—only to be faced with a stranger. On her doorstep was a man completely unknown to her, his hair matted and his clothing drenched and sticking to his thin frame.
 
   “Is your master home?” he asked, removing his saturated hat from his balding head.
 
   “I am Lady Pippa.” She stared at the man intensely, waiting for him to state his business on Midcrest land and be gone.
 
   “My lady,” the man started over with his greeting, bowing. “I am repentant to awaken you, but my lord seeks shelter, and we have not passed an inn for many hours. The storm made it impossible for our carriage to continue on the main road.”
 
   Pippa remained silent as the man spoke, his body shuddering with cold as his saturated livery garb clung to him. She clutched the door with one hand to avoid it opening further in invitation, while her other arm pushed solidly against her side, keeping her book from falling to the floor.
 
   “I fear our carriage is knee-deep in mud with the storm continuing to increase, and it has thrown a spoke.” He looked at her expectantly, as if offering shelter was the only option for her. “My lord, the Earl of Maddox, requests refuge for the night if you will be so kind as to accept him.”
 
   “I…well…” Pippa’s manners abandoned her at the same time she realized she was alone on the first floor of the house. “There is an inn only—”
 
   A great wind hit Pippa, forcing her back, the door ripped from her hand. It slammed against the wall behind it. The sound echoed through the empty house as it collided with the tall walls of the foyer and rattled the chandelier as her loose tresses blocked her view. A moment of sheer panic seized her when her sight was taken from her.
 
   Pippa pushed her hair away to continue with instructing the servant to the nearest inn. “Your lord will be far more comfortable…”
 
   The wind whipped the last of her hair from her face to reveal not the servant from before, but a tall—very tall—broad-shouldered—very broad-shouldered—man. And that was all Pippa saw of him as her glance became locked on his chest. He was drenched, with his shirt plastered to his considerable width. It hadn’t been the wind that had knocked the door from her hands and allowed the storm access to her home, but rather the man before her.
 
   And he was fuming mad—his nostrils flared as water dripped from his hair and he stared at her pointedly—not bothering to mask his aggressive stance.
 
   “Were you truly going to turn away a man in need of shelter?” his voice boomed.
 
   Pippa gasped, taking yet another step back. She glanced quickly over her shoulder, hoping the noise had awoken one of her servants, abed on the third floor of the house. But none came running to aid her.
 
   “I knew I was venturing into the depths of hell when I agreed to come all this way from London, but are manners not taught in the wilds of Somerset?” The man ran his hands down the front of his shirt, pushing the water from his body to pool on the floor beneath him. “My servants will need space in your stables. I thank you for”—he eyed her up and down before continuing—“your hospitality, my lady.”
 
   He bowed before Pippa with his last words, and his breath caressed her body, making her acutely aware of two things: he smelled heavily of spirits, and she was attired in a sheer nightshift that did not leave much to the imagination.
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