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      More than a year after Thea’s marriage. The summer of 1823.

      If Jonathan was a rake before, he didn’t know what he was now. He’d spent a year abroad searching for anything that pleased him and used it up until it was extinguished. This included women. Now that he’d returned to England, he wanted to leave again. There was something about his homeland that chaffed him now as if he no longer had a place here.

      He’d missed the season purposefully. His mother was worried, and part of that worry erupted in the form of throwing marriageable young ladies his way. Since he’d been gone for so long, she did this by letter, but now that he was home, he was worried she’d lower herself to actually shoving women at him.

      He had promised to meet his mother at the Worthington Medieval themed house party. It was an annual event and quite large; boasting of a fair, sporting events, and masquerade at the conclusion. There would be many places to hide on the massive property and many unhappily married or widowed women to indulge in.

      He was waiting for such a woman right now. He’d received a secret missive upon his arrival, and he wasn’t about to let an impromptu tryst go to waste. Unless she was unattractive or clearly an innocent.

      He tiptoed down an empty hall toward the conservatory. Spying the doors, he slipped inside looking carefully for his paramour. He moved silently among the potted palms and fragrant citrus trees hoping to spot her before she was aware of his presence. Coming toward the center of the room, there was a circle of padded benches around a fountain. A naked marble woman poured water into a pond with a playfully vague smile.

      There on the bench another woman lounged, this one of flesh and blood, and not sitting primly like a lady, but draped on her side, her legs tucked up, bare feet nestled next to her derriere. The inviting dip and swell of her waist and hip drew Jonathan closer. Her dress was the palest blue, and her hair was an uncommon shade of red, rioting against an attempt to be tamed by pins.

      I’ve stumbled upon a goddess, he thought. He was mesmerized. He didn’t see the little pot until he’d kicked it to the side and it crashed into another. He cringed. The goddess jumped up from her decadent pose and spun around. Jonathan stepped into the open and faced her. He was angry now. He held up the paper between pinched fingers.

      “I sincerely hope this isn’t from you,” he glared at her.

      “How else was I to get your attention?”

      “Explain yourself.”

      “I intend to, but you startled me, and my heart feels like it’s going to gallop out of my chest.”

      “I have that effect on women.” Jonathan strolled around the benches and sat. He crumpled up the letter, disappointed there was no goddess to toy with him, only Mad Maddie.

      “It isn’t the effect of your presence. It is the effect of being surprised.” Maddie went on. She resumed her seat, sitting primly as she ought to have been.

      “What do you want?” Jonathan sighed.

      “I have a proposition.”

      “No.”

      “You don’t even know what it is?” she cried.

      “It involves you, therefore no.”

      “That isn’t very kind.”

      “I’ve had to tolerate my sister for the whole twenty-two years of her life. You are like three of her at her worst.”

      “That is a compliment. Your sister is a marvelous woman.”

      Jonathan rolled his eyes. “Get on with it so I can refuse whatever it is one more time and be on my way.” He watched her grit her teeth. Her green eyes spat fire at him. He smiled in the face of her anger.

      She huffed and sat up straighter. “Fine. I prefer bold honesty anyway. Lord Rigsby, we should be married.”

      Jonathan scoffed. “I can’t have heard what I think you just said.”

      “Listen, you fool.” She moved to the bench nearest his and sat. “You need a wife who isn’t a wife, and I need a husband who isn’t a husband. I’ve failed another season, and I’m about to be auctioned off to a man thrice my age. All things considered, I’d rather…well, you know.” She wiggled her head.

      “I’m afraid I don’t.” He mimicked her head wiggle.

      “The experience, I shall say, would be so much better with a young man. I know enough to know that.”

      Jonathan launched to his feet. “Good God, woman! We cannot have this conversation.” Jonathan looked around frantically to make sure they were alone.

      She jumped to her feet, too. “Well, it couldn’t be abhorrid with you.”

      “Abhorrid?”

      “I started to say abominable and then changed my mind to horrid mid-sentence.”

      Jonathan stared at her for a moment. Utterly flabbergasted. “What would I do with a wife like you, Maddie?”

      “Drop me off at whichever home of yours that has the largest library and leave me be,” she begged hopefully.

      “Is this before or after our non-abhorrid coupling?”

      “After, of course. Everything must be up to scratch—assuming you could do the job.”

      Jonathan narrowed his eyes at her. “Do the job?” A slight like that could not go unanswered. Two steps and he grabbed her, pulling her into a rough kiss. He let go and pushed her back.

      She blinked owlishly at him, looking properly dazed. “I hope that wasn’t meant to be a superb example of your expertise?”

      “Bloody hell, Maddie. Be off with you.” He grumbled and turned his back to her. Shoddy or not, his ego said not, that kiss was enough to stir his appetite.

      “So you won’t marry me because of that kiss? Perhaps I am better off—”

      “Don’t say it. I’ll think about it.” He tossed over his shoulder.

      “We can forgo kissing if it isn’t your strong suit.”

      “For the love of God, Maddie.” He faced her again, irritation overriding the taste of lust the kiss had stirred inside him. He stepped close to her, almost nose to nose. “I said I’ll think about it. But if I agree, come our wedding night, you won’t be able to remember your own name. Think about that!” Jonathan turned heel and strode away confidently. He smirked. Let her stew about that.

      “Forget my own name? Why?”

      He’d heard her, but he didn’t turn around. Once more in the hall, he stopped and pressed his back against the wall. What had he just agreed to? Nothing, he reminded himself. He said he’d think about it. Of course, the most logical response was no. He didn’t need to marry. Ever. He didn’t need a wife, not one like Maddie or like any other woman of his acquaintance. What he needed was a stiff drink and a woman to slake his desires with. What Maddie wanted was foolish and one more point against her claims to sanity.

      Holy hell, she was mad, which was why everyone called her Mad Maddie. A more unusual girl had never graced the ballrooms. Jonathan pushed away from the wall and made his way back to the drawing room. Maddie should be happy with whatever marriage proposal she had received and thank her lucky stars she hadn’t yet been committed to Bedlam.

      He shook off the strange feeling of his meeting with her as he entered the drawing room. His mother was due to arrive later today. Thankfully, Lucy was too busy with a new baby to join them. It was his first stop the moment he’d arrived in England. His niece had graced the world with her presence at last, and Jonathan was certain a more beautiful baby had never been born. The constant adoring grins on Lucy and Winchester’s faces were positively sickening, but Jonathan couldn’t blame them. They were happy and had every reason to be. He wanted nothing less for them. It was he who was the problem.

      He spent so much time away, he thought the unpleasantness had surely died, but no. Stepping foot inside the cottage had brought it all back to him. Heartache still burned inside him like embers that wouldn’t die.

      He nodded to an acquaintance, feigning interest as he joined a group and listened to them converse. God, he hated it now. He hated all of it. The niceness, the boring platitudes of friendliness. It was disgustingly fake. Jonathan looked around the circle of faces, and they all looked like paper. No substance, no depth, likely to be ripped away by the wind.

      Only one face stood out.

      Mad Maddie.

      Her eyes bored into him from across the room. He met them. She raised her brows in question. “Well?” her expression said.

      He laughed quietly. He’d found a distraction. He was going to torture Mad Maddie with his indecision. He’d lead her on a merry chase and perhaps his evening wouldn't be boring after all.

      Her lips were pinched now, her eyes glaring daggers at him.

      He grinned slowly.

      Her cheeks exploded with pink color, and she looked away.

      Well, now. What was this? Something inside him perked up. She was not immune to him—that was clear now, which made things drastically more interesting.

      And why shouldn’t she be? Jonathan was, after all, highly chased after. But he never considered being chased by an innocent like Maddie.

      She was so…unusual. The poor girl stood out from a crowd in the very worst way. It wasn’t just her red hair. No, Maddie was the opposite of everything she was supposed to be, and strangely, she knew it and reveled in it. Young unmarried women were supposed to be demure, but Maddie…

      Jonathan watched her flit from group to group like a hummingbird. She was never invited to join, but she relentlessly approached with bright, interested eyes and a serene smile. She would sample the atmosphere and then move on, oblivious to the mocking smiles at her back. She stood tall and confident as she moved through the room, and yet she was scorned by all, snickered at, even cut by some.

      Her father, Sir William, had good standing in society and was even an acquaintance of his fathers. They frequented most of the same parties as his own family.

      So why was Mad Maddie—er, Miss Prescott, so openly mocked? Jonathan chastised himself for using the nickname to which most of society now used for Miss Prescott, even directly to her, just as he had done. He supposed it was because she didn’t seem to mind it. She looked one right in the eye and never blinked at the arrows aimed her way.

      How curious. He’d never thought much about her until now. He couldn’t remember an occasion where he’d actually conversed with her until the moment in the conservatory, but he knew her, or rather, knew of her. She was infamous simply because she went so far against the grain of the proper young lady she was supposed to be.

      And now she wanted to marry him. He blinked and refocused on the people around him. He couldn’t remember what was being discussed. Probably the weather. Again.

      “Another storm brewing?” he said blandly.

      A chorus of equally bland replies responded. He fought the urge to sigh and made excuses. He wandered out of the room and up the stairs to a balcony that overlooked the drawing room. Very convenient for spying on the people below.

      He sought out Miss Prescott again, finding her easily among the crowd. Now she was examining a figurine on the mantle. As he watched the little porcelain arm snapped off, he could see the alarm on her face, and he smiled. She quickly looked around and put the maimed figure back. But then she picked it up again, turned, and marched to their hostess.

      Jonathan couldn’t hear what was being said as Maddie—Miss Prescott, he reminded himself, handed the figurine over with a frown as she spoke.

      Lady Worthington was not pleased. By her expression, she responded harshly. Miss Prescott nodded and retreated from the drawing room. Jonathan scowled darkly. It was nothing more than a trinket. He pushed away from the balcony and went in search of Miss Prescott.

      She wasn’t coming up the stairs, so he ventured a guess that perhaps she went outside. On instinct, he headed toward the back of the house rather than the front.

      He found her on the terrace leaning on the balustrade. He stopped at the door, suddenly nervous. He hadn’t meant to charge to her rescue like this. As he watched her, she didn’t look the least bit upset. She looked serene as she looked out over the gardens.

      The clouds had thickened and darkened. Jonathan would wager it would be raining shortly. He stepped out the terrace door, scuffing his boot heel so he wouldn’t startle her. She turned and looked at him, surprise briefly crossing her features, and then waited patiently as he came to stand beside her.

      “Don’t you love the way the air feels charged before a storm?”

      Jonathan waited to answer. He took a moment to feel the air around him. “I suppose.”

      “Everything stills—birds, frogs, crickets… They take shelter, knowing, anticipating…”

      Jonathan had no response. She was looking out over the gardens again with wonder, as if she were waiting to see something, something only she could see.

      Oddly, he wished he could see it too, but watching her was infinity more interesting than anything the garden had to offer.

      “It will rain soon,” he stated.

      “Yes, I will take one last walk before returning to that bothersome drawing room.”

      “May I join you?” The words just came out of him without thought.

      She smiled at him. “Of course! Does this mean you’ve given my proposal due consideration?”

      “Hush.” He looked around to make sure they were alone. “The word proposal can have many meanings to different ears.”

      “You can trust that no one lingers near me hoping to hear anything intriguing. It’s a shame, really. I say many interesting things.”

      Jonathan raised an eyebrow as he offered his arm to her. “Indeed. I’m very interested to know more about why you are proposing marriage, of all things.”
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      I told you my reasons,” Maddie said as she accepted his offered arm and they descended into the fragrant gardens.

      “Yes, but tell me more. Convince me.” He smiled again.

      It was a mischievous smile, and it did things to her. Strange things she would have to reflect deeply upon. Lord Jonathan Rigsby was a very handsome man, more handsome than most, Maddie would say, but she’d never been moved by his smiles before now. Perhaps because he’d never smiled at her before. He’d never spoken to her really either. There may have been a handful of quips directed at her, and plenty said about her, but Maddie couldn’t claim to actually know Lord Rigsby. They weren't friends, not even acquaintances, but she picked him nonetheless. Even though he’d had his share of laughs at her expense, as most of society has, his were always halfhearted. He didn’t mean them the way the others did. He didn’t repeat the same tired taunts as others did.

      No. When Lord Rigsby rose to the occasion of taunting her, he said things that had the opposite effect. Like when he said her hair was so garishly red to warn predators away. Maddie had laughed with the others. She hadn’t minded the comparison. She knew of several beautiful insects and amphibians that relied on their colorful exteriors for survival.

      His comments never made her feel broken like those of others. In a way, she thought perhaps he understood her better than anyone else because his own sister flew against the winds of convention, only Lady Lucy did it far more gracefully than Maddie ever could.

      More importantly, he wasn’t afraid of Maddie. Some gentlemen nearly shook inside their boots when she approached. Were they so afraid of having a stimulating conversation with a woman?

      She huffed in annoyance, returning her mind to the present and the gentleman beside her who had asked a very important question some moments ago.

      He was watching her avidly, and despite her best efforts to remain unaffected, having his full attention on her made it hard to breathe.

      “You know my father, yes?”

      “About as well as anyone.”

      “I’ve been issued an ultimatum. Find a husband of my choosing by month’s end or marry his choice. He has chosen a husband for me who is very much like my father. In fact, they are very close friends and have been since long before I was born.”

      “You claimed you wanted to be dumped in the country and left alone. Won’t an aging husband provide that better than a young one?”

      “Not Lord Berett. He is exactly like my father, which means he will wish to control me, just as my father does.”

      She frowned as Lord Rigsby began to chuckle.

      “I have a hard time believing you would let any man control you.”

      “And you would be correct! But, alas, I must submit to my father’s control daily.” She cringed. She could feel his regard, but he was not chuckling anymore. He remained silent—the kind of silent where you know a person is mentally breaking down each of your words to decipher what exactly wasn’t said.

      “I think I understand,” he finally said.

      “I thought you might.” She met his gaze again. “Your sister and I have much in common, and I thought out of all the gentlemen in the ton, you would be most likely to understand and not be cowardly about it.”

      He raised a brow.

      “And there is that whole business with Miss Manton and her breaking your heart.” She looked down at his arm as it turned to stone beneath her hand but continued on, “After all that’s been said about your activities abroad, I just knew that you would be perfect for the job.”

      “Job?” he said tensely.

      “Position?”

      “Punishment, more like it,” he grumbled.

      “Nonsense. We will both be as free as birds in spring.”

      They were just out of sight of the house now when he stopped and turned to face her. “If your father has already chosen your spouse, why the deadline?”

      “Honestly, I don't know. I think he only did it because he knew I couldn’t bring a gentleman up to scratch.”

      Not in the traditional way, anyhow. Does he underestimate you often?”

      “Always.” She cocked her head to the side and looked at him curiously. “You are much more perceptive than I thought you to be.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.” He stared back at her. “But…why me, Maddie.”

      “I told you.”

      “You’ve told me very little and almost nothing to convince me to agree to this horrendous plan. If you are indeed like my sister, then I can surmise that you’ve not thought this through thoroughly, and I’d be as equally mad as you are reported to be to agree.”

      “I am perfectly sane. It is society that is mad.”

      “Maddie?” He cocked his head to match hers.

      Maddie rolled her eyes heavenward. “I’ve forgotten I was speaking to a man. I must speak plainly and in the simplest of terms. I. Need. Husband. You. Need. Wife.”

      He stepped back and stroked his jaw agitatedly.

      “That is where you are wrong. I don’t need to marry.”

      “Your mother—”

      “She can wish on every star, but I don’t need nor do I have to marry.”

      Maddie looked down at her folded hands nervously. She was sure she looked demure, but it was what she did when she needed to gather her thoughts. They seemed to fly away like startled birds when she spoke with him. She looked up and took a deep breath.

      “You’ve changed.”

      He blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Since before…” She waved her hand around vaguely. “You are noticeably different.”

      “You don’t know me well enough to say that,” he said harshly.

      She examined his face as she’d done so many times over the years. The creases at the corners of his eyes were now permanent and had nothing to do with smiles. His gaze was often hard and cynical when he thought no one was paying attention, but even when he was pretending to be affable, there was a hardness to him. His lips used to be so soft and mobile, always waiting impatiently to smile, but now, though sinfully full for a man, they held a flatness as if he’d spent his life grimacing at the world. He was still handsome—dangerously so, but the joy had left him. He could deny it, and truly, Maddie had no first-hand knowledge of what happened between him and Miss Manton, but she knew him. She knew his face, she knew the energy he radiated when he entered a room, and yes…he was different. He was sad, angry, and broken by his experience over the past year.

      Maddie knew Miss Manton to be a shy, quiet, and a kind woman. Her injury to Lord Rigsby was not done deliberately.

      She put her hands on his face, shocking herself and him. “I’m very good at watching people. I see what they try to hide. I see who they are when they think others are not looking. I see their true selves, so yes, I do know people more than they think I do. Especially you.”

      “You’ve been watching me? Tell me again how you are not crazy?”

      She let go of him. “Fine. I am mad. Mad Maddie just as they say. And what will your nickname be when everyone else moves on with their lives, and you’re still trawling the continents for easy conquests, growing older and more bitter with every year that passes?”

      “You think marriage to you would change that? How? As you said, I would drop you off at my estate and continue on with my life, trawling for women, as you say. How would marriage alter any of that?”

      “I… I don’t know.” Maddie looked away. She hadn’t thought out all the particulars. She’d simply known that out of all the gentlemen, Lord Rigsby could be the one to save her. Perhaps she was mad.

      “How selfish of you.” He sneered at her. “You didn’t think about my needs, only yours. You thought I wouldn’t care enough about my name to consider who I gave it to. Yes, I will admit that after my heart was trampled, I spent time burying my… pain in other women, but you are the last person to decipher my happiness. It doesn’t matter how much you watch someone. You won’t know them. I cannot believe I went along with this farce for even a moment. I came out here concerned for you over what Lady Worthington may have said to you.”

      Maddie hid her surprise at his outburst. “Lady Worthington?”

      “I saw you mangle that figurine and, bold as you please, seek out Lady Worthington to tell her. Most would not have done that.”

      “I’m not most people. I’m Mad Maddie.”

      A strange gust of air and noise escaped him, and then he burst out laughing. Maddie looked around nervously. She didn’t understand this sudden change in him.

      She waited silently, wondering if she ought to just walk away as he held his middle and laughed with abandon.

      She pivoted to leave, but suddenly, he was right next to her, grasping her arm.

      “Wait.” He wheezed. His eyes glittered with tears of mirth.

      Maddie stepped away from him, trying to tug her arm from his hold. “I’m not the only one who’s mad, apparently.”

      “I’m sorry. I just didn’t expect you to call yourself Mad Maddie. And with such conviction!”

      Maddie glowered at him. She stopped struggling in his hold. Her arm felt hot where he held it. This reaction to him was so odd to her.

      “Are you quite finished?”

      “I haven't laughed like that in ages.” He was grinning like a fool.

      Her stomach did an uncomfortable tumble inside her. He almost looked happy just now.

      “I’m glad I could be of service. Now, if you could release me, I will be on my way to finding a new fiancé.”

      He didn’t let go. He tugged her closer to him. “Why me?” he asked again.

      Maddie sighed heavily. She had already thoroughly embarrassed herself, so why stop now? “The truth is I can’t just marry anyone. If I want my father to accept my chosen groom, he must be more than just willing. You are titled and well known. A match with you would further my families standing in society.” As she spoke, she could feel his anger growing. “How could he refuse a match to the future Earl of Heath? But that isn’t all, Lord Rigsby. I chose you because I meant what I said about wanting to experience the act of lovemaking with a young man, but the only man I could envision giving myself to is you.” Her heart beat wildly as she said it.

      He looked down sternly. He let go of her arm and stepped back. Maddie struggled to breathe as her insides twisted with fear and doubt. She’d boldly shown her hand in true Maddie form, and now he would run from her.

      She was so startled by the splatter of moisture on her cheek that she jerked. She looked up in annoyance at the sky. Heavy grey clouds had rolled over the sky. She looked one last time at him. He stared back at her rigidly. She turned and ran deeper into the garden.
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      Jonathan stood as the rain quickly soaked his shoulders. He blinked as a drop pelted his eye. Wiping it, he hesitated. His head told him to turn tail and run, but his body urged him forward. Why? Why would he follow her? He still couldn’t rationalize what she’d said. The words floated around his mind like mist. He couldn’t grasp them. He couldn’t understand why…

      He took off at a run, his strides eating the distance between them. He skidded to a halt as the gravel path split. One led towards the east side of the house, and the other further away toward a summerhouse. The rain fell harder. The large heads of the roses bobbed and swayed. Absurdly, it looked like they were nodding in encouragement.

      He veered down the path toward the summerhouse. It was only a guess, but he hoped she resisted returning to the house for the solitude of the summerhouse. As he approached, he saw her silhouette in the shadows. He slowed, stepping lightly inside. She was sitting on the bench, her head bowed. Beads of water clung to her hair like diamonds, blinking weakly in the light. She didn’t move, but he knew she was aware of him. He came around in front of her and waited.

      “Why are you here?”

      “Was I supposed to not follow you after what you said?”

      “No gentleman would.”

      “That is incorrect. A man would be hard pressed to resist the lure of a young woman, who admits to…fantasies as you did. It begs further discussion.”

      “I am not up to the challenge of further discussion at present.”

      He sat beside her and took her hand in his. He examined her pale fingers, surprised by how delicate they seemed when she exuded such a strong presence in person. He would never mistake her as weak. He turned her hand over and brushed his thumb over her palm in a circle.

      “Are you going to read my fortune?”

      He looked at her and smiled. “I see a tall, dark stranger.”

      She raised a brow. “A stranger?”

      “Perhaps he is an acquaintance, but really, he may as well be a stranger.”

      “Will this stranger hurt me?”

      He watched her throat move as she swallowed. Her skin was so pale and smooth. Most Englishwomen were pale, but Maddie was so pale, she was almost luminescent. Light golden freckles covered the bridge of her nose, cheeks, temples, and forehead, encircling her eyes like a mask from her temples. They continued down the sides of her face, down her neck, to scatter over collarbone and slopes of her breasts.

      His eyes chased them hungrily until he had to look away and refocus. He met her eyes again. A wrinkle between her brows gave away her uncertainty. The placid grey blue of her eyes gave away nothing. She had a steely gaze.

      “I still need more time to consider your proposal. This decision can’t be made lightly.”

      “When—”

      “I will give you an answer when I am sure of it. Before the week is out, I promise.”

      “Before the end of the party?”

      “Yes. In the meantime, I’m going to court you.”

      “What?”

      “If you want to convince both your family and mine that a match between us is legitimate, I must court you. Only we will know the truth, but to others, this must appear to be a whirlwind romance.”

      “But what if you don’t agree at the end of the week?”

      “Then my interest in you will have garnered the attention of other gentlemen, and perhaps, they will be happy to take my place.”

      “That’s a lot of risk for me.”

      “I promise I won’t leave you bereft of a fiancé. If not me, then I will find you someone suitable.”

      She looked away and took a deep breath. Jonathan watched the swell and retreat of her bosom with relish.

      “Very well,” she said. “How do we begin?”

      “Why don’t we seal this new bargain with a kiss?” He took hold of her jaw lightly as she turned to face him again. He waited for her assent. That small pinch was there between her brows again, but she nodded in agreement. Jonathan didn’t waste another second. His lips descended to hers swiftly, as if he’d been waiting for this kiss eagerly since their last. He was careful this time, angling his head, gently probing with his lips and tongue until she gave him entry. She was timid and shy, but she didn’t pull away. He leaned into the kiss, using his free arm to bring her closer, locking her to his side.

      He breathed in the scent of her. Her clothes were damp and fragrant with a perfume he didn’t recognize. It wasn’t flowery like most women wore. It was sultry and warm. It curled inside his head like licks of fire, heating his blood, forging his hungry desire. How long had it been since he just kissed a woman, really kissed a woman? He luxuriated in it now, touching off on all his senses. The warmth of her body through her clothes seeped into his hand. His nose was filled with her elusive scent. His eyes, though closed, he pictured in his mind her soft tempting skin, those teasing freckles. She tasted like summer. Her mouth was warm and sweet. The rush of her breath through her nostrils gave away how affected she was by the kiss. Quick inhales and slow, choked exhales. He broke the kiss, burying his face against her neck and breathing deeply. She was gulping down breaths. Her pulse raced against his lips. He licked it, tasting the salty smoothness of her skin. He felt and heard her soft intake of breath. He smiled against her skin.

      Miss Prescott was an innocent through and through. Everything he did was the first experience for her. Jonathan relished the thought of that. If he agreed to wed her, all her firsts would belong to him. Every gasp, every soft moan. Something inside him growled with possessiveness. He and he alone would be her usher into the sensual world.

      He pulled back slowly, taking in the sight of her and committing it to memory. She was flushed, her breathing quick and shallow. Her eyes glazed with desire.

      “How lovely you are.” He spoke softly.

      She blinked as if coming back to her senses. “What?”

      “I said you look lovely.”

      She shook her head gently as if she still couldn’t understand him. “What do we do now?”

      More kissing, he thought, and definitely, more touching. His eyes scanned her body. She was a pocket Venus—fleshy in all the right places, but not petite. Her height was just a shade taller than desirable for a standard English beauty. Being slightly taller than average himself, he liked that. He wanted to fill his hands with her, feel her skin under his palms, and see how far her blush could spread.

      “We should return to the house.” He cleared his throat. He couldn’t stand just yet, not when he was so painfully aroused by her. He’d frighten her.

      “Separately?”

      “Of course. You return first, and I will see you before dinner.”

      She nodded absently and stood. Her damp dress clung to her breasts and thighs. Jonathan wanted to groan. She looked back at him from the entry of the summerhouse nervously.

      He nodded in encouragement. “Go on. I’ll follow shortly.”

      She darted into the rain without another glance.

      Jonathan waited a minute more before leaving the summerhouse. He walked slowly so the cool rain would cool his ardor. By the time he reached the house, he was thoroughly under control again and soaked through. He shivered as he entered, determined to find his room and a hot bath.

      

      When he presented himself in the drawing room before dinner, he was refreshed and surprisingly eager to begin his courtship of Miss Prescott. After his bath, he’d relaxed and thought of ideas about courting. He could imagine the shock and dismay from some of the guests when they realized whom he was paying court to. His mother would not be pleased. He was astonished to realize he didn’t care. No, Maddie wasn’t his usual brand of companionship, but so far, she’d turned his view of this party from never ending nightmare to mischievous delight. He was going to enjoy shocking everyone, but especially, he was going to enjoy his moments with Miss Prescott. He wasn’t certain he could marry the chit, but he was damned certain he wanted to kiss her again. She was a fresh new challenge in a world that had gone stale and airless. The rest of the women here paled in comparison to her vibrancy.

      He carefully appraised the room, taking note of Miss Prescott's position by her father near the windows. She looked docile as she stood next to him, head bent demurely, back and shoulders straight as a poker, hands clasped in front of her. She presented a picture of obedience.

      But as he looked more carefully, he saw her eyes darting around the room. They caught his eyes, and her cheeks bloomed with fervent pink. He couldn’t stop the triumphant smile that erupted. He looked away. He didn’t want too much attention paid to them yet. His mind wondered at the cause of that blush. Had she been thinking of him as much as he had her? He could feel his blood warming again, the tightness that filled his abdomen whenever he was on the hunt for a new conquest. He shouldn’t be this affected by her, not after the lecherous year he had spent abroad. He had to admit there was something beguiling about Madeline Prescott. Pursuing her was like traversing an entirely new and unexplored land. He didn’t understand how he hadn’t noticed her before—well, he had. Maddie was impossible not to notice. She stood out in a crowd like a rose among daisies. But he’d never seen her like this. He was looking at her now with new eyes.

      “Dear?” His mother sidled up beside him. “You’re looking less than refreshed.” Her eyes narrowed slightly as she scanned his face and clothing. She was impeccable in a burgundy taffeta gown with diamond drops in her ears.

      Jonathan smiled crookedly and stroked the stubble on his jaw. “I find I like it.”

      “You look like a heathen,” she scolded. “What respectable young lady wouldn’t be put off by that unnecessary scruff?”

      “Perhaps I’m not looking for an entirely respectable bride.”

      Her eyes widened. “But you are looking for a bride?”

      “Alas, mother, your pestering has wrought victory. I am considering marriage after all. What else is there to do in England than to marry and beget children? One of those events ought to be a little entertaining.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and she pressed her lips together, a sign of her annoyance with him. “And just which woman do you imagine will fall madly for that lackluster sentiment.”

      “It wouldn’t be any fun if I told you, now would it.”

      “Let’s see what your father has to say about this.”

      “Very well.” Jonathan shrugged. His mother stalked away. He hated to be the bee in her bonnet, but since his time away, something had become strained between them. He didn’t like it, but he couldn’t seem to stop it. His mother had always prodded him toward marriage. It was a joke between him and his sister. But with Lucy married off, and the awkward mess of that dreadful winter, his mother had taken the bit between her teeth with a new fervor to see him wed. He’d grown tired of it, and then angry, and now bitter. He hated to admit it, but it was the truth. He was still bitter over Thea and Major Felton. He didn’t want to hear their names. He didn’t want to know how extravagantly happy they were. It only served to remind him of the things he was lacking.

      Like love.

      He scorned it now. He didn’t need love. He didn’t want it. Whatever feelings and emotions were involved; he could do without. If there was one thing he learned from his experience last winter, it was that love was only good for some and miserable for others. It was why he was actually considering Maddie’s ridiculous plan. Maybe not so ridiculous after all. He could have a wife and not have to worry about loving her or feeling guilty that he didn’t. He wanted the burden of marriage lifted, and she wanted the same. They would both find peace from their families and go on as they wished. A true marriage of convenience, only not orchestrated by the parents but by the bride and groom. It was genius, really.

      Jonathan moved to talk to some acquaintances, but he still kept his eye on Maddie. He nodded in greeting.

      “It’s been awhile, Rigsby. What have you been doing with your time?” Sir Stanley said jovially.

      “Enjoying myself. My congratulations on your engagement.”

      “Eek. Don’t remind me. Scary business it is.” Sir Stanley yanked on his cravat.

      Jonathan frowned. “Then don’t do it.”

      The small circle of gentlemen laughed.

      “I wish it were that easy. She’d be here now if there weren’t so many preparations for the wedding going on. It’s in two weeks.”

      “You better marry that chit. No one else will have you.” Mr. Banks clapped Sir Stanley on the back.

      “Oh, I am. You can be sure. It’s just that…she was so sweet at first…and quiet. But now that the wedding is looming, she’s more like her mother than I thought. She’s banished me from spirits and sugar in my tea.”

      “I suppose that’s why they call it parson’s mousetrap—emphasis on the trap.” Jonathan laughed.

      Sir Stanley blanched. “I can only hope she calms down after the wedding.”

      Jonathan blinked as the three gentlemen went silent and sober. It was then he felt a presence beside him.

      “Good evening, gentlemen,” Maddie said. “My lord, may I have a word with you?”

      Jonathan felt a smooth smile form, and then he remembered himself. “If you will excuse me.” He turned towards Maddie and they stepped a few spaces away.

      “You shouldn’t approach me like that. I’m not even sure we’ve been properly introduced.”

      “Of course we have. Four summers ago at this very house party.”

      “Oh,” Jonathan said sheepishly. “I don’t recall…”

      “I’m not the least surprised. But that doesn’t matter right now. There is a matter of concern I must discuss with you,” she whispered.

      “Such as?”

      “My father informed me that my intended will be joining the party tomorrow.”

      “Oh.”

      “Oh is all you have to say on the matter?”

      Jonathan shrugged.

      “I’d like to know how you intend to court me when I’ve been ordered to give all my attention to Lord Berett.”

      “Oh, that is a problem.” Jonathan stroked his chin.

      “Precisely.” She nodded gravely.

      Jonathan shrugged again. “Well, we will just have to deal with each problem as they arise.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know, and we won’t know until he arrives. In the meantime, try to enjoy your evening. I hear there will be dancing after dinner.”

      “I’m never asked to dance, so I don’t give a fig.”

      “I think tonight will be different, Miss Prescott,” he said knowingly.

      Her face brightened, and she smiled. “Oh…”

      “Oh.” He repeated. “Now, we’ve spoken alone long enough. We must go back to our separate groups now.”

      She nodded, and they parted. Jonathan forced himself not to watch her walk away and returned to the small group of gentlemen.

      Lord Davey had joined them. He was betrothed to Lady Worthington's eldest daughter.

      “What the devil are you talking to her for?” he said snidely.

      “Miss Prescott? I don’t believe it’s any business of yours, Davey.”

      “She is an odd young lady.”

      “Perhaps,” Jonathan agreed, there was no denying Maddie’s oddness. “But I find ordinary things so boring these days. Miss Prescott always has something interesting to say.”

      “And something interesting to look at. She fills out that bodice like she was poured into it.” Davey sneered.

      The gentlemen laughed awkwardly, all except Rigsby. He felt a rage burn through his blood like acid. He inhaled slowly, marshaling his response. “Careful, Davey. It wouldn’t do for Miss Worthington or her mother to hear you.”

      “Right you are, Rigsby. My ears would ring for days.” Davey didn’t look the least bit chastised.

      Jonathan took another deep breath. He wanted to respond accordingly with his fists, but it was too soon to appear possessive over Maddie. He remained silent as the gentlemen continued to dissect the women around them by physical attributes, even Maddie. He wanted to drop to his knees in thanks by the time dinner was announced.

      Following Lord and Lady Worthington into the dining room like an obedient heard, Jonathan claimed his seat and took notice of Maddie’s place far at the end. He was seated between Miss Cecilia Worthington, the middle Worthington daughter, and Lady Whistler, a newly married marchioness. Her husband was much older and the highest ranking peer here. He sat beside Lady Worthington near the head of the table. Jonathan groaned inwardly. Miss Cecilia smiled expectantly. He could see her making an account of his marriageable qualities in her mind.

      “Miss Cecilia, Lady Whistler.” He did his best to appear polite but disinterested. Lady Whistler smiled warmly.

      Jonathan felt her hand touch his knee. Shit.

      “Aren’t we the lucky ones tonight, Miss Cecilia. England’s most wanted right here between us.”

      “I would never claim such a title.” Jonathan removed her hand. Had it not been for Maddie’s proposal earlier that day, he would have happily encouraged Lady Whistler, but now? Now he had better things to do.

      He turned back to Miss Cecilia, the lesser of two evils. He struggled to find something to say.

      “Aren’t I the lucky one to be flanked by such beauty?”

      Lady Whistler preened, and Miss Cecelia blushed.

      “It is a pity a worthier man could not be found,” Jonathan added. He looked down the table. “Poor Mr. Banks is glowing with envy, I see.”

      Mr. Banks sat on Miss Cecelia’s other side.

      “I’m very appreciative of my location at this fine table.” He smiled nervously as Miss Cecelia turned to face him. Mr. Banks was enjoying a flurry of attention now that his father’s once struggling Baronetcy was flourishing with money after a large quantity of iron ore was discovered under the land. He would now inherit a fortune again, but he was already a well-liked gentleman for his good looks and charm. Jonathan had to admit Mr. Banks was a good chap. He had now become very eligible which was why he was placed so highly at the table and next to the Worthington daughter next in line for marriage. Just as Jonathan was.

      He faced his plate again as the first course was set down.

      “So very good of you to direct Miss Cecilia’s attention where it belongs. It would be a good match.”

      “As was yours, it seems. Marriage suits you.” Jonathan pointedly looked towards her husband. “A happier couple could not be found.”

      He saw Lady Whistler roll her eyes ever so slightly.

      “Yes, it does. Will you be joining the ranks with us soon?”

      “Time will tell.”

      “You’re so young and…virile. There is no hurry, is there?”

      “No. No hurry. But I can only hope to find the same love and devotion you and Lord Whistler share.”

      Jonathan took a bit of his food, smiling while he ate as Lady Whistler gave up and tended to her own food. Jonathan looked down the table again to see Maddie talking with the Vicar. His bushy white brows were furrowed as he ate his food, and Maddie talked animatedly about something.

      Miss Cecilia turned back to him at that moment, and his view was blocked.

      “My lord, I couldn’t help but notice in the drawing room that you and Miss Prescott were speaking to each other.” She tittered behind her napkin.

      “I’m afraid I’ve missed your point, Miss Cecelia.”

      She gasped. “Why ever would you speak to her?” More tittering ensued.

      “Obviously, she and I had something to discuss,” Jonathan said flatly.

      The tittering stopped. Miss Cecelia leaned closer to whisper. “But she’s mad. That is why everyone calls her Mad Maddie.”

      “I’m aware.” Jonathan struggled not to mangle his fork in his hand. “But I always thought that was only said by people with unkind hearts.”

      Miss Cecelia straightened. “I’ve heard you say it more than once.”

      “Yes, but I’ve learned the value of kindness now.”

      Miss Cecelia turned her head smartly and addressed Mr. Banks again. Jonathan enjoyed the rest of his dinner in peace.

      After the meal had been concluded, the gentlemen were invited to join the ladies in the drawing room for dancing. The chairs and sofas had been moved to the sides, and the rug rolled up. Lady Worthington had hired a violinist and pianist for the evening.

      At first, Jonathan couldn’t find Maddie amid the clusters of guests against the far wall, but then he did. She’s taken a chair behind where her father stood talking with Jonathan's father and Lord Worthington. They would garner enough attention when they danced, but now he would be asking her in front of both their fathers. He wanted to groan, but instead, he waited and watched as the first brave dancers took their places on the floor. He lost sight of Maddie again. He made his way to that side of the room as he formed a plan. Approaching his father and the group, he joined them. He could see Maddie take notice of him from her seat, but he pretended not to see her at first.

      Knowing what little he did of Maddie’s father, he took careful stock of him.

      “Sir William was just speaking of his acquaintance, Lord Berett, who will be joining us tomorrow. Lord Berett is a collector of medieval artifacts and an enthusiast of the era.”

      “How interesting. He will enjoy the festivities very much,” Jonathan replied.

      He caught sight of Maddie from between Lord Worthington and Sir William.

      “Miss Prescott, I did not see you there. Good evening.”

      Maddie stood.

      Sir William and Lord Worthington parted to make room for her.

      “Good evening, Lord Rigsby. How is your sister?”

      “She is well. Motherhood suits her. I wish I could say it has had a calming effect, but she remains unchanged.”

      “That is excellent to hear.” Maddie smiled.

      Her father turned stiffly and glowered down at her. “How so?”

      “Lady Lucy is a vibrant young woman of intelligence and joy. I would hope motherhood only brightens her inner light, not dim it.”

      “And so it has,” Lord Heath responded.

      Sir William looked supremely annoyed with his daughter, which in turn infuriated Jonathan. Maddie’s remarks were in the very least kind, whereas Sir William’s were not. Jonathan’s dislike for Sir William grew significantly.

      Hearing the strains of another set begin, Jonathan presented his hand to Maddie. “May I have this dance, Miss Prescott?”

      Jonathan could feel the ripple of surprise from the three gentlemen. Maddie smiled graciously and moved to place her hand in his. Jonathan eagerly awaited the touch of her gloved fingers. Abruptly, Sir William took Maddie’s hand and held it.

      “My daughter does not dance.”

      The tension grew thick in the small group. Jonathan was about to argue, but instead, Maddie spoke up first.

      “I most certainly do, Father. I’d hate for those dance lessons years ago to be lost completely. What a waste that would be.” She pulled her hand from his grasp and placed it in Jonathan’s again.

      Jonathan kept his expression polite as he nodded to the gentlemen. “Please excuse us.”

      They turned as one toward the center of the room where the other dancers waited.

      “Why the devil would he refuse my offer to dance?” Jonathan whispered as they took their places.

      

      Maddie shrugged. Her heart was hammering in her chest as she frantically looked around to see that she was in the right place. To be honest, she hadn’t danced in years, not with a partner at least. She often danced in her room alone. No one ever asked her to dance. She loved it, nonetheless. But now she was going to dance with Rigsby, and this was something she’s only dared to envision doing in her dreams. The music began, and Maddie hesitated to move. There was an order to things, and Maddie easily recalled the steps, but as she took his hand, and then took that first step with the eyes of the other dancers upon her, she felt as if she were leaping off a cliff.

      It was idiotic. Her face was burning as she curtsied to him and he bowed. Then he walked her in a circle around him, and that was it. The next couple began. Maddie grinned. She survived. Lord Rigsby grinned back at her, his smile wide, his eyes playful. He looked gorgeous in his evening clothes—the stark contrast between white and black, the way the glow of the numerous candles filling the drawing room brought out shades of auburn in his hair. She could feel her insides doing strange melty things as she looked at him, so she pulled her eyes away.

      She could feel the eyes of everyone watching them. She did her best to follow every step correctly, and by the end of the first set, she was happy with her progress. She was flushed and giggly, having enjoyed the dance far more than she could have dreamed. She wanted to dance every night. She looked up as Lord Rigsby stepped close to her and offered his arm.

      “Well done, Miss Prescott.”

      “I did my best.” She was still trying to catch her breath. It was hard when he was looking at her so intently. “You are a very good dancer, my lord.”

      He shrugged. “Repetition has made me an expert but has taken all the fun away—that is until I danced with you tonight. You’ve made me enjoy it again.”

      “Oh, thank you. I’m happy to oblige,” Maddie said bashfully. He led them away from the dance floor and back to her father. Sir William was now talking with three other gentlemen. Maddie hesitated.

      “He isn’t pleased with me. Let’s join another group.”

      Jonathan steered her away, and they joined a crowd of young ladies. Miss Cecilia smiled in welcome to Lord Rigsby, but she completely ignored Maddie.

      “You look lovely as ever, Miss Cecilia,” Maddie began.

      Now Cecilia was forced to acknowledge her.

      “Thank you, Mad Maddie—oops, Miss Prescott. Do forgive me.” A cascade of giggles followed from the circle of women.

      “I most certainly do forgive you,” Maddie responded. Her nickname failed to hurt anymore. For all they thought it was an insult, Maddie never felt the sting. However, she could feel Lord Rigsby tense by her side.

      “How gracious of you, Miss Prescott. You enjoyed the dancing, yes? I can’t recall any other time I’ve seen you dance.”

      “I enjoyed it very much. Lord Rigsby is an exceptional partner.” Maddie ignored the second half of her remark.

      “He is, isn’t he?” Cecelia moved closer to Lord Rigsby and touched his arm. “I always enjoy our dances. There have been so many, too many to recall.”

      “So many in fact, I can’t be bothered to recall any of them at all. But I found dancing with Miss Prescott tonight very memorable,” Lord Rigsby said.

      Silence greeted his statement. It was as if they couldn’t understand the words he’d just uttered. Maddie fought the urge to roll her eyes. She hated gatherings for this reason. Nothing interesting was ever said. Parlor talk was either bland or full of thinly veiled insults, especially when Maddie was present. She was the pincushion for their needles.

      “Well, I’d like to stay and enjoy your company,” she smiled at the other four ladies present, “but I am weary from travel. Good evening, and once again, thank you for the dance, Lord Rigsby.” She hurried to her father and made her excuses. He was all too happy to see her retire for the evening. Maddie wasted no more time exiting the drawing room.

      She wasn’t tired, and though she wished she could spend all evening staring at Lord Rigsby’s smile, she’d settle for finding solitude in her room with a book. At least there, she could relive their dance over and over in her head. Reaching the top of the stairs, she entered the dimly lit hallway. A low whistle caught her attention. She looked for its source but couldn’t find it.

      “Who is there? It is terribly rude to hide after catching my attention.”

      Lord Rigsby stepped out of the shadows.

      Maddie wanted to gasp, but her lungs had stopped working.

      “I thought to check on you.”

      She inhaled slowly. “I only left a moment ago. How did you get here so quickly?”

      “I have my ways.”

      “Are you a sorcerer?”

      He chuckled and moved closer to her into better lighting. “Unfortunately not.”

      “I ask again, how did you get here before me?”

      “A rake never tells.”

      Maddie scoffed. “You had to have departed immediately after I left the group to speak to my father.”

      He cocked his head to the side. “Perhaps.”

      “And what excuse did you give?”

      “I told them I needed to speak with my father. He’s in the library, I think. I really have no idea.”

      “Well, you better hurry back before anyone has noticed you’ve disappeared directly after me.”

      He moved closer. “Don’t worry. No one will suspect I’ve plans to seduce you. Not yet, anyway, but soon, perhaps.”

      Maddie knew she should back away and put a respectable distance between them, but everything inside her was perfectly content to waver in that delicate space between separation and touch. She could practically feel the warmth of his body.

      “But soon?” She didn’t mean for it to sound like a question. It wasn’t as if she needed a detailed schedule. Soon had never sounded better to her ears as it did right now. A flutter of anticipation filled her abdomen. She tried to shake herself from this foggy daze and focus. She didn’t know how long they had been standing there staring at each other, but it was surely too long now.

      “Be that as it may,” she swallowed, “it won’t be tonight.”

      The corners of his lips curved just slightly. “No. But I wanted to be sure you weren’t hurt by their callous behavior.”

      “No. I never let them hurt me.”

      He lost his smile and frowned. “Are you sure? Miss Cecelia was…well, to be honest, a bitch.”

      Maddie gasped. “Don’t say that. That is mean.”

      “She is mean.”

      “Yes, but we don’t have to be.”

      “She insulted you repeatedly, and you take issue with my adequate judgment of her character?”

      “Yes. She can say whatever she wants, but that will never make it true. If I’ve learned anything over the years of being Mad Maddie, it’s that it never feels good to be mean, but it feels wonderful to be kind. I pity her. She can try to wound me, but she only wounds herself.”

      “She didn’t look wounded in the least,” he said sourly.

      “She did when you rebuked her.”

      “You’re a better person than I, Maddie.”

      Maddie smiled jubilantly. She loved the way he said her name just now, so friendly and comfortable. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t look so pleased. Tis an easy feat. My morals are extremely questionable.”

      Maddie laughed softly. “It’s a compliment all the same.”

      They were both silent for a moment. She watched him as his eyes examined her face. She felt studied like an object, but in a good way.

      “This is where we part ways,” she said quietly.

      He sighed. “Yes.”

      “Till tomorrow.”

      He brightened. “Yes. There will be more courting tomorrow.”

      “But also the arrival of Lord Berett.”

      “I love a challenge.” He grinned wolfishly.

      Maddie felt an answering warmth spread through her all the way to her toes. It was definitely time she take herself off to her room, or she might do something reckless.

      “Goodnight, Lord Rigsby.” She stepped back.

      “I think in light of the circumstances, our given names can be used when we’re alone.”

      “I’ll try to remember that tomorrow.” She turned away slowly, reluctant to part from him.

      “Goodnight, Maddie.”

      She couldn’t resist saying his name. “Goodnight, Jonathan.”

      They both turned way, he down the stairs and she up another level. She loved the feel of his name on her tongue. It felt like an intimate caress, like a kiss all by itself. Her dreams were destined to be sweet tonight if she fell asleep with his name on her lips.

      

      Jonathan returned to the drawing room glumly. He didn’t want to, but he should be seen before claiming his own bed. His dance with Maddie had been noticed by everyone, just as he thought it would be. Now it was time to lay a foundation of a respectable courtship, not a scandal. As much as he wanted to follow her to her room and taste those sweet lips, or at least find the comfort of his own bed, he had to present himself here and make a show of enjoying the evening without Maddie’s presence.

      His father and mother were seated to the side of the room. Jonathan avoided the throng of guests waiting for the next set to begin. He had no plans to dance with anyone else tonight.

      He took a brandy offered by a footman and merged into a group of acquaintances.

      “Good of you to join us, Rigsby,” Mr. Banks said. “I should warn you. Daggers are being shot at your back.”

      Jonathan looked behind him to see that the daggers belonged to Miss Cecilia. He turned back to Banks. “She’ll have forgotten she’s cross with me by morning.”

      “How do you plan to make amends?”

      “I don’t. I don’t give a fig what that brainless twit thinks.”

      “Careful,” Banks warned.

      “My apologies if you’ve interest there, but her behavior this evening toward another guest was very unbecoming of her.”

      Banks grimaced. “I wouldn’t go that far, but Davey may tattle to his fiancé. Lady Worthington has ears everywhere. She won’t forgive you for insulting her daughter.”

      “She will when she remembers how much I’ll inherit.”

      Banks chuckled. “That’s probably true.”

      “Are you going to participate in the events tomorrow?”

      “Events?” Banks asked.

      “I believe there will be an archery tournament for the ladies, separate from the grand tournament of which only the men can participate.”

      “I haven’t the skill. I will be relegated to spectator.”

      “Lady Worthington will insist you participate in one of the events, at the very least?”

      Banks grimaced. “What sort of events are these?”

      “I’ve forgotten that this is your first time attending, forgive me. Tomorrow begins the grand tournament. The male guests will compete in archery, sword and cudgel fighting, ax throwing and jousting. In between will be milder past times for the women to participate in. This year, Lady Worthington has added a miniature archery tournament for the ladies. I hear Miss Cecelia has become somewhat exemplary in the skill. A gentleman can either win in one activity or best all and claim tournament champion.”

      “I can’t say I’ve done any of those things,” Banks admitted.

      “Perhaps, but tis better to try. Most gentlemen try and fail gracefully. It’s more about the entertainment value than it is about our skill.”

      “Well, when put that way, I suppose it could be interesting.”

      “I promise you, besting Davey with a cudgel is so much more than interesting.”

      Banks chuckled. “That I would love to see.”

      Jonathan lingered in the drawing room a bit longer before finding his room. He was weary now. He hadn’t realized how hostile it was to be in Maddie’s position. It would make their courtship difficult, but more than that, it made Jonathan angrier than a gelded bull. Even her own father was a boor. He didn’t know how she accepted such abuse with so much grace. The more he learned about her, the more intriguing she became.
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      When Maddie woke, her first thought was of the bow she had tucked under her bed. This summer was the first Lady Worthington would allow the ladies to participate in their own tournament. Her second thought was of Lord Rigsby and the way they had parted last evening. She leaped from her bed with excitement and began her morning ritual. After her basin bath, she dressed in a hunter green muslin dress and sat to dress her hair. Fresh water had been brought, but Lady Worthington hadn’t bothered to assign her a maid to aid her toilet, and her father had dismissed hers after she had failed her first season.

      It didn’t matter, Maddie supposed. She could dress her own hair just fine. She even enjoyed it. She took two sections of hair and braided them, coiled the rest into a bun, and then encircled the bun with the braids. She pinned everything in place and loosened strands from her temples to hang playfully. Using her hand mirror, she inspected her work and smiled in satisfaction.

      She made her way to the back terrace where Lady Worthington had set up a breakfast buffet. The day was rare in its beauty, the sky blue and the clouds white and fluffy like whipped cream. She didn’t see Lord Rigsby at any of the tables, so she made a plate for herself and found a seat away from the others. She focused on the small mountain of food before her, savoring the wafting aroma of bacon and sausage. She wasted no time digging into her food. Nodding in thanks as a footman poured her tea, she continued to ignore the other guests, and simply enjoyed her solitude dining. The gentle talk of the others around her was almost soothing, like the chirping of birds.

      Optimism filled her. There was no possibility this day could be bad when it began this lovely. She noted where her father sat and took heart in the absence of Lord Berett. He hadn’t arrived yet. Perhaps he was waylaid? If only she could be so fortunate.

      Her whole body seemed to come awake when Lord Rigsby appeared. He greeted first his mother and father, then their hostess. Next, he made his way to the buffet. Maddie watched slyly as he piled his plate high with food. She wondered if he would sit with her, or if that would appear too forward?

      “May I sit here, Miss Prescott?”

      Maddie jerked in surprise and looked up. Mr. Banks smiled pleasantly down at her.

      “Of course,” she replied.

      He set his plate down and took his seat. Maddie tried to turn her attention back to her own food but was completely befuddled by the man’s presence.

      “Will you participate in the archery this morning?” he asked.

      “Um...yes, actually.”

      “I confess I’m nervous to take part in the tournament,” he said as he cut his sausage into bite size pieces.

      “At least you will have more to do in the coming days. The ladies have only been spectators thus far. I’d much rather do than watch.”

      “You’d joust on a horse, Miss Prescott? Or swing a broadsword?”

      “Oh, yes. It looks like so much fun!”

      Mr. Banks remained silent as he chewed and swallowed. “I suppose it does, doesn’t it?”

      “On what other occasion can you attack a fellow guest with a weapon?”

      Mr. Banks erupted in laughter.

      Maddie was taken aback. All eyes turned to them, but none of them stole her attention as much as Lord Rigsby did. He sauntered over with his heavily laden plate and sat on Maddie’s other side. She felt heat spread over her skin from head to toe and hoped she wasn’t blushing.

      “Good morning, Lord Rigsby.”

      “Good morning, Miss Prescott, Mr. Banks. It looks as though we will be blessed with excellent weather for the start of the tournament.”

      “Indeed, we shall.” She forced herself to stop gawking at him and look down at her plate. She wasn’t nearly done eating, but her stomach fluttered uncomfortably now.

      “Why a medieval theme? Why not Egyptian or Roman?” Mr. Banks asked.

      “Lord Worthington is an enthusiast. He claims to be a descendant of a king,” Rigsby answered.

      “I think a Greek theme would be exciting,” Maddie said.

      “Yes, but the gentlemen wouldn’t enjoy running amuck in leather skirts.”

      “They fought nude as well,” Maddie added.

      The gentlemen went silent. Maddie bit her lip. She always found a way to ruin polite conversation with inappropriate facts.

      “Careful, Miss Prescott. You’ll scare Banks away.” Lord Rigsby smiled crookedly at her.

      “Please, forgive me, Mr. Banks. Facts escape me before I can remember not to utter them.”

      “It’s quite all right, Miss Prescott. I find intelligence very becoming on a woman.”

      “Intelligence is very becoming on a man, as well,” Maddie said with relief.

      Banks smiled at her. She returned his smile and then turned back to her food. A footman took their plates after they had finished and they stood.

      “If you will excuse me. I must collect my bow so I may practice.”

      “You’ve brought your own bow?” Banks asked.

      “Oh yes. I made it myself.” Maddie nodded.

      “Permit me to watch you practice, Miss Prescott?” Lord Rigsby asked.

      Maddie cocked her head to the side. “I can hardly forbid you, Lord Rigsby, but yes, I would be pleased to have an audience.”

      “Then I shall happily join, as well,” Mr. Banks stated.

      Maddie saw Lord Rigsby narrow his eyes slightly at Mr. Banks. Having no idea what to make of it, she returned to her room to fetch her bow. She hurried back to the lawn where there were a canopy and a makeshift archery range. She was pleased to see quite a few ladies had opted to participate. This was the first year they were able to do more than spectate, and Maddie had feared no one other than she would have an interest. Tables and chairs had been set under the canopy as well as refreshments.

      “Good morning,” she greeted cheerily.

      She received several silted replies. Miss Cecelia had a crowd of young ladies around her as she displayed her bow for them. She had a smart looking archery costume that Maddie remembered seeing in the last issue of La Belle. She didn’t understand why one needed an entire dress for archery, but Miss Cecelia did look very becoming in it. As for Maddie, she only used a leather vambrace and glove, but neither were strictly necessary. She liked the look of them because they made her feel like a warrior.

      She did not see Lord Rigsby or Mr. Banks among the crowd, which was a little bit of relief. She wasn’t used to such attention. She hadn’t shot a bow before with anyone watching except the stable boy. She took a place at the furthest spot set up for an archer and began to stretch her fingers. She picked up an arrow and examined it. Satisfied with the quality, she exhaled slowly, raising her bow and arrow. Focusing on the target, she took a deep breath, and as she exhaled slowly, let go.

      The arrow zipped through the air, landing with a solid thunk.

      Everyone turned to look. Maddie smiled triumphantly at the target.

      “Well done,” Lord Rigsby said behind her.

      Maddie hid her surprise and pivoted to face him. “Thank you, my lord. I did not see you arrive.”

      “I arrived just in time to see you sink that excellent shot.”

      “Well, I’m not sure it was excellent. I’m happy to have hit the target at all.”

      Lord Rigsby raised his brow and looked at the target. It was a perfect bullseye. Maddie knew it. But now that he was here, and in her periphery, she could see everyone watching them, her nerves got the best of her.

      “Beginners luck.” She smiled nervously.

      Miss Cecelia came forward. “What an unusual bow.” She took it from Maddie’s hand and examined it. “Tis nothing but wood!”

      “I made it myself.”

      Miss Cecelia blinked at her. “Why on earth would you do that?”

      “I wanted to.” Maddie shrugged.

      Miss Cecelia continued to blink owlishly at her.

      “Your archery costume is lovely,” Maddie changed the subject.

      “Why thank you, Miss Prescott. I am so in love with it.” She handed Maddie her bow and did a small twirl. The other ladies present applauded, and the gentlemen murmured compliments. “It matches my custom Hearthford and Hamm bow. See?” She took her bow from the footman and displayed it to Maddie. “The hunter green stripe here and my dress match perfectly.”

      “Lovely.” Maddie nodded. This whole situation was very odd. Miss Cecelia was almost acting nice to her. Perhaps they shared a love of archery?

      “I see you have exceptional skill. From who did you receive training?” Miss Cecelia asked

      “My governess taught me years ago, and I’ve continued to study the sport on my own.”

      “Oh?” Miss Cecelia looked back at the target and then again at Maddie. “Natural skill then.”

      “I suppose. But really, I practice a great deal.”

      “I see.” Miss Cecelia smiled and nodded at the same time. “If you will excuse me, I remembered something I must do before my practice.”

      “Of course.”

      Maddie was puzzled as Miss Cecelia marched off with a trail of her followers. Others had begun to practice, and Maddie was grateful she was no longer the center of attention.

      “I’m not sure what to make of that scene she put on. I’ll guard your back whenever she has a bow in hand,” Rigsby quipped.

      Maddie rolled her eyes and picked up another arrow. “I’m not inclined to worry about women like her.”

      “No?”

      “No.”

      He was silent as she raised her arm and aimed. She inhaled and then exhaled slowly, releasing. There was a cheer as she sunk another arrow in the bullseye. Maddie looked down as she blushed furiously. Beside her, Rigsby clapped. She wasn’t used to others paying attention to her, let alone cheering for her. She found it strange that it made her feel both anxious and happy.

      She tried to not look affected. She caught the cold glares of some of the other participants, and that set her to rights. They were not pleased by her skill. That only made her more determined. They got to dance, they got invited to play parlor games, and they excluded her from their reverie. Now they would have to watch her trump them all.

      She was serious again as she picked up another arrow and raised her bow. She imagined herself alone in a field. Her only audience the quail in the grass—no, Jonathan was there too, watching, waiting. She could feel his confidence in her. She exhaled, closing her eyes as she absorbed the feeling, and let go of the string. The arrow whistled through the air and struck true. Maddie smiled. She turned to face Jonathan, and he was smiling, too.

      “I think that’s enough practice.”

      “I think so, too.”

      “Would you care for a walk before the tournament starts?”

      “Yes, I would.” She handed her bow off to a waiting footman and took Jonathan’s offered arm. They walked toward the house and around the side until they were out of view. Then they strolled down the path to the summerhouse.

      “I did not see Mr. Banks there.”

      “No. He remembered something urgent he had to tend to, unfortunately.”

      “I hope nothing was wrong?”

      “Nothing at all.”

      Maddie watched him carefully for a moment. “You didn’t want him there.”

      “No.”

      “Why ever not? He seems a nice chap.”

      “He is that.”

      “But…”

      “But what?” He stopped to face her.

      “You didn’t seem to want his presence at the practice round.”

      “Well…no. He looked a bit smitten with you after breakfast, so I thought it better he not attend,” he admitted.

      Maddie gasped. “You made him not attend?”

      “Does that bother you? And here I thought I was the one you proposed to, and I was the only one to be courting you. But there you were flirting with Banks over your eggs.”

      “I—I most certainly was not flirting with Mr. Banks. I don’t think I’ve flirted before in my life.”

      “My congratulations. You’re as natural at it as you are shooting arrows.”

      Maddie scowled at him. “I don’t believe you.” She stomped off toward the summerhouse. She could hear him following on her heels.

      “I don’t wish you to follow me,” She looked over her shoulder, but he wasn’t there. She frowned, huffed in annoyance, and continued on to the summerhouse. She was only there a moment before she heard the crunch of boot on gravel. She smiled to herself.

      “I knew you couldn’t resist—.”

      Two men rounded the shrubbery, one Lord Rigsby, the other her brother.

      “There now, you see? I knew I saw her going this direction,” Lord Rigsby said.

      Maddie hesitated in the shadows of the summerhouse. Her brother’s expression did not bode well for her. She had braced herself before she stepped out. “Rupert?”

      “You’ve been summoned,” he said coldly.

      “Let us sojourn to the house together,” Lord Rigsby said cheerily.

      “I’m afraid I require a private word with my sister,” Rupert grumbled.

      “I cannot make Father wait if I’ve been summoned.” Maddie hurried on.

      “I insist you take my arm.” Lord Rigsby caught her. “The path is damp from yesterday’s downpour.

      “Thank you, but we must hurry.”

      “You wouldn’t need to if you hadn’t been hiding in the first place,” Rupert grumbled as he stalked behind them.

      She sent Lord Rigsby a sideways glance, but he was staring ahead of them. Rupert was not happy about fetching her, but he certainly couldn’t suspect that she had been waiting for Lord Rigsby. She hated the sickly feeling that filled her. Uncertainty was never a comfortable emotion for her. She liked things to be direct. But Rupert always liked to drag her through the mud before depositing her on the executioner’s block.

      “The lady’s archery should be starting soon. We shouldn’t miss it,” Lord Rigsby said.

      “I’m certain I won’t,” Rupert answered.

      Maddie’s dread sat like thick mud inside her, churning and gurgling. Whatever this was, it wasn’t good. They reached the house.

      “See you at the field, Mr. Prescott, Miss Prescott.” Lord Rigsby nodded. Rupert turned away with a clipped nod, but Maddie let her eyes linger on Rigsby. They shared something, a ripple of awareness passed between them and then he had to turn away.

      Maddie marched after her brother as they climbed the back stairs. Reaching the parlor, she braced herself. There were many voices, and they were calm and friendly sounding. But when she entered, she had to force herself to keep moving.

      Her father caught her eye and glared his warning. Maddie swallowed her revulsion as Lord Berett stood.

      “Good day, Miss Prescott. A pleasure to see you again.”

      “Good Morning, Lord Berett.”

      “I’m so happy to be joining this thrilling medieval party. It is a great interest of mine, you know.”

      “I do recall.” Maddie gave her best smile, but her stomach revolted as he licked his dry lips and a string of saliva webbed the corner of his mouth

      “My sister, Lady Flora, was able to join me.” He waved the woman forward.

      Now her father stepped forward. “Lady Flora has so graciously offered to chaperone you for the duration of the party.

      Maddie froze. “Oh…how wonderful.”

      “Kindly show her to the room you will be sharing.”

      “Sharing?” Maddie pictured her small room. Her low status at the house party did not afford her much space.

      “The housekeeper will show you to your new accommodations. Do remember to thank Lady Worthington for her gracious understanding.”

      Maddie nodded absently. “Yes, Father.” The gentlemen turned away, dismissing her. She turned toward the door, and there Rupert stood with a smug smile. She ignored him and entered the hall where the housekeeper stood waiting.

      “If you would follow me, my lady,” the housekeeper said. Lady Flora followed her with the solemnness of a great queen. Maddie followed in her wake. They were shown to a decently sized room with a dressing room in which Maddie would be sleeping on a small cot. This didn’t bother her in the least. It was the woman barking orders at the poor maid who ruffled Maddie’s feathers. Never before had she required a chaperone. Not after her dreadful first season when she’d acquired her infamous nickname. Maddie was only too happy to be deemed chaperone-less. She saw the way the other ladies were caged like small creatures. Maddie did as she pleased as long as it didn’t interfere with her father’s day to day. When it did, she paid dearly.

      “Miss Prescott,” Lady Flora intoned from the other room.

      “Yes, Lady Flora?”

      “I would have your attention.” Lady waved to the footstool.

      Maddie blinked at it. “It’s a fine footstool.”

      “Sit down,” Lady Flora barked.

      Maddie hurried to do so.

      Lady Flora sat in the chair at her vanity and looked in the mirror. “My brother apprised me of the situation. I offered my services as a favor to him and to ensure everything went off as it should.”

      Maddie looked at the clock on the mantle. It was a quarter hour until the start of the lady’s tournament. Maddie needed to leave this moment.”

      “I’m very sorry, Lady Flora, but I’m due to compete in the tournament just now. May we have this discussion after?”

      “Oh yes, while I’m intrigued by word of your exceptional skill—a lady cannot have too many talents, you know. I was instructed that you would not participate.”

      Maddie’s mouth popped open. “Why?”

      “Lady Worthington advised against it.”

      Maddie scowled. “I don’t understand. She doesn’t want me to compete?”

      Lady Flora sighed. “I was warned that your mind was quite simple. Yes, dear. The tournament was for Miss Cecelia to show off her talent to the gentlemen. Not yours.”

      “But…” Maddie struggled or a good argument. She recalled the look on Cecelia’s face as she stared at Maddie's target. It made sense now.

      “There, there, you needn’t impress any of those gentlemen, only my brother.”

      That statement awoke Maddie. “Lady Flora, what were you told before arriving here?”

      Lady Flora spun on her stool to face her. She smiled down at Maddie, but the effect was not reassuring. Her eyes were small and sunken into her face. Her cheeks were heavily lined and plump. And her lips nearly indistinguishable from her skin.

      “My dear, I am aware your father gave you a time limit to find a suitor, but I was also made aware that it was only in an attempt to mollify you. Marriage to my brother is your reality, and therefore, it is up to me to make sure you remain, for the duration of this party, a suitable wife.”

      Everything in Maddie wanted to writhe and scream in revolt, but she managed to remain still. “And if I find a suitor?”

      Lady Flora laughed as she faced the mirror again. Her smile broadened as she stared at herself. “Let’s not dwell on dreams, dear.”

      Maddie stood and bolted for the door. “I must speak with my father.”

      “And where do you think you are going?”

      “To find him.”

      “I need to rest my eyes for a spell. You may not leave this room without my company.”

      “That is absurd!” Maddie protested.

      “You are my charge. You do as I say or else.”

      “Or else what?”

      “Your father suggested a good caning would suffice.” Lady Flora gloated.

      Maddie fisted her hands to keep her control. She went into her small room and sat.

      “Do remain quiet while I rest.”

      Maddie stared at the small window. She walked to it and pushed it open. She could see the top of the canopy and could hear cheering. She swallowed the urge to cry. She fought the feeling of hopelessness. She would not succumb. She would not be broken so easily. If Lady Flora thought threats of pain would keep Maddie in line, she was going to be disappointed.
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      Jonathan watched the tournament anxiously. Maddie had not appeared, and given her brother’s dark countenance when he’d intercepted Jonathan on the path to the summerhouse whilst searching for her, he was worried. He didn’t think Mr. Prescott had thought anything of his presence in relation to his sister’s vicinity in the summerhouse, but the man’s rank dislike of his own sister was readily apparent. Jonathan couldn’t ever remember feeling such an emotion for his own sister. There were times Lucy drove him absolutely insane, but he could never say he hated her.

      There was something vile about the way he had spoken to Maddie. The loathing was so evident. It angered Jonathan to think how he might treat her away from outsiders. Was her father aware of it? Did he care?

      He schooled his feathers toward impassivity as he watched Miss Cecelia claim more accolades for her shooting. She was clearly a level above the other ladies. All except for Maddie, who hadn’t shown up.

      “Where is Miss Prescott?” Mr. Banks appeared beside him.

      “I don’t know.” Jonathan chewed his lip.

      “Miss Cecelia said her hand began to hurt after the practice round and she had to forfeit.” Miss Chantry clung to Mr. Bank’s arm.

      “Is that so?” Jonathan murmured. He knew it was absolute bollocks. It had to be. He was going to find out the truth one way or the other. He turned away and strolled back toward the house. This afternoon would begin the gentlemen’s games. Jonathan had his own preparations to do, but first, he would need to enlist some help. He retired to his room and summoned his valet, Camden.

      “Enter,” Jonathan bid at the knock. Camden entered.

      “Yes, my lord?”

      “I must inform you that I am considering marriage to Miss Madeline Prescott.”

      “My congratulations, sir.”

      “I’ve begun courting her, but no one must know that as of yet. Her father is trying to force her hand with another, a Lord Berett.”

      “He has just arrived.”

      “Has he now?” Jonathan said. That would explain Maddie’s absence.

      “Yes, and he has brought his sister, Lady Flora, to chaperone Miss Prescott.”

      “A chaperone?!” Jonathan groaned. That didn’t bode well. She would manipulate Maddie’s time, giving the advantage to Lord Berett. Jonathan was going to have to be more cunning in his courtship. Maddie was usually unfettered, unlike the rest of the young ladies here. She could be seen walking all over the estate, even talking with the hermit and no one cared.

      “I overheard Mrs. Moss, the housekeeper, arrange to have Miss Prescott and Lady Flora roomed together.”

      Jonathan sat at the foot of his bed and scratched the whiskers on his chin. He was going to have to increase his efforts. This was a new challenge, and he wasn’t going to accept it passively. This had deeper implications than he was wholly ready to commit. Going forward, he could not be subtle now. He was going to court her openly, which meant he must accept he had the honorable intention to marry her. Courtship didn’t guarantee their marriage, but the more he thought about it, the more certain it sounded. And that didn’t terrify him as it should.

      “I’d appreciate if you could keep an account of the gossip downstairs. I’d like to know Lady Flora’s plans before she does. Discreetly, of course.”

      “Yes, of course,” Camden said. “I will keep you apprised of all that is said.”

      “Good. Now I may as well prepare for the tournament.”

      “It is my understanding, sir, that Lord Berett will participate in sword, archery, and the joust. He has a custom suit of armor and specially trained horse.”

      Jonathan paused as he was removing his shirt. “How old is the man?”

      “Eight and sixty.”

      “That is unnatural.” Jonathan laughed. It seemed Lord Berett was extremely committed to his interest in the period. He didn’t feel comfortable facing him in competition, not that he could best him—he was certain he could, but because it didn’t feel right to attack and elder lord.

      “Indeed, sir.”

      Changing to his athletic clothes, Jonathan made his way to the training field where stands and arenas had been constructed for the events. Some gentlemen were already practicing. His father was watching as two gentlemen were practicing with staffs.

      “Won’t you participate this year?” Jonathan came up beside him and leaned on the fence post.

      “Your mother has forbidden it.”

      “After you hurt your shoulder the last time?”

      “Aye.” Lord Heath nodded. “She never forgave Lord Everett for instigating me.”

      “You were both drunk.”

      Lord Heath shrugged. “It seemed a good idea at the time.”

      “It was a pleasure to watch.” Jonathan elbowed him.

      Lord Heath smiled crookedly. “There comes a time in every man’s life when he accepts that his time as a great warrior has ended, and his time as a spectator has begun.”

      “I’ve heard Lord Berett has not accepted his fate.”

      Jonathan’s own father was only two and sixty. He had yet to see if Lord Berett was fit enough to compete.

      “Everyman must decide when to lay down his sword, but I'm not surprised Lord Berett is here to compete with the young lads.”

      “You know him?”

      “Know of him is more like it. He does his duty in parliament, but I cannot say we are more than distant acquaintances. He does not partake in the season.”

      Jonathan nodded. If he didn’t know what he knew now, he would have thought Lord Berett a good match for a girl like Maddie. Better than ending up a spinster. But now he knew the truth, or rather, he knew her personal feelings about marrying Lord Berett. He was aware that he didn’t like the man and he hadn’t even met him yet. Perhaps he shouldn’t let Maddie’s fears cloud his judgment just yet. He needed his head together if he was going to court her in a meaningful matter.

      He felt his father’s gaze.

      “What is it?”

      “You seem different from yesterday. A little bit more like your old self.”

      Jonathan thought about confessing to his father but held his tongue. His father wouldn’t like what he was doing. Knowing his son was going to marry a girl and then essentially abandon her would not sit well. Not that Maddie would truly be abandoned. She’d have his name and a home of her own. She would have a place to be herself, just as she said she wanted. It felt like such a small thing to ask for. The ability to be free to be one’s self.

      “It’s good to be home, Father. I’d come to miss home, but it does feel different in a way. I feel different.”

      “That comes with age, son. Growing up doesn’t stop when one reaches maturity. A person is always growing and learning, even when one is as old as I.”

      “A lot has changed.” Jonathan looked off into the distance. He imagined Lucy, the way she looked holding her baby. Her face was softer, her energy calmer.

      “It has. Life has a way of doing that from time to time. Like seasons. We’ve entered a new season where your sister has settled into motherhood. I’d feared I’d never see the day. Someday, you will find your place. It may not seem like it now, but it could happen as soon as tomorrow or many years from now.”

      “My place?”

      “I’m being ridiculously metaphorical, aren’t I?” Lord Heath chuckled.

      “What is my place?” Jonathan wondered aloud. He was intrigued now.

      “Your place is where you find your peace. Everything comes together as it should. It’s a sense of rightness, a sense of home that isn’t an actual building of any sort. It doesn’t mean things will be easy from then on. Life is a rolling hillside of easy and hard. But in your place, you face the easy and the hard with all the strength of knowing you are right where you are meant to be.”

      “You mean with a wife and children.” Jonathan looked down.

      “Not always. Your mother and I want those things for you because we know how much joy they bring. But in the end, you must find what brings you the most joy.”

      “But what can I do except be the future Earl of Heath?”

      “In this world, you are privileged to be a man of wealth and to do anything you want.”

      Jonathan considered that. He was privileged. He knew of the difficulties Lucy had faced growing up as a girl. The cage she had to live in. Even now, Maddie was tucked away inside, her chaperone standing over her. All the young ladies were. They would remain inside until allowed out for the afternoon’s entertainment. Meanwhile, the men did as they pleased, when they pleased, how they pleased.

      Dear God, it was unfair. He’d never seen it so black and white before. They called themselves gentlemen, and yet the women were very literally guarded from them.

      “You’re right, Father.”

      His father grabbed his chest and gasped. “Did…did you just say that I was right? I must tell your mother at once!”

      Jonathan chuckled. “Please don’t. She will take it to mean I need even more nagging but will channel it through you.”

      “I will take it to my grave, then.” His father laughed. “A father and son need secrets.”

      “I’m sure Lucy and mother have a graveyard of secrets between them.”

      “No. Your mother tells me everything.”

      “No?” Jonathan had a look of horror.

      “Oh, yes. Your mother is my place, and we keep no secrets between us.”

      “So then you lied to me, and you will tell her about our conversation?” Jonathan looked offended, but secretly he was in awe of the love his parents shared.

      “Absolutely. The only way to survive having children was to face it together.”

      Jonathan was taken aback. He and his father had never spoken like this before. “What did you mean by the words mother is your place?”

      “I meant exactly as I said. I don’t mean place as a literal place.”

      “That I understood, but I didn’t think a person was what you meant.”

      “It isn’t for everyone. For others, it might be the pursuit of a passion like for painting or music or the love a ship captain feels for sailing the seas. For me, it is your mother. When I met her, it was as though all the loose things inside me suddenly fit. She drove me mad, she infuriated me at times, but never did I want to be anywhere else. She is my adventure, my home…she is my place in this world.”

      Jonathan swallowed the sudden hard lump in his throat. His father looked out over the arena, but when he turned and met Jonathan’s gaze, his eyes were bright with emotion. Something so rare, it took Jonathan’s breath away. Envy blazed through him. He wanted to feel love as fiercely as his father did but as soon as the thought occurred, with it came a flood of painful thoughts of Thea.

      Regret, bitterness, the all-consuming need to ask why. Why not him, what was he lacking? He’d spent the last year trying to find that answer. In the end, he never could. He had no trouble attracting women. Lust was easy. But there was something always missing. Some emotion he just couldn’t feel with those women that he had come so close to having with Thea. Had she slipped through his fingers? Would love always do the same?

      He’d burned himself. He knew that now. He wanted the answer, but he was afraid of it. It’s why Maddie’s proposition seemed so enticing. He wouldn’t have to face the possibility of losing again. There was no risk, but also no reward. He was helping her, he reminded himself. It was her idea, and the benefit was mutual.

      It was also a boon that he found he enjoyed her company and he lusted after her body. They could even have children and spend holidays together. His family would like that. They would have the appearance of not a love match, but at least friendship. He could please his family, her, and some parts of himself without ever facing the betrayal of love unreturned.

      Yes. It was a good plan. And just like that, he had made his decision. If only he could tell his father the truth of what a dangerous game he was playing. He was going to marry Miss Madeline Prescott. They would play a convincing game of courtship and be married, and then…part. That last part would be tricky. They could deal with it then. The real challenge was the courtship. He needed to blow Lord Berett’s intentions out of the water and convince both families that he was the irresistible catch for Maddie, and she for him.
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      Maddie was wound as tight as a ball of twine. By the time she was allowed to leave her cell alongside Lady Flora, she’d missed everything Lady Worthington had planned for the day. The tournament—and her bow had not yet been returned to her—the magician that entertained the ladies at afternoon tea, and all the walking and joys of nature she would have done, possibly with Jonathan. Maddie was feeling very sour as she trailed Lady Flora down the stairs, envisioning the woman tripping on the taffeta skirt of her gown and tumbling down.

      “Chin up, expression serene, Miss Prescott. A young lady must always look calmly in repose and without contempt.”

      Maddie didn’t understand what any of that meant. She remained silent. In their afternoon of misery, Maddie quickly discovered Lady Flora didn’t require a response majority of the time. They entered the drawing room amid a cloud of excited conversation and rabid interest. The magician was still present, to Maddie’s delight and would be joining them for dinner and another show this evening for the gentlemen to see. She looked for Jonathan among the throng and found him standing in a group that included Lord Berett.

      Oh, no. This couldn’t be a good thing. She took in his appearance, her eyes greedily taking in his fine clothing, his broad shoulders, the shine of his hair, and that smile that made her feel light headed. He cut an attractive figure, more than any other gentleman present in her mind, but she could see she wasn’t alone in her thoughts. As she watched, Miss Cecelia and her followers joined the group of men.

      Lady Flora was greeting their hostess and then beckoned Maddie to follow her to that same group. She steeled herself. Lord Berett smiled widely and stood at the sight of his sister, using a cane to aid him.

      He introduced her to all who were around them and then turned to Maddie.

      Maddie flushed with embarrassment. He looked over her body rudely. She was wearing virginal white, her corset uncomfortably tight and her breast almost spilling from her bodice. Her hair was so tight her scalp hurt, but she was presented as Lady Flora thought she ought to be.

      Maddie hated white. It was plain and made her hair stand out too much. She preferred to be colorful. White dresses made her feel like a virginal sacrifice. At this moment, she’d prefer to be tossed into a volcano than endure one more second of Lord Berett’s ogling.

      “Lady Flora, it is enchanting to meet you.”

      It was his voice. At once, her mind quieted and focused. She could breathe again as she looked away from Lord Berett. Lord Rigsby swept Lady Flora a generous bow over her hand. Maddie was shocked the woman hadn’t swooned. Maddie certainly wanted to, but only if he would catch her and carry her away from here.

      Lady Flora whipped open her fan to flirtatiously wave it. “My lord, the pleasure is mine.”

      “There has been much discussion of your arrival among the tournament competitors.”

      Lady Flora blushed. “I don’t know why the gentlemen should be discussing me.”

      “Ah, you give yourself so little credit, Lady Flora. Just like our ancestors of old, we wish to wear the colors of the most beautiful, the most desired lady here.”

      A flurry of responses answered for Lady Flora. Most of them suggestions of colors from the other ladies as they strived for Lord Rigsby’s attentions. He shined like a beacon, mesmerizing the women like moths. Maddie was not immune, and neither was Lady Flora. She smiled timidly and toyed with the lace on her fan nervously.

      “Do sit with me.” Lord Berett tried to touch Maddie’s hand. Startled, Maddie turned to the nearest person, Miss Cecelia.

      “Miss Cecelia, you look lovely this evening.”

      “Thank you, Miss Prescott. How young I must say you look in your frock.”

      “Have you been introduced to Lord Berett?” Maddie asked, ignoring the slight.

      “I have.” Miss Cecelia said with slightly less enthusiasm.

      “Miss Cecelia is a crack shot with the bow, Lord Berett. Did you watch the lady’s tournament? I don’t even need to ask if you won, do I?”

      Miss Cecelia closed her eyes and smiled slowly before nodding her head.

      “I knew it.” Maddie felt like she was selling her soul as she heaped praise upon Miss Cecelia, but it was infinitely better than being monopolized by Lord Berett. Lord Berett began to pepper Miss Cecelia about her skill and equipment, and Maddie used the distraction to slink back into the crowd. Lady Flora was still enthralled by the attention of Lord Rigsby and the other gentlemen. Maddie began to inch her way out of the group altogether. She bumped into someone and turned to see her father staring down at her with a calculated gleam.

      “Madeline,” he said imperiously. Conversation slowed, and attention turned to them. His serious tone stood out like a fly in the soup.

      “Good evening, Father.”

      “Lady Flora,” he greeted. “Your lamb looked fit to escape.”

      Lady Flora dug her claws into Maddie’s arm and tugged her to her side. “Nonsense. I am always aware, Sir William.”

      Maddie looked down in dismay. She’d been thwarted.

      “Miss Prescott. Your absence has been noted today. I sincerely hope nothing is amiss?”

      His voice. As smooth and sweet as honey.”

      She looked up, a smile coming to her lips. She tried to temper it, to not blatantly display her relief and the need for his attention to everyone.

      “I’ve been getting acquainted with Lady Flora, my lord.”

      “I am terribly jealous.” His eyes were so warm as they absorbed her. Either she was losing her wits, or he was being a bit obvious here in front of everyone. Was this part of his plan to court her?

      She felt a tingling warmth spread through her, his eyes the source of the heat. She was about to respond with something hopefully clever when dinner was announced.

      The group dispersed, and Maddie gleefully watched as she was left to follow alone as the highest-ranking members of the party had to escort each other. She’d never been so happy to be a low ranking guest. Now that they were among the other guests, Maddie wouldn’t be the sole focus of Lady Flora’s attention. She was happy to remain quiet during dinner and simply enjoy not being under scrutiny. Lady Flora was placed so far from her, she could barely see her.

      After dinner, she followed the group of ladies back to the drawing room at an even slower pace. The gentlemen would be joining them shortly on the terrace to see the magician work his magic. Maddie couldn’t wait. It would be full dark with only torches for light and her greatest chance to escape, if only for a short walk.

      Lady Flora bid her to sit beside her as she conversed with Lady Worthington. Maddie did, content to be ignored by both women as she bided her time. The mantle clock ticked on slowly as the hour came to a close, and the ladies were escorted to the terrace. There were oohs and ahhs as the ladies stepped down the steps to the arrangement of chairs waiting and found their seats. Large contraptions had been erected on the terrace, and a mysterious cloaked figure waited in the shadows.

      Maddie felt her stomach flutter as she passed him, unsure if he was real or only a prop. She hurried to a seat at the back of the arrangement, far from Lady Flora who was engrossed with the set up on the terrace. Maddie took the last chair in the back near a large shrub. The magician was introduced as the cloaked figure, and as he stepped forward, he threw a vile on the ground that exploded into a great gust of smoke. There were screams all around, and though Maddie was quite startled herself, she slipped off her chair and around the shrub.

      She darted away into the darkness without a second thought. She regretted missing what was sure to be an engaging magic show, but simply having solitude after the horrendous day would be worth it. Her heart raced as she followed a familiar path by the light of a half moon. She ignored the creeping shadows and chill air on her bare arms as she found the summerhouse tucked away in the night. She stepped inside, her eyes adjusting to the meager light. She could see enough to find her way to the padded benches at the center without bumping a shin. She sat and exhaled in great relief, cursing the damned corset that would not allow her to catch her breath after her sprint. She leaned back on her hands and breathed slowly, closing her eyes and letting the cool, calm evening soothe her restless spirit.

      She didn’t hear anything but the night, the occasional sound of laughter or clapping from far away, or the haunting hoot of an owl, soft and low.

      But then she was being touched. Fingertips trailed from her hand to her shoulder and the bench depressed from the weight of another person. She knew who it was. Only one person would follow her. Only one person would want to touch her like this.

      “Is the show not to your liking?” she said breathlessly.

      “There is more enticing magic to be found away from the crowd.”

      “The magic of the night?” Maddie said as her skin tingled where his hands caressed up and down her arms between the bare skin of her elbow and cap sleeve.

      “Yes. Can you feel it?”

      “Yes.” Her voice was a whisper now. She didn’t know how but the corset felt even tighter. She couldn’t get enough air into her lungs.

      “You sound different.”

      “I can’t breathe,” she moaned.

      “Why can’t you breathe?”

      “This damn corset. It’s squeezing me to death.”

      He chuckled. “I happen to be an expert at removing corsets.”

      “You may not remove it, but you would do me a great service by loosening it.” She twisted to face him.

      He was nothing more than a shadow among shadows.

      “You want me to undress you?” he said it quietly and heavy with innuendo.

      Her heart fluttered in her chest, and heat pooled low inside her. “No. It’s too cold for that.”

      “I would keep you warm.”

      How she wanted to ask? She felt like she was toying with something dangerous. It was difficult when she couldn’t see him. What if it wasn’t him? What if it was some pagan God of the night who’d come to consume her body and soul?

      Her thoughts were fuzzy, either from his effect on her or lack of oxygen. “Just loosen it, if you please.”

      He chuckled and stood, lending her a hand to help her stand as well. She turned her back to him and felt the tugs of the ties of her dress being loosened. He parted the back and began tugging on the corset.

      “Mother of god,” he muttered.

      “It’s a torture device.”

      “I won’t disagree with you there.”

      Maddie took a full deep breath as soon as she was able, sighing in relief. She turned and smiled at him as soon as her dress was tied again. “Thank you.”

      “It was my pleasure.”

      “It was very gallant of you. I nearly suffocated.”

      “I am at your service, whenever you need clothing removed.”

      “I will remember that. My father refuses to employ a lady’s maid.”

      “Whatever for?”

      “He loathes wasting money on me. It doesn’t matter. I’m capable of dressing myself.”

      “Then how do you explain tonight’s costume?” He came around the bench to her side.

      “Lady Flora’s maid.”

      “I don’t think I’ve seen you in white before. It makes you look dreadfully innocent.”

      “I dislike white gowns. I prefer colors. This gown has a robin blue overdress, but Lady Flora determined that I should wear a white dress becoming of my youth and marriageable aspirations.”

      “I feel sinister just standing here with you.”

      “Sinister?” Maddie laughed. “What an absurd thing to say.”

      “I’m the devil who’s caught himself a wayward angel. Are you lost, little angel, or have I led you astray.” He stepped closer.

      Maddie bit her lip. “Perhaps it is I who has led you astray. The devil was an angel, too.”

      His hand brushed her temple, one knuckle softly gliding over her skin from her cheek to her jaw, down her neck, and slowly down the slope of her breast to the edge of her bodice. Her bodice hung low and loose, but she was still mostly decent. Maddie swallowed as her skin came alive at his touch.

      “Has anyone ever touched you like this?”

      Maddie closed her eyes. Long ago, someone had tried. She hadn’t felt like this then.

      She felt like she needed his touch, as much as she needed her next breath. “No,” she whispered.

      “Does it frighten you?” He hooked one finger in the edge of her bodice.

      She shook her head. She looked down. Her skin looked so pale compared to his, even in the shadows. He didn’t know how close he was to her nipple, but Maddie was achingly aware of it. Her skin felt like it wanted to scream in impatience. These thoughts and feelings were so new and, Maddie had to admit, completely ridiculous.

      “The most important question of all is… may I touch you, Maddie?”

      She sucked in a slow breath, his fingertip helplessly moving closer to her nipple. She nodded quickly. “Yes.” She wanted it so badly.

      His other hand came to cup the side of her face, and he brought her lips to his. He kissed her, and at the same time, his whole hand slipped into her bodice to cup her breast.

      It was such a glorious shock, she gasped. His tongue invaded her mouth, and Maddie let out a helpless moan as his thumb brushed over her sensitive nipple. He tugged it, and she felt it between her legs. She leaned into him, consumed by the sensations, captured by her body’s wicked response. She didn’t know anything could feel like this.

      He broke away from her mouth, nipping and sucking at the skin of her neck. “You like this.”

      “Oh, yes. It’s like potent fire in my blood.”

      “Oh, Maddie.” He tugged her bodice down to expose her and took both her breasts in his hands.

      Maddie looked down, but his bent head was all she could see. What she felt almost caused her knees to buckle. His burning hot tongue touched her nipple. He sucked her into his mouth. The pain was so sharp and exquisite, she cried out.

      “Hush, wild one. We don’t want others to come searching for the real magic that is happening tonight.”

      “Then you better not do that again.” Maddie panted.

      He eased her bodice up again. “Better not get carried away. You will be missed soon.”

      “Oh how I loathe the thought of returning.” Maddie sighed.

      “By the time you do, it will be time for you to retire.”

      “And what will you do the rest of the evening?”

      “Think of you,” he stated.

      It caught her off guard. Her insides felt like warm honey. She wanted to believe his words but then again… this was fake, wasn’t it?

      “Don’t waste your charms on me, Jonathan.”

      He pulled back and straightened his clothes. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Why did you follow me tonight?”

      He stilled. She could feel him staring at her.

      “Why wouldn’t I? I’m courting you. How else was I to be alone with you?”

      Maddie didn’t have a response. He wanted to be alone with her? “What is the next step in the courtship? As of yet, you are still undec—.”

      “I will marry you.” He moved closer again.

      Her body welcomed his heat thirstily. “What?”

      “I’m going to marry you, Maddie. Lady Flora can try to keep us apart, but I will always find a way to you. I will always seek you out. There will be no doubt in anyone’s mind that we will be married—including Lord Berett.”

      Maddie was stunned by his conviction. “How?”

      “You’ll see, but for now, you better hurry back.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll follow a little behind to make sure you return safely.”

      Maddie turned to leave but stopped. She squeezed his hand. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet.” He kissed her swiftly and ushered her out of the summerhouse.
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      Jonathan woke with a headache but nevertheless, was determined to rise early and move his campaign forward. Last night, he returned to the terrace just as Maddie and Lady Flora had made their excuses for retiring. The gentlemen sauntered off for more drinking and revelry while the ladies went up to bed. There were already bets taking place about who would be sleeping with who and which lonely lass could be found wandering the dark halls without a chaperone.

      Jonathan listened carefully, but no one uttered Maddie’s name, or rather, her nickname. She was still the undesirable Mad Maddie in their eyes, but Jonathan saw differently. He’d staggered to his bed early this morning still craving her soft skin in his mouth, her raspy cry in his ears. He didn’t care that anyone but he wanted her. All they needed to understand was that he meant to have her no matter what.

      There would be scorn, jokes, outright derision. His family would be confused, and he was sure Maddie’s father would refuse at first. But he would have her.

      Camden brought him coffee and a hot breakfast. He intended to ride early this morning and then practice in the arenas before lunch. He wouldn’t have a chance to see Maddie until the hawk hunt this afternoon and even then, it would be from a distance. The more promising avenue would be the twilight dinner. A buffet styled dinner in the out of doors followed by walks through the lantern-lit forest. It was the usual time couples started to out themselves at the party. After the walk would be dancing on the terrace. It was the last romantic event before the following day’s tournament. Thursday and Friday would be devoted to the gentlemen’s tournament with the champion’s dinner Friday evening.

      There seemed so little time to woo Maddie—no, he didn’t need to woo Maddie, he needed to claim her in front of everyone. His intentions had to be undeniable. The challenge would be Lady Flora and Lord Berett. They had already accepted that Maddie’s marriage to Lord Berett was a certainty, and Lady Flora was doing her mightiest to protect that. She had made that clear at dinner last night. She may as well have announced their engagement.

      What he didn’t understand was why. If Maddie was such a pariah in most circles, why was Lady Flora so keen to hitch her brother to her? Jonathan didn’t know, but he anticipated fierce competition from that quarter. It didn’t matter how hard they fought for Maddie, Jonathan would not lose, not when he was sure it was he Maddie wanted, and not Lord Berett. There would probably be talk, maybe a little bit of a scandal, but Jonathan didn’t care.

      He finished his breakfast and readied for riding. Reaching the stables, Camden had already sent word, and his horse was ready and waiting. The morning was crisp, and fog still clung to the roads and hills. He cantered out of the stable yard behind Lord Davey and Sir Stanley. Many of the gentlemen were riding this morning, but what caught his eye was Lord Berett sitting on a massive horse in full armor. He was heading toward the arena. Jonathan pulled his horse up beside Davey and Stanley who had also paused to watch.

      “Who wants to wager the old man dies when he takes his first hit?” Davey said.

      In some ways, Davey reminded Jonathan of Lord Draven, but beneath Draven’s cold and calculating exterior was a heart of pure gold. Davey was just a spoiled lad in gentlemen’s clothing.

      “I’ll take that wager,” Sir Stanley said. “It’s a wonder Lord Worthington agreed to let him compete.”

      “He’s supposed to be descended from a knight of the round table, whatever that means. Bloody codger just likes to play dress up and pretend.”

      Perhaps, Jonathan thought. But he wasn’t about to underestimate his opponent. Part of his plan in claiming Maddie was competing and beating Lord Berett in the games. He was going to challenge him for Maddie’s hand just like days of old.

      “Let’s be on our way,” Jonathan suggested. He turned his horse away. He would study Lord Berett’s abilities on the field once he’d had a good ride.

      

      Jonathan’s back was soaked with sweat under the padded armor. Lord Philip landed another blow to his back and Jonathan winced. He cursed as he pivoted, blocking the next swing and going on the attack. He slashed at Lord Philip relentlessly, driving him toward the fence as the others cheered. Lord Philip dropped to one knee, blocking, but his strength was waning.

      “Enough!” he shouted through his helmet.

      Jonathan ceased and stepped back. Just breathing under the weight of the padding was difficult. He helped Lord Philip to his feet, and they removed their helmets.

      “Bloody hell, Rigsby. What did I do to offend you?”

      “I’m only giving as good as I got, Philip.” Jonathan clapped the man on his back. “I think you bruised my ribs.”

      “I’m trying to make things fairer for the rest of us tomorrow.”

      “Then you should quit, not I.”

      “Tell us who you’re fighting for,” Stanley said with a grin.

      “You’ll see soon enough.”

      He saw the speculative glances they shared. “Don’t bother betting. You’ll all lose.”

      With the help of a footman, he removed his gear and stretched his aching muscles. He’d been practicing for hours now, finding relief from his pent up desires over Maddie through brute activities. He was actually enjoying himself, feeling his heart pump vigorously, and his muscles strain with exertion. Perhaps this was what they did in the dark ages to curb their lustful appetites? Whatever the case. He felt invigorated, yet relaxed.

      He accepted a cool, damp cloth and mopped the sweat from his brow and neck. Banks and Davey were waiting at the fence to watch Stanley and Sir McGregor's practice match. He leaned on the fence to watch.

      “Did you happen to see Lord Berett in the jousting arena?” Davey asked.

      “I did,” Jonathan said. He’d gone to watch. Many of the household was anxiously watching.

      “Well, he didn’t die,” Davey muttered.

      “No, he looked quite capable,” Jonathan said. More than he wanted to give him credit for. He had watched him joust, ax throw, shoot arrows, and practice with the sword. The man had the skill and apparent strength, but Jonathan had yet to see him face an opponent. He’d practiced only against dummies thus far.

      Jonathan turned away. He needed to get cleaned up before this afternoon’s activities. He returned to his room and summoned Camden. He had a quick basin bath and then dressed in a green coat and tweed trousers. Feeling like a gentleman again, he made his way down to the drawing room. Some guests had gathered there already.

      Miss Cecelia took immediate notice of him as he entered and came to his side. He hid his irritation and put on a charming smile.

      “Good afternoon, Miss Cecelia, Miss Worthington.”

      The elder sister looked him over with appreciation. If she considered him marriage material for her sister, she was going to be disappointed this evening.

      “Lord Rigsby, I do hope you will escort my sister on the walk through the lantern forest tonight. You have far more experience than Mr. Banks.”

      Jonathan raised a brow. What a bold wench. “I have no experience with the lantern walk. As of yet, I’ve never taken part. Mr. Banks and I have that in common. If you will excuse me, my father beckons,” Jonathan lied. He peeled Miss Cecelia off his arm and escaped. He went to his father’s side, which was conveniently near his mother who was conversing with Lady Flora. Maddie sat next to her. He had a bout of nervousness as he approached. This was his first foray into courtship, and he was about to do it in front of his own mother.

      He stopped before them and bowed. “Mother, Lady Flora, Miss Prescott. How lovely you all look this evening.” He let his gaze touch on his mother, then Lady Flora and then settle on Maddie.

      There. First step accomplished. He was establishing meaningful, prolonged contact with the intended recipient of his attentions. Her eyes widened, she blushed, and then suddenly, she pressed her lips as if she were going to…laugh? He narrowed his eyes briefly before addressing the elder ladies again. The minx. Just what did she find so amusing?

      His mother was watching him in abject curiosity, and Lady Flora didn’t look pleased at all.

      “Good evening, Lord Rigsby. Have you enjoyed the practice games thus far?” Lady Flora asked.

      “I have indeed. I feel as though I’ve stepped back in time. Have you any dragons for me to slay?”

      “There were no dragons in medieval times,” Maddie said. Her lips twitched.

      “You are correct, Miss Prescott, but if there were, I’d happily slay one for you.” Jonathan gave her one of his heart-melting smiles.

      “If we lived in a world with dragons, I’d like to think I could slay them myself,” Maddie said.

      “Heavens no, Miss Prescott. It isn’t for a lady to slay a dragon. Leave that to my brother, Lord Berett. He will gladly slay your dragons.” Lady Flora patted Maddie’s hand.

      Maddie pulled her hand away. “I’d rather slay my own—that is unless we’re talking about drawing room dragons. Those I gladly leave to you, Lord Rigsby.”

      Lady Heath made a strangled noise and then coughed gently into her handkerchief. “Please, excuse me.” She stood. “Son, do take me to your father.”

      “He’s just over there, Mother.” Lord Heath stood only three feet away.

      Lady Heath glared at him. Jonathan smiled and turned to Maddie. “May I escort you to the field for the hawk hunt?” he asked.

      “Very gracious of you, but I have need of Miss Prescott’s escort myself.”

      Jonathan ignored Lady Flora and willed Maddie to answer for herself. They would both need to be bold and willing to break the rules if they were going to succeed with this courtship. Come on with it, Maddie.

      She nodded first and then spoke. “I’d love to.”

      “I do know my brother wished to escort you, Miss Prescott,” Lady Flora said coldly.

      “He did not ask,” Maddie returned.

      Jonathan presented his elbow. “Shall we?”

      “We shall.”

      They were the first out the door to head to the fields, which meant everyone in the drawing room saw him escort Maddie from the room. It was as declarative as things could get at this point. Tonight would only convince them further. He could feel the eyes of everyone on his back, but as they stepped out the terrace doors, they couldn’t hear the murmurs of speculation.

      “I hope I haven't caused you too much trouble,” Jonathan said.

      “There was always going to be trouble. I knew that going into this.”

      “What will they do?” Jonathan’s voice rang with concern.

      “It depends on who it is. Lady Flora is probably speaking with my father right now. My brother will make snide comments as usual, and my father will at some point need to speak privately with me.”

      She said it so resolutely it troubled him. He wanted to bear the brunt of all her troubles, but he simply couldn’t just yet.

      Jonathan looked back. Everyone was following them at a distance. Who would have thought the heir to an earldom would have so much resistance to finding a wife? It was laughable. Someday, he could tell Winchester, and Winchester would understand.

      He missed his friends. They were busy being husbands and fathers. Their lives were as different as night and day now. Even when he married Maddie, they would still be different. They married for love and Jonathan…well, he was marrying Maddie for different reasons. Would they ever have common ground again?

      At the top of the hill was a man waiting with a great big bird on his arm.

      “What an exquisite creature!” Maddie gasped.

      As if on cue, the hawk spread its great wings.

      The ladies and gentlemen sat on provided blankets while Mr. Wraith, the keeper of the hawk, gave them a demonstration of the birds hunting prowess.

      Jonathan paid little attention to the demonstration. His mind was filled with different scenarios about how his family and her family might react. His own father and mother might not completely believe in his intentions and wait for further evidence, but her own, well, they had a strict plan to see her married to Berett, and now Jonathan was going to thwart it. What obstacles would they try to put in his way, he wondered? The first obstacle would undoubtedly be Lady Flora. She could keep him and Maddie apart simply by not allowing Maddie to leave their room. What would they do then? Jonathan would have Camden investigate the location of this room.

      Mr. Wraith selected a volunteer, Miss Cecelia. The women gasped with delight as he instructed her to stand very still and hold her palm out and flat while he put a red pouch in it. Lady Worthington looked fit to faint, but Cecelia basked happily in everyone’s attention, that was until the hawk leapt from Mr. Wraiths arm and straight toward her. She shrieked and ducked. A cascade of screams resulted while the hawk retreated to the air above them. Mr. Wraith struggled to calm the ladies. Jonathan grumbled as he grew hot in the direct sun.

      “Do they think this caterwauling is attractive?” Maddie said at his side. “She knew what was going to happen!”

      “But why have a little attention when you can have even more,” Jonathan replied. As he said the words, Cecelia clung to the nearest gentlemen. Seeing it was Lord Davey, her sister’s betrothed, she immediately lurched away into another, more eligible gentleman's arms, Mr. Banks.

      Jonathan was glad he wasn’t in her vicinity, or he might find her in his lap next. He leaned over to comment to Maddie to find her not there. He looked around, finding her crawling, rump in the air.

      “What the devil are you doing?!”

      She turned and smiled triumphantly. It was a view he preferred to savor in private, her round derriere in the air, her lush lips curved in mischief. He closed his eyes to savor the image. A different kind of heat, much hotter than the sun flushed over him. He opened his eyes as she stood, pouch in hand. She held it up with a big smile raised the sky, her palm flat.

      Everyone quieted, waiting to see what the hawk would do.

      Jonathan couldn’t take his eyes off Maddie. She looked like a goddess, ruler of all mortal beings, calling the hawk to her with her magic. The hawk was soaring high above them then dove dramatically. Maddie didn’t flinch, as the predator darted toward her, snatched the pouch, and returned to Mr. Wraith. The group erupted in applause. Maddie smiled at Mr. Wraith who nodded with approval. She’d quite possibly saved his entire show. Then she turned her radiant smile to Jonathan.

      Jonathan felt it like a punch to the gut. She looked at no one else. He was the sole recipient of her joy. He cherished the moment as she returned to his side. She didn’t seem to mind the attention as the others hesitantly complimented her bravery as she passed. She took his arm and thanked Mr. Wraith again. He was beside himself with gratitude.

      The demonstration ended, and the party returned to the house. Jonathan returned Maddie to her chaperone. Lady Flora looked coldly at them and instructed Maddie to return to their room for reflective calming, whatever that meant. The delightfulness of the afternoon waned quickly as Maddie left with Lady Flora, and Jonathan was again focused on how to gain further ground with his courtship. He retreated to his own room. He summoned Camden and gave him new orders. He needed to know where exactly Maddie’s room was and how one might escape it if need be.
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      Maddie followed Lady Flora to their room in silence. The woman had the stiff gate of an executioner, and Maddie wore her courage like an invisible noose. This was the beginning of the end of her father’s plan, she reminded herself. She never had any doubts it would be difficult. He was a bullheaded man. Any form of defiance enraged him. But what would Lady Flora do? She’d threatened Maddie already, but perhaps that was only a threat?

      They entered as Lady Flora held the door for Maddie and waved her through, her eyes glassy and hard. Maddie stepped through the entry quickly. Lady Flora was right on her heels, closed the door promptly, and turned, slapping Maddie as she did so.

      Maddie stepped back, stunned, her cheek smarting, but really, it was minor. Maddie was angrier that Lady Flora would have the nerve to strike her, regardless of anything her father had said.

      “How dare you.”

      “How dare I? How dare you encourage another gentleman when you have an understanding with my brother.”

      “There is no understanding. My father made me a promise. I have a month to find my own husband and if I don’t, only then will he try to force me to marry your brother.”

      Lady Flora narrowed her eyes. “You wretched girl. You should be thanking your lucky stars my brother would even consider marrying you.”

      “I haven’t thanked any stars, only wished fervently upon them that I will find another man to marry. You think me stupid, you think me as mad as they say? I’ve spent twenty-one years of my life under my father’s thumb, and I’d rather die than spend the rest of it under your brother’s control. I know Lord Berett. He is exactly like my father.”

      “You ungrateful child.”

      “Call me anything you want, but touch me again, and you will regret it.” Maddie twisted away and retreated to her room. Her hands shook. She was afraid. She leaned back against the door braced for a fight. Part of her welcomed it. She was not going to go willingly. Not anymore. She may not have anything in the way of money, but she had rights. She was of age. She could not be forced to marry Berett no matter what her father did. He might think the weight of his fist could rule her, but it certainly wasn’t above the law. She looked toward her window. She opened it and looked down. She was two floors above the ground floor. Below her were shrubs—no trees or trellis she could use to climb down if needed.

      This was absurd. Would her father really go to such lengths to keep her from finding her own husband? He could be a cruel man, but he wasn’t unhinged. He’d plainly said she had a month to find her own suitor. He’d given his word. She needed to speak with him as much as she wanted to avoid him at all costs. If she was going to do battle with Lady Flora, she needed to know where the lines were drawn.

      She pressed her ear to the door but could hear nothing. She opened it a crack, freezing as she saw Lady Flora sitting at the vanity and staring blankly at the room. There was a soft knock at the door, and then Lady Flora’s maid entered bearing a tray with a bottle of wine and a glass. Maddie pressed her lips together. Lady Flora was having a nip in the afternoon? Perhaps she was upset by her own actions. Maddie closed the door silently and sat on her small bed. Maybe once Lady Flora soothed herself and calmed, they could have a meaningful discussion. If she thought Maddie unworthy of her brother, then maybe she could be turned into an ally.

      Maddie waited a quarter hour before peeking at Lady Flora. She was now on the bed, her gown off. She was reclined with the glass in her hand. She took three large gulps as Maddie watched. Her maid was still there, sitting in a chair beside the bed.

      “Oh, the indignities I have faced, Anne. That wretched girl thinks she will find a better suitor than my brother. How daft can she be? There is no better suitor than my brother. She is owed to us.”

      Maddie bristled. She did not owe them anything. She owed no one her hand in marriage. She bit her tongue and kept listening.

      “Of course, my lady,” Anne dutifully answered.

      “Does she not understand this is the way of things?” Lady Flora finished her glass of wine, and Anne refilled it.

      Maddie watched as this glass was quickly finished, and Lady Flora’s mutterings deteriorated into slurred unintelligible rambling. Anne nodded and responded accordingly as if this were a unique language only she was fluent in. After an hour, there was light snoring, and Anne picked up the bottle and glass from Lady Flora’s slack grasp.

      Maddie had watched it all from the crack of her door.

      “It’s safe to come out now,” Anne said.

      Maddie covered her mouth and stood. She opened the door and met Anne’s sympathetic gaze.

      “You knew I was watching?” she whispered.

      Anne nodded. “I wouldn’t test her if I was you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She can be a very…hard woman. Cruel. Tread carefully.”

      “Do you know what they are trying to do to me?”

      Anne nodded. “Be careful.”

      Maddie watched the maid retreat. She looked at the bed where Lady Flora snored. Maddie didn’t have the patience to be careful. There was too much at stake. Knowing what she did, she needed to speak with her father the first chance she got, preferably without her brother’s presence. Her brother had a way of fueling their father’s anger toward Maddie, worsening her punishments simply because he enjoyed watching her suffer. She considered leaving the room. She changed her dress and tried the door, then stared at it in horror when she realized Anne had locked it from the other side. Anne could not be trusted, either. She pulled the bell cord and waited for help she suspected wouldn’t come.

      When Anne returned later to help Lady Flora dress for dinner, Maddie had already dressed herself. She kept her door open a crack, monitoring Lady Flora from a distance. The woman snored like an old dog and not once did she wake. Even now, Anne shook her vigorously as Maddie watched. It was humorous, but Maddie didn’t stay to enjoy it. She marched toward freedom, holding Anne’s gaze all the way to the door.

      Reaching the hall, she wasted no time waiting to see if Anne would follow or physically try to stop her. It was too soon to wait in the drawing room. She didn’t know who she could trust other than Jonathan. It was too far to the summerhouse, and she could easily be spotted in the garden. Instead, she ventured to the conservatory, another favorite spot, and would wait until it was time to go to dinner by herself. It would seem odd, but Maddie had spent her whole life being odd. No one would be surprised.

      She was almost to the conservatory when she turned a corner, and in her periphery, saw a shadow duck into an alcove. She stopped and waited. Was she being followed? It hadn’t looked like a maid. The shadow was leggier rather than bell shaped like a maid would be. A man was following her. But who? Her brother—that had to be it. He was doing his father’s dirty work as always.

      She waited, holding her breath until she couldn’t any longer and then sucked in an agonizingly slow breath. She heard a slight scuffle and a sigh, then he crept around the corner. Maddie muffled her scream and leapt back.

      He did the same, but without the feminine screech.

      “Who the devil are you and why are you following me?” Maddie hissed. He was well dressed, not a footman, but not a guest either. He was in service to someone.

      “My apologies, Miss Prescott. I was only meaning to find out where you were going.”

      “On who’s orders?”

      “Well, no ones, actually. I was instructed by his lordship to find the whereabouts of your room. I followed Miss Anne earlier and saw that she’d locked you in, so I followed her again and saw you leave.”

      “You are doing this for Lord Berett? Isn’t it enough that his sister is holding me captive?” Maddie accused.

      The man looked conflicted. “No. Not Lord Berett. I’m not sure I am at liberty to tell you.”

      “Tell me, or I shall scream so loud your ears will bleed, and everyone in this house will come running.”

      “Please do not,” he begged. “Let me confirm with my lord, perhaps he will wish to speak with you himself?”

      Maddie hesitated. Who the devil would want to keep tabs on her other than Lord Berett and her father?

      “You don’t work for Lord Berett?”

      “No, miss. I promise you I do not.”

      Maddie chewed her lips as one other possibility came to mind. “Do you work for Lord Rigsby?”

      The man swallowed and then nodded. “I do.”

      Maddie was relieved, but also miffed. What was going on? “Tell him I wish to speak with him immediately, and I will await him where we first spoke at the beginning of this party.”

      “Yes, miss.” The man turned and hurried away.

      Maddie turned and scooted into the conservatory. If it were Lord Rigsby who sent that man to find her room, then he would know where to find her waiting. She sat on the very bench she had been lounging on when they’d first spoken only two days ago. It felt like so much time had passed since then. They’d gone from virtual strangers to confidants in such a short time. That was only if this man, whoever he was, did, in fact, work for Jonathan. He could have been lying.

      Maddie waited, counting the seconds until she heard the door to the conservatory open. She stiffened but didn’t turn around to look.

      “Maddie?” he said quietly.

      Maddie sighed in relief and stood, turning to face him. “I wasn’t sure I could trust that man.”

      “He’s my valet. Camden. He is completely trustworthy.”

      Maddie nodded.

      “What is this I hear of you being locked in your room?”

      Maddie raised her brows. “The locking of the door is only one of the many things that occurred this afternoon.”

      “Tell me.” He came around the bench and took her hand. His brow was furrowed with concern, and Maddie was so moved she forgot what she was about to say.”

      “Umm…Why was he following me?” She could see the man—Camden, waiting by the conservatory door.

      “I was worried, and I wanted to know where your room was in case Lady Flora tried to keep you from the festivities. He followed you because, well, he found her maid and the circumstances very unusual.”

      “Unusual is an understatement.” Maddie focused on their entwined hands. “Lady Flora was so cross after the Hawk display that she struck me.”

      “She struck you?” His hand tightened on hers, and the other came to her face.

      She had no choice but to look up at him. He looked fiercely angry for her. She smiled. “It barely hurt, believe me. We argued, and I went into my chamber. Then her maid Anne arrived with wine for Lady Flora, which Lady Flora drank in rapid succession. She soon fell to sleep, and it was at that point I spoke to Anne. She warned me about Lady Flora. She told me to tread carefully. I tried to leave soon after Anne and was astonished to realize she’d locked me in the room, the cretin. They’ve gone mad, I tell you.” Maddie closed her eyes and shook her head in dismay.

      She heard his heavy sigh and opened her eyes.

      “I had a feeling things would become difficult.”

      “I want to speak to my father. He told me a month, and I will hold him to it.”

      “Perhaps I should speak with him?” Jonathan offered.

      “No. Not yet. “

      He sighed again. “If Lady Flora is a drunkard, we can use it to our advantage. But first, we need to solve the issue of the lock on your door. I’ll have Camden steal the key for you.”

      “I can’t have it on my person. I will be the first person they look to.”

      “No, Camden or I will have it. He will be our eyes and ears below stairs.”

      “This is all so absurd. If it wasn’t happening directly to me, I’d think it one of those ridiculous novels.”

      “Don’t try to pretend you don’t read them,” he chided.

      “Of course, I read them. Everyone reads them,” Maddie conceded, “but I never thought I would be the heroine in my own in real life.”

      “You can write it when this is all over and make heaps of money.”

      Maddie narrowed her eyes at him. “Don’t make light of this.”

      “You have to, or else it really is all that dreadful. Keep your chin up.” He lightly touched her chin, his eyes dropping to her lips. “We will laugh about it when it’s over, I promise you that.”

      “But what are we going to do at present?”

      He stroked his chin. “You’ve already escaped. It will look badly on them if they make a fuss. Act naturally.”

      “I don’t even know if Lady Flora will wake for the twilight dinner. Her maid wasn’t able to wake her when I escaped.”

      “Drunks always wake in time for another drink. Meanwhile, we shouldn’t be seen alone conspiring like this,” he teased.

      “I don’t know where to go. I don’t trust anyone else,” Maddie admitted. She hadn’t realized how hollow that would sound out loud. She had no one to trust except these two men.

      “Take heart, Maddie. It’s only another hour until dinner.” He lowered his voice, “As much as I’d love to stay and divert your attention from this awful situation, I should go and see what our nemeses are up to. Stay here and don’t come out until it’s time to join everyone in the drawing room.”

      “And if someone should come in here?”

      “Hide if necessary.”

      Maddie sighed. She’d grown used to her way of life, and now everything was turned upside down. She had no idea there would be such difficulties when she set out on her quest to find her own husband. As if propositioning a man hadn’t been strange enough.

      “So be it. I will next see you in the drawing room.”

      He squeezed her shoulder. “I’m afraid it will get harder before it gets easier. Remember, you’re not doing this alone. I’m here to slay your dragons.”

      Maddie smiled half-heartedly. “Dragons. Plural.”

      “I’ll see you in an hour.”

      She nodded, and he left. She watched him and his valet leave before claiming a bench out of view of the doorway. It was only an hour. It wasn’t very much time at all, and yet it felt like an eternity. She used to love time to herself, time to daydream, time to read without interruption. Oh! If only she had a book! Hours passed like seconds when one had a book in hand.

      With nothing else to do but stare at the fountain, she began to count the seconds that passed. After a quarter hour, she heard the door to the conservatory open. She leapt from the bench and slipped behind a potted plant. Camden came into view, searching the room for her.

      “I’m here.” She stepped out.

      “His lordship thought you might need some diversion.” Camden handed her a book.

      Maddie beamed at Camden. He looked visibly struck by it.

      “Oh, thank you!”

      “You’re very welcome, Miss Prescott. I was also advised to give you this. It’s his Lordships pocket watch. He says you mustn’t be late for dinner.”

      “How very thoughtful of him.” Maddie took the watch, brushing her thumb over the engraved silver filigree.

      “I must go now.”

      “Thank you, Camden.”

      He nodded and departed. Maddie sat on the bench and looked at the book. Ghosts I’ve Met by Edward Platt. Maddie giggled. What an odd choice. She would have to ask if Jonathan had picked the title or simply told Camden to grab whatever was quickest. Perhaps Jonathan secretly had an interest in the supernatural. Very interesting… Maddie was only too happy to open the book and let her mind and time drift away from the present. But first, she checked the time and made a mental note not to lose track.
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      Jonathan entered the drawing room, his gaze immediately finding Maddie. She was in the corner of the room awkwardly talking to Miss Penny. Miss Penny was the third Worthington daughter and woefully shy. She looked supremely uncomfortable talking to Maddie as if Maddie would somehow cause a great flurry of attention to come their way. Or perhaps Maddie was telling her a chilling tale from the book he’d sent her. It was something he’d picked up after coming home, having had an interesting experience in a castle in Germany. He thought Maddie might like the thrill of a good ghost story.

      Coming to his mother’s side first, he scanned the room so his attention to Maddie wasn’t too noticeable.

      “Good evening, Mother.”

      She looked at him skeptically. “Is it? Would you like to warn me about anything?”

      “Warn you? About what?”

      “Plans, outrageous schemes…”

      Jonathan schooled his features. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Are you confusing me with Lucy?”

      His mother scoffed. “Your father enlightened me. You two had a very interesting conversation.”

      “Indeed, we did. All this time the two of you have been in a league against your children. For shame, Mother. Here I thought you loved me.”

      She scoffed. “Do not tease me. You are up to something. You were the good child, the easy child.”

      “I’m telling Lucy you said that.”

      “I’m sure I’ve said something to that effect to her directly, but don’t change the subject. Lucy found her place,”

      “Ah, here we go again.” Jonathan groaned.

      “I was not pleased by what your father said.”

      “Because he gave me his blessing not to marry if I didn’t wish to?”

      His mother pursed her lips angrily. “He did not.”

      “He most certainly did.”

      She took his elbow gently and plastered a sweet smile on her face. She led him away from the group of eager ears. Still smiling she said, “Whatever was said between you two was moot. You made a point to escort Miss Prescott to the hawk hunt, did you not? And the other night you danced with her. A mother might be inclined to think that her son was courting the young woman by these displays.”

      “You can think whatever you like, Mother.”

      “Are you?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “What if I was?”

      She kept her smile, but a crease appeared between her brows. “Miss Prescott?”

      She said it with such disbelief it irritated him. Yes, he wanted to snap, Miss Madeline Prescott. You may as well tie a bow around her and deposit her in my bed. Jonathan looked toward the door and saw that the butler had entered and was speaking to Lady Worthington. The dinner buffet must be ready.

      “Would you like me to introduce you? I’d be happy to.” He tucked her hand in his elbow and dragged her across the room to Maddie’s side.

      “Mother, I do believe you already know Miss Prescott, Sir Williams’s daughter.”

      Maddie was caught off guard. She blushed. “Good evening, my lady.”

      “Yes, I have had the pleasure, son. Good evening to you, Miss Prescott, and Miss Penney.

      “Good evening, Lady Heath,” Miss Penny squeaked. ‘It looks as though my mother is about to announce dinner. I must go assist her.” Miss Penny excused herself.

      “Wonderful. Now I can escort two beautiful women to dinner.” Jonathan offered his free arm to Maddie.

      She took it hesitantly.

      He turned them toward the open French doors as his father approached. “May I escort my wife?” His father bowed.

      “I reluctantly relinquish her into your hands.” Jonathan winked. His mother still looked cautiously between him and Maddie.

      He broadened his smile “Shall we? I’m famished.”

      “As am I,” Maddie said at his side.

      “Good evening, Miss Prescott. I was just speaking to your father.”

      “I’m sorry—I mean…oh?” She bit her lip.

      Jonathan chuckled. “Maddie has a whip-like wit, doesn’t she? Never a dull moment with her.

      He ignored her arrested stare as he boldly watched his parent’s reaction. His father raised a brow, and his lips twitched, and his mother gave him a speaking glare.

      “I do so enjoy a woman with a sense of humor. Let us join the others,” Lord Heather replied.

      Jonathan and Maddie followed his parents out the doors, Jonathan slowing his pace enough so they could speak somewhat privately.

      “What was that about? You used my name!” Maddie whispered.

      “I did it intentionally.”

      “Why?”

      “After tonight, no one will be guessing about my intentions.”

      “You don’t intend to use my name in front of everyone, do you?”

      “Of course not. But I wanted to shock my mother.”

      “I think it worked.”

      “Oh, I know it did,” Jonathan said smugly.

      “She’s been torturing me endlessly about marriage. Now it’s my turn.”

      “You intend to torture her using me?”

      “When you say it like that it sounds terrible. No. I don’t mean you personally.”

      “Then what do you mean?”

      “I don’t know. I’m just enjoying her discomfort at not knowing what I’m doing at present. She suspects something, but I won’t confirm or deny anything, and it's driving her batty.”

      “I think I understand. But still, she doesn’t seem to be pleased.”

      Jonathan remained silent for a moment. “And if she isn’t?” He felt her small shrug. He looked down at her. “It wouldn’t matter. They don’t see what I see.”

      She looked up at him with wonder. He kept staring. He’d never had a woman look at him in such a way. He was a little embarrassed but also filled with awe and warmth. What was it about Maddie that made him feel so different? For the first time, he felt like someone’s hero. It wasn’t just lust he felt for her. It was genuine care. She deserved everything that was good in him and above all else, she needed him. Oddly, he thought he might need her, too.

      He looked away. As they came upon the gathering, they held everyone’s attention. Jonathan let his mask slip into place and led Maddie to a table with two open chairs. The other occupants were Mr. Banks and Mrs. Faraday. Mrs. Faraday was a charming widow of middling years. She was a bit of a gossip, which suited Jonathan just fine.

      They took a moment to greet each other, Mrs. Faraday’s eyes bright with intrigue. Jonathan and Mr. Banks left the ladies to fetch their plates.

      “Mrs. Faraday caught your eye?” Jonathan teased Banks.

      “I couldn’t stand another moment listening to Miss Cecelia whine and gloat in rotating sentences. Mrs. Faraday was most obliging in allowing me to escort her.”

      Jonathan nodded in sympathy.

      “I can’t help but notice…” Banks raised both brows.

      “That I escorted Miss Prescott?”

      “And other obvious happenings. It’s all anyone can talk about, once Miss Cecelia ceases talking, of course.”

      “Of course.” Jonathan chuckled. “I intend to court Miss Prescott.” Jonathan blurted, though he said it low enough so only Banks could hear.

      Banks stared at him.

      “Don’t look so shocked. You looked smitten enough yesterday morning,” Jonathan growled defensively.

      “I’m not shocked, frankly—well, not for the reason you assume.”

      “She’s not mad, she’s eccentric, and she shines brighter than anyone here. Frankly, it’s absurd she hasn’t more suitors. But never mind that. I’m not going to let rumor and nicknames scare me away from someone who has courage enough to be herself,” Jonathan finished angrily. He looked around. His quiet little tirade hadn’t drawn anyone’s attention yet. But Banks looked at him as if he may very well be crazy, not Maddie.

      “Believe me when I say I understand,” Banks said calmly.

      “Do you?” Jonathan returned.

      “Since my family’s circumstances changed, I’ve been thrust into the marriage mart. And…” He lowered his voice, “All the young women—while I’m sure they all have lovely and unique attributes, all blend together. Miss Prescott has thrust herself out of the mold and made her own. It is admirable.”

      Jonathan listened while he filled his and Maddie’s plates. “I could not agree more, Banks.”

      Feeling level headed again, he and Banks returned to their table, but in Mrs. Faraday’s place sat Miss Cecelia.

      “Mr. Banks! I hope you don’t mind. My mother desperately needed to speak with Mrs. Faraday.”

      Jonathan marveled at Banks’s ability keep his expression neutral. “How wonderful.” Banks sat. “I do hope you like fish. Mrs. Faraday requested a heaping plate full of fish.” He set the plate down before her.”

      “Oh, dear. I disdain fish.” Miss Cecelia pushed the plate away.

      Maddie reached across the table and took the plate. She scraped the fish onto the ground and returned it to Miss Cecelia. A slopping-scuffing sound filled the silence.

      “Good heavens, what is that?” Cecelia cried.

      “Oh, not to worry.” Maddie smiled. “Henry loves fish.”

      “Henry?”

      The hound popped his head up from under the table in answer to his name.

      “My father’s hound?” Cecelia said in dismay.

      “He is delightful company,” Maddie offered.

      Jonathan chuckled. “Let’s hope he finishes all the fish before the stable cats catch wind of it.”

      Miss Cecelia still did not touch the plate of food. Mr. Banks sighed. “May I fetch you something more to your liking?”

      “Oh yes, please.” Miss Cecelia gushed. She spouted off an assortment of food items and smiled pleasantly as he retreated back to the buffet table.

      “Well, now that that is settled,” Jonathan murmured.

      Miss Cecelia folded her hands on the table and leaned forward. “Isn’t it a beautiful evening, Lord Rigsby? The forest will be so enchanting when lit only by lantern, and perhaps a bit spooky.” She shivered.

      “Do you believe in ghosts, Miss Cecelia?” Maddie asked.

      Jonathan watched as Cecelia reluctantly turned her attention to Maddie. “Of course, not.”

      “Then what is there to be afraid of?”

      “The hermit.”

      “Mr. Sanders? He is very nice.”

      “You’ve spoken to the hermit?” Cecelia said with a horrified expression.

      “You haven’t?”

      “Heavens no. Why would I speak to the hermit?”

      Maddie shook her head, and Jonathan tried valiantly to look like he wasn’t enjoying every moment of the exchange between the two. Maddie and Cecelia were as different as night and day.

      “You’re right. I wouldn’t expect you to speak to him at all. Why would you?” Maddie shrugged.

      Jonathan switched his gaze to Cecelia for her response.

      “Exactly. It isn’t done for a young lady to wander about the woods let alone speak to the resident hermit,” she returned tartly.

      Maddie raised her brow but didn’t comment.

      “So why did you?” Cecelia asked.

      Maddie set her fork down. “I was in the woods, wandering as young ladies such as I do, and I came across a young fawn. It was curled in the brush, and I would not have seen it as I passed had it not mewed softly for help. I could see the smoke from a small fire up the rise, and I walked toward it. That is where I found the hermit’s hut. I explained the situation, and he took the little babe into his hut. It had a sprained leg.”

      “What of its mother?” Jonathan asked.

      “That is the peculiar thing. When Mr. Sanders picked up the baby, she slowly approached from a dense thicket. She followed us to the hut. Mr. Sanders put a poultice on the little leg and a bandage made of leaves. He let the baby go outside, and it joined its mother. They both just walked away into the woods. Mr. Sanders told me all about the deer population and how he made the bandage of leaves so after the poultice and leaves dried out it would fall off on its own.”

      “Ingenious,” Jonathan said

      “I thought so, too.”

      “But why did you talk to him?” Cecelia asked with a perplexed frown.

      “I needed someone to help with the baby fawn. He is very knowledgeable, you know.”

      “You were alone with a man,” Cecelia said quietly.

      “No one cared then, no one cares now,” Maddie returned.

      Cecelia pointedly looked at Jonathan. He raised a brow, daring her to say something idiotic.

      “Is that true, Lord Rigsby? What are your thoughts about Miss Prescott's actions?”

      “I think it very compassionate she sought help for the fawn.”

      “But she risked her reputation for an animal. That is very risky behavior.”

      Jonathan looked at Maddie. “Indeed, I would think less of you had you left the fawn to its inevitable demise.”

      “I could never do such a thing. I will never stand by while an animal suffers.”

      “There, you see? Her good reputation is intact.” He smirked at Cecelia.

      She was not pleased. She leaned forward. “You know that is not what I meant. She was alone with a man for who knows how long. Only the Lord knows what happened,” she said quietly.

      Jonathan could feel the tension in Maddie. His anger rose to the forefront. “What exactly are you implying, Miss Cecelia.”

      Cecelia pinched her lips as she was about to answer. Mr. Banks returned at that moment and set her plate before her.

      “There you are, Miss Cecelia.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Banks.”

      Mr. Banks looked around the table expectantly. “You three look like you were discussing something intriguing.”

      “Not at all,” Cecelia answered first.

      “Miss Cecelia thinks I’ve been dallying with the hermit,” Maddie said point non-plus.

      Mr. Banks had unfortunately just taken a sip of his wine. He barely stopped himself from spewing it all over the white table linen and instead, spit it into his glass. He coughed. “Damnation.”

      “My apologies, Mr. Banks,” Maddie said.

      Jonathan looked heavenward as he sipped his own wine.

      “My apologies, Miss Cecelia and Miss Prescott, for my language,” Mr. Banks uttered hoarsely.

      “Well, I’ve been shocked to my toes. I shan't eat a single thing now.”

      Jonathan set his glass down with a thunk. “Shocked? You’re the one who brought it up. You made the implication, for whatever purposes.”

      “I resent that implication.” Cecelia put her nose in the air.

      “As do I, Miss Cecelia,” Maddie spoke up. “You implied something very unkind about me for no other reason than…well, I don’t know why you would want to hurt me.”

      Cecelia sat back and folded her arms. She looked between Jonathan and Maddie. “You’ll do well to remember your place, Miss Prescott.”

      “I know my place, Miss Cecelia. I’ve lived in it for quite some time. I suggest you remember yours and the fragile glass walls you live in.”

      Miss Cecelia pushed out of her chair and strode away.

      “Good riddance,” Jonathan muttered.

      Mr. Banks pulled her abandoned plate nearer and began to eat her food as well.

      “I’m going to never hear the end of this. I suspect this is the last time my family and I will be invited to this party.” Maddie sighed and poked at her food with her fork.

      “I suspect that’s true, but for very different reasons,” Jonathan said. He caught Maddie’s gaze.

      “I’d consider it a blessing,” Mr. Banks added.

      That made Maddie smile, which calmed Jonathan significantly. He relaxed in his chair and finished his wine. He was ready for the evening to move forward and to put every last naysayer in their place. Tonight, they would know that the future Earl of Heath had chosen his Countess. He mentally stumbled on that last thought. She would be his countess, but she wouldn’t really be the countess if he left her alone on some remote estate. He still hadn’t thought much about that part, which was a mistake. The Countess of Heath had duties. She tended to tenant concerns, brought care baskets, and sweets for the children. His mother always had many things to tend to when they returned home.

      He looked at Maddie again. She was talking with Banks about the fawn story, only Banks wasn’t scandalized, he was charmed. Maddie could charm the tenants just as easily. The children would love her. She’d never look down on them or make the tenant wives feel homely in her presence. Maddie was as down to earth as a lady could be. Jonathan could even say she would thrive on their country estate. It was in the ballrooms that she’d suffer. And if he had it his way—and her way—she’d never have to go there again after they married, but there was no reason to send her away to some far-flung place when she would be perfectly comfortable in Yorkshire.

      He would have to discuss it with her. Perhaps she wanted to be far away and completely removed from society’s eye. If she only went so far as his family’s home in Yorkshire, she’d reside with his family most of the year and have to endure parties and frequent visits from his sister. She would also see him very frequently, and he her, which meant he wouldn’t be able to keep his hands off her and then his mother would have her wish of many grandchildren. The arrangement wasn’t a bad one. Once his family accepted her, they would see her for the prize she truly was, but it was Maddie's choice.

      “Are you ready to walk the forest now?” Jonathan asked abruptly.

      “Oh, yes, a walk is just what I need after all this food,” she stood.

      Mr. Banks stood as well. He caught Jonathan’s eye. “Shall I join you?”

      “No,” Jonathan said firmly. Maddie looked between the two gentlemen.

      Mr. Banks nodded. “Right then. Enjoy your illuminating walk.”

      “Thank you,” Maddie smiled at him as Jonathan tugged her away.

      “That was rude,” she whispered to Jonathan.

      “Maddie, this walk is for lovers. It is meant to declare to the party that we have an interest in each other. It wouldn’t do for Banks to join us, now would it?”

      “Oh, I suppose not. But I feel badly leaving him alone.”

      “He understands.”

      They approached the entrance to the walk. Many of the matrons sat facing the entry to the walk so they could gleefully watch which couples would enter together and speculate the fruitfulness of the match. Guests took notice as they approached, and Jonathan calculated the odds of them being intercepted. He thought Sir William might try to stop them, or perhaps Maddie’s brother, but it was one man in particular who stood, his hand braced on a cane Jonathan knew he hardly needed.

      Lord Berett stood, nimbly placing himself between them and the entrance, turning and spotting them as if he was surprised to find them there. Jonathan placed his hand over Maddie’s where it rested on his arm.

      “Good evening, Lord Berett.”

      “Good evening, young Lord Rigsby. A fine time you’ve been having on the practice field, I see.”

      “That I have, Lord Berett.”

      “The culmination of events shall be interesting, if not entertaining to the rest of the guests.”

      “As always. That is Lord Worthington’s goal for the party, I should say,” Jonathan replied coolly.

      Lord Berett turned to Maddie. “I was informed that my sister was not feeling well. I would greatly appreciate if you would see to her needs this evening, Miss Prescott. She is very fond of you.”

      Jonathan was prepared to intervene, but he was sure Maddie could handle herself.

      “She imbibed heavily this afternoon. Tis her own fault. I was not inclined to watch her sleep, my lord. Her maid saw to her needs adequately.”

      Lord Berett’s bushy brows came together. “A young lady may not be about without her chaperone.”

      “I haven’t a need for a chaperone, Lord Berett. But if you are so concerned for Lady Flora, may I suggest you see to her yourself or send for a doctor? I’m of the opinion she only needs food and sleep.”

      His wrinkled lips came together in patent disapproval. “I have permission from your father to walk you through the forest.” He put his hand out.

      “Miss Prescott has already accepted my escort,” Jonathan said coolly. Lord Berett didn’t look at him, only at Maddie. He stared at her with hard eyes as if he could will her into taking his hand.

      Jonathan didn’t want a confrontation, but he was not about to concede to Lord Berett.

      Maddie smiled sweetly. “Thank you, Lord Berett, but I’ve already chosen my escort for the evening.”

      “Your father chose for you.”

      “My father gave me a month to choose for myself, and I have.”

      Jonathan watched the interchange carefully. Maddie was calm under Lord Berett’s subtle aggression. Lord Berett bowed his head and stepped back. “Tis but a simple walk through the woods. You may enjoy it with whomever you wish.”

      Maddie held Lord Berett’s stare. Jonathan moved them around Lord Berett with a nod. He was sure all of the gatherings had witnessed the exchange, and the talk would be rabid. They entered the sheltered path, the tree limbs having been trimmed over the years to arch over the path creating a tunnel that would have been eerie had it not been cleverly lit by lanterns hung sporadically to make the path whimsical and inviting. A violinist had begun to play. Looking back, Jonathan could see more couples pairing off and entering the trail.

      He looked down at Maddie. She was staring at the ground.

      “Look up Maddie. It really is beautiful in here.”

      She raised her chin and looked around, her expression barely showing interest in their surroundings.

      “I’ve only ever walked this as a group, usually in the wake of my sister and her drooling suitors. Have you been here before?”

      She nodded. “I walked through alone once. I wanted to see what all the fuss was about.”

      “And now that you’re walking it with me?”

      She half smiled. “It’s better to have someone to walk it with.”

      “Someone? I’m wounded.”

      She laughed. “You,” she clarified.

      “I’m not yet mollified by that answer.”

      “I remember seeing you in here that first year. You were looking for your sister. You growled like a beast. I could only see bits of you through the trees.”

      “They have cleverly made little alcoves with benches. A terrible idea. Lucy had the strange notion that if she got lost in here, her perfect partner would find her and it would be meant to be.”

      “Who found her?”

      “My father. Lucy was very displeased. It had grown late, and the other guests were returning to the house.”

      “Where were you?”

      “I admit I was a bit lost myself.”

      “Truly?”

      “It’s like a maze in here. I couldn’t find my way out, and Lady Merton, who was Miss Kingsley as the time, kept trying to corner me in an alcove. I feared for my life.”

      She laughed throatily. “You mean you feared for your bachelorhood.”

      “At the time, they were the same thing.”

      He smiled as she rolled her eyes. He spotted a hidden alcove, but they had other guests on their heels, and it wouldn’t do to be caught in a compromising situation. He hurried them on, putting distance between them and the other guests.

      “It really is lovely in here,” she commented.

      “It is if only we could get away from these interlopers,” Jonathan grumbled.

      She tossed her head to look back. Jonathan was tempted to press his lips to her exposed neck. He quickly kissed her skin, the warm of it a shocking delight that went straight to his head.

      She gasped and gave him a playful swat on the arm. “Don’t do that!”

      “I couldn’t help myself.” He looked ahead. The path split in two directions. “Let’s go this way.” He tried to remember how he’d gotten himself lost years before. He’d felt so secluded then, and seclusion was exactly what he needed now.

      There were whoops and laughter all around them as the younger set of guests enjoyed the freedom from their chaperones in the safety of clusters. There was an illusion of privacy in here, Jonathan reminded himself, but at certain points, and in certain alcoves, a person could be completely surrounded by trees and invisible to everyone else. Jonathan needed just the spot. They turned, turned again, and then turned the opposite way until the path spiraled to a close. At the end sat a lonely bench and complete darkness. Someone had forgotten to light this lantern.

      “A dead end,” Maddie said.

      “A perfect opportunity, more like it.”

      “Opportunity for what?” She let him lead her to the bench, and they sat.

      He turned toward her and put his arm around her shoulders. “Take a guess.”

      “Oh,” she smiled. He imagined she blushed too, but he couldn’t tell in the near darkness. Cracks of lantern light seeped into their little haven. A reminder that their time here was tenuous and the privacy limited. Jonathan leaned in.

      “I wanted to discuss the living arrangements with you. I know you wanted to be somewhere away from society, but I think you’d like it at the family estate. The only caveat is living with my family when they are in residence and the occasional party, but when it comes time to take up the reins of countess, you’ll already be familiar with everything.”

      “Reins as countess?” Her brow furrowed.

      Jonathan kissed the lines. They smoothed under his lips. When he pulled away, her eyes were closed. They didn’t open as he tipped up her chin and kissed her fully. He tasted her lips, not demanding anything more. She was relaxed but more reserved than usual. He leaned back and waited for her to open her eyes.

      “You don’t like my idea,” he stated.

      “I didn’t think that far ahead. I never imagined you’d want me to be an acting countess.”

      “I think you’d be good at it.”

      “I’m not much of a hostess.” She bit her lip.

      “Never mind that part. I think you’d enjoy seeing to the tenants needs and helping me to manage the estate.”

      “You think I’d be good at those things?”

      “Yes.” He nodded. “You are very kind, and you don’t look down on people of lower class. The tenant wives and children would adore you.”

      “But what if I can’t get on with your family? While I admire your sister, I’ve never spoken more than four words to her at a time.”

      “Lucy has her own family now. And when she is around, she is obsessed with her baby and husband. My mother and father will come to see you for all the good things you are. I can promise you that.”

      She looked away. “I don’t know.”

      “You mustn’t decide now. It was only an idea.” He bent and kissed her cheek then moved lower to kiss the corner of her lips. “Kiss me, Maddie. We’re running out of time. As much as I’d like to, I can’t keep you here forever.”

      She turned her lips to his, and he took them greedily. Her arms came around his neck, and it was all the invitation he needed to bring her tightly against him. She opened her mouth, and he surged inside, clinging to her, breathing in her scent and her essence. He absorbed the feeling of her body pressing against his like a starving man tasting food at last. He didn’t know when they’d get this chance again. Things were surely going to get harder before they got easier. Every eye would be on them after tonight.

      He drank in the taste of her one last time and then slowly ended the kiss, separating from her little by little until their lips gently broke apart and their breaths mingled between them.

      “That will have to be enough for now,” he said. His pulse echoed in his ears.

      She slid her arms down until her hands rested on his chest. She was breathing erratically still.

      “When you kiss me like that it feels like my heart turns into a bird and fights to get out of my chest.”

      He chuckled. “That doesn’t sound pleasant.”

      “Oh, but it is. It must be a little bird with delicate wings that flap and flutter joyfully inside me.”

      “It wants to be free,” he whispered. She said such odd and profound things. He imagined if he could see inside her mind, it would be a beautiful and whimsical place.

      “When you kiss me, I feel free.”

      He felt a peculiar squeeze around his own heart and then a herculean need to pull her into his arms and keep her there. He’d never felt like this before. It was so strong and terrifying, like being trampled by a big wave.

      “We should go.” He tugged her up from the bench. He looked at her once they had reached better light. She looked like she’d been thoroughly kiss—which she had, but hopefully, only he noticed because he’d been doing the kissing.

      She was quiet now, and Jonathan almost regretted bringing up the idea of her staying in Yorkshire. Maybe he underestimated her desire to truly be left alone. Was she so used to being an outcast that she would refuse to live any other way? He mentally shook his head. It would have to be a conversation for another time.

      Finding their way back to the entrance was a bit harder than he thought. They stumbled upon Mr. Banks, Mrs. Faraday, and Miss Canard and found their way back together. By the women’s interested stares, Jonathan knew there was already speculation in their minds. So be it. They returned to the group gathering, and the tables had been rearranged to allow for dancing.

      Three musicians now played a lively song for a cluster of dancers. Jonathan led Maddie back to their table. They had only just sat, with Mr. Banks and the two women joining them, when a menacing shadow appeared over Maddie’s shoulder. Jonathan and Maddie turned to find Lady Flora.

      “My lady, I did not think to see you this evening. Are you feeling improved?”

      “Much,” she said with a clipped voice.

      Jonathan and Banks both offered her their chair, and she took Jonathan’s, and then she bid him to fetch her some watered wine. He couldn’t refuse her without being horribly rude, so off he went. But before he turned, he looked directly at Banks. Banks met his gaze and nodded subtly. Jonathan hurried away.

      When he returned with Lady Flora’s wine, Banks had asked Maddie to dance. She looked to him as he approached, and Jonathan nodded to indicate he was fine with it. He was confident Banks understood where things stood. He set the glass down and took Maddie’s seat while Banks escorted her to the floor and then the next set began.

      Mrs. Faraday and Miss Canard looked uncomfortable as they made small talk with Lady Flora. They soon excused themselves.

      It was only a moment before Lady Flora cleared her throat ominously and turned to him.

      “Do you think you have any chance against a man like my brother?”

      “I presume you mean the tournament? I’ve heard he has great skill in the joust. I shall do my best.”

      “You presume wrong, Lord Rigsby. There is already an existing arrangement between Sir William and my brother.”

      Jonathan dropped all pretenses. “Maddie is of age. She can marry whomever she pleases. By law, she will not be forced to marry someone she doesn’t wish.”

      “She’d be a fool not to marry my brother,” Lady Flora snapped.

      “Maddie is not foolish enough to let others dictate her life. She knows what she wants, and she knows how to get it.”

      Lady Flora narrowed her eyes. “What do you have planned?”

      Jonathan leaned forward. “I know not of what you speak, Lady Flora, but know this. If you ever put a hand to her again, or even muss a single hair on her head, I will know it, and you will never be welcome in any house of good standing ever again.”

      “What power do you think you have, boy. You’re not yet an earl.”

      “You may be titled, but you and your brother are outsiders here. I’m one of the most eligible bachelors in England. It’s interesting how damaging words can be to one’s reputation. And society is so unforgiving.”

      “You’d dare spread lies!” Her nostrils flared.

      “I’d tell the truth, Lady Flora. You’re an abusive drunk and your brother…well, his predicament is a bit more self-explanatory, isn’t it? Another aging lord in search of a young wife, but his title and money are not sufficient to tempt anyone as of yet. You’re trying to force Maddie because she would appear to be an easy target. You’re wrong. Her father gave her a month to choose.”

      “And with proper guidance, she will choose what is best for her family.”

      Jonathan cocked his head to the side. He was the heir to an earldom, Lord Berett, only a viscount. How in the devil could marriage to a lesser title benefit Sir William more than a marriage to the next Earl of Heath? He felt a trickle of apprehension. There was more to this than he or Maddie knew. Jonathan’s gut told him they were hiding something, Lord Berett, his sister, and Maddie’s father. If he was going to find out what it was, he would need to get closer to her family, and he would need help from his own.

      Jonathan stood. “I’ll make one thing clear, Lady Flora. Maddie knows what she wants. Now if you’ll excuse me.” He didn’t wait for a response. He saw his father and mother coming his direction. He didn’t want to face them and their questions with Lady Flora present.

      He intercepted them and waved them toward an empty table. His father looked like he wanted to be anywhere but here and his mother was stone-faced.

      Jonathan resigned himself to the inevitable lecture that was forthcoming, but first, he looked around them to find Maddie still dancing with Banks. She looked like she was enjoying herself, bouncing through the steps of a cotillion.

      He turned back to his parents. “Well? What are you waiting for?”

      His mother folded her arms. “I’d like to know what sort of lark you think this is?”

      “A lark?”

      “Your mother has concerns about your behavior with Miss Prescott. It would seem to allude to courtship but—”

      “But what? I am courting Madeline Prescott,” Jonathan said flatly.

      His mother blinked, and her mouth dropped open like a fish.

      Jonathan snorted. “Of all the things you endured with Lucy, this is what confounds you? I would think you’d be happy. This is what you wanted.”

      Lady Heath shook herself out of her daze. “I want you to be happy, Jonathan. It isn’t that she isn’t a fine young lady, she is, but this seems too sudden and unusual. You could have any young lady here. Why her? I’m worried this is some irrational impulse as a result of…of Thea’s pregnancy.

      Jonathan felt a stinging heat climbing up his neck. “I was not aware of her situation. I must send my congratulations,” he said while simultaneously grinding his teeth. Thea was having a baby. What joyful news, he thought darkly. It should be joyful. He should feel nothing but happiness for their good fortune. But instead, his stomach burned like he’d taken a punch. A baby. A new life and here he was…

      No. He was not the pitiful lonely wretch he was last year. He was not going to feel anything for her anymore. He may never have the ability to feel happy for her, but he could certainly find a way to feel nothing, couldn’t he?

      “We thought Lucy had mentioned it,” his father said.

      Jonathan shrugged. “She didn’t.”

      His parents shared an uncomfortable look.

      Jonathan sighed in exasperation. “Will you two stop? Stop acting as if I’m going to lose my marbles at any moment. You want to know why Maddie? Because Maddie is everything these pale, empty shelled women are not. She says what she thinks, and she makes no excuses for being herself. I find her refreshing and so would you if you looked past the rumors and opened your mind to the idea that she is different and that is lovely, not strange.”

      His mother looked stunned, his father less so but still a bit taken aback.

      Jonathan felt a bit sheepish after that confession. It was too late to take the words back, not that he really wanted to. He meant them. He remained silent as his parents absorbed what he’d said. He hated feeling as if they were on opposite sides, but this was his life, and he would do with it as he pleased. If he’d learned anything in the past year, anything from his failed attempt to make Thea love him, it was that he couldn’t control others, and he would not allow them to control him. Perhaps that was part of the reason he was drawn to Maddie. Her family was trying to control her, and all she wanted was to be in control of her own fate.

      Together, they would have that.
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      Maddie was breathless by the end of the set. Mr. Banks was taking her back to their table, but no one was there. She wondered where Jonathan was, probably talking to his friends. He couldn’t stay by her side all evening, she reminded herself. She was only happy that Lady Flora wasn’t there waiting for her.

      She accepted a refreshing cup of lemon water from a footman and sat. Mr. Banks took the seat beside her.

      “Thank you for the dance, Mr. Banks. Don’t feel obligated to stay because I’m alone. I’m quite used to it.”

      “I should be thanking you, Miss Prescott. You keep the vipers at bay.”

      Maddie laughed. “By vipers, do you mean Miss Cecelia?”

      He grimaced and nodded. “It sounds awful, but I know I can be honest with you.”

      “Thank you,” Maddie said with genuine affection. “I suppose that makes us friends.”

      “I suppose it does.” He grinned and held up his glass. “To new friendships.” He toasted.

      Maddie sipped her drink, her cheeks beginning to hurt from smiling. This evening, despite the presence of Lord Berett and Lady Flora, was proving to be one of her best yet. She had tried to stop wanting to dance and to feel included in the festivities but always failed. It was fun to dance, fun to have someone to laugh with. She was going to miss all of this after she married Jonathan and found herself once again alone, even if it was in her own home. Perhaps there were some things to consider about living with his family. She wouldn’t be alone, and if they got to know each other, maybe they would like her.

      It was something to ponder. It would mean her relationship would be different with Jonathan too. They’d see each other far more frequently, and just the thought of it made her feel giddy and warm. It would almost be a true marriage…

      Maddie couldn’t keep her mind from spinning with delirious joy as Jonathan returned to her side and the evening carried on without a hitch. Lord Berett and Lady Flora had disappeared from the party, and her father and brother were not seen. She didn’t want to think about what that might mean, but instead, focused only on Jonathan. They danced twice, and when they weren’t together, she found herself laughing with Mr. Banks or simply having a quiet moment to herself on the fringes. She didn’t feel like an outcast tonight, but there were times when being part of the crowd became overwhelming, and she needed to step back and just breathe.

      As the moon climbed higher, the festivities came to an end, and the guests moved back to the house in clusters. Jonathan found her again, smiling as he offered his arm. She bit her cheek to keep from grinning wildly in return. Her heart was so full it almost hurt. How could one evening be so enjoyable? Dinner, dancing, a romantic walk, and now she felt like she couldn’t keep her feet on the ground. Her soul wanted to fly into the sky and live among the stars. She was giddy, she decided, and the giddiness and champagne have gone straight to her head.

      The closer they got to the house, the colder it got, and the romantic light of the lanterns faded. The light was almost harsh in the drawing room, and Maddie squinted as she entered. Blinking, her eyes adjusting, she felt a stab of fear when she saw her father approaching.

      “Madeline,” His gruff voice said.

      “Father.”

      “Good evening, Sir William.”

      “Good evening, my lord.”

      And that’s where the pleasantries stopped. A chill went down her spine, and she knew that retribution had come.

      “A word, my dear.”

      Maddie nodded. She attempted to smile reassuringly at Jonathan. “Thank you for the wonderful evening, my lord.”

      “I hope it isn’t over,” he said

      “I’m afraid it is. Come, Madeline.” Her father extended his arm.

      Maddie tried to reassure Jonathan with her eyes. He looked poised to speak, but there was nothing to be done. Until their vows were spoken, she had no choice but to go with her father as commanded.

      “Until tomorrow, Lord Rigsby.”

      He squeezed her hand before letting it slip from his arm. “Tomorrow.”

      The word was imbued with promise. The promise of tomorrow. Maddie knew tomorrow would always come, but it was her immediate future that she wanted to skip completely. Reaching the hall, her father dropped all pretenses and pushed her arm away from his. She stepped behind him, which is where he preferred her to walk. They climbed the stairs in silence.

      Reaching the guest wing, she followed him to his room, and he held the door for her, closing it behind her with a click. She moved before the fire and waited. He took his seat in the only chair before the fire and glared at her. She saw her brother in the corner by the window. He was smoking, blowing a billowing cloud of smoke like a dragon.

      “You’ve behaved very badly, Madeline. You’ve been manipulative and willful. You know I do not stand for such behavior.”

      “Yes, Father.”

      “You are to do as you’re told from now on. Actions have consequences. Reparations will be made for the damage you have done to this family.”

      Maddie remained silent. Further talking was useless. She waited for further instruction, keeping her eyes to the floor.

      “Kneel over the ottoman and accept your punishment.”

      Maddie did. She lowered to her knees, leaning over the ottoman until her stomach was flush with the top. She folded her hands under her chin and closed her eyes. She tensed as her skirts were lifted and her rear exposed. She could hear her brother snickering from the window. She swallowed, releasing her breath slowly, trying valiantly to not picture herself in such a pose, humiliated, subjugated. She forced her mind away, thoughts of Jonathan and a lantern lit path filling her head. The daydream lasted only until the first bite of the crop into her flesh. She winced, willing herself to be still and silent as a stone. Crying or any show of emotion only made his temper worse.

      The haze of pain clouded her thoughts. She couldn’t even count the whips, only brace herself for the eternity of seconds before the next strike. It didn’t come. Was it over already?

      “Rupert, come have a turn.”

      Her eyes snapped open, and she looked back in fear. She saw the shadow of her brother move from the window.

      No! She wanted to cry, but she bit her tongue to stop herself. She faced forward again and pressed her brow to her hands. She could taste blood in her mouth.

      The sting of the strike lanced through her like lightning, and before it was finished, there was another. Again and again, he struck her, harder than the last. She could no longer hear or see. She was a rigid lump over the ottoman. The pain was so blinding, she wasn’t sure he had finished except her father was speaking again, congratulating him.

      “Well done, my boy. It is righteous and godly work.”

      “I certainly feels so,” her brother murmured. Footsteps came around her side. Maddie struggled to open her eyes. When she finally managed it, she met her brother’s amused stare.

      “I will make certain that Lord Berett is aware of the immediate and pleasing effects such discipline has on Madeline's demeanor.”

      “He is,” came her father’s reply. “You are dismissed.”

      Madeline knew he was now addressing her. She pushed herself up and carefully lowered her skirts. She stood slowly, focused on remaining conscious until she reached her room. She didn’t look at either of them as she hobbled toward the door and closed it gently behind her. Only then, did she lean against the wall and whimper as quietly as she could.

      She could hear footsteps coming down the hall, and then a gasp.

      “Miss Prescott?”

      It was the housekeeper.

      “I need to get to my room, Mrs. Moss. Can you help me?” Maddie looked up. Mrs. Moss looked like she was at the end of a long tunnel. This wasn’t good.

      Mrs. Moss looked at her father’s door and nodded resolutely. Maddie sighed in relief when an arm came around her and helped her to the back of the house and up the stairs. Once in her room, she crawled onto her bed and settled on her stomach. Her backside felt like it was on fire, and the way her dress clung to her skin, she knew she was bleeding.

      “I’ll need salve, Mrs. Moss. I’m afraid quite a bit of it.”

      “I shall summon Dr. Sweeny.”

      “No. I can tend to myself.”

      Maddie watched Mrs. Moss through heavy lidded eyes. The poor woman was wringing her hands. “Should I send for Anne or Lady Flora?

      Maddie shook her head with effort. Mrs. Moss multiplied in her vision, the edges darkening. She closed her eyes

      “May I… have a look?”

      Maddie heard the muffled words, but she was already falling away from reality. She let the darkness claim her. There was no pain now.

      Mrs. Moss lightly lifted the skirts. Streaks of blood had soaked through the back. The poor girl flinched as the fabric pulled away from the red bleeding welts. Mrs. Moss dropped the skirt and covered her mouth.

      This must be reported to Lord Worthington. Everyone knew Sir William was rather heavy handed with his strange daughter, some even deemed it necessary, but this…it made her stomach turn. She hastened out of the room and downstairs. She was torn. It wasn’t her place to tell a nobleman how to discipline his own, but this… this was horrible. If she were not allowed to summon a doctor, then she would tend to the girl herself.

      In the staff dining room, she found Camden and Anne, Lady Flora’s maid, having a cup of tea.

      “Miss Anne, I must speak with you now.”

      Anne jumped to her feet. “Is Lady Flora unwell?”

      “If you mean drunk, then yes, but she is currently in the drawing room and has not embarrassed herself just yet.”

      “Do not speak of my lady in such a manner,” Anne said with pinched lips.

      “Tis a matter of urgency,” Mrs. Moss urged.

      She gestured to the little hall so they could speak privately.

      Anne followed grudgingly. Mrs. Moss lowered her voice. “I will need your assistance with Miss Prescott. Her father has done her serious injury to her back side.”

      Anne folded her arms. “That is not my concern.”

      “The poor girl is bleeding and unconscious.” Mrs. Moss shook her head in dismay.

      Anne’s lips trembled. “I warned her not to disobey them. Tis her own fault. I cannot help her, or I could be punished as well.”

      Mrs. Moss stared at Anne in horrified silence. “May God have mercy on your soul, Anne. I would not.” She turned away. “Maggie! Where are you?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Maddie opened her eyes again, still on her stomach. She was covered now by a sheet and wearing only a shift. Directly in view was a bowl of bloody rags on her nightstand. She closed her eyes and opened them again, but it was still there. She remembered everything until she laid down on her bed and then nothing. Her rear felt blissfully cold now but throbbed with the echoes of her lashing.

      She lifted her head and looked around the room. She was alone, and her door was closed. She looked at the nightstand where two glasses sat. One was water, she was sure, but the other held a brown liquid. She pushed up to her elbows and reached for it. She sniffed it, wrinkling her nose at the overt sweetness. Was it brandy? She sniffed again and took the tiniest of sips. Her tongue touched the liquid and pulled back. She took a bigger sip, the fiery liquid slipping down her throat. Coughing, she set the glass down and reached for the water.

      Her lamp was set low, and her window was open allowing a cool breeze to waft into her room. She wondered how long she had been unconscious. It was still night, but someone had undressed her and tended to her wounds. Her door was open just a crack, and through it, she could see the light from the fire. She slid from the bed, standing slowly as pain lanced down her legs. She hobbled slowly to the door and tried to see into the room without moving it.

      She lurched back when a figure came into view. Maddie caught herself before falling onto her bottom on the bed. She yelped.

      Anne entered, holding her finger to her lips. “You must remain quiet unless you wish to wake Lady Flora.”

      Maddie glared at her, biting her tongue to keep from crying out. She rolled to her stomach and pushed herself to her feet, keeping one hand on the bedpost for balance.

      Anne touched her elbow, but Maddie ripped it away from her, glaring her hatred.

      Anne folded her arms. “I warned you, didn’t I?”

      Maddie clenched her teeth. “I didn’t need your warning. Lady Flora didn’t do this, my father did. This isn’t even the first time. I’ve been punished like this many times.”

      Unbelievably, Anne looked shaken by Maddie’s words.

      “Then why must you disobey him? Why do you act out if you know what will happen?”

      “It doesn’t matter what I do. The bar he set is not reachable. That is why I must get away.”

      “But if you marry Lord Berett, you can?”

      Maddie threw her head back to laugh but stopped herself. Tears pricked her eyes as she covered her mouth and swallowed. “Lord Berett is exactly like my father. I’d be exchanging one monster for another.”

      Anne shook her head. She looked troubled. She was staring at the bowl of bloody clothes.

      “Do they frighten you?” Maddie taunted.

      Anne closed her eyes and shuddered. She looked at Maddie resolutely. “I cannot help you. Not directly, but I can…” She looked toward the room where Lady Flora lay sleeping. “I can keep her at bay as much as I can.”

      “How are you going to do that?” Maddie wasn’t convinced.

      “I can keep her deep in her cups, so much so she’ll be sleeping or on the verge of falling asleep most of the day.”

      “She won’t notice you are deliberately keeping her drunk?”

      “She’ll be too drunk to notice,” Anne said with a small smile.

      This didn’t make them allies, Maddie reminded herself. She couldn’t afford to trust Anne.

      “Thank you.” Maddie reached for her robe. “Do you know the time?”

      “It’s a quarter past one.” Anne moved to the door. “I’ll retire now.”

      Maddie nodded her thanks and lowered herself gently to the bed.

      Lady Flora was only one obstacle and a small one at that. It was her father who would do everything he could to thwart her plan. There was no discussing anything now. He would see her married to Berett or no one.

      But that wasn’t going to stop her. He might think he can control her, but all he was doing was fueling her desire to get away from him. Once she married Jonathan, her father and brother would never be able to touch her again.
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      Jonathan was sweaty and dirty, but he felt more alive than he ever had. Today was the first day of the tournament, and he was determined to claim the title of tournament champion. That meant competing in every game, and though he didn’t have to win every one of them, he had to defeat every opponent in the joust. He was most interested in besting Lord Berett. After their confrontation last evening, something did not sit well with Jonathan. There was a smugness about Lord Berett that Jonathan wanted to shatter.

      He could see his opponent now, watching the games from the stands with a footman holding an umbrella over him. He still looked smug. Jonathan was only too ready to prove that not only would he claim tournament champion, but he would also claim Maddie’s hand.

      The tournament had an early start. Most of the women would not venture from the house just yet. Jonathan was eager to see Maddie. He hoped she would be present, and perhaps, present him with a token at the luncheon gathering. Ladies would favor their chosen knights of the tournament with a token to encourage them. Lady Worthington always made an elaborate showing of bestowing Lord Worthington with a scented scarf to wear inside his armor. It was more for the women to enjoy than the men, but Jonathan was eager to prove Maddie was choosing him over Lord Berett.

      He didn’t know where this primal need was coming from. He felt like a spell had been cast over him, possessing him with the spirit of his ancestors who claimed whatever they wanted with the tip of a sword. He liked it. He had faced two opponents in the sword ring and claimed victory over both, now they were moving on to the ax throw. He was disappointed to find Lord Berett had not participated in the sword event after all, but Jonathan would still face him on the jousting field. His limbs felt loose and his mind carefree as he approached the target area. Accepting a glass of ale, Jonathan drank thirstily. The midday sun was breaking through the clouds in sudden bursts of heat. He accepted a damp cloth and bathed his neck and face. Scanning the cluster of spectators, he hoped to see Maddie, but he did not see a hint of her shining red head. He turned his back to them. He cared little for the attention of the other women.

      He was acutely aware when Lord Berett stepped into the throwing area. The challenge would soon begin. Wiping his hands and dusting them with talc, he stepped up to the line and prepared to throw. The crowd behind him began to quiet as a footman announced the beginning of the game. To save time, all four gentlemen would throw at the same time. There would be four rounds.

      Jonathan focused on the painted target, pushing everything around him out of his mind. A lad held a flag on the side hesitating for a moment and then slicing it down to begin the tournament. Jonathan’s eyes never left the target as he accepted one ax after another, pausing between each throw to breathe. After the third ax, they paused to score the men, and Sir Stanley was the loser of the first round. Lord Davey smirked at Jonathan as the axes were returned to their sides for the second round.

      Again, Jonathan closed off his mind to all but the target. He didn’t breathe this time as his field of vision narrowed until the last ax left his hand. He took a deep breath as the marks were counted. Blinking when Lord Berett waved to the crowd in humble defeat, he stopped first by Davey and then Jonathan.

      “A thrilling defeat. I save my stamina for my one true love, the joust.”

      Jonathan acknowledged the challenge in his eyes and nodded. “I’ll see you on the lists.”

      “Good lad.” Lord Berett smirked and walked away.

      Jonathan clenched his teeth as he prepared to beat Davey.

      “Just the pups now, eh, Rigsby?”

      Jonathan ignored Davey and prepared to throw. He looked at the target, but his focus was lost. He lost to Davey, his last ax landing on the blunt edge and bouncing off the target.

      Davey clapped him on the back. “Better luck next time.”

      Jonathan gave him a passable smile.

      There would be an hour intermission before the joust began. Even now, the crowd had doubled in size. The entire village came to see the joust. Peddlers sold their wares behind the grandstand, and merchants set up tents. In a short time, the area would be filled with excited revelers. But all Jonathan could think about was besting Lord Berett. There was nothing amusing or irreverent about this tournament for him now. It wasn’t a lark anymore. He was going to battle.

      

      Hours earlier…

      Maddie had managed to wash and dress herself, but it had been slow and painful. When she woke this morning, someone had left a fresh pitcher of water and towels as well as a tin of salve. She’d applied it tenderly without crying out, and now she sat on her less afflicted hip on her bed trying to read. She was starving, but she was not eager to see Lady Flora and hoped the woman would somehow forget about Maddie’s presence.

      There was a knock on her door, and then Anne poked her head in.

      “I’ve brought breakfast.”

      “I didn’t think you were allowed to do that.” Maddie gingerly adjusted herself so she could hold the tray on her lap.

      “Here, let me help.” Anne moved the small nightstand and set the tray over it in front of Maddie.

      “Thank you,” Maddie said gratefully as she moved to her hip again.

      “This may not please you, but I told Lady Flora of your injuries, and she has agreed that it would be best if you spent the day recovering here.”

      Maddie gritted her teeth in anger, but there really wasn’t much she could do. It hurt just to walk. She wasn’t going to be able to sit in the parlor with the others.

      “Lady Flora recognizes that there is a measure of tension between you and has elected to join the others downstairs so that you may recuperate and reflect on your actions in solitude.”

      Maddie froze, and then looked up at Anne.

      Anne gave her a speaking glance.

      “Yes, solitude and reflection. So very thoughtful of Lady Flora to consider my needs,” Maddie said.

      “Very good. I will bring you a midday meal around noon, shall I?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      Anne turned and opened the door. Lady Flora squeaked as she spun away. Anne closed the door, and Maddie could hear Anne reciting their conversation word for word as if Lady Flora hadn’t been listening the entire time. Maddie smiled and dipped her spoon into her oatmeal. Reflection and solitude were exactly what she needed, but she would not be staying in this room to do it.

      Finishing her breakfast, she hobbled into Lady Flora’s room and tested the door. It was unlocked! She excitedly did a little jig, and then almost toppled over from the searing pain from the welts. She braced one hand on the door as the pain eased and then she hobbled back to her room. Perhaps she wouldn’t be escaping the room so easily. Lady Flora hadn’t felt the need to watch her because she knew that Maddie was as good as hogtied by her wounds.

      Maddie climbed onto her knees on her bed and pressed her forehead into it. She felt like crying, like cursing until her face was blue. She was free today, except she wasn’t. Lady Flora would go about her day with the other guests, enjoying the tournament, which meant Maddie could not. Even if she could leave the room, she would have to avoid any place where others might see her. But she wanted to see the tournament so badly, and Jonathan wouldn’t know why she was missing.

      She had to get out of here.

      She got herself up to look at the clock. It was almost time for the first games of the tournament to begin. If she waited a little longer, she could make her way outside and wait for Jonathan where others wouldn’t see. She could even watch the joust from afar. But for now, she was stuck.

      

      Maddie crept into the stable. She could hear cheering, and the stable was all but abandoned. She wasn’t sure what she was doing. More than likely, Jonathan would have his horse fetched for him and not even come into the stable, but this was as close to the events as she could get without discovery. She slowly passed the stall, horses nickering in response, hoping for some pats and treats. Maddie didn’t know which horse belonged to Jonathan, probably something she should have figured out beforehand, but she wasn’t going into the stall anyhow. She was going to climb into the loft and wait. From there, she could see down and not be seen from below.

      Her legs protested as she climbed, but with some deep breathing and single-mindedness, she made it into the loft and leaned on one hip while she waited.

      She heard someone enter and leaned over to look. It was two lads. By their conversation, the ax throw had just finished, and Lord Davey had won.

      Maddie leaned back again as the boys collected some rope and left again. She sighed and hoped that her prayers would be answered. She closed her eyes, then jerked them open when the stable doors opened again. This time it was Lord Berett. He was riddling off orders to his manservant. They stopped and looked at a horse. He issued instructions, and then they excited. Maddie had held her breath the entire time, afraid he would somehow sense her.

      Her heart lurched when the door opened again, but this time she smiled in relief. Jonathan sauntered in, looking agitated and sweaty.

      “Jonathan!” she whispered as loud as she could.

      He stopped in his tracks. “Maddie?”

      “Up here, in the loft.”

      He looked up at her in bewilderment, and she smiled down at him.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m hiding.”

      “From who?”

      “Everyone but you. Get up here quickly.”

      He swiftly climbed up, kneeling on his haunches beside her. Maddie shuffled back as he made the somewhat large loft feel incredibly smaller with just his presence.

      “Is Lady Flora holding you captive again?”

      “In a way. I’m to spend the day in solitude and reflection in my room.”

      “That sounds like torture.”

      Maddie pictured the ottoman in her father’s room. “I’ve had worse. A bit of quiet this morning was refreshing. How did you fare in the tournament?”

      “I’ve won in sword, lost to Banks in Archery and Davey in the ax throw. Next is the joust.”

      “I heard. The stable boys were talking about it. Lord Berett also came through just before you.”

      “What was he doing?” Jonathan frowned.

      “He was telling his man to ready an ice bath and other nonsense and then they stopped to look at that horse.” She pointed.

      Jonathan looked and scowled. “That’s my horse.”

      “They didn’t do anything, only looked,” Maddie assured him. “Do you think he’d try to sabotage you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Why did you come in here?” Maddie asked.

      “I too needed solitude and reflection.” He smiled teasingly.

      “Shall I leave you alone?”

      “No.” He took her hand and pressed his lips to her palm. “I’ve got something better we can do.”

      With one tug, he had her against him, and he fell back onto a pile of hay. Maddie winced, and then exhaled as the pain faded.

      “Are you all right?”

      She nodded. “It was just unexpected. You winded me.”

      “I’m sorry.” He kissed her neck.

      Maddie closed her eyes. His lips were soothingly warm, his tongue hot as he made little whirls on her skin. She forgot about her tender derrière as pleasant heat filled her and set off fireworks in her stomach.

      “Shouldn’t you be preparing for the joust?”

      “I am.” His mouth moved against her skin. “I can ride into battle knowing I’ve already won in every way that counts.”

      “It’s not a battle. It’s just a jousting tournament.” Maddie giggled. She liked the way her breasts pressed against him when they talked.

      “It is much more than that to me.” He pulled back, locking eyes with her. “I’m fighting for you. I’m going to win this tournament for you.”

      Maddie would have gasped if she had the ability to move her lungs. Instead, she leaned down and kissed him, tangling her tongue with his, putting every wild emotion she was feeling into the kiss. His arms came around her, squeezing her, his hands moved to her bottom, and he squeezed.

      Maddie cried out.

      He let go instantly. “I’m sorry. Did I hurt you?”

      Maddie pinched her eyes closed and fought tears. “I—I fell last night…out of my bed. I must have bruised something.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s all right. You couldn’t have known.” She shuddered as she released a breath. She melted into him, seeking the comforting warmth of his body.

      He carefully wrapped his arms around her shoulders. “Is this better?”

      She nodded.

      He threaded his fingers into her hair below her top knot, massaging the base of her skull.

      “That feels lovely,” she moaned.

      “I want to touch you somewhere else that will feel even better. I promise.”

      “As long as it’s nowhere near my arse.”

      He chuckled. “I don’t know if I will ever get used to your plain speaking.”

      She lifted her head and smiled at him. “Please don’t. I like shocking you.”

      “I wouldn’t describe myself as shocked. More delighted.”

      Maddie leaned down and kissed him, losing herself again in a mindless heaven. One of his arms released her, which was unfortunate because she liked the feel of being pressed to his body. She could feel him, the hard planes and ridges. It excited her to know his body so intimately like that.

      She could feel him pressing his hand between them, reaching lower until he was touching her. A bolt of pleasure struck her in her core. He made circles with his fingers teasing her with the folds of her own dress. She arched, pressing her hips into him.

      “I want to touch you, Maddie, skin to skin.”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      He started to pull up her skirts, startling her, the welts on her backside protesting the shift of fabric, but she wanted this, she wanted him so desperately she ignored the pain. He grabbed her knee and hitched it up higher, his hand hot against the bare skin above her garter, fingers trailing the sensitive skin of her inner thigh until he reached her core. His fingers slid against her. Maddie didn’t know how or why she felt so wet there, but it felt too wonderful to ponder the reasons. He didn’t seem to care, so Maddie decided not to either.

      “Oh, God, Maddie.” He pulled away and to her astonishment, tasted the fingers that had touched her. He groaned, and his hand delved back between them.

      Maddie couldn’t speak. She could feel her hot blush all over her skin, and his fingers were doing wicked things that made her want more wicked things.

      “Did I shock you?” His sultry voice invaded her mind.

      “Yes.” She gulped down a nervous giggle.

      “Good.” He grinned.

      She couldn’t help grinning back. Then his fingers touched her deeper, exploring the folds of her sex. She shuddered. Her embarrassment was quickly fading, and all she wanted to do was beg him not to stop. He was sliding his fingers from her sensitive mound to her molten core over and over, and all she could do was close her eyes and press her hips against his devilish fingers.

      Then his other hand lightly skimmed her bare bottom, and they both froze. It hadn’t been painful, but there was no way he couldn’t have felt the vicious swollen welts.

      Her breathing quickened as she opened her eyes to look down at him and found his eyes staring into hers.

      “Tis nothing.”

      “Let me see.”

      ‘No!” She tried to push away, but he clasped her rear tighter. She stiffened. “Let me go.”

      “Is it a rash?”

      She could feel him exploring. It hurt. “Stop that!”

      “They feel like welts.” He stopped touching her, his hands pulling away. Even as she pushed away from him, she was mourning the loss of contact.

      “Lucy cannot tolerate certain soaps. She breaks out in large hives all over her skin. It’s nothing to be ashamed about.”

      “I am not ashamed,” Maddie said angrily.

      His brow furrowed. He was staring so intently at her, so she turned away.

      Abruptly he grabbed her, tossing her skirts up in the back. She twisted in his hold.

      “You’ll make them bleed!” She cried.

      “Bleed? Maddie, you need a doctor if it’s that bad.”

      “I don’t. Mrs. Moss tended to me last night.”

      “These occurred last night? When? After the dinner?”

      Maddie covered her face with her hands. The lying was too much. She hated lying, especially to him.

      “It’s not…it’s not what you think.”

      “As your future husband, I should know what causes your skin to react like this.”

      “It isn’t a reaction—well, not the way you mean it.”

      He frowned again. “I’m not following.”

      “It won’t happen after we’re married, I can promise you that.”

      His stare hardened. “Show me.”

      “That wouldn’t be proper.” She shuffled further back.

      “Maddie, I can still taste you on my tongue. It doesn’t get much more improper than that.”

      “I don’t want you to see.”

      “You don’t want me to see that someone gave you those welts, is that it?” He moved closer to her slowly and took her hand. “You don’t want me, the man you asked to marry you, to rescue you from all this to see what they are doing to you? Why would you keep this from me?”

      Maddie closed her eyes. “It doesn’t matter.” His hand touched her cheek.

      “It does to me.”

      “You’ll be angry.”

      “Look at me.”

      Maddie opened her eyes. He was right before her now, filling her vision.

      “I won’t be angry at you. I’ll be angry at them.”

      “But what will you do? If you make a scene, it will only make things harder.”

      “I won’t make a scene. I promise you that.”

      Maddie took a deep breath and turned to the side. “Be quick about it.”

      He looked below to make sure they were still very much alone. He eased up the back of her dress carefully. She heard him suck in a breath and then gently lower her skirts.

      “Who did this?”

      His voice was so low and dark it scared her. “Jonathan…”

      “Maddie, tell me or I will go find out for myself.”

      “It was my father and my brother,” she confessed.

      “They’ve done this before?” he asked

      “Not my brother. I guess it was a special evening for him as well,” she quipped. She looked up at him. His expression said everything he didn’t want to say. He was angry, he wanted to avenge her, and he wanted to hurt them as they had hurt her.

      “You mustn’t do anything.”

      “How can you expect me to do nothing?”

      “You cannot court me if my family and I have to leave the party.”

      “This…” He turned away and stood, hunching over to avoid the low roof. He ran his fingers through his hair. “This cannot go on.”

      “What would you have us do?” Maddie shifted in the hay until she sat on her hip. “Elope? Marry over the anvil?”

      He stopped pacing. “I don’t want to.”

      “It would solve all our problems.”

      Maddie saw him grimace. She waited while he seemed to lose himself in thought. Why wouldn’t he want to elope?

      He turned to her. “We’re not cowards, Maddie. We won’t elope. We will see our plan through.”

      “I wouldn’t consider eloping cowardly,” Maddie mumbled.

      “Couples elope because they have to, because they are running from something. We’re not going to run. We’re going to fight.”

      Maddie wished she had his courageous spirit, but at the moment, running and hiding suited her just fine. She’d been fighting her whole life, but if she learned anything at all, she learned that fighting never brought peace. She wanted peace desperately. She wanted to not fight anymore. She released a beleaguered sigh.

      He crouched before her and took her hand. “I can see you’re not enamored of the idea.”

      “I’m tired of fighting.”

      “You want to give up?”

      “No.” She sighed again. She felt weary now and wished for her soft bed.

      “You don’t have to fight anymore, Maddie. I will fight for you. I’m your champion, remember? I’ve come to slay your dragons.”

      That made her smile. “Then what am I to do?”

      “Let me slay them,” he pressed.

      Maddie cupped his cheek. “You cannot slay this dragon yet.”

      “I know. But I will soon. Trust me, Maddie. That is all you have to do.”

      “I’ve never trusted anyone before.”

      “Can you trust me?” he begged.

      She looked deep into his eyes and saw all his earnest intentions, his valiant courage, and his willingness to fight for her. She nodded, “I think I can.”

      He grinned and swooped down to kiss her quickly. “Good. Now, I’ve got to get ready for the joust. I know I can slay at least one of your dragons today.”

      “Which dragon is that?” Maddie asked.

      “Lord Berett. I’m going to beat him in the joust.”

      “I cannot wait to see that.” Maddie waited as he climbed down first and aided her descent. “I’m going to watch from the hill,” she told him.

      “May I have a token to wear into battle, my fair maiden?” He got down on one knee.

      Maddie bit her lip then bent to rip the lace hem of her chemise. “Here.”

      “A most intimate token. I shall wear it close to my heart.” He stood and grinned.

      Maddie returned his smile. She had butterflies in her stomach and chest. She never imagined she’d have her very own knight, a champion, fighting for her heart. She blushed. There was a ridiculous amount of sentiment in that thought. Their hearts were not involved, only their baser natures and their desires to be free of their burdens. It still felt lovely, though.
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      The crowd roared, the sound was muted by his helmet but was still almost deafening. Louder still, his heartbeat reverberated in his ears and inside his chest. It raced in time with the hooves of the horse, closer they moved, but in his mind, it was almost slow. This was the moment he’d been waiting for, this feeling, this delirious rush of purpose and destiny. He would never be the same after today. His target barreled toward him, as did his future. This was the final battle.

      Wood splintered, metal groaned and whined as bodies were thrown and twisted in the aftermath of the strike, Jonathan blinked, vaguely aware he still sat on his horse, but his opponent, a blur as he charged by, was in the air.

      He was flying—no—he was falling.

      Victory screamed inside him. He reined his horse to a stop, the crowd cheering and jumping. Phillip, Davey, and Banks ran from the side, whooping like young boys, grinning and hollering like mad men. Jonathan swayed drunkenly. The men pulled him from the horse and pulled off his helmet.

      “You did it!” Banks cheered.

      “You knocked that bloody sod to his back!” Davey shouted.

      Jonathan was smiling as they jostled him about.

      He looked around the lists and absorbed the cheering of the crowd. Then he looked in the direction of his prey, his defeated dragon, and felt a bit of panic.

      He wasn’t moving.

      A growing crowd was gathering around him, including the doctor.

      “You killed him.” Phillip gasped.

      “He killed himself. Any sane man his age would no better than to joust,” Davey muttered.

      Jonathan watched and held his breath when they removed Lord Berett’s helmet. Dr. Sweeney now blocked his view, and the crowd had grown silent. The doctor moved, and Lord Berett was pulled into a sitting position. Jonathan took a deep breath with relief. The elderly lord was alive. He was batting away the hands of the servants as they tried to remove his armor.

      “Thank God,” Jonathan muttered.

      Banks helped him to the side to remove his armor. Wearing it was a task of its own. His limbs felt like they were stuck in sand every time he moved. He nodded in thanks to the swarm of well-wishers that gathered around to congratulate him. All he really wanted to do was jump into a cold stream. He could feel his shirt clinging to his skin under the padding, and drops of sweat continuously rolled down his forehead. He took a towel from Davey and wiped his face.

      “I don’t think my heart has ever raced so fast,” Jonathan admitted. “I feel intoxicated.”

      “Victory is intoxicating. Especially when it’s won over such an opponent,” Davey said.

      “What do you mean?” Banks asked.

      “It’s glaringly clear Rigsby is competing for the hand of Miss Prescott. Miss Worthington has kept me apprised of all the gossip. Lord Berett has an understanding with her father, but Rigsby seeks to steal her away.”

      “I’m not stealing her,” Rigsby scowled.

      “I’m not judging, well, I am, but not for the reasons you suspect.” Davey smirked. “I don’t know why you want her in the first place, other than her tempting body—”

      Jonathan grabbed Davey by his cravat. “Dare to say that again?”

      Davey put his hands up. “My apologies. It’s clear as a betrothed man, I have failed to see her abundance of qualities.”

      Jonathan let go. “So you have.”

      Davey stepped back. “I support your efforts—that was my point.”

      “Thank you.” Jonathan relaxed somewhat.

      He felt buoyant now that he was out of his armor. He walked back toward the stable with the three men trailing him. He didn’t want to face the crowd anymore. He was elated to have won, but that moment of uncertainty, the moment he thought for the briefest second he had killed Lord Berett, soured his stomach.

      He wanted silence and solitude, and he desperately wanted a tepid bath. He thanked Davey, Phillip, and Banks for their assistance in the lists and returned to his room.

      As he sank into the tub, a great weariness washing over him, his muscles and joints, limber and warm only moments ago beginning to stiffen and bemoan their abuse. Perhaps he was too old to be jousting, as well? He closed his eyes in the tub and heard Camden leave the room.

      

      Refreshed, but more bruised than he cared to admit, he entered the drawing room hours later. He was not yet tournament champion, but the way everyone gathered around him with endless congratulations and exclamations, he thought maybe he had defeated a dragon, or rather, Lord Berett was not liked among the party. He didn’t see Maddie, and he wasn’t surprised, but he did see her father and her brother, heads bent together in the corner of the room.

      His hackles rose.

      He wanted nothing more than to walk up to both of them and plant his fist in their teeth, nay, he wanted to bind their feet and hands and drag them down the road behind his horse. He wanted them to feel the bite of a crop against their bare flesh over and over, as Maddie had, while he gleefully issued each bloody welt. Jonathan felt a darkness fill him as stared at them—he stared until there was nothing else in his vision.

      “Rigsby.”

      A hand shook his shoulder. Jonathan shrugged it off.

      “What is it?” he snarled. He blinked as he saw Banks holding out a glass of brandy.

      “Drink something to relax you before you murder someone.” Banks pressed the glass into his hand.

      “I’m not going to murder anyone.”

      “That’s not what your eyes say.”

      Jonathan narrowed them at Banks. He exhaled and took a drink, forcing himself to relax. He wasn’t going to murder Maddie’s father and brother. He was going to take Maddie away from them for good.

      “Much better. Now you only look annoyed.”

      “Perfect. That is exactly how I’m feeling. Forgive me, Banks, and thank you for the drink, but I must speak to someone.” Jonathan moved in the direction of his prey. They took notice, straightening and fixing their gazes on any point but him.

      “Good evening, Sir William, Mr. Prescott. I came to inquire after Lord Berett. I hope he fares well?” Jonathan looked around the room.

      “He is understandably recuperating from this afternoon’s reckless engagement.”

      “Ah, yes. I too feel the consequences of the exchange. Our ancestors must have been far stronger than us.”

      “Lord Berett is very strong. Twas your vicious—”

      Maddie’s brother stopped as his father put a hand on his shoulder.

      Jonathan focused on him. “Vicious, you say? I cannot disagree with you, Mr. Prescott. Though I was born to a life of wealth and leisure, I found it easy to get lost in the thrill of battle.”

      “It was a friendly joust for the benefit of entertainment.” Sir William grumbled. “Hardly a battle.”

      Jonathan chuckled. “Between me and the others, yes. But between Lord Berett and me, no.”

      He waited as Sir William and Mr. Prescott digested that.

      “You expect me to believe…” Sir William narrowed his eyes menacingly.

      “Believe what you want, but know this. I am courting Miss Prescott with every intention of marriage. Lord Berett is unfit, as I enthusiastically displayed this afternoon.”

      “I would never approve such a match,” Sir William blustered.

      Jonathan stilled. “You wouldn’t allow your daughter to marry the future Earl of Heath?” He didn’t like using his future title as bait, but it was laughable. How could any father not want his daughter to be a countess?

      Sir William straightened. “I gave Lord Berett my word and my word is my honor.”

      Jonathan stepped closer, invading Sir Williams’s space. “You gave Maddie your word. You gave her a month to choose for herself. She is of age. You can’t prevent us from marrying. You’d be mad to do so.”

      Mr. Prescott tried to push Jonathan back. They were on the verge of causing a scene. Jonathan stepped back. Sir William was turning red.

      “My daughter is my property, and I shall do with her as I please.”

      A cold rage infused Jonathan. He was on the precipice of violence. He slowly folded his hands behind his back and smiled slowly. “That is another thing I wanted to discuss.”

      Sir William harrumphed. “This discussion is over.” He tried to push past. Jonathan stopped him by his wrist squeezing until the man winced.

      “If you so much as blow a wisp of her hair out of place. I will see you hanged by your heels and gutted like a deer.”

      “Threats?” Sir William hissed.

      “Promises, Sir William. It is a promise.” He let go of Sir William’s wrist and turned an evil smile to Mr. Prescott. “No one touches her again. Do you understand?”

      Mr. Prescott nodded, his eyes wide.

      “Like a dear, gentlemen.” Jonathan turned and strode away.

      He could feel their tense silence as he walked away. He was walking a dangerous path he knew but he had to say something when Maddie’s well-being was at stake. He tossed back the rest of his drink, trying hard not to make eye contact with anyone. He felt someone stop beside him.

      “What the devil did you say?” Banks whispered.

      “Nothing of importance.”

      Banks cursed under his breath. “Is this what courtship entails? I think I’d like to have an arranged marriage.”

      Jonathan scoffed. “Not all—” He stopped and tilted his head to the side as he thought of all the courtships he’d witnessed. A duke who pretended he wasn’t a duke, Draven’s slow descent into romantic madness, Bainbridge’s courtship was easy, but his letters of the happenings after his marriage were the stuff of nightmares, and then there was Winchester. Winchester had tried valiantly to resist Lucy but failed and now lives in wedded bliss. They all do. Even when he thought of Thea and her Major, lord how he hated to think of them, they too had survived a tumultuous courtship to find happiness as far as he knew. Come to think of it, thinking of them didn’t aggravate him as it used to.

      “Rigsby?” Banks raised his brows.

      “Wha—oh, yes, I was saying…forget what I said. Nothing worth the trouble ever came easy, did it?”

      Banks frowned. “I suppose not.”

      “Never give up your freedom to choose,” Jonathan finished.

      Now it was Banks turn to remain silent in thought. Jonathan noticed that Lady Flora had joined the gathering and thought she looked well into her cups. That worried him. Had she been drinking heavily around Maddie? God knows what that dreadful woman would do or say in such a state.

      “You know, Banks. I find I’m extremely tired and not up to sitting through dinner.”

      “That’s almost believable,” Banks muttered.

      “If I want to win tournament champion tomorrow, I need my rest.” Jonathan gave his glass to a passing footman. “Make my excuses for me?” He begged with a smile.

      Banks sighed. “Go on.”

      “Thank you. I will happily return the favor.”

      “You better escape now. Dinner is about to be announced.”

      

      Jonathan knocked softly on the door to the room Maddie shared with Lady Flora. It was quiet from what he could hear. He tested the handle, and it turned. He slowly opened the door, peeking inside. The room was empty and mostly dark except for the small fire in the hearth and the light coming from the dressing room. That must be Maddie’s makeshift room.

      He stepped inside and closed the door softly, but there was a definite click.

      “Anne?” Maddie called.

      “It isn’t Anne,” Jonathan said.

      Maddie came into the entryway. She covered her mouth with one hand, but he could tell she was smiling.

      “What are you doing in here?”

      “I was worried, so I thought to come and check on you.”

      “You can’t do that. Everyone is expecting you downstairs. They say you’ll likely win tournament champion tomorrow.”

      Jonathan strode forward confidently. “That is likely true.”

      “Pride goeth before a fall.”

      Jonathan grinned. “It isn’t pride, simple fact.” He stopped before her, bracing a hand on each side of the doorway. “I claimed to be tired. They’ll understand.”

      “So you did go down?”

      He nodded.

      “Lady Flora did as well.”

      “I saw her.” He reached out and lightly stroked her jaw. “Was she unkind to you?”

      Maddie shrugged. “She could barely stay on her feet. Poor Anne had a devil of a time dressing her.”

      “And what of her crestfallen brother? He didn’t come down for dinner.”

      “She made it sound as though he’d broken every bone in his body.”

      “That was not my aim. I wanted to wound his ego.”

      “You succeeded and more.”

      “No actual broken bones?” he asked.

      “I’m afraid not.” She sighed.

      “You sound disappointed.”

      “A bit.” She smiled wickedly.

      He was taken by the urge to kiss her but held himself back. “When will Anne return?”

      “I don’t know. I told her not to bother with me the rest of the night, but from Lady Flora’s behavior earlier, I’m not confident she’ll make it through dinner.

      Jonathan considered that. “Have you eaten?”

      “I just finished. Have you? She brought me more than I could eat. I think she’s doing it out of guilt.”

      “Are you inviting me to dine on your scraps?” He leaned forward into the room until she had to back up.

      “They are hardly scraps.” She took a step back. He stepped into the room and brushed past her. The whole room smelled of roast beef. He looked around the small space with a glower.

      “This is awful.”

      She went to the small table moved by her one small window and lifted the dish cover. “I like to think of it as cozy.”

      Jonathan looked at the food. “I won’t tell you what I think of it.”

      She shrugged in answer. “Sit and eat.”

      He did, but only because he was very hungry. But after he appeased one appetite, he was going to slake another. He saw the book on her bed, which looked too short to accommodate an adult. “Were you reading?”

      “I was.” She smiled and picked up the book. It was the book he had Camden bring to her.

      “How do you like it?” he said before taking a bite of beef.

      “I like it very much. I’ve never read about the supernatural before, but now that I have, I find I’m very curious to learn more.”

      “Have you ever experienced a ghost?” he asked.

      She made a funny face. “I don’t think so…”

      “You don’t sound sure.”

      “Would I have been scared?”

      “I can’t imagine you afraid of anything,” he stated between bites.

      She looked surprised by his statement. “Truly?”

      “Truly. You are the bravest woman I know.”

      “But what of your sister? She’s extremely brave.”

      “She is, but she can be a coward too.”

      “That isn’t nice to say.”

      “No, but it is honest.”

      She sat down on the bed. “Something strange happened after my mother died…” She hesitated.

      “Go on? I’m a believer, Maddie. I’ve had plenty of strange and unexplainable things happen to me.”

      She bit her lip. “I was young, and it was so long ago. It feels more like a dream now than a memory.”

      “When did she die?”

      She frowned. “I was fifteen. It was fall. I used to walk just to hear the leaves crunch under my feet. My father was away and my brother away at school. It was one of my favorite times of the year, but she had died earlier that year, in January actually. Just after the new year began.”

      “I’m sorry,” Jonathan said.

      “I am too,” she responded somberly. “It had begun to rain, and I was returning to my room to change. I remember how cold my feet were. I was in the hall, and it was so quiet, the house felt so empty.”

      Jonathan watched her. She was staring at her hands, the light of the oil lamp illuminating her face in such a way she looked years younger. He could easily imagine her as a gangly fifteen-year-old girl.

      She grew silent, her face changing. Her brows furrowed, pinched with pain and regret.

      He wanted to reach out to her. “You don’t have to share it.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I want…I need to. I’ve never told anyone this.”

      He waited. He gave her all the time she needed to gather her courage.

      “I felt…cold. All over, suddenly, not just my feet. It was like an icy hand moved over my back. I stopped in the hall and looked around, but no one was there. But I felt like I was watched. Then…”

      Jonathan waited. She looked over at him in question.

      “I heard my name.”

      He felt goose bumps erupt over his arms. “Your name?”

      “Yes.” She nodded. “It was perfectly clear, but it wasn’t as though I heard it with my ears. It felt like it came from inside me. And it felt like—it sounded like…a warning.”

      Jonathan’s brows jumped to his forehead. “A warning? About what?”

      Something changed about her abruptly. She sat up straighter and looked away. She looked around the room, then got up and closed the door. Jonathan watched in curiosity.

      “Maddie?”

      “I don’t know. Nothing happened after that.” She waited by the door.

      When he gave her a questioning look, she put a finger to her lips. Then he heard it. Footsteps. He jumped to his feet and slid into the small space between the wardrobe and the wall. It was diagonal to the door, and with luck, no one would enter, but if they did, they would have to step into the room to see him. Maddie had turned the lamp down low and then braced her body against the door. As she did so, the other door could be heard opening and loud voices, or rather one loud voice, entered the room followed by Anne’s quieter voice. Dinner wasn’t yet over, but it seemed Lady Flora had to excuse herself.

      Jonathan and Maddie shared a panicked look.

      “What do I do?” she mouthed.

      Jonathan used his hands to mock being asleep.

      Maddie shook her head, and then quickly struggled to get out of her gown. She was fighting the buttons on the back, so Jonathan stopped her and turned her back to him to help. It was the work of a moment and then he stepped back into his hiding place. Maddie tossed her dress over the end of the bed and climbed under the covers in her chemise and stockings.

      Lady Flora began to scold Anne in unintelligible blathering now.

      “She is asleep. Sleeping like a little lamb, isn’t she? She is devil spawn. I told him. The scandal wasn’t worth it. His little infatuation will pass if only he would just see her for the wicked creature she is.”

      More murmuring from Anne.

      “I care not! It’s too late.” Lady Flora cried. “I cannot salvage this situation any more than I can move the sun. What is owed will never be paid.”

      Maddie frowned. Jonathan watched, worried that, at any moment, Lady Flora would come barging through the door in her drunken rage. Silence filled the room then they began to hear movement, the creaking of the bed and a scratch on Maddie’s door.

      “She is abed,” Anne whispered.

      “Thank you,” Maddie whispered back.

      They could hear Anne leaving. Jonathan slipped out from his hiding place. “I should leave, too.”

      “You can’t leave. Not until she starts snoring. When she snores, trampling elephants wouldn’t be able to wake her.

      “Oh?” He smiled. “Then I guess I’ll stay for a bit.” He sat down on the edge of the bed.

      “What do you suppose she meant by being owed?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “Owed a favor? Owed a debt? Why do you ask?”

      “That’s the second time I’ve heard her reference it. Like I’m payment for something.”

      Jonathan scowled. “I don’t like that.”

      “Nor do I.”

      “You suspect your father owes Lord Berett something?”

      She sat up in the bed. “It would make perfect sense, wouldn’t it? Why my father would lie to me and promise me to Lord Berett even though I’ve found a suitable groom.”

      “It would. It explains a lot, actually.” Now that he thought about it, it explained everything. “She mentioned infatuation. Has Lord Berett always been enamored with you?”

      As Jonathan watched, she seemed to withdraw from the question, her shoulders rolled inward, and she shrunk into the bed. She nodded in the affirmative and something pricked his instincts.

      “For how long?”

      “For as long as I’ve known him.”

      “Could he be blackmailing your father?”

      “I would have no way of knowing.”

      Jonathan sighed. “This changes things.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He bit his lip in thought. He’d been right before when he suspected there was more going on. Much more. If he was going to win Maddie’s hand, there had to be zero possibility, zero wiggle room. Their match would have to be undeniably inevitable, and the only way to do that would be to make it public. Not just with a courtship but…with scandal. Nothing heralded a wedding faster than gossip, and nothing fueled gossip as fast as a compromise, a public compromise. There must be no question. That meant multiple witnesses. A scandal so large that even the Lord and Lady of the house would demand marriage to rectify the damage done. Specifically, marriage to him. Lady Worthington might be persuaded to look the other way as long as Maddie married someone, not necessarily himself.

      No, it would have to be bigger. The scandal of the season and a romantic gesture to tie it in a nice neat bow for the papers.

      “Maddie…” He took a deep breath.

      “Yes?” She raised a brow.

      “Tomorrow is the final day of the tournament and then Saturday the masquerade ball.”

      “I know.”

      Inspiration struck him. He grinned. “I’m going to compromise you during the masquerade.”

      She blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

      “A public compromise, a huge scandal. Think of it, Maddie. If all the world demands us to marry, your father can’t stop us. He’ll have to agree, and Lord Berett will withdraw his interest.”

      “The whole world won’t care if you marry me. I’m Mad Maddie, remember? I’m the scapegoat for their scorn and insecurities. Everyone would be happy to look the other way and not make you marry. I’d be ruined. If anything, it will only fuel my father’s desire to send me away with Berett and be done with me.”

      “No. Not if we control the scandal. It will be romantic and daring. No one will be able to deny we should be married afterward. It will be a sensation the gossip mongers cannot resist.”

      “I don’t know.” She wrung her hands.

      “Do you trust me, Maddie?”

      She nodded.

      “You don’t look certain.”

      “I’m certain I trust you. I’m not certain I want to be the center of a huge scandal.”

      “We can control it as long as we knowingly create it. Thanks to my sister, I have extensive knowledge in avoiding scandals which I can now use to create the perfect scandal.”

      “This sounds like a horrible idea.” She covered her blushing cheeks.

      “Hear me out. I’ll have to enlist some help, but if all goes smoothly, we will be safely engaged by Sunday.”

      “Sunday?” Her eyes widened.

      “Don’t look so terrified. You asked me to marry you, remember?”
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      Saturday evening, the Medieval Masquerade.

      Maddie couldn’t remember what she was supposed to be doing. She felt like she was on a stage with everyone’s eyes upon her and she’d forgotten her lines. She clung to the side of the Great Chamber that was now their masquerade ballroom, her only comfort the feathered mask tickling her cheeks. Everyone knew her, she’d worn the same costume every year, but like always, they ignored her.

      That was about to end.

      She slipped out into the gallery where guests mingled and enjoyed refreshments. From there, she walked to the end of the gallery and through a door to the stairs. The space was dark and the air cooler. A window had been left open, and through it, she heard the gentle patter of rain. She paused to listen and let it soothe her. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Her corset felt tight around her ribs, and since the moment she woke up, her stomach had been a jumbled mess of nervous knots.

      Yesterday Jonathan had valiantly claimed the title of tournament champion. Maddie had watched from the sidelines, anxious and uncertain. He was so dashing in his armor, like a valiant prince, but for Maddie the battle was not yet won.

      Moving on from the window, she waited for five minutes before moving down the stairs. The halls were well lit to discourage guests from engaging in amorous activities. Finding the library door open, she felt a moment of panic when she saw a figure inside. She stepped into the entry and waited. The figure turned, and her heart leapt. She should have guessed he’d dress as a knight. He was wearing some of the armor he wore for the joust and brandishing the ribbon he received as tournament champion.

      “Close the door,” he said.

      Maddie did. Her heart was pounding as she did so. Yes, they’d engaged in a tryst or two, but knowing this time, they would be caught sucked all the air from her lungs. She walked into the room slowly unsure of what she was supposed to do.

      “Did anyone see you?”

      “I honestly don’t know.” She slipped off her mask.

      “It doesn’t matter. The plan is set in motion.” He removed his helmet and set it aside.

      Maddie tried to smile, but her hands were shaking at her sides. “What do we do now?”

      “Well, first and foremost,” He moved to her and cupped her cheek, “you need to relax.”

      “That is not possible.” Maddie laughed.

      “Try to have a drink. We don’t have much time, and we need to be thoroughly engaged when discovered.”

      “Thoroughly engaged in what exactly?”

      He poured her a drink, and she took it.

      “I’m not going to deflower you if that is what you’re worried about.”

      She laughed nervously. “Oh drat.”

      He smirked. “I can tell you’re disappointed.” He said dryly. “I want to look as natural as possible, so we will be kissing and embracing.”

      “Kissing and embracing. I think I can manage that.” She gave him a terse nod.

      “Good. Drink your sherry. It will soothe your nerves.”

      Maddie took a sip, then another. “I’m better now.”

      He took her hand and led her to a settee. They sat angled toward each other. He checked his watch and then looked at her, taking the glass of sherry and setting it on the table beside the settee.

      “If you’ve any second thoughts about marrying, now is the time to air them.”

      “I don’t.” It was the one thing she was sure of. Even though this mad idea terrified her, if the end result was marrying Jonathan, she would do anything short of murder.

      He scooted closer, bringing one hand to the middle of her back and drawing her closer. Her head fell back as she lifted her lips to his. She felt shy and on display, even though they were still alone. She tried not to think about it and focused on his lips, the pressure, the warm, soft give. His lips were soft and addictive. She brought her arms around his neck and leaned closer now. She loved to press against him. Loved the way she could feel his body heat through the starched layers of clothing, but because of his armor, she was denied the pleasure. They broke apart only long enough for him to remove the piece with her aid and then returned to their kiss. There was something so primal about this. The needs of her body surged with desires it was well aware of before she knew them herself.

      It was an ancient knowledge, and she could feel the power of it like a spell. It wove around them. Magic he had called it, and it was. Invisible and elusive. Conjured by the fevered press of mouths and bodies, the arching spines of lovers trying to know what has been known since the dawn of people.

      She gasped, and his tongue surged into her mouth. She tasted brandy on his tongue, smelled the musky amber scent of his cologne. Arching closer, she pressed herself to him until he scooped her onto his lap. One hand moved under her skirt and with giddy expectation, she parted her legs. She’d fantasized about more if these touches since their spoiled encounter in the stable. Her legs tingled as his fingers brushed over the inner skin of her thighs.

      She was damp again, where he touched her, his fingers gliding easily against her, touching the sensitive nub and her inner folds in a hasty rhythm. It was heaven. It was… He pulled back, and her bleary eyes opened as she was about to protest.

      “I want to do something.”

      “Yes?”

      “I want to kiss you…here.” He touched her sensitive flesh.

      Her thighs squeezed together involuntarily in greedy hunger. He smiled and didn’t pull back. He pressed one finger inside her and stroked her languidly.

      “Is that something commonly done?” She squeezed her inner muscles and shivered as pleasurable sparks rained through her limbs.

      “Between lovers, yes.”

      “Very well.” She didn’t understand precisely what he intended to do, but she was fairly certain it was going to feel wonderful.

      He set her back on the settee and pushed up her skirts.

      “Wait. Are you going to see me?” She panicked. No one had ever seen her private area, except her. She’d been curious and looked one time, and that one time was enough to baffle her about her own body. From that moment on, she’d been on a mission to learn but hadn’t found much but the most basic reproductive information.

      “I’m going to taste you, Maddie. Lay back.”

      She leaned back stiffly, looking up at the ceiling as he pushed her heavy skirts to her hips. She couldn’t see him now and perhaps that was a blessing. Her cheeks felt like they were on fire, as did the rest of her body. She jerked when she felt his fingers again and then relaxed. She lay back, more comfortable with her hands at her sides, and closed her eyes. His touch was light and soothing, his fingers exploring her folds again and then entering her sheath. Her legs relaxed, her knees falling open.

      She fought the urge to moan. Then something soft and warm touch her. His lips! She sucked in a breath and held it. He was kissing her inner thighs, and it was the wildest sensation she’d ever known. She braced herself as his dangerous mouth moved toward her center. When his tongue touched her, she jerked.

      “Hush, Maddie.” He soothed, and then he did it again, probing her sensitive nub with his tongue over and over. Her toes curled. Her legs shivered. Her nails clawed at the fine velvet of the settee. She arched her back, and at the same moment, pleasure exploded inside her.

      She cried out and then slammed her hand over her mouth. She laid there in dazed disbelief as he pulled her skirts down.

      When she dared to look at him, he had a satisfied smile. She pushed herself up.

      “What was that?”

      “La petit mort,” he said.

      “The little death?”

      “It’s the peak of pleasure.”

      “Oh, my.” Maddie pushed herself up. “It is delightful.”

      He chuckled. “Only delightful?”

      “No. It’s so much more, but I can’t think of anything more compelling than delightful.”

      He hugged her to his side as he checked his watch. “We’re not done just yet.”

      “I don’t think I can handle that again,” Maddie said as he pulled her to her feet.

      “Actually, you can. I can prove it to you.” He positioned her against the table. “Lean back,” he said as he lifted her skirts again.

      “Are you going to do that again?”

      “Unfortunately, no. That would be a bit too shocking for our audience.”

      Maddie had forgotten their prospective audience altogether. “I’m just going to hold you and make it look as though I’m doing naughty things under your skirts.”

      Maddie bit her lip. She wanted more of those naughty things he spoke of. It didn’t seem possible after what he’d just done. “I’m ready.”

      He stroked her thighs, moving inward again and groaned. “You’re so ready, Maddie. I want to be inside you.” He pressed his hips to hers, and she could feel his hard arousal. It stimulated her own desires again, and she dropped her head back. His hot mouth claimed the tender skin under her ear and she sighed in bliss. Again, he pressed his hips to her, and hot need filled her, her body wanting so much more now.

      She didn’t even hear the door she was so lost in her wanton desires, but she did hear the gasps. She jolted upright and buried her head in Jonathan's shoulder. She shoved her skirts down.

      

      Jonathan angled his body to shield Maddie. Three matronly faces stared back at him in horror. “Good evening. We were just leaving.”

      Lady Worthington, Miss Worthington, Mrs. Farris, Banks, and Davey crowded in the doorway.

      “I told you Lord Berett didn’t stand a chance,” Davey muttered and backed out.

      Mrs. Farris looked positively delighted, Miss Worthington smiled mockingly, and Lady Worthington looked fit to expire. Her face had gone red, and a vein protruded from her temple.

      “Miss Prescott, you will come with me at once.”

      Maddie lifted her head to look, but Jonathan kept her behind him. Lady Worthington looked rabid now.

      “On the contrary. May we speak with you privately? I want you to be the first to hear of our engagement.”

      “We’ll wait outside.” Banks grabbed the arms of Mrs. Farris and Miss Worthington and pulled them from the room.

      “Not a word.” She scolded before closing the door. She turned to face them and folded her arms.

      “You did say an engagement?”

      “Yes,” Jonathan held Maddie’s hand and kept her at his side. “I’d like to propose to Maddie formally right now in the great chamber in front of everyone.

      “The future Earl of Heath getting engaged at my party?” Her face eased somewhat. “And to none other than—” she paused, “Miss Prescott, you’ve been attending our little gathering for years now. How fortunate for you.”

      “I’m very fortunate, my lady.”

      Lady Worthington's eyes gleamed. “We must hurry, then. Mrs. Farris will be chomping at the bit to spread tales.”

      Maddie followed Jonathan from the room, her hand firmly tucked in his. They climbed the stairwell in complete silence. Before they entered the long gallery, Lady Worthington stopped them.

      “Now, you will allow me to set the stage first, and then Lord Rigsby, you may escort Miss Prescott to the middle of the dance floor and make your grand proposal, but not until after I introduce you.”

      Jonathan nodded. Maddie couldn’t remember how to speak. Proposal? He was going to propose in front of everyone? There was a murmur of consent from the witnesses, and before she knew it, they were in the gallery, waiting by the door to the great chamber. It was just she and Jonathan now. He squeezed her hand and caught her gaze.

      “Are you ready?”

      “Not even a little.”

      “You only have to say one word. Yes.”

      “I think…I think I can manage that. If not, is a nod acceptable?”

      He smiled. “I’ll know what you mean, but for the sake of the number of dimwitted people in there, tis better to speak loudly and clearly.”

      Maddie closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Yes. I can do it. Yes.”

      She could feel the eyes of people on her. Lady Worthington was making the announcement now. Her ears felt like they were stuffed with muslin, but she could still hear the noise around her. The room quieted as they stepped into the great chamber, all eyes upon them. Jonathan walked her slowly to the center. They were encircled by guests, their eyes and expression brimming with speculation. Maddie wanted to melt into water and seep into the floor. Instead, she took a deep breath, lifted her chin a notch and looked to Jonathan.

      He turned to face her and took her other hand. He went down on one knee, and her heart stopped.

      “Miss Prescott, will you do me the great honor of becoming my wife.”

      “Don’t faint.” Maddie blurted. Damnation! She meant to say it in her head, but her head was muddled by panic.

      His lips twitched. “I beg your pardon?”

      “I mean—sorry, I meant to say that in my head, to you, aloud, I meant to say yes. My answer is yes.” She rushed to say.

      There was a brief pause and then applause and laughter.

      Jonathan grinned as he came to his feet. “That’s my girl.” He kissed her cheek.

      “I bungled it, didn’t I?” She looked around frantically at the rushing bodies of guests approaching.

      “No, you didn’t.”

      Banks was the first to reach them. “My congratulations.” He pressed Maddie’s hands.

      “Thank you, Mr. Banks.” Maddie still felt like her head was going to float away. She didn’t want to speak to these people. She wanted to disappear. There was one face that stood out, however. Lady Flora stood at the back of the crowd with her arms folded. She stared sternly at Maddie and then she turned and left the great chamber. Maddie wondered if she would return to her room to find her clothing in the fire tonight.

      Then another face loomed, this time right before her.

      “My L-Lady,” Maddie stammered.

      Lady Heath pressed her hand and gave her a kind smile. “We are honored to have you in our family, dear.”

      Next was Lord Heath, who uttered the same sentiments. They hid their surprise well, but Maddie imagined they must have reservations and displeasure over the manner in which their son had become engaged. The crowd thinned at last. Maddie sighed in relief as a footman presented her with a glass of champagne.

      She drank thirstily and requested a glass of water. Jonathan led her to a chair, and she sat gratefully.

      “Is it over yet?”

      “For the most part.” He looked around the room. “There will still be talk and a scandal. Mrs. Farris nor Miss Worthington will keep it to themselves. “See there?” He pointed to a group of young ladies. Miss Worthington was studiously whispering into her sister’s ear. Miss Cecelia had a hand pressed to her mouth in shock.

      Maddie blushed and looked away. They would soon all know what Miss Worthington had seen. They’d talk, speculate, and most likely exaggerate. It was a horrible feeling. She was used to infamy as Mad Maddie, but now she’d be known for something much different. She didn’t want to stay here anymore.

      “I need to leave,” she blurted.

      “Hmm?” Jonathan said absently. He was talking with Banks about something.

      Maddie began to take deep breaths as her stomach roiled. This was not good. All this attention made her feel like a traveling fair attraction, complete with sticky bits of food and refuse. She was going to be sick. She stood hastily and bolted for the receiving room. She burst through the door and lunged for the nearest pot. It happened to be a planter—not a chamber pot, but it would have to do.

      She upended her stomach contents to the dismay of young ladies occupying the room. When finished, she pressed the back of her hand to her forehead and sat on the floor. A maid handed her a damp towel.

      “Well, how fortunate for us.” Miss Cecelia sauntered forward. “The future Mad Countess of Heath. Will he lock you in a turret and charge admittance to see you?”

      Maddie looked up at her slowly. “You’re only jealous. I’ll be married before you.”

      There were gasps and delighted titters from Cecelia’s followers. Cecelia curled her lip and pointed at the plant. “It’s clear he’s doing the honorable thing. That’s quite a trap you set. Do you think it’s a boy or a girl?”

      Maddie came to her feet and squared her shoulders. “You know what, Cecelia? The gentlemen don’t like you because of your personality. You are spoiled and unkind. You would find a suitable husband for yourself if you stopped being such a harpy. Your unpleasant disposition drives the men away in droves. Make fun of me if you wish. Tell all the lies you wish, but it won’t change who you are and the reason no one wants you.”

      Cecelia’s face mottled with pink and tears pricked her eyes. Her friends said nothing in her defense.

      “I’m sorry,” Maddie said. “I already feel awful for what I said to you. But it is true, Cecelia. I’ve known you for some years now. I think you have it in you to be a good person.” Maddie walked around the group of ladies and out into the long gallery. She ignored all the prying glances and headed straight for the stairs. She didn’t think about where she was headed until she was almost to her room. She paused outside the door.

      She’d forgotten one very important thing. Lady Flora.

      She didn’t want to face her just now, or ever again. She made herself knock anyhow. To her relief, there was no response. She entered and froze. Lady Flora was there at her vanity with Anne attending her.

      “I did not allow you entrance,” Lady Flora said angrily.

      “I…I did not think anyone was here.”

      “So that gives you the right to enter?”

      Maddie clenched her fists. She was extremely tired of feeling so out of place here. This was her space as much as it was Lady Flora’s and she was stretched beyond her very last nerve. “This is my room as well, and believe it or not, I never wanted to share a room with you. I’d rather sleep in a bloody barn.”

      Lady Flora jumped up in outrage. “How dare you befoul my ears with such language. Your very presence is disgusting.”

      “Then leave!” Maddie shouted. “But I will not, at least until after I have changed out of this costume.” Maddie stomped to her room and began to pull at her clothes in rough jerks.

      “How dare you,” Lady Flora seethed.

      Maddie ignored her.

      “How dare you make a mockery of my brother’s interest. You deserve nothing and yet you could have had a good life. My mother was a young wife. If she had only produced a son and not only a daughter, things would be different for me. It was the late Viscount Berett who rescued us, and with him, my mother was able to bear a son, my esteemed brother. You are undeserving of him. It has been made clear that you are nothing but a whore—”

      Maddie spun around and threw off her dress. “Your brother is a perverse animal. Was I a whore when he forced himself on me?”

      Lady Flora drew back. “He wouldn’t…not without provocation.”

      “I was fifteen! I was alone in my house, father and brother gone, and it was at that time, he chose to visit my father unexpectedly. He was waiting in my room for me. He hid behind the door like a thief!”

      “He…he would not.” Lady Flora blanched.

      “You’re right. He didn’t. My governess came to my rescue. She was dismissed for it, but she saved me from that vile wretch you call a brother. And I…I was punished. I was beaten for having been almost ra—ped.” Maddie turned her back and sobbed. She fought with the laces of the corset. Gentle hands assisted her. Maddie turned her head to see Anne.

      Lady Flora charged forward. “Do not assist her.”

      Anne stopped and turned to face her. She lifted her chin. “I’m tendering my resignation.”

      Lady Flora gasped in outrage. “I’ll never give references.”

      “She won’t need them. As a future countess, I have great need of a lady’s maid,” Maddie said gleefully as she wiped at her tears.

      “I accept,” Anne smiled and turned back to Maddie, “my lady.” She winked.

      Maddie couldn’t believe she still was capable of smiling. “Wonderful. Now if you would be so kind as to collect my things, I’ll not sleep another night with that dragon.” She tossed her head in Lady Flora’s direction.

      “Yes, my lady. Anne closed the door, cutting off the site of Lady Flora’s vicious scowl.

      Maddie and Anne packed her few belongings and left the room. Lady Flora was absent.

      Anne took Maddie’s things to her own sleeping quarters, and Maddie made her way to the drawing room, which was blissfully dark and quiet. Anne was going to speak to Mrs. Moss about new sleeping arrangements for the evening. She wasn’t alone long. Jonathan appeared in the doorway.

      “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

      “I’ve only been two places, my room and here.”

      He came and sat beside her. “You are not happy.”

      Maddie considered that. The evening hadn’t been her cup of tea, but it had its bright spots. Their time in the library before being caught and then standing up to Lady Flora for example. She now had a lady’s maid she couldn’t yet pay and nowhere to sleep.

      “It was too overwhelming. As someone who is so used to being invisible, being that visible was a nightmare.”

      “I think I understand.”

      “Do you?”

      “If I’m being honest, probably not, but Maddie, did you consider what life would be like married to me?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I—now is not the time. We can discuss it later.”

      “Now is a perfectly good time,” Maddie said firmly. She didn’t know what was going on, but she felt feisty after her row with Lady Flora.

      He hesitated. “There is a lot we haven’t discussed, like where we’ll live and if you recall, I asked if you could live in Yorkshire at the principal estate. My parents, though not very often, do entertain.”

      “I gathered as much,” Maddie retorted.

      He straightened. “A countess has duties, Maddie. Duties that will need to be met.”

      “You didn’t want a countess with duties when I approached you. You wanted to be free of your duty to marry... You did not agree to this plan with duties in mind. Like me, you wanted to be left alone. What happened between then and now?

      His face tightened, and he stood. “You’re right. When I agreed to this, I wanted different things. But there is no going back now, only forward. Tomorrow, our parents are going to meet, and we will all discuss how to go forward.”

      “What is there to discuss?”

      “I need to think about where I will put you, but more importantly, the wedding planning needs to begin immediately. Lady Worthington has given us the use of her private parlor tomorrow morning. We are to meet at half past nine. I’ve already spoken with your father.”

      Maddie was grateful for that. He was another person she had no interest in seeing. “Thank you.”

      There was a soft cough from the entryway. Anne stood waiting. She entered at Maddie’s nod.

      “Anne has resigned from her position as Lady Flora’s maid and accepted a position as mine,” Maddie said.

      Jonathan nodded. “Very good. I will inform my solicitor so he may arrange your salary.”

      Maddie jumped to her feet. “That isn’t necessary. I will pay her.”

      He raised a brow at that. “It will save work and time to simply arrange it now. Four weeks is not a lot of time. In fact, I will just advance her pay tomorrow morning.

      “Thank you, my lord.” Anne bobbed a curtsy. She looked past him to Maddie. “Mrs. Moss has arranged another room for you.”

      “That is excellent news, Anne.”

      “I can take you there now if you wish it,” Anne said.

      “Yes. I’m ready to retire.”

      She stopped by Jonathan and he looked down at her.

      “I’m sorry about tonight.”

      “I’m sorry you have to marry me now,” she teased.

      “We’ll get everything worked out. Do you still trust me?”

      She went up on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek. “Yes.”
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      The fact that her father hadn’t reached out to her last night had kept Maddie up for hours. Sometime before dawn, she fell asleep, only to be woken by Anne with a breakfast tray. Her stomach was better this morning, but she still was not ready to face the repercussions of the night before. Her plan had seemed so simple before. Marry the man least likely to want to deal with a wife, and live in reclusive bliss somewhere in the country. She loved the country. It was why she tolerated so many of these house parties. Her father used them to further his standing and investment interest, but for Maddie, it was the country that drew her. The fragrant air, the rolling hills, and vine-covered trees.

      It was heaven. That was all she wanted.

      When Jonathan talked about duties, it frightened her. Meeting tenants didn’t frighten her as much as rubbing elbows with nobility did. If she could have one without the other, she would happily agree, but knowing him as she did, if she agreed to one she would have to accept the other. Jonathan was social. He had endless acquaintances, as did his sister. Maddie admired Lady Lucy. She commanded respect so effortlessly, but Maddie was too intimidated by her to know her well. And then there were her friends. Beautiful and privileged women. The only one of them Maddie could even pretend to relate to was Miss Manton, whom she was sure to never see. Jonathan would certainly not want to befriend her and her husband after what happened.

      Maddie wasn’t even sure what happened. There was so much talk, but it was hard to decipher what was true. Miss Manton, now Mrs. Felton, had been missing for a time and then she turned up again married to a major. Word had spread quickly of her anvil wedding, but with it, had spread the word of suspicion that she was supposed to marry Jonathan and had fled. It was all so strange. Lady Lucy had returned to the social scene and tried to put to rest the vilest of rumors but couldn’t carry on once she entered confinement.

      Finishing her breakfast, Anne helped Maddie dress. She tried to prepare herself for what was to come, but she didn’t know how to prepare. Would her father be unreasonable? Would he still refuse? Her stomach knotted just thinking about the arguing that was to come. She was about to leave the room when there was a knock on her door. She swallowed nervously and nodded for Anne to open it.

      Anne stepped back stiffly as her father and brother entered. Her brother held the door open. “You’re dismissed.”

      “Please stay, Anne,” Maddie urged.

      Anne stood her ground.

      “I’ll have Lady Flora punish you for insubordination,” Sir William growled.

      “Anne is my maid now,” Maddie said

      “I’ll not pay for a maid for such a wretched daughter.”

      “I’m not asking you to.”

      “Then who? Certainly not you. You haven’t a farthing to your name.”

      “I have a small dowry. Don’t deny it. Never the less, it isn’t any of your concern how my maid is paid.”

      Maddie tensed as her father stalked closer. “Stay right there,” she warned.

      “Or what?”

      “I’m nothing more than chattel to you. Well, now I’m someone else’s chattel, and you can’t touch me.”

      His lip curled, and he looked from Anne back to Maddie.

      “So this is how you thwarted me. You sold your body for a name and a maid.

      “I’d sell my soul if it meant getting away from you.”

      “Lord Berett would have made an adequate husband.”

      “No. You were using me to pay a debt to Lord Berett.”

      He looked surprised, but it passed quickly. “I can do with you as I please.”

      “You have no hold on me.”

      “You’re not married yet,” Her brother said from the door.

      “All of this party knows he proposed to me, and I accepted. In four weeks’ time, we will marry. You can’t stop us. Just let me go,” she pleaded.

      “But what of my debt to Berett?” Her father put his arms out and shrugged.

      “That is yours to pay.”

      “Even if there is a babe, Berett will claim it.”

      Maddie gasped. “There is no babe to claim.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Then how did you get him to agree.”

      A huff of laughter escaped her. “I asked.”

      He snorted. “I’d sooner believe you resorted to witchcraft.”

      Maddie bit her lip. She’d certainly been experiencing a lot of magic of late. She straightened and folded her arms.

      “It is time to meet with Lord and Lady Heath.”

      “That I know. I’ve come to fetch you like the doting father I am.”

      Maddie turned her back before rolling her eyes. “And what of my dear brother. Is he here to congratulate me?”

      “He’s here to watch and learn,” her father scolded.

      That sent a chill down her spine. They were up to something. Her father would never cease control over her so easily.

      Maddie followed behind her father and brother. She was tense and ready to bolt if needed. She watched them carefully as they descended the stairs in front of her. She didn’t know the direction of Lady Worthington’s private parlor, but it seemed odd they passed the first floor where the majority of family apartments were. She slowed her pace as they descended to the ground floor, something tickling inside herself. Goose bumps covered her arms under her sleeves, and she shivered. It was a familiar feeling—one she had wished she had heeded before. Reaching the ground floor, they entered a short hallway. Her father stopped next to a door.

      “After you, my dear.” He smiled.

      Instinct. She and Jonathan had discussed instincts before. Hers were presently screaming for her to run. She licked her dry lips, her heart kicking into a pace that was too fast for her to count. She backed up and found her brother behind her.

      “What is this?” She accused.

      “Consider it your last chance to please me.”

      “No.” She shoved back against her brother, and he fell against the stairs. She fought against his hold, her elbow landing hard on his nose. Her father grabbed her wrist in a punishing grip and pulled her to her feet. The door opened and revealed Lord Berett.

      “No!” Maddie screamed.

      It was then a door at the other end of the hall opened. Cecelia was the last person Maddie expected to see. Morning light shined around her as she stepped inside.

      “What is going on here?” She cocked her head to the side as she took in the situation.

      Everyone froze. Maddie’s father let her go and smoothed his jacket. “Good morning, Miss Cecelia.”

      “Good morning, Sir William.”

      An awkward exchange of greetings ensued from everyone except Maddie. She begged Cecelia with her eyes to do something.

      “Miss Prescott, I must show you the loveliest flower right this moment.” Cecelia stepped forward and offered her hand. “It will only take but a moment.”

      Maddie couldn’t believe it. She leapt from her father’s reach and took Cecelia’s hand. Two steps and they were through the door, but they didn’t stop there.

      “This way.” Cecelia tugged her. They were running now, through a small courtyard, around the side of the house and finally to the front. They came to a stop, panting from their sprint.

      “You saved me,” Maddie rasped. “Thank you.”

      “Thank you for being honest with me, even though it hurt to hear it. Go find your Lord Rigsby now.”

      “Where is your mother’s parlor?” Maddie asked quickly.

      “First floor, first door off the landing.”

      “Thank you!” Maddie called as she ran into the front hall. She bolted up the main stair skidding to a halt at the sight of the open door—of salvation. She took a deep breath and stepped through.

      Three faces turned at her entry.

      Jonathan’s eyes widened. “Why do I suspect something is amiss?”

      She rushed forward, but as she did, two bodies entered behind her. She spun to face her father, backing up to where Jonathan stood.

      “What is going on?” Jonathan barked.

      “Son.” His father’s voice filled the room with a sturdy calm. Everyone was frozen as Lord Heath moved to close the door.

      “Why don’t we sit and have some tea.” Lady Heath spoke next.

      Jonathan took Maddie’s hand and led her to the table. Sir William was slow to follow. Once they were all seated, Lady Heath poured four cups.

      “Now, it seems there has been a disturbance?” Lord Heath said with a measured tone.

      Maddie, feeling stronger now that she was with Jonathan, turned to her father. “Would you like to explain it or shall I?”

      He shook his head nonchalantly. “Your walk with Miss Cecelia to see a flower was not at an opportune time, as I instructed you.”

      Maddie curled her hands, her nails biting into her palms on her lap. “You led me to the wrong room, and Lord Berett was waiting there. Why?”

      Jonathan tensed beside her. “I’m curious as well.”

      “I thought he deserved an apology and explanation,” Sir William stated.

      It was a brilliant lie, but Maddie knew better. “You were going to let him take me.”

      Her father had the audacity to look aghast. “That is completely mad…Madeline.” His eyes twinkled.

      She looked away from him and tried to gather more strength. Her hands were shaking now. Jonathan put his hand over them under the table. She expected him to speak, but it was Lord Heath who spoke first.

      “Apologies notwithstanding, let us move on to our reason for the meeting. Our offspring have elected to marry, and we are very pleased by this occasion.” Lord Heath waited, but Sir William said nothing. The tension in the room was potent.

      Maddie tried to calm herself and attempted a sip of tea. She could barely bring it to her lips without spilling.

      “We’re heading to Ramsgate for the little season. I have holdings there, and the weather is very refreshing this time of year. If it is permissible, we will have the wedding there in four weeks’ time. We’re departing first thing in the morning. We’d be happy if you joined us.”

      “We’re departing today, unfortunately,” Sir William said.

      This was the first Maddie had heard of it. Most of the guests would be leaving tomorrow as they had always done before. As far as Maddie knew, they were to return to their home in London. She couldn’t leave with him. God only knew what her father would do to her.

      “You mentioned the word permissible,” her father went on. “I take it to mean you require my blessing to go forward with the match?”

      Maddie turned to Jonathan, but it was Lady Heath who spoke.

      “No.”

      Sir William turned to her. “No?”

      “I am of age,” Maddie said breathlessly.

      Sir William ignored her. “I gave my word upon my honor to Lord Berett that he would have my daughter’s hand, you see. That puts me in a very difficult position.”

      “You gave your word to me before this party that I had a month to choose,” Maddie responded.

      Sir William turned to glare at her.

      “It would seem your word means nothing. The debt is yours to pay.”

      Sir William snarled, “How dare you speak to me—”

      Jonathan snatched Maddie back against him.

      “Enough!” Lord Heath roared.

      All went silent and still. Jonathan kept hold of Maddie, and Lady Heath reached out to touch Jonathan’s arm. Lord Heath stood and began to pace.

      “As a father of a daughter, I cannot ignore what is blatantly obvious. Your treatment of her—of this entire situation is deplorable. I beg Miss Prescott and Lady Heath to leave us as we, the gentlemen,” he glared at Sir William, “discuss this further.”

      Jonathan and Sir William stood as Lady Heath and Maddie rose from their chairs. Lady Heath linked her arm with Maddie’s, and they left the parlor.

      “Come,” Lady Heath smiled. “Show me this marvelous flower you saw.”

      But they came upon her brother in the stairwell. He was holding a blood-soaked handkerchief to his nose.

      “Oh, my!” Lady Heath gasped.

      Her brother barely noticed Lady Heath. Instead, his venomous gaze focused on Maddie. “Twas lucky tis not broken, dear sister.”

      “Lucky indeed.” Maddie gave him a wide berth, and Lady Heath remained silent.

      Further down the stairs, Maddie stopped and faced Lady Heath. “There was no flower. Miss Cecelia interrupted whatever it was they had planned and rescued me. We ran to the front of the house, and from there, I found the parlor.”

      Lady Heath nodded. “That would seem more truthful than your father’s tale.”

      “I would very much like to go to Ramsgate with you. I cannot leave with him today.” Maddie swallowed. “He will seek to hurt me, punish me for defying him.”

      Lady Heath squeezed her hand. “We will do what we can, my dear.”

      Maddie wanted to be comforted by those words, but she wasn’t sure Lady Heath wanted her to marry her son any more than her father did. They continued down the stairs until they reached the hall and went out to the gardens.

      

      Jonathan circled the table where his father and Sir William sat until his father barked at him to sit.

      “We weren't prepared to create a contract. My solicitor will contact you in the coming week,” Lord Heath said.

      “Madeline has a very small dowry, insignificant really, left to her by her maternal grandmother.”

      “We don’t care about a dowry,” Jonathan growled.

      “Will you join us in Ramsgate? I think it would be beneficial to both parties if we can become more acquainted.”

      “I’m afraid I simply cannot. I have pressing engagements.” Sir William shrugged smugly.

      “Miss Prescott will come with us,” Jonathan declared. His father cut him a speaking glance.

      “He’ll hurt her,” Jonathan accused.

      Sir William huffed. “I would never.”

      Jonathan reached across the table with lightning speed, grabbed his cravat, pulling Sir William almost from his chair. “We both know that is a lie. I saw the scars. I saw the fresh welts.”

      “Jonathan! Release him,” Lord Heath commanded.

      Jonathan did, but only because he saw the fear in Sir William’s eyes.

      “I suspect there is more to this than your word to Berett. You owe him a debt, and you want to use Maddie to pay it.”

      Sir William blanched.

      Lord Heath pressed him “Is this true?

      Sir William nodded. “I gave bad investment advice. He lost a significant amount and holds me responsible. My investments are what keep my house afloat. I have a reputation. If word got out that my advice is bad, no one would listen to me, no one will invest in my interests.”

      Lord Heath leaned back. “How much is the debt?”

      Sir William hesitated. “No paltry sum, I assure you.”

      “Then you shall have no trouble paying it, yes? I was going to offer to pay it, for Miss Prescott's benefit, as an assurance of her well-being in the time between now and the wedding,” Lord Heath proffered.

      Jonathan stilled. “We have to take her with us.”

      “Well?” Lord Heath goaded Sir William.

      “One thousand pounds.” Sir William smirked.

      Lord Heath raised a brow. “Brilliant. I shall have my solicitor release the funds to you in all possible haste.”

      Sir William pursed his lips. The tips of his ears turned red. “She does not leave with you. I will bring her to Ramsgate one week before the wedding. We have our own preparations to make, and our extended family will wish to see her. They don’t have the means to travel to the wedding.”

      Jonathan gripped the table with white knuckles. “No. She comes with us.”

      Sir William sneered at him. “You don’t have that authority yet, son.”

      Lord Heath stood. “I rescind my offer. I give you the thousand only when Miss Prescott greets us in Ramsgate one week before the wedding or earlier and assures us of her well-being.” He held up his hand to quell Jonathan’s outburst.

      “Done.” Sir William stood, and they shook hands.

      “I must prepare my family to depart. A pleasure doing business, Lord Heath.” Sir William quite the room.

      “You realize we can’t trust him. You’ve put her life in danger.”

      “We can’t take her against her father’s wishes.”

      “We took Thea!” Jonathan argued.

      “No, Thea came to us, and we sheltered her. Jonathan…” his father grabbed both his shoulders, “you’ve done enough damage here. We cannot take her with us. We need to give the appearance that all is well.”

      “She wants to come with us.”

      “Yes, but though she is of age to choose her husband, her father can still dictate where she can and cannot go. My promise to pay the debt will protect her. In three weeks, you will see her again, if not sooner.”

      Jonathan jerked out of his hold. “I don’t like this.”

      “None of us do.”
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      Three weeks later…

      Jonathan paced in front of the drawing room windows. The only communication he received about Maddie was one letter detailing when they were expected to arrive. She had written a small note, saying she was fine, but until he saw her, he was going insane with worry.

      “You’re making me nauseous. Sit down,” Lucy said from the sofa. She had her baby in her lap sleeping.

      “I can’t.”

      “Have a drink, and you will relax,” Winchester said from behind his newspaper.

      “I can’t drink, I can’t eat. I can’t do anything until I know she is safe,” Jonathan grumbled.

      The corner of Winchester’s paper came down, and he and Lucy shared a look.

      “I’m sure she’s fine. From what I remember of her, she is a stout girl. She had confidence despite not being well liked.”

      Jonathan didn’t respond. He hadn’t told Lucy about the abuse Maddie had endured from her father and brother. It hadn’t felt right to. Instead, he paced and worried. He slept horribly at night. He even had nightmares about what she could be going through. He hadn’t seen her after their terrible meeting. Once her father had left the parlor, he’d packed them up and left without a word. It killed him to know Maddie was probably scared. He couldn’t reassure her; he couldn’t even tell her about the deal they’d made for her safety.

      Every letter he sent to the address provided by their solicitor went unanswered. They began to trickle back unopened. Every time he threatened to leave and go find her, his father talked him down. Jonathan hated hoping that her father was greedier than he was eager to punish her. Jonathan had even written to Sir William and offered to double the payment.

      Still no answer, not until two days ago. The letter was postmarked from Surrey.

      He paused and twisted toward a window. He thought he had heard the crunch of gravel. The high hedge blocked the road. He stared, his eyes boring through the glass. At last, the crunching grew louder, and the carriage made the wide turn into the courtyard.

      Jonathan took a deep breath. Winchester appeared at his side. “I never thought the time would come.”

      “Beg pardon?”

      “I didn’t think I’d see you marry,” Winchester clarified.

      “You didn’t think I would marry? I never thought you would marry.”

      “Neither did I.” Winchester chuckled.

      Jonathan couldn’t wait any longer. He lost sight of the carriage as it went around the house to the front entrance. He sprinted into the front hall, getting to the door before the footman. He was standing in the doorway when the carriage came to a halt. He bounded to the carriage and opened the door. He stepped aside as Sir William appeared first, a smirk greeting him. Then Mr. Prescott with his ever-present scowl, and finally, Maddie. He handed her down, greedily cataloging her with his eyes.

      She looked travel worn and a bit thinner, but otherwise she seemed fine. He raised a brow.

      “I’m fine.” She smiled.

      Jonathan looked up to see her brother and father had already entered the house. They looked to be alone, so he kissed her.

      He didn’t release her until she was breathless. “Tell me truly. How were you treated? What have you been doing all this time?”

      “I’ve been chasing children and chickens.” She laughed. It was such a good sound. He wanted to bottle it.

      “Children and chickens?”

      She nodded. He turned her toward the house, and they walked slowly.

      “He dropped me off at my aunt's home in Surrey and left me there for the whole three weeks. I didn’t see him until this morning when he arrived to fetch me.”

      “That sounds wonderful. I was worried over nothing.”

      “You were worried?”

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “Of course, I was worried.”

      “I’m teasing.” She pinched his cheek.

      They stepped inside, and she looked around the hall in silent appreciation. “This is lovely.”

      “It’s my favorite house, to be honest. I’ve many fond memories here.”

      The house was significantly smaller than the principal estate. Jonathan liked that. There were no grand ballrooms, or endless halls to traverse to get from one place to another. Then there was the channel right outside. The house stood overlooking the English Channel and had its own private cove for swimming. It was a bit of a climb up and down but well worth it.

      He walked her into the drawing room. His parents were present. His father was making introductions. She smiled shyly as he introduced her to his sister and Winchester. Her eyes lit when she saw the baby on the sofa sleeping soundly.

      “My daughter, Helena. She sleeps like a log. Eating and sleeping, that is all she lives for,” Lucy said.

      “She’s the most beautiful baby I’ve ever seen,” Maddie cooed.

      “My daughter has been visiting my sister in Surry. She has four children. She assures me Maddie was a great help.”

      Maddie blinked at her father but said nothing. Jonathan could very well believe she’d never heard her father compliment her before.

      “Why don’t I ring for tea?” Lady Heath offered.

      “Actually, I would appreciate a moment to freshen up,” Sir William said.

      “Of course! You’ve been traveling. Let me show you to your rooms. I’ll have tea and sandwiches waiting for you in a half hour.” She led them from the room.

      Jonathan wanted to follow but knew Lucy and Winchester were watching him.

      “So?” He turned to face them.

      “They seem amiable.”

      “She is. Her father and brother can go to the devil.”

      “Would you like to tell us why you feel that way? You’ve been terribly mum about it.” Lucy returned to the sofa and the needlework she pretended to do when company was present.

      “If I did, it would change your attitude toward them and make things awkward.”

      “How could things me more awkward than they already are?”

      Jonathan glared at his sister. “Until Maddie adjusts to her surroundings, can you please temper your ability to be extremely annoying?”

      “I am not extremely annoying. Tell him, darling.”

      Winchester was already hiding behind his newspaper. “I do not find you annoying, my love, but I cannot speak for others.”

      Lucy rolled her eyes. “How is it you wish me to behave? You’ve given me no details about how you met or how you came to be engaged to her.”

      “You know how we met. We’ve been attending the same house parties with her for years.”

      “Yes, but during that time, you never showed the slightest interest in her. Now you’re going to marry her and become quite defensive about it when anyone questions your motives.”

      “I don’t have motives,” Jonathan grumbled.

      “Do you love her?” Lucy asked.

      Jonathan sent her a scathing glare. “Is it any of your business?”

      “Yes.”

      Their mother appeared. “They are getting settled as we speak. Sir Williams’s temperament has improved.”

      “From what?” Lucy asked. “Jonathan won’t tell me anything.”

      “Well, I can see why but really,” she addressed Jonathan now, “if you don’t tell her, she will only drive you mad.”

      Jonathan sighed. “He opposed the match. He had promised Maddie’s hand to another, older, gentleman.”

      Lucy sat up straighter. “Do go on, dear brother.”

      Jonathan sighed and began to fill in the rest. He kept certain parts secret, like Maddie’s scars and how Sir William had beaten her during the party. Jonathan could barely control his own urge to attack Sir William. Lucy had even less self-control. Lucy would tear the man limb from limb with her teeth if she knew.

      “He sounds very unpleasant. They both do,” she said when he finished. “Her life is like a novel.”

      “We only have to tolerate them until the wedding and then never see them again.”

      “But that doesn’t explain how you suddenly came to be engaged to her.”

      Jonathan rolled his eyes.

      “She is an improvement from the light-skirts you’ve been chasing over the last year.” She strolled to the window and cocked her head. Jonathan went to her side. There was Maddie, sitting on a bench alone.

      He watched his sister examine her.

      “She isn’t an insect.”

      “No, but she is far from your usual sport.”

      Jonathan bared his teeth at her. “She isn’t sport. She is to be my wife. Go beget yourself another child and stay out of my business. I thought you’d be happy for me.” He pivoted away from her.

      “And I would be if I believed that this sham was real.”

      Jonathan spun back to her. “You don’t believe us?”

      “No. You’ve found the one woman more reckless than I and eccentric enough to agree to such a farce. Why?”

      “Why not, Lucy.” He shrugged. “Why not.”

      “This isn’t like you.”

      “I’ve changed.”

      “Don’t do this. Not to her and not to yourself.”

      “I’m going to marry her in one week. I don’t need your approval.” He met each of the worried gazes of his family. Except for Winchester. He looked bored and uninterested.

      “And what are your thoughts, Winchester? You’ve remained quiet.”

      Winchester shrugged. “It’s clear the men of this family have a taste.”

      Lord Heath snorted.

      “Taste? What taste?” Lucy said indignantly.

      “A taste in a certain type of woman. A type of woman who isn’t the typical fare offered on the marriage mart.”

      “You’ve never been on the marriage mart,” Lucy retorted.

      “True. But it is still clear to me that you, Lady Heath, and Miss Prescott are not typical stock.”

      Lord Heath snorted again.

      Lady Heath glared at him.

      “I mean no insult. It was intended as a compliment,” Winchester added.

      “Thea was nothing like us, and Jonathan went mad for her. Miss Prescott is the opposite of Thea.”

      “Lucy,” Jonathan growled. He pinched the bridge of his nose. The last thing he wanted to do was rehash the emotions of last year.

      “I stand by my assessment,” Winchester argued. “I can see why he would choose Miss Prescott.”

      “And?!” Lucy waved her arms about in exasperation.

      “It isn’t for me to say. It is Rigsby’s choice, and he doesn’t need my or anyone else’s approval.”

      “Thank you, Winchester,” Jonathan said. “That is exactly the point. I will marry Maddie whether anyone here approves or not. This is what you wanted, is it not?” He looked to his mother. “You wanted me home and wed.”

      She frowned at him. “But not like this.”

      “Like what?” He wanted to bellow, but his father would not stand for it.

      “I want you to have a true genuine marriage as we have. This is so sudden and so unexpected. It doesn’t seem real,” she said imploringly.

      “You want me to fall in love?”

      “Yes,” Lucy and Lady Heath said in unison.

      “I tried that. It didn’t sit well.” He pushed away from the window. “I’m going to marry her. I’ve compromised her enough times that it is the only acceptable outcome.”

      His mother gasped. His father frowned in a way that made him feel twelve years old again. He lifted his chin. If you will excuse me, I’m going to see to Maddie.”

      Jonathan found Maddie still sitting on the bench. He stopped in front of her and extended his arm. “Walk with me. They can see us from the house.

      She raised a brow and stood. “They don’t like me.”

      She said it with such resigned sadness that it was obvious it was something she was used to.

      “They don’t matter,” he said angrily.

      “Yes, they do. They are your family, and until now, you all appeared very happy with each other.”

      “You haven’t looked close enough. Lucy drives me insane.”

      Maddie smiled crookedly. “I’d give anything to have a real sibling.”

      “Was there a time you ever felt close to your brother? When you were children?”

      “He’s more like my jailer. An extension of my father’s arm, really.”

      They passed behind a tall hedge and Jonathan pulled her to a stop, cupping her face in his hands.

      “You don’t have to see them ever again if you don’t wish it.”

      “Your family?” she said puzzled.

      “No. Your family.”

      “Oh, them. I figured they would disappear after the wedding, though part of me is afraid they will try to extort money out of you.

      “He isn’t brave or dumb enough to attempt that. He’s already been paid well.”

      “What?” Her eyes snapped to his.

      “The debt, it’s been paid.”

      “What debt?”

      “Your father gave bad investment advice to Lord Berett, and Lord Berett holds your father accountable for the loss.”

      “So he was going to use me?”

      Jonathan nodded.

      She made a disgusted face.

      “But that’s over now. We paid his debt for him to ensure your safety.

      She looked up at him. “That’s why he left me with my aunt. The only way to endure me was to be rid of me.”

      He put his hand to her cheek. “I’m just glad you didn’t have to endure him these past weeks.”

      “It makes sense now. She had no idea I was coming.”

      “You look kissed by the sun.” He brushed his thumb over her freckles. “And your face is thinner.”

      “My aunt and uncle don’t have much. I was just another mouth to feed.”

      “So you went without?”

      “I went with less, not without. I helped as much as I could.”

      “You have such a good heart, Maddie.”

      Her eyes grew bright, and she blinked. “Th-Thank you.”

      She blushed and stepped out of his hold.

      “I suppose my mother will wish to speak to you about wedding preparations and such.”

      “Preparations?” She strolled slowly a little ahead of him.

      “Fittings, flowers. Your father said none of your extended family would be able to attend.”

      Maddie stopped and turned. Beyond her aunt and uncle and their four children, she couldn’t even remember her extended family. Her Aunt Beatrice was her father’s youngest sister out of six. There were three sons and three daughters. Maddie’s father was the eldest, his two brothers and one sister were deceased, and the other living sister had married an American and moved to America. Everyone from her mother’s family hated her father with good reason. Her father had cut off all contact with them after the funeral. No, she had no extended family to attend. She didn’t even want her father and brother there.

      “These preparations, should I have been doing something to help?” Maddie asked.

      He grimaced. “I don’t have the slightest idea. Let’s go to the source of all wedding information and find out what still needs to be done.”

      

      Maddie hid her displeasure as he turned them back toward the house. She was so far out of her element now. Wedding preparations? Maddie hadn’t anything to prepare. She’d cycled through the same two gowns the past three weeks to prevent more washing than she already had to do for her aunt. She knew little of wedding preparation other than the very obvious things like weddings occurred in churches and brides wore a special gown. She’d never attended a wedding before, and now she was going to have one of her own.

      They were just returning to the house when Lord Winchester stepped out.

      “Good, I was coming to fetch you.”

      On first impression, Maddie liked him. He didn’t look at her like she was a curiosity.

      “Are we being summoned?” Jonathan joked.

      Lord Winchester fell in beside them. “The tea and sandwiches had arrived, as have Sir William and Mr. Prescott.”

      Jonathan nodded, and Maddie remained silent. She wondered how much of the coming days she would have to spend in the company of her father. He was giving an exceptional performance so far, but Maddie knew it wouldn’t last.

      They re-entered the drawing room and found seats. The only place for Maddie to sit was between Lady Lucy and Lady Heath. She hesitated when they looked up and smiled at her.

      “Relax, I promise not to bite,” Lady Lucy said. “We have much to talk about.”

      “We do?”

      “Yes, the wedding is only a week away, and we need to discuss what sort of cake you would like, and flowers, we…” Lucy hesitated, “we sent out invitations already. Many of our acquaintances are in town for the little season, so that makes things simpler.

      “How many people will be coming?” Maddie hoped she didn’t look as terrified as she felt.

      “Only forty people or so. We only invited our closest acquaintances.” Lucy grimaced.

      Maddie’s breathing quickened. “Forty people…”

      “Or so,” Lucy added cautiously.

      “Is Draven coming?” Jonathan joined their group. The other gentlemen were standing around the hearth with their cups of tea.

      “No. Anabelle is nearing birth.”

      “What of the others?”

      “Heather and the duke have already arrived. They rented a house in Margate for their brood. It’s close enough that they will visit before the wedding. Hazel and Bainbridge will come Friday and stay through Monday. And…Thea and Felton will arrive Thursday.” She rushed to say.

      Jonathan glared at his sister. Maddie looked back and forth between them.

      The room went silent.

      “I would like to meet Mrs. Felton,” Maddie said. “I think we would get along.”

      “I think you two would get along swimmingly,” Lucy added cheerfully.

      Jonathan didn’t say anything, but he seemed to relax somewhat.

      Lucy continued to talk to Maddie, and Maddie was feeling less terrified with every minute. “Is there anything I’m supposed to do?” she asked anxiously.

      “What sort of flowers would you like? We can make wreaths and garlands out of just about anything.”

      “Oh, I haven’t seen a flower I haven’t liked.”

      “Do you have a favorite?”

      Maddie bit her lip. “I do. Tis very common. Most would think it a weed…”

      Lady Lucy and Lady Heath waited expectantly.

      “Scarlet Pimpernel. It’s very small, and I’m not sure it would be suitable for decor.”

      Both women gave her identical frowns. “I don’t believe I’m familiar?” Lucy said.

      “Oh, I’m sure you’ve seen it, but it is easily forgotten. The flowers are the size of a fingernail, have bright peachy petals with a purple toward the middle.”

      “Oh! I know exactly of what you describe!” Lady Heath said. “But I don’t know how it could be used for the wedding.”

      “Yes, it is very unique. I did see Foxglove and Yellow Iris. Could those be useful?” Maddie suggested.

      “Yellow and purple, a lovely combination.” Lucy nodded. “Now what of your wedding trousseau, is it complete? Ramsgate has lovely shops.”

      “Wedding trousseau?” Maddie shook her head.

      Lady Lucy and Lady Heath shared a glance.

      “A trousseau is new garments bought specifically for the wedding. Your wedding dress, for example. Have you done any shopping at all?”

      Maddie shook her head. She was feeling nervous again and woefully inept. “I’ve been helping my aunt care for her children since leaving the house party three weeks ago.”

      “Oh, well, we’ve plenty of time to shop.”

      With what money, Maddie grumbled internally. Now more than ever she wished they had eloped. She didn’t have anything she needed, and it was glaringly obvious how unsuited she was to be Jonathan’s wife. She wasn’t fashionable. She knew nothing of the customs that were commonplace in his world. She didn’t even have a wedding dress! She was going to wear her finest evening gown, which was four seasons old by now. But it was her favorite. It was the same lovely pinky-peach as Scarlet Pimpernel.

      She took a sip of tea and tried to calm herself.

      The silence grew awkward between them, broken by a nursemaid who came to fetch Lady Lucy.

      “She must be awake and hungry.” Lady Lucy smiled at Maddie. “We can talk more later.”

      Maddie nodded, but what she wanted to do was bury her head under a pillow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day her father and brother excluded themselves from activities claiming important business in town. No one batted an eye as they left. It was already clear to Maddie that they disliked her father already. Compared to his usual malignant temperament, he was positively charming at dinner the evening before, but it was with effort and glaringly false to everyone but him.

      The plan for the day was a nice walk to the beach. Jonathan was eager to show her since Maddie had never seen it before. She was so nervous yesterday, she’d forgotten. Lady Lucy turned the idea of a walk to a picnic that would include swimming.

      “We must do it now before anyone else arrives,” she said over breakfast, completely ignoring her mother’s objections. Lucy turned to Maddie. “I know I can’t claim friendship over the years, but I do know you are an adventurous sort like myself.”

      Maddie chewed her lip. “I can’t swim.”

      “That can be remedied anther time. The water is shallow near the shore and the waves gentle.”

      “Waves?” Maddie raised her brows? She desperately wanted to see these waves and to go into the water but… “What does one wear?”

      “I have an extra swimming costume. We’re close enough in height it should fit well.”

      Lady Heath cleared her throat. “Height isn’t the issue. Swimming costumes are cut close to the figure.”

      “And?” Lucy said indignantly.

      “What mother is trying to say is that Maddie is more womanly than you,” Jonathan said.

      Maddie turned scarlet and avoided meeting anyone’s gaze.

      “I am very womanly,” Lucy tossed back.

      “But not like Maddie. Maddie has—”

      “Jonathan,” Lady Heath scolded. “Do not discuss her in such an inappropriate manner. She is clearly embarrassed. Do forgive my son. I tried valiantly to turn him into a proper gentleman.”

      Maddie giggled behind her hand. “It’s fine.”

      “You see? Maddie is not easily shocked. You should hear the things she says to me.” Jonathan returned.

      Maddie glared at him across the table.

      “Oh, please say something shocking,” Lucy begged. “Something to make even Winchester blush.”

      Maddie could feel her own blush worsening, but she had to admit she was enjoying the informal family banter.

      “I can’t think of anything at present. I usually blurt things out at the wrong time.”

      “When I proposed during the masquerade, her first words were ‘don’t faint.’”

      Lucy laughed. “Was he going to faint?” she asked Maddie.

      “No. I thought I was. Shortly after it was done, I cast my accounts into a pot in the withdrawing room.”

      Lucy laughed uproariously. “That is how I expect anyone to behave who is about to marry my brother.”

      Maddie grimaced. Lady Heath did not look pleased with their topic of conversation.

      “My apologies. I shouldn’t have discussed bodily fluids at the breakfast table,” she said to Lady Heath.

      Lady Heath nodded. “It’s quite all right, dear. Because of my two children, I cannot be shocked.”

      “But we love to try,” Lacy quipped.

      Lady Heath rolled her eyes and stood. “Before the four of you scamper off to the beach, I’d like to discuss final wedding preparations. I’ll be in the drawing room when you’re ready. I need to fetch my list.” Lady Heath excused herself.

      “What is more to do?” Maddie wondered.

      Lucy swallowed. “You do have a dress. Don’t you?”

      Maddie nodded. Though it wasn’t fashionable, she was going to wear it with pride.

      “Then I’m sure she just wants to peg down what sort of foods you want for the breakfast and what kind of cake.”

      That didn’t sound too terrible in Maddie’s mind. “Very well.”

      “Don’t take too long,” Jonathan urged. “I want to leave soon.”

      

      Maddie and Lucy left the gentlemen to drink their coffee and went to await Lady Heath in the drawing room. It wasn’t very long. The three women put their heads together over the list, and Maddie gave her choices for some food dishes and cake. It was odd to be the center of this affair. She’d never been the center of anything but ridicule most of her life. Once that was done, they were ready to go.

      “I’ll come to your room with the swimming costume,” Lucy said, and they walked upstairs together.

      Maddie didn’t know what had become of Anne after her father made them leave unexpectedly, but Jonathan informed her that he’d paid Anne in advance and gave her a holiday for the time being. She would be arriving sometime tomorrow on the mail coach.

      She undid the back of her dress and waited for Lady Lucy. After a quarter hour, there was a knock and Lucy entered with her maid and introduced her.

      Lucy sat on her bed as Marigold reached to help Maddie with her dress. Maddie hesitated. If she undressed with Lady Lucy here, she might see her scars, but it felt terribly rude to ask her to leave. She wasn’t shy about changing in front of another woman, but the sight of the scars would beg for questions.

      “Use the dressing screen if you wish. I won’t be offended,” Lady Lucy suggested.

      “Oh, yes.” Maddie had forgotten about the dressing screen. Her own room didn’t have one and most rooms she stayed in rarely had one.

      She walked behind it and tried not to panic as Marigold helped her from her dress. The maid was standing behind her. Maddie knew she could see the scars. Maddie remained silent as the swimming costume came over her head. She waited while the maid tied the back. Maddie stopped her before they came out from behind the screen.

      Marigold met her eyes.

      “Please don’t say anything to anyone about my scars,” Maddie said as quietly as she could.

      “Of course. It wouldn’t be my place,” Marigold answered. Her eyes were warm and compassionate. Maddie believed her secret was safe. She smiled gratefully and stepped out. The costume felt snug, but the fabric was light and comfortable.

      Lady Lucy smiled. “I knew it would fit.”

      Maddie looked in the mirror. The dark blue was a flattering color on her, but the snugness around her hips worried her. Lady Lucy wore the exact same costume. She came and put her arm around her. “Now we’re ready. I promise you this will be so much fun.”

      Maddie elected to wear a cloak to cover the tightness of her dress until they reached the beach. Lucy assured her it was completely private.

      “The women and men have to be separated on the public beaches, but because we have our own with cliffs on each side, we are completely secluded.” Lady Lucy went on to describe the swimming machines the women had to use on the public beaches.

      “Covered wagons pulled by draft horses back into the water with the woman inside. She then leaps out the end into the water. It’s a lot more effort than simply walking into the water like the men do. Why must they make things so complicated?”

      The gentlemen met them in the front hall, and together, they walked to the cliffs edge. Jonathan took her hand to help her down the long slope of steep wooden steps. Maddie caught her breath at the sight of the sparkling blue water, the shimmer of light reflecting off the surface as the water undulated, the white tip roll of the waves that lulled the senses. The air was moist and thick with salty brine.

      Maddie couldn’t wait to dip her feet in the water. It wasn’t as terrifying as she thought it would be. Even if she decided not to go all the way in, she wanted to dance in the sand that was repeatedly licked by the waves.

      A footman set up their blanket and a large umbrella. Maddie mimicked Lucy in kicking off her shoes and digging her toes into the sand.

      “I only have an hour until my little angel wakes from her nap,” Lucy said as he raced for the water.

      Maddie approached more slowly, Jonathan behind her.

      “Don’t feel pressured to run in. The waves can be unexpectedly strong and even pull you out to deeper water. I’d rather you stay in the shallows.”

      “I don’t plan on going past my ankles.” Maddie looked down at her wiggling toes.

      “Oh, you will.” He grinned at her as he swooped her up.

      Maddie screamed as she was lifted into the air. She looked out, and there was Lucy, leaping over the small waves, wet up to her hips.

      She clung to Jonathan as he marched into the water and then dropped her feet. Her heart was pounding, but the water only came to her knees.”

      “You tricked me!”

      “Did you think I’d toss you into the water?”

      “Yes.”

      Lucy sprinted over to them. “Isn’t it divine?”

      The water was bracingly cold, and Maddie found the sensation of sinking into the sand disconcerting, but it was also thrilling to be playing on the edge of the Chanel. It looked so vast and endless from where she stood.

      Maddie noticed how Lucy’s dress clung to her hips. It was quite revealing. Maddie looked down at her own dress. A wave crashed against her legs, plastering her skirts up to her hips.

      “Oh, my.” She tried to pull the damp fabric away.

      “Try to relax. You won’t shock anyone here.”

      “But Lord—” She looked back to the shore to see Lord Winchester shirtless, his calves and feet bare in the shining sun. He was stalking toward Lucy as she danced in the waves like a nymph.

      “I can’t promise they won’t shock you.” Jonathan chuckled as he warned her.

      Maddie turned away as they embraced. She hadn’t noticed Jonathan leave her side but turned toward the beach as he was returning. Shirtless.

      Her mouth went dry. She waved her arms as the sand shifted beneath her and another wave tumbled against her gelatin filled knees. He caught her hands and held them to his chest.

      “Steady now. Widen your stance so you won’t topple over so easily.”

      She did as he said giggling shyly because she couldn’t stop looking at his chest, but also because of the suction as she pulled her feet from the sand tickled.

      “It is strange how the water tugs when it draws out.”

      “I’ll hold on to you.” Be brought her closer and wrapped his arms around her. “Do you trust me?

      “Of cour—wait,” she narrowed her eyes at him. “What are you going to do?”

      “Do you trust me, Maddie?”

      “Yes.” she laughed. Then he fell backward with her.

      She managed to suck in a breath before they hit the water and were submerged, but it was only a moment before he was sitting them up.

      Maddie laughed, wiping the salty water from her eyes.

      “Be mindful of the waves, or you may get a mouth full of water and sea grass.”

      Maddie giggled. “Thank you for the warning.”

      “Watch this.” Jonathan held her on his lap, and they put their legs out toward the ocean. They floated in the shallow water letting the waves push and tug them.

      Maddie couldn’t stop smiling. She’d never had so much fun. At times, she was nervous, because the waves varied in size from gentle rolls to tumbling white water giants, but Jonathan was always there to pull her to her feet. She forgot about everything but him and the sun and the crisp water. When he leaned his head over her shoulder to catch her lips, she twisted her head eagerly to be caught, tasting the salt on his lips with her tongue, and opening her mouth to feel his.

      She pulled away with a gasp as they were hit with another wave, fighting to stay on her feet.

      She caught sight of Lucy and Winchester. Lucy was avidly trying to watch them and her husband was trying to block her view.

      “I forgot we weren’t alone. Lucy can never mind her own business.” Jonathan chuckled.

      Maddie turned away to hide her blush. Jonathan helped her to the beach where her gown felt like it weighed fifty stone. She sat in the shade of the umbrella, and Jonathan poured her a glass of watered wine.

      “Are you hungry? Swimming can build an appetite.”

      “I’m not sure that counted as swimming. It was more frolicking than swimming.”

      “A gentleman doesn’t frolic,” he quipped.

      Maddie smiled at him. “Forgive me, I frolicked, you strode about in a masculine manner.”

      “That sounds like something I would do.”

      Maddie laughed. She took a sip of wine, feeling embarrassed again as Lucy and Winchester joined them on the blanket.

      The picnic basket was emptied of its contents, and they ate in relative silence. Maddie avoided making eye contact with anyone by enjoying the scenery. Lucy began to toss bits of bread out onto the sand until seagulls started to gather.

      She tossed the bits of bread ever closer until one brave seagull was brash enough to come onto the blanket.

      He was rewarded with an especially large chunk.

      “Now the bread is gone,” Winchester complained.

      “We have to return now anyhow,” Lucy said. “Helena will be awake and demanding to be fed.”

      “I’ll walk you back,” Winchester said.

      “Do you want to return to the house?” Jonathan asked Maddie.

      Maddie nodded. The beach was lovely, but the swimming costume was not very comfortable when wet and sandy, and the breeze coming off the water was chilling her.”

      They packed up their picnic and made the climb up to the house. They went upstairs together and parted in the hall. Lucy offered to send Marigold to help Maddie.

      Maddie removed her cloak herself, but any attempt to untie the stiff back was thwarted by her cold fingers.

      Marigold arrived shortly to help her. “Would you like a bath?”

      “That would be lovely if it isn’t too much of a bother.”

      “Of course not,” Marigold assured her. She put another log on the fire and Maddie snuggled into her robe while she sat by the fire waiting for her bath.
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      That evening, shortly before dinner, Maddie was scowling at the state of her hair. It was stringy and bent in all different directions. It refused to be smoothed and bound. Little frazzled wisps kept escaping around her ears, and she couldn’t convince them to stay down.

      She went downstairs feeling less than her usual self, but confident her dress was at least passable. It was green wool with little white sprigs she’d stitched into the hem, sleeves, and bodice herself. She was proud of it. It wasn’t the height of fashion, but its design was timeless in its simplicity. She paused in the door to the drawing room, hearing far more voices than she ought. She knew the parish vicar where they would be married was expected along with his wife and daughter. She paused just outside the doorway and stood to the side.

      She heard hushed voices moving closer to the door. Maddie hesitated. She did not want to be caught eavesdropping.

      “You will be able to tell shortly how despicable her father and brother truly are. They try, but they cannot hide their true natures. As for Miss Prescott, she is very sweet and nervous as a fawn.”

      “I think I recall meeting her before.” The voice was alluring and feminine. No doubt it was attached to a beautiful woman. One of Lady Lucy’s friends.

      “Perhaps. She has bright red hair that practically throws sparks in sunlight.”

      “Oh, no, I don’t think I’ve met her.”

      “She is…different.” Lucy went on in a hushed whisper.

      Maddie felt her heart sink.

      “Different how?”

      “She really does her best to get along, but she lacks social refinement. Tis very obvious and mother worries she will have difficulties as countess.”

      “Oh, my.” The beautiful voice responded in a scandalized whisper.

      “Jonathan won’t listen to a word of our advice,” Lucy went on.

      “Well, that is understandable.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s a family trait, dear. If I told you not to jump off the roof, you’d do it this moment, in your finest gown, amid a backdrop of fireworks.”

      “That is absurd.”

      The beautiful voice laughed, and it was a very lovely laugh. Maddie imagined this person to be so strikingly beautiful she must be made of starlight and meadow dew. She leaned forward to try to steal a glimpse.

      “Who are we spying on?”

      Maddie jumped back against the wall, thumping her head. She locked gazes with a man who looked terrifying, and at the same time, devilishly handsome. He gave her a closed lipped smile as he braced one hand on the wall beside her. His steely grey eyes penetrated her mercilessly.

      “Who are you?” Maddie gasped.

      He cocked his head the side and his eyes wandered over her. “I know precisely who you are.”

      Maddie stiffened in outrage over his bold inspection of her. “I didn’t ask who I was, I asked who you were.”

      Two bodies appeared in the door.

      “Ethan, stop it at once.”

      The man’s whole demeanor changed and he stepped back, his face softening.

      Maddie turned to look at the source of the lovely voice and could understand the man’s sudden about face. She was an angel. Perfectly coiffed silvery blond hair, crystal clear, vibrant blue eyes, a face fit to be painted. Maddie looked down at her very obvious pregnant belly. She was still in the drawing room, but her stomach had joined them in the hall.

      She turned back to the man accusingly. “You’re Lord Draven”

      He bowed smartly. “How do you do, Miss Prescott?”

      “I’d be better if you hadn’t done whatever it was you were doing. Your wife is expecting, and you were—what exactly were you doing?” Maddie put her hands on her hips.

      “He does it to everyone. His ultimate pleasure, beyond Annabel here, is to make people uncomfortable,” Lucy said.

      “I’m Lady Anabelle.” The blonde beauty introduced herself. “I apologize for my husband.”

      Jonathan appeared behind Lucy and Anabelle. “What’s going on here?”

      Maddie bit her tongue. She was stung with embarrassment. “It’s quite all right.” She didn’t feel gracious at the moment. She felt like she was floundering again. Lady Anabelle shared a glance with Lady Lucy, and it sealed Maddie’s opinion. All her confidence deflated. She wanted to go back to her room.

      Jonathan nudged Lucy aside and came to Maddie.

      “Lord Draven and Lady Anabelle have surprised us with a visit.” Jonathan grinned.

      “Wonderful,” Maddie said. She could tell how happy Jonathan was by their presence. He’d spoken of them frequently. “I hope you don’t spill your waters while here,” Maddie said. “That is, it would be a shame to not have the comfort of your home for the birth of your child.”

      There was a round of awkward smiles.

      “Yes, this is my second child, and I still have a little bit of time.”

      Maddie looked at her stomach. It looked like it could burst open at any moment. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m positive,” Lady Anabelle returned with a slight frown.

      There, Maddie thought. Now we’re both uncomfortable with each other. But Maddie could always be worse. She wasn’t Mad Maddie for nothing. She’d earned that title. Her defense was uncomfortable conversation, and Maddie was the reigning champion.

      “You know,” she stepped closer to Lady Anabelle, “I once saw a cat give birth. A ball of fluid came out first, and the mother would eat it. Does that happen in childbirth? Of course, not that I’d expect a woman to eat it—”

      “Maddie.” Jonathan took her elbow and linked it with his. “Come meet the vicar and his family.”

      Lady Anabelle and Lady Lucy stood in horrified silence. Lord Draven had burst out laughing as Jonathan sailed Maddie into the drawing room.

      “What was that about?” he whispered in her ear.

      “I was only asking a simple question.”

      It was all they could say before they were amidst the company of the vicar and his family. Jonathan made introductions and Maddie behaved herself. The vicar was kind and friendly, as was his wife and daughter. These were the people Maddie could relate to. Common genteel folk. There was no suffocating pretension, no sneering judgment of her clothing or her mannerisms.

      She could tell Jonathan was not pleased, but so be it. She wasn’t going to become something she wasn’t. He knew that already. The entire situation was born of his understanding of that. For better or for worse, she was who she was. She was never going to be as beautiful, elegant, and popular as women like Lady Lucy and Lady Anabelle was. She was used to that. What hurt was Lady Lucy’s false friendship. She’d been kind in person and hidden her true feelings. Maddie would rather deal with her dislike upfront. She felt like a fool believing that Jonathan's sister had liked her for who she was. She wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      After meeting the vicar, they went into the dining room. Maddie remained quiet as the meal was served and the others talked freely. She didn’t want to stir up trouble in front of the vicar and his family. There would be ample opportunity in the coming days when more of Jonathan’s friends came to visit. There would be a duke and duchess, for heaven’s sake. Maddie had never met a duke or duchess before. But those were the kinds of people Jonathan was friends with. If only she could slip into her usual role as guest, and play least in sight, she could survive the coming week. Even enjoy it.

      She loved the smell of the ocean. She loved keeping her window open while she slept so she could hear the waves. She loved the way the morning banks of clouds receded and then returned every night like the tide. She wanted to explore more and see what other kinds of flowers and grasses made their home here on the coast.

      But she couldn’t do any of that, because, for the very first time, she was the guest of honor, though she didn’t feel honored—she still felt like a fraud.

      Lord Heath toasted them at dinner, and Maddie smiled shyly as she drank. She imagined that she was here only with Jonathan, but she couldn’t help but be annoyed with him, too. He was laughing and drinking with his friends. He was enjoying their company in a way she never could, and she hated it. She was the outsider again.

      After dinner had been finished, the women went back to the drawing room while the gentlemen had Port. Maddie begged to be excused to fetch a shawl, but when she reached her room, she had no intention of going downstairs. She didn’t care what they thought, or at least, she tried desperately not to. All she wanted was to be done with this, so she could be left alone. She undressed and put on her robe. She doubted anyone would miss her downstairs.

      After a while had passed, she felt better. She was reading a novel, one she found in a bookcase in the drawing room and enjoying a story about a young girl who dresses as a young boy to become a pirate.

      “That’s what I should have done,” Maddie muttered to herself. She could be living on an exotic island, making a name for herself as a fearsome lady pirate. The thought brought a smile to her face.

      

      Jonathan was outside with Draven and Winchester smoking a cigar. He was utterly content, even though it was starting to drizzle. He pulled his wool coat tighter and folded an arm across his chest to stay warm.

      “I didn’t think it would be this easy,” he said. He’d told Winchester and Draven all about how it was Maddie who’d come to him with the plan, and how her father had adamantly refused.

      “Easy? There is nothing easy about marriage,” Draven said.

      Jonathan shrugged. “Our marriage won’t be like yours. There is nothing complex about what I feel for Maddie. She’s funny and interesting, a good friend to boot.”

      “That kiss you shared in the water earlier didn’t look friendly,” Winchester said.

      Jonathan grinned. “That’s another thing I like about Maddie. She holds nothing back, but I know I could walk away after the marriage, and it wouldn’t hurt her. She understands.”

      He puffed on his cigar, watching Draven and Winchester share a look through the haze of smoke.

      “Get on with it. If you’ve something to say, say it.”

      “I don’t believe for one minute that, come Sunday, you will just leave her,” Winchester said.

      “I agree.” Draven nodded. “You’re smitten.”

      “No, not Sunday. I’ll spend some time with her, and help her get settled wherever she chooses to live. So what if I’m smitten? Smitten is not a lasting emotion.”

      “Smitten leads to love,” Draven said sagely.

      Winchester nodded in agreement.

      Jonathan rolled his eyes. “I’ve been smitten before, it always passes. With Maddie, it is different. It’s unchained freedom. I get all the perks and pleasures and none of the headaches.”

      Again, they shared a look. Like he was talking in tongues or something. He shook his head. “You both married for love. Maddie and I are marrying for freedom.”

      “I understand that part, but the way you talk and the way it looks are very different. Have you talked of fidelity? Have you talked about whether you will have children? You have a duty to pass on.”

      “I’m confident Maddie will not be adverse to children.”

      “But what of fidelity? Will you remain loyal to only each other?” Draven asked.

      Jonathan had to stop himself from crushing the cigar in his hand. “Of course.”

      Both gentlemen facing him raised their brows.

      “So you plan to take her to one of your father’s estates, settle her in, beget a child on her, and just leave? Carry on as if there is nothing to bind the two of you? You’ll remain celibate when apart?”

      Jonathan scowled. “It won’t be like you say it is.”

      “Rigsby, even seasoned mistresses fall prey to their hearts from time to time. Maddie is an innocent. She will form an attachment and then you will leave her all alone.”

      “She won’t. This was all her idea. It’s what she wants,” Jonathan defended.

      “No one wants that.” Winchester smothered his cigar on the bottom of his boot.

      “You don’t know her like I do. You don’t know what she has been through.”

      “No, but I know you, and I don’t think you can do it. I see the way you look at her,” Winchester argued.

      Jonathan was about to say more, but the back door opened.

      “We’ve been waiting for you,” Lucy said peevishly.

      Anabelle was right behind her. “I’m ready to retire.”

      “I’ll summon the carriage.” Draven put out his cigar, and Lucy stepped aside. He put an arm around his wife’s shoulders, and they bid everyone goodnight.

      “Shall we return to the drawing room?” Jonathan suggested.

      “If you expect to find your erstwhile fiancée there, don’t bother,” Lucy muttered.

      “What do you mean?”

      “She went to fetch a shawl and never returned.”

      “And that didn’t concern you?” Jonathan put out his cigar and marched inside the house followed by Winchester and Lucy.

      “I assumed she didn’t want to be in our company.”

      “And you didn’t want to be in hers, so you neglected to check on her. Not very well done, Lucy.”

      Lucy pulled him to a stop. “After the way she treated Anabelle, no, I was not inclined to care if she spent her evening with us.”

      “You don’t understand how difficult this all is for her. She isn’t used to it.”

      “If by it, you mean polite company, then I heartily agree, but it isn’t my job to civilize her, it’s yours.”

      “She needs our help.”

      “Then perhaps you should have been there to help. She isn’t my fiancée. She is yours.” Lucy turned smartly and stomped off.

      “How do you not strangle her?” Jonathan growled to Winchester.

      “Because I love her, and I need her,” Winchester remarked calmly. He squeezed Jonathan’s shoulder. “What will you do?”

      “Find my erstwhile betrothed,” Jonathan grumbled and started up the stairs. He was up the stairs and at her door in a heartbeat. He reined in his temper. The last thing he wanted to do was start an argument with her here at her door.

      He knocked softly. “Maddie?”

      He heard a fumble of steps.

      “Coming!” She opened the door just enough to pop her head into the space.

      “Are you unwell?” he said with concern.

      “Um…I have a headache.”

      “Lucy said you left to get a shawl and never returned.” He folded his arms. She didn’t look bothered by a headache, she looked…content.

      “I didn’t want anyone to be concerned for me.”

      He frowned at her. She was not a very good liar. “Why did you lie?”

      Her lips pinched together. “I didn’t.”

      “It’s fine if you didn’t feel like socializing.”

      Her face relaxed, and she smiled. “Thank you for understanding.” She opened the door wider, and he could see she was already in her nightclothes. He looked past her and saw the open book on the bed.

      He scowled. “What I don’t understand is why you won’t try.”

      She backed up a step. “I never said I would try. The bargain we struck was simple.”

      He stepped past her into the room and closed the door. His temper was ready to explode. “Tonight you insulted my family and my friends by not returning. You alienated them.”

      “I don’t think they cared.” She folded her arms.

      “I care. I love them. They are in my life, and that isn’t going to change.”

      She turned away from him.

      “Look at me, Maddie. Explain yourself.”

      She spun around. “I don’t have anything to explain. I haven’t asked you to change, but it is clear you expect me to assimilate to your way of life. I can’t and more importantly, I don’t want to. I offered marriage on the condition that I would not have to do any of this now or in the future. I was never going to be the wife you paraded about on your arm or the cheerful hostess. I never lied about that.”

      “That just isn’t possible. You understand that, don’t you?” Jonathan began to hear Winchester and Draven’s words in his head. “You will be expected to be present for certain events and—and be seen at the very least. I’m not asking you to steal the hearts of the haute ton, but damn it, Maddie, you have to try to be social at least a little bit. Smile and nod, talk about the weather, be present in the room when it’s expected of you.”

      “That is not what we agreed to.”

      “Then we were wrong—I was wrong. It was an illogical idea.”

      “It isn’t. Just a marriage ceremony and then leave me somewhere.”

      “Where, Maddie?” he bellowed.

      “Anywhere where I won’t be expected to entertain anyone.”

      He pinched his nose. “You have to compromise, Maddie. People are going to expect to know you, to see you. Holidays, birthday celebrations…I can’t exclude you from everything.”

      “Yes, you can,” she said stubbornly.

      “There will be talk.”

      “There will always be talk.”

      He glared at her stubborn chin. “What of children? Should I collect them after birth to show them around? I’m not asking much. At the very least get to know my family and be civil to them. We have to get along somehow.”

      Her face scrunched, and she turned away again.

      He was breathing hard and furious, but at the same time, he wanted to go to her. She was hunched with her arms wrapped around her, and he swore he could feel her loneliness. But she wore it like armor. She was refusing to let anyone close to her. Did that include him?

      “Maddie,” he said softly. “I’m begging you to try.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “For me, Maddie.”

      “You want me to change?” she said over her shoulder. “You want me to become something I’m not? Something lovely and elegant like Lady Anabelle? Someone smart and witty like Lady Lucy? I can never be them. Whatever they are, I am not the same. I’ve known it my whole life, and they know it, too.

      Jonathan swallowed. There was so much pain in her words.

      “Why should I even try?”

      “Because I need you to,” he begged.

      “But I can’t,” she shivered.

      He reached out to cup her shoulders. “I’m only asking that you try a little. Pretend if you have to. Make it a game. You may find that Lady Anabelle, Lucy, Draven…all of them, are not the kind of people you think they are. You don’t have to be alone, Maddie.”

      She wiggled out of his hold. She walked to the fire and faced him. “I’m not a caterpillar, and I won’t change into a butterfly.”

      “You already are a butterfly.”

      There was a knock on the door. “It’s me,” Lucy said.

      Jonathan went to the door and opened it a crack. “What is it?”

      “Mother is asking for you. Father Tim has left already and…well, we could hear you up here arguing.”

      Jonathan cursed. He looked back at Maddie, but for now, there was nothing more to say.

      “Fine.” He stepped into the hall and closed the door.

      “Is she all right?” Lucy asked at his side.

      “She isn’t feeling well,” he lied. He knew she wouldn’t believe him, but he was in no mood to explain anything to anyone.
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      In the morning, Maddie woke to find Anne had arrived on the early mail coach. It was bittersweet. An enemy that had become an ally. Maddie tried to push her to rest, but Anne wouldn’t have it. She helped Maddie bathe and dress. Maddie was late to breakfast, but she arrived, which should make Jonathan less angry with her. She steeled herself and put on a smile.

      “Good morning, everyone.”

      “Good morning, Miss Prescott. Feeling better?” Lady Heath asked.

      “Yes, perhaps the sun was too much for me yesterday.” It was a bold-faced lie, but Jonathan did tell her to pretend, and pretending was basically the same thing as lying.

      “Are you sensitive to the sun?” Lady Lucy asked her. Their gazes locked, and Maddie knew she was being assessed.

      “No, but I’ve never been on the coast before.”

      “Are you implying the sun is different on the coast than it is anywhere else?” Lady Lucy cornered her.

      Maddie’s hackles rose.

      “Lucy, she doesn’t need to be interrogated for feeling unwell.” Lady Heath came to her defense.

      Maddie took a calming breath. “Now that you mention it that sounds like a wonderful scientific hypothesis. Is the sun stronger in different climates?”

      Winchester set his coffee down. “That is interesting, for instance, for climates that are significantly hotter.”

      “Everywhere is significantly hotter than England,” Lucy returned. “But is the coast hotter than the inland?”

      “I’d say cooler, but is the intensity of the sun masked by the cooler air coming off the water?” Jonathan added.

      Now Maddie was intrigued. She didn’t anticipate her poor excuse for not returning last night to turn into such diverting conversation. Even Lord Heath had an opinion about it. She settled into watching, listening, and eating her breakfast, but all the while, she noticed Lady Lucy watching her. What the devil was she looking for?

      

      This was how Maddie carried on the remainder of the week. There were trips to the village, luncheons, high teas with neighbors, and even a small ball at a neighboring home Thursday evening. All the while, Maddie played her part, and she spoke only when necessary and very little of it to Jonathan. He was reserved as well. Friday morning came all too soon, and the house was filled to the brim with friends and family. More importantly to Maddie, today was the day she would meet Mrs. Dorothea Felton and the mysterious major who stole her heart from Jonathan.

      Maddie was in the drawing room staring out the window while the women and men chatted and had tea. She was waiting for the carriage that would appease her rabid curiosity.

      “What are you looking for?” Lord Draven appeared beside her and whispered co-conspiratorially.

      Maddie side-eyed him. She hadn’t figured him out yet. “What makes you think I’m looking for something?”

      He also side-eyed her and added a one-sided smile. “Oh, you’re definitely looking for something, or someone to be more precise.”

      “I like the scenery.”

      “You are anxiously waiting for someone to arrive.”

      “Do you read palms too?” She held up her hand.

      She didn’t expect him to take it, but he did. She just barely stopped herself from jerking it back. He held it and bent over it like he actually had experience reading palms. He used a fingertip to trace a line.

      “I see you will live a very long life with twelve children.”

      She ripped her hand away and looked at it. “You can’t know that from my hand.”

      “I know it from the way he looks at you.”

      Maddie looked up at him in curiosity. “Jonathan?”

      He nodded.

      “No.”

      He nodded again.

      “It isn’t what you think.”

      “I’ve far more experience than both of you in bedding and marriage, and I know exactly what it is.”

      Maddie bit her lip in delighted shock. “You can’t say things like that.”

      “I just did.” He grinned.

      He was far too handsome to take seriously, and he knew it, too.

      “You delight in saying shocking things,” she accused him. She was rapidly changing her opinion of him.

      “I do.”

      “Should we try to out shock each other?”

      He tipped his head back in laughter. “Oh, my dear Miss Prescott. You have no chance of shocking me, but I heartily encourage you to try. “

      They had everyone’s attention now. Jonathan looked worried as he stalked over.

      “I think I will try, Lord Draven.” Maddie couldn’t stop a smile from forming.

      “What is so amusing?” Jonathan asked.

      “Your fiancée,” Draven said.

      “I must think of something to say that will shock Lord Draven, and he will try to shock me,” Maddie said.

      Jonathan groaned. “Absolutely not.”

      “Winchester,” Draven beckoned. Winchester left his wife’s side to join them.

      Maddie had never been surrounded by so many handsome men, but it was Jonathan who made her heart ache the most. She wished he’d smile at her again. He smiled at everyone else but her now.

      “Yes?” Winchester said.

      “I’ve entered into a contest with Miss Prescott. Who can say the most shocking thing do you think?”

      “Neither of you. I will win, if I may take part.”

      “No. No one will take part,” Jonathan scolded.

      “Don’t be such a ninny, Rigsby. You’ve managed to find an interesting woman to marry. Let us enjoy it.”

      Maddie glowed at the compliment.

      “You’ve also married interesting women, but I didn’t encourage them to do illicit things, now did I?”

      “They’ve done plenty of illicit things, Rigsby. That’s how they came to be married to us.”

      Maddie blushed, but she was enjoying Jonathan’s discomfiture.

      “I’ll have to think up something truly shocking. Give me a moment.”

      “You needn’t try to impress theses rogues, Maddie,” Jonathan pleaded.

      “I’m not trying to impress them. I’m trying to shock them. There is a distinct difference,” Maddie returned.

      Jonathan opened his mouth to answer, but then he heard it. The crunch of wheels on gravel. They all turned to look as the carriage swung into view and passed before them before turning around the corner to the front entry to the house.

      Maddie immediately looked to Jonathan to see his reaction, but his expression was stoic.

      “Is that Thea and Felton?” Lucy asked from the sofa.

      Winchester responded with a nod, and Lucy bounded from the room.

      Maddie couldn’t control her curiosity. She wanted to follow Lady Lucy but didn’t want to intrude where she didn’t belong. She elected to find an empty chair and wait along with the others. Jonathan remained by the windows with Winchester and Draven. Maddie had the perfect view of his face so she could analyze it when Mrs. Felton entered. Maddie was so eager she was almost nervous. What would he do? Would he be obviously angry? Would the tension be unbearable? She started to feel uneasy. Had he really loved her that much that this would cause him pain?

      She looked toward the door in anxious anticipation. Perhaps she should be at his side, but after their argument, he’d done very little to indicate that he wanted her company. He still was angry with her, and Maddie was angry with him, but this hollow feeling she had wasn’t anger. It grew with every second that passed as they both stared at the door.

      Maddie took a breath. Did she want to see this? Did she truly want to know the woman Jonathan had loved? There was no reason to be frightened of this moment, but she was. She’d been excited but now didn’t know what she would do if it was obvious that Jonathan was very affected by this woman’s presence, or worse, was still in love with her.

      She saw Jonathan turn his back to the door just before the trio entered. Maddie steeled herself as Lady Lucy sailed through the door with a sunny smile followed by Major and Mrs. Felton. He was no longer with the military, Maddie corrected herself. She remembered Lady Lucy mentioning he had sold his commission. Her eyes went first to Mrs. Felton, Thea as Lady Lucy adoringly called her. She looked exactly as Maddie remembered her, sweet, docile, and silver little spectacles perched on her nose. Then she looked to Mr. Felton. He was handsome, though his nose and cheekbones were a tad austere to Maddie’s mind. They made a lovely couple, both fair-haired.

      Then Maddie looked to Jonathan and found him looking at her. He beckoned her over. She leapt up, almost forgetting the very reason all these people were here was because of she and Jonathan. She came to his side, twisting her fingers in her skirt nervously.

      “Thea, Felton.” Jonathan smiled warmly. “My soon to be wife, Miss Madeline Prescott.”

      Maddie felt the warmth of his smile spread through her, even though it wasn’t directed at her.

      She pasted a smile on her face and greeted them.

      “A pleasure to meet you,” she said.

      “I remember you,” Thea said. “Your hair makes you impossible to forget. It is so lovely.”

      Maddie touched her hair bashfully. “It is one of my attributes that has led to my infamy.”

      There were chuckles at this statement.

      “Infamy?” Mr. Felton raised his brows.

      “Oh, I’m well known.”

      “Careful, Maddie. We don’t want to scare them off,” Jonathan warned.

      “This sounds intriguing,” Felton said with a grin.

      “But not before you’ve had a chance to greet everyone,” Lucy interrupted.

      “Yes, I’d hate to prevent you from hearing the most interesting things that are said about me when I’m not present,” Maddie added.

      That earned her an arch look from Lady Lucy who then ushered the silent Felton’s away.

      Maddie turned to Jonathan. “They seem very nice.”

      He didn’t look pleased. “You like to stir the pot, don’t you?”

      “Pot’s must be stirred, or the food will stick.”

      “That isn’t what I meant,” he ground out.

      “I know precisely what you meant.”

      Draven joined them. “Bravo,” he smiled at Maddie.

      “There, you see? It was exactly as I said.”

      “I know what you are doing, Maddie.”

      Draven stepped closer. “May I recommend not having an argument here in the drawing room?”

      “We work best when there is an audience. Isn’t that right, Jonathan?” Maddie folded her arms. “I’m going for a walk.” She left without another word, and more importantly to Maddie’s mind, was that Jonathan didn’t try to stop her. She collected her cloak and went outside. The day was overcast and blustery. She wrapped the wool around her tighter and headed for the stairs to the beach.

      She paused as she heard a voice on the wind. She looked up into the sky and listened.

      “Wait!”

      She turned around. Two cloaked figures were chasing after her. She waited as they joined her. It was Mrs. Felton and Lady Lucy. Maddie steeled herself for a lecture.

      “May we join you?” Mrs. Felton asked.

      Maddie looked around. “I suppose if you must.”

      Lady Lucy looked mutinously silent.

      “We must,” Mrs. Felton said.

      “I was going down to the beach,” Maddie offered.

      “The tide is out. There may be some interesting creatures to be found.” Lady Lucy brightened.

      She led the way down, Mrs. Felton and Maddie following in single file. When they reached the bottom, they straightened into a line. Maddie wondered what their motives were for joining her. They walked slowly toward the water’s edge, which had receded far out revealing clusters of rocks, and shallow pools Maddie hadn’t known were there. Lady Lucy surged ahead, picking up shells and what not.

      Maddie was aware that Mrs. Felton purposefully stayed at her side.

      “I gather you know all about me now.” Maddie began.

      “I know very little of you.”

      “But that you heard—”

      “It is conjecture. I want to hear what you have to say.” Thea put her hands on her hips.

      Maddie cocked her head. “I always thought you were rather meek.”

      Thea shrugged. “I had to change.”

      That took Maddie by surprise. “Why?” They began to walk again.

      “If I was going to fight for what I wanted, I couldn’t stay the same. I had to become tougher and stronger. I had to save myself.”

      Maddie thought for a moment. “Jonathan is trying to save me from my family.”

      Thea stopped them and turned to face her. “That is precisely what he tried to do for me.”

      “But weren’t you in love with each other?”

      Thea shook her head. “I love him like a brother. He thought he was doing the right thing, but it wasn’t until he helped Felton and I marry that he did the right thing.”

      “But he loved you?” Maddie frowned.

      Thea shook her head again and then shrugged. “I don’t think he got that far. I think he wanted to believe he could love me if given a chance. But then again, I can’t really say what was in his mind. It just wasn’t meant to be. I am very happy that he has you now, and we can move past that time, and be friends again. Will you be my friend?”

      Maddie was caught off guard. No one had ever asked to be her friend. “I…I would like that very much, but you see…I don’t have friends really, and I don’t think Lady Lucy would want us to be friends.”

      “Lucy makes an excellent friend, and I know she wants to be friendly with you.”

      Maddie was skeptical of that. “She and I are very different.”

      “That is a good thing. More than one of Lucy in the world would cause it to collapse into chaos.”

      Maddie giggled. “She isn’t that bad.”

      “I’m glad you think so. You see? We can all be friends.” Thea smiled encouragingly.

      Maddie frowned. “You think it is that easy? I’ve spent years being the center of mockery. I prefer to be alone.”

      “But you are not alone. You will have a husband, and you will have a very large family,” Thea urged.

      “I can’t change, Mrs. Felton.” Maddie turned away and examined a flat shell that was pressed into the sand.

      “Thea. Call me Thea. And Lucy is only Lucy and Anabelle is only Anabelle.”

      “I could never be so informal with them. Lady Anabelle may as well be royalty compared to me.”

      “Anabelle is uncommonly beautiful, yes, but she is still just a woman. We would all benefit from knowing you, and you would benefit from knowing us.”

      Maddie straightened. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Do you think I knew what I was going to do when Lucy pulled me from the wall and made me dance with her brother the year we came out together? It was horrifying. My family had such hopes for me after that dance, and I crushed them one by one. You and I are very much alike.”

      “I never had a come out,” Maddie admitted.

      “You were spared, then. But know you will have something so much better. We will accept you. Jonathan has said how wonderful you are and we all believe him. Even Draven touts of your charms, which is a feat in itself. Can you give us a chance, Maddie? You don’t have to change, just accept that we want the chance to know you as you are.”

      Maddie felt her throat swell with emotion. She stared at the small shell in her hand as she fought the urge to cry. Lucy came to her side and bent to peek at her face.

      “What the devil did you say, Thea? You were supposed to be our ambassador, and you made her cry!”

      To Maddie’s astonishment, she giggled. One tear escaped, and she quickly wiped it away. “You needed an ambassador? Am I a foreign country?”

      “You would like to be, wouldn’t you? An exotic place with high walls and turrets with cannons.”

      “Lucy,” Thea scolded.

      “And with dragons,” Maddie added.

      Lucy and Thea went silent.

      “Dragons? That would be interesting,” Lucy finally said. “The point is. I understand that we are very frightening people, but we can also be nice and very entertaining. If you can accept us as we are, we can most certainly accept you.” Lucy stepped closer and look Maddie’s hands. “You are going to marry my brother. You will need all the support you can find.”

      Maddie laughed. She didn’t want to, but she could feel herself opening a little to the idea of befriending them. “Fine. I’d hate to be a hypocrite,” she conceded.

      “There you go. Lower your drawbridge, Maddie. I want to see these dragons.” Lucy took her arm and linked their elbows.

      The three spent some time gathering shells and talking about lighter topics before returning to the house.

      That evening the gentlemen departed for some bachelor revelry while the ladies remained. Maddie did her best to not push them away, and one by one, she began to feel comfortable with each of them. Even the duke. It helped that he wasn’t very ducal. He was incredibly likable and friendly. For the first time, she spent an entire evening doing the things she’d always been excluded from. They played parlor games, played music and danced, and they talked and laughed until Maddie’s cheeks hurt. She knew she’d been missing something, but what she hadn’t known was that she was half of the problem finding it.

      It was still terrifying. At the end of the evening, she was ready to retire and have some peace and quiet to herself. She suspected she would never stop needing that. But now that her company was eagerly being sought by others, she wanted that, too. So what did it mean for her and Jonathan? If she changed her mind about being left alone on one of his estates, how would it change their relationship? Suddenly, they wouldn’t be separated to live their own lives. They would be together almost always, and it would almost be like…a real marriage.
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      Jonathan woke the morning of his wedding with a strange calm. The quaint Inn he’d slept in was quiet, except for the snoring that came from his floor. He looked down and saw Winchester sleeping on his bunched up coat still fully dressed from the evening before. Draven was asleep in the chair by the fire and Felton was nowhere to be found.

      It was incredibly odd how only a few days ago, Jonathan could claim a distinct dislike of Felton, but from the moment of his arrival with Thea yesterday, he couldn’t imagine why. He was a solid fellow. The biggest surprise of all was how the sight of them together hadn’t bothered him at all. He’d finally rid himself of his anger and resentment. The bitterness was gone, and he could only think of one reason why.

      Maddie.

      He’d been angry at her most of the week, hurt by her stubborn refusal to accept the people he loved. She didn’t want to see how if she only just opened her heart to friendship, they, in turn, would see how beautiful and intriguing she was. But she wouldn’t. Day after day, she did the bare minimum of communication and acted as though she was the one being shunned.

      Then something changed yesterday. She left the drawing room, and Thea and Lucy had gone after her. Anabelle had reassured him that all would be well. They were going to talk things through. He’d had very little chance to see the effects of their talk because, once Ablehill and his duchess had arrived, the men dragged Jonathan from the manor to celebrate his last evening as a bachelor.

      Everything after that was hazy. Ablehill had brought a bottle of strong whiskey and then drank Jonathan under the table. Now, as he got up to wash his face, he was surprised he didn’t feel worse. A knock on the door pre-empted Ablehill and Felton returning with a trail of maids bearing breakfast trays.

      Jonathan kicked Winchester awake, and Draven woke with a start. Jonathan smirked as he took in everyone’s bleary-eyed state. It was the morning of his wedding, and despite his worries over Maddie’s tenuous relationship with his family, he was damned happy it was his wedding day. And tonight was his long-awaited wedding night.

      

      Maddie woke as Anne opened her curtains. The tub was brought in, and steaming water poured in with a dash of scented oil. Maddie soaked while nibbling on her breakfast and tried to keep herself from pinching her own arm. This all had to be a lovely dream.

      She could scarcely eat a thing. The butterflies in her stomach danced wildly. When she was finished bathing, she put on her robe and Anne studiously brushed out her hair. Her dress was already hanging over the dressing screen, and Maddie kept stealing peeks at it. She saw it in a brand new light now that she would be wearing it on her wedding day. The peachy-pink sheer overdress was embroidered with little flowers covering a silk underdress of the same color.

      Last evening, after everyone had gone to bed, Lady Heath had come to Maddie’s room and given her diamond earbobs and a matching necklace. Maddie had cried. She’d cried harder than she’d ever meant to and Lady Heath held her like mothers were so good at doing. Last night, Maddie had dreamt of her own mother, only instead of the sad memories she usually dreamed of, this one was happy. In the dream, Maddie was fifteen again, but she was wearing her wedding dress and her mother was holding her shoulders and just looking at her with a big smile. Just remembering that dream brought tears to Maddie’s eyes.

      “Are you all right?” Anne asked.

      Maddie nodded. “I’m just thinking of my mother. I wish she were here.”

      Anne handed her a handkerchief. “I’m sure she is in spirit. Our loved ones never leave us. They are always looking out for us.”

      Maddie stilled and caught Anne’s gaze in the mirror. “Do you truly believe that?”

      “I do.” Anne nodded.

      Maddie took a deep breath. “I dreamed of her last night. She was smiling at me in my wedding dress.”

      Anne surprised her by dabbing at her own eyes. “It twas a sign. She is giving her blessing.”

      That was how Lucy, Thea, Anabelle, and Lady Heath found them. Tearfully smiling. The ladies filled the room with excited energy and helped Maddie into her dress. Maddie couldn’t stop laughing, but she also couldn’t stop crying. She was overwhelmed with joy and sentiment. She couldn’t believe how in only one day, since her conversation with Lucy and Thea on the beach, she could become so sentimental about these women. Her friends, she thought. Her very first friends.

      Even now, Anabelle was directing Anne with her hair, and Lucy was standing by. Hazel, Anabelle’s twin sister, had also joined them last evening and was now sitting on Maddie’s bed watching them.

      “I have a surprise for you, so you cannot face the mirror while we put the finishing touches on your hair. Do you trust me?” Lucy asked.

      Maddie bit her lip. “You’re brother says that to me all the time.”

      “You mustn’t listen. He’s only trying to get under your skirt,” Lucy said.

      “Lucy!” Lady Heath scolded from her chair near the hearth.

      The ladies giggled as Maddie blushed and turned away from the mirror.

      Anabelle sat on a stool in front of her, spreading her legs to make room for her big stomach. She met Maddie’s gaze with a small smile. “Do you have questions about anything?” she whispered, and she raised a brow.

      “I always have questions about everything. You’ll have to be specific.”

      Lucy laughed behind her. “She means about your wedding night. If you haven’t already…”

      “We haven’t, but I’m not completely unaware in that domain,” she admitted with a blush.

      “My advice is to take no advice,” Anabelle said. “Things will follow a natural course and trust that he will know what to do.”

      “He seemed very informed thus far,” Maddie stated.

      “Ugh. Please do not elaborate. I shall be sick,” Lucy said with a groan.

      Maddie and Anabelle giggled.

      “There. I’m done.” Lacy handed Maddie a hand mirror. Maddie held the mirror to examine her hair. She gasped, a fresh bout of tears coming on. Lucy had pinned Scarlet Pimpernel, Maddie’s favorite little flower, throughout the elegant swirls and loops of her hair.

      Lucy gave her a watery smile. “You have to stop crying. Father Tim will think you aren’t there of your own free will.

      “Thank you,” Maddie cried, and then she stood and wrapped her arms around Lucy in a fierce hug.

      

      The wedding went off without a hitch. Maddie managed to not cry, though it was a struggle. She wasn’t used to being such a watering pot. She rarely cried when she was hurt, but it seemed happy tears came upon her without mercy. Jonathan had looked so handsome standing there at the altar she nearly stumbled on her shaky knees. She forgot about everyone behind them as they said their vows. She was freed yet at the same time tied to another person for the rest of her life.

      There was, however, one sore spot in all the joy.

      She’d mended fences with Lucy and her friends, but not with Jonathan. There was so much she wanted to tell him, so many revelations she wanted to share, but there simply wasn’t time. The day was a whirlwind of activity and smiling faces. After leaving the church under a flurry of rice and flower petals, they arrived at the breakfast buffet that was set up on a grassy cliff overlooking the water. It was filled with magic and joy, but there was never a moment to talk to him alone. Maddie decided to just wait. At some point, they would be alone. At some point, everyone would have to leave and allow them to be together.

      In the meantime, she enjoyed herself, danced, ate, and barely gave her father and brother a second glance when they departed in the early evening. She didn’t care if she ever saw them again. As the sun faded into twilight, many of the guests had departed, and it was only the last few and the most special to Maddie that now remained. They too were preparing to leave. It was then she discovered she and Jonathan would have the house to themselves. Lord and Lady Heath, and Lucy and Winchester would be traveling to Margate to continue visiting with their friends.

      “You must plan a visit to Scotland,” Heather, the Duchess of Ablehill, said as she hugged Maddie.

      “As soon as possible,” Maddie agreed.

      Two by two, they departed, and Maddie stood back as Jonathan closed the door. He turned and offered his arm.

      “Dinner should be ready.”

      He led her to the dining room, and the table leaf had been removed, making the table much more intimate. Two plates were set next to each other and the courses set before them so they could serve themselves. Maddie tried to get a sense of his mood, but he was quiet and intent on eating his food.

      

      Jonathan hated to admit it, but he was nervous. He didn’t know what Maddie would expect from tonight. He’d never been with a virgin before, and he didn’t want to do anything to ruin what should be a very special evening. It didn’t help that they hadn’t settled things. There was so much to say, but all of it could easily turn into another argument. He didn’t want today of all days to be forever ruined in her memory, but he didn’t know what to do or say.

      “I’ve never had crab before. I like it,” she murmured.

      Jonathan realized they’d been utterly silent since the start of dinner. He didn’t mean to ignore her.

      “It’s one of the many perks of living near the coast.” He smiled at her.

      She took a sip of wine and watched him. “Can I stay here?”

      “What?” He blinked.

      “We never talked of where I would live. May I live here?”

      Her eyes were so wide and innocent as she said it. It was so clear she thought she’d be living alone. In astonishment, he realized he didn’t want that. Wherever Maddie was, he would be, too. She was his wife now, and he could never just leave her to spend her days alone, no one to share her opinions with, and no one to protect her.”

      “Um…about that.”

      “Please.” She reached out and touched his hand.

      He looked down at it oddly, the gold band catching his eye. Something strange happened inside him. It rocked him. He could feel a flush climbing up his neck.

      She took her hand away, but he snatched it back and held it under his. “You like it here?”

      She nodded emphatically.

      “Then we will stay. This will be our main home. I warn you, the storms can be brutal in the winter.”

      “I love storms.” She smiled excitedly, then her smile faltered. “You said we?”

      “I know I did.” His heart hammered as he took a sip of wine and prayed she wasn’t going to argue with him about this.

      She didn’t. She left her hand under his and took another bite of her asparagus. He watched her as she ate and thought of the past two days, the past week really. He couldn’t believe they’d actually done it. They faked a courtship, became betrothed, and now they were married. They’d fooled everyone, even themselves. There was no denying their attraction to each other, and when they touched, their passion burned hotter than the sun.

      Their courtship may have been fake, and they may have married for convenience, but there was no reason they couldn’t have love. No one was more worthy, more in need of his absolute love and devotion than Maddie. He felt hot now as if his body were filled with smoldering coal. He gulped down his wine and refilled his glass, then pulled off his cravat.

      “Are you all right?” she asked.

      “It’s hot in here, isn’t it?”

      She looked at him with concern. “I’ll open a window.”

      Jonathan tried to calm himself as the opened window brought in the chilled salty breeze. “Thank you.” He sighed in relief.

      “Your color is heightened.” She touched his forehead with the back of her hand.

      He smiled at that. It was such a wifely thing to do. “I’ll be fine in a moment. Would you like dessert?”

      She nodded, and he scooped some pudding into a dish for her. They ate in silence again, and Jonathan thought about the day. It had been utter chaos, but he did remember a few shining moments. Maddie had smiled and laughed, and she’d looked to be enjoying herself when dancing with his friends.

      “Thank you for looking as though you enjoyed the festivities today. I know it’s difficult for you to spend so much time in the company of others.” He was watching her scrape the last of her pudding from the dish when he said this. Her spoon stopped mid-scrape.

      “I didn’t have any difficulty. I enjoyed myself,” she said stiltedly.

      He sighed. “You can be honest with me. It’s just us now. But you do realize that this is where my family comes for the little season every year, so every summer it is a full house. That won’t change.”

      She set her spoon down with a thud. “I didn’t expect it to.”

      “During those times you can always go somewhere else if it is too much to bear.” Though he said it, he didn’t like it. It would be hard to explain her absence every summer, and he wouldn’t like being apart, he knew that already.

      “It won’t be too much to bear.”

      “We’ll make it work, Maddie. I’ll find a way to make it work. I…I can change.”

      She shot up from her seat. “I didn’t ask you to change.”

      “I know. I’m choosing to. There’s nothing the ton has to offer now. I can see my friends less, and my mother will understand if we don’t make it to every gathering being newlyweds—” He stopped when she put a hand up.

      “I don’t understand what you’re asking for.” She was visibly upset, and it struck him to the core. She must have tried so hard just for him.

      “I’m just trying to find a way for us to be together, Maddie. I don’t want to leave you here alone. I want to live with you. I want to wake up next to you. I want us to have a real marriage.”

      She choked on a sob. He shot out of his seat and put his arms around her.

      “I’m sorry, Maddie. Tell me what you need me to do. Tell me how I can make you happy.”

      She shook her head, her hands covering her face.

      “Please, Maddie. I’ll do anything for you. Just tell me I don’t have to leave you.”

      “Don’t leave.” She dropped her hands. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “Don’t ever leave.”

      Jonathan felt something set off inside him like a burst of fireworks in his chest, sparks sizzling, pops and bangs exploding in colorful plumes. She shook as he held her, and for one startling, illuminating moment, he knew this was what love felt like. He loved her. He loved her, and he would do anything for her because she was his place. He held her tightly, resting his head on hers as he pinched his eyes closed, fighting the sudden dampness. Thank God, he mouthed. He found it. He wasn’t broken. He could love—he did love, and it was so powerful he wondered how he could have mistaken anything else for it.

      “Maddie.” He said her name over and over.

      “Jonathan,” she said as she pushed back.

      She tried to say more, but he kissed her, taking her mouth with the energy of all that he was feeling. When he pulled away, she looked dazed, but she quickly recovered.

      “I’m sorry. I was overcome.”

      She smiled. “Don’t apologize for a kiss like that. But—” she stopped him from kissing her again, “before we lose ourselves, I have something I must say.”

      He nodded for her to go on.

      “We don’t have to leave here during the summer or cry off from gatherings. Thea, Lucy, and I talked and…they asked me to accept them as they are. They said they had already accepted me. It was…odd and magnificent. From that point on, I made a concerted effort to just be myself with them, and we all had a wonderful time. There are some people I will never forgive for the way they have treated me, but your friends are now my friends, and your family is now my family. I accept them, and I’m sure I will grow to love them as you do.”

      He hugged her tightly again. “Oh, Maddie, I love you.”

      He felt her jerk in his hold, but he didn’t let go.

      “You what?” was her muffled reply.

      He grinned over her head. “I think it’s time we retired. Don’t you?”
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      How Maddie found herself in her room so quickly, she had no idea. He carried her upstairs, deposited her in her room, and told her to wait for him there. Anne stood there ready to await her.

      “Shall I help you change? There is a gift on your bed.”

      Maddie couldn’t stop hearing what Jonathan had said. He very clearly said he loved her. She shook herself. “Yes, I need to change.” She walked to her vanity, and Anne undid the back of her dress.

      He said he loved me.

      He said he loved me.

      Maddie closed her eyes and absorbed the words. She hadn’t heard those words since her mother died. She’d never felt this sort of whole body glow before. Like she could fly away at will, like she could walk across the surface of the ocean and skip over the waves. Was she drunk? No. She hadn’t even finished her glass of wine. Was this…was this what being in love felt like? It always sounded so horrible and tragic in books. This feeling was opposite of that.  This feeling was soul lifting; it was the light of dawn kissing the earth, it was the touch of moonlight on flowers. Maddie shook herself.

      This was why poets wrote so much about it. There was no way to describe this feeling. Did she truly love him? How could she not? He was her champion. He’d slain her dragons and freed her from a life of pain. He accepted her. Even when he didn’t like what she offered, he still accepted her, and at the end of it all, he chose her. It was impossible not to love him, so she would. She would own her love and find a way to show him her love any way she could. But first, she needed to tell him.

      Anne had her dressed down in her nightgown and finished braiding her hair. “Will you be needing anything else?” Anne smiled and winked.

      “I don’t think so.” Maddie blushed.

      “I’ll be going, then. Don’t forget your gift.”

      “Oh, yes.” Maddie moved to the bed. She pulled the ribbon from the box and opened it. It was a very sheer nightgown, a crystal flask full of amber liquid, and a pile of folded notes scattered about the box. She smiled as she opened one and read it. It was from Lucy.

      

      We bought you this nightgown to celebrate your wedding night. Don’t let him rip it! The whiskey is to help you through the horrific experience of sharing a marriage bed with my brother. Anabelle told me not to write that part, but I thought it too important to leave out.

      Your new sister, Lucy.

      

      Maddie laughed as she set the note aside. Each note was from one of her new friends, and they each gave her a bit of advice. She was still smiling when Jonathan entered her room as she was piling the notes together to tuck away.

      “What is that?” he asked. He was wearing a thick robe, and his feet were bare.

      “A gift from your sister.”

      He strode forward and looked in the box, raising a brow and whistling. “You should put it on now.”

      “If you think I should…” she teased.

      She saw him pick up a note. She bit her lip as he read it and scowled. “That bloody sister of mine. I curse the day she was born.”

      Maddie laughed and stepped into him. “No, you don’t.”

      He tossed the note aside and looked down. “Are you going to put the gown on?”

      “Do you want me to?”

      “Lord, yes, but you’ll need to put something warm over it.”

      “Why?”

      He winked. “It’s a surprise.”

      Maddie coyly picked up the nightgown and sailed behind her dressing screen. It was the work of a moment to switch nightgowns. “Will you get my wool cloak?”

      She could hear him open the wardrobe, but instead of passing it over the top, he came behind the screen.

      Maddie gasped. His eyes swallowed her in flames with their heated examination. He draped the cloak over her shoulders and tied it. “Ready?”

      “As much as I’ll ever be,” she said breathlessly.

      He took her hand and led her from the room. Downstairs, he collected a basket and blanket by the door, and they left the house. Maddie didn’t ask where they were going. She had a pretty good idea, but either way, she didn’t care. She was with Jonathan, the only place she belonged.

      The wind whipped at her braid as they climbed down to the beach. Once on the sand, things were calmer, and it wasn’t as cold as she expected. He spread out the blanket and handed her down, then sat beside her and opened the basket. Out came a bottle and two champagne flutes.

      “A gift from the gentlemen.”

      “I wonder if they know what their wives did for me?”

      “What did they do?” He looked at her askance.

      “Nothing.” She smiled mischievously.

      He handed her a flute of champagne and Maddie sipped. It was sweet and light. She leaned over and made a little nest for her glass in the sand and set it down. As she righted herself, she found herself in his arms. He’d gone up to his knees and lifted her to hers.

      Under her cloak, he cupped her bottom, pressing her to his hardness. Her hand slipped inside his robe to his chest where she touched hot bare skin.

      “Are you naked?” she said in scandalized delight.

      He grinned as he leaned in to kiss her. “You’ll have to use your hands to find out.”

      Maddie opened her lips as his settled over hers, her hands spreading the halves up the robe further. She spread her hands over his skin, marveling. She shivered. She wasn’t cold, she was eager. She couldn’t wait to see how much further this passion could go. It was almost too much to bear to wait. After all they had said before, and everything she was feeling inside, she couldn’t wait any longer. She wanted to be known by him. She wanted every last barrier stripped away until he knew her better than she knew herself. It was scary and exhilarating.

      She stopped moving.

      “What’s the matter?” he said as he pulled away.

      “Nothing,” she said breathlessly. She was so happy, so filled with joy and love that she just needed a moment to feel it. To breathe and know it was real. She swallowed and looked up. Her breath caught as she saw the stars above them. There were so many of them.

      “Maddie?” He kissed her temple.

      “Look up, Jonathan. Look at all the stars.” She couldn’t tear her eyes away from the sky.

      “I’d rather look at you.”

      “I’m serious, Jonathan. It’s magnificent.”

      “I am, too. I have seen the stars, Maddie. It’s you who I need to see now. You I want to discover and worship at this moment. The stars can wait, but I cannot.”

      She pulled her eyes away. “I can’t wait either.”

      She pulled the tie of his robe, unearthing his body. She trailed her hands down until he stopped her. He pulled her tightly against him, into the searing heat of his body. Maddie gasped. His manhood pressed against her bringing a fevered need to her skin to be touched, to be closer to his. He untied her cloak and tossed it aside, slowly pulling up her nightgown until little by little their skin kissed. She raised her arms as he pulled it over her head. Off it went, floating down to the sand. They both looked at each other. Maddie wanted to explore him, but her need to be close was greater.

      He cupped her breasts with both hands. Maddie sighed with pleasure as he kneaded and molded them. He bent and took one into his mouth and then the other. She could feel the dampness between her thighs. She now knew it meant she wanted him. She needed him desperately.

      “Jonathan, please,” she begged. She knew what was going to happen and she knew she was made to fit his body. His thick rigid staff pulsed with his heat, branding her. His fingers slid over her cleft, and for a moment, she was appeased. He stroked her. The pleasure was so exquisite it was difficult to stay on her knees. She leaned into him, catching his lips, telling him with her tongue and her teeth that she wanted him, that this was no longer enough.

      He must have understood, because he scooped her up and gently laid her down. He covered them with his robe as he settled over her, his hardness naturally finding her softness. Maddie moved her hips to adjust and found that sliding over his manhood with her slick core felt wonderful. She did it again.

      “We don’t have to rush.” He groaned.

      “I want to rush. I can’t wait a moment more. Take me, Jonathan. I want you to. I love you, and I want to feel everything that loving you means.

      “Maddie…” He shuddered. “Oh, Maddie.”

      He picked up one of her knees and brought it to his hip. He positioned himself at her core, and Maddie watched him in amazement against a backdrop of pale gold stars. He pressed forward, looking down at her.

      She could barely see his face, but she could feel his love for her, feel his strength and restraint as he slowly breached her body and joined with her. She arched her back, the stinging pain a surprise at first, but then he began to move, and it gave way to pleasure again. Slowly and steadily, the fire inside her built as he moved against her. He dropped kisses on her cheeks and lips.

      Catching his mouth, she claimed it, and she kissed him hard. He started moving faster, her body thrumming with the building fire, her heart singing as pleasure raced through her veins.

      She closed her eyes, but she could still see the stars, she was part of them now, shattering into thousands of tiny points of light. She cried out and arched, breaking their kiss. He groaned into her neck, thrusting hard, shaking as he found his release. He rested on top of her, his arms coming under her and holding her tightly. Maddie held him with her entire body, damning the happy tears that wanted to spill over.

      “I love you,” they whispered at the same time.

      Jonathan pulled his head back and grinned down at her. They both started laughing.

      He rolled to the side and tucked the robe around them. Maddie rested her head on his shoulder and looked up at him. “What do we do now?”

      He stroked her hair slowly. “Get dressed, go to our room, and let me undress you all over again.”

      Maddie smiled and kissed his nipple. “I like that plan.” She thought of the notes that her new friends had left her. They’d written little bits of advice about making love and Maddie was extremely eager to try some of them.
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      Maddie swatted Jonathan’s hand away from her bottom for the third time as they strolled along the boardwalk. Granted, his hand was hidden under her cloak, but by the flags of color in her cheeks, surely everyone knew he was up to no good. But as she looked around, she could see no one was paying them the least bit of attention. Jonathan pulled her toward the open shops and encouraged her to buy something.

      “If you don’t, I'll kiss you here in front of everyone,” he teased.

      Maddie shoved at his chest. “Fine. I’ll buy one thing. Something for your mother and Lucy.” They hadn’t left the house for three solid days, but on this lovely day, the sun was warm, and not a cloud could be seen. It was a day to be spent outside, not in bed.

      “Something for yourself.” He wagged his finger at her. “My mother and Lucy have enough trinkets they could build a bridge from Dover to Calais. You need to spoil yourself for once and allow me to spoil you.”

      “It goes against my nature. I don’t want to be spoiled.”

      “But you need it. You need to feel how much I love you in every way impossible. That includes letting me buy you frivolous things like glass birds and ornate clocks that inevitably break after the first coo.”

      “Fine, I’ll do it, but I can’t have you looking over my shoulder as I look.”

      He stepped back and sat on a bench across the boardwalk. Maddie grinned as she turned back to the tables of wares and browsed. She looked over the trinkets, all so delicate and lovely, and considered what she might want. Little porcelain ladies posed elegantly with their parasols on one table. She didn’t mind them but nor did she feel anything when she looked at them. As a girl, she browsed shop windows with her mother and was always intrigued by the ornate woodcarvings. She looked around to see if this shop had any. Toward the back was a table of wood figures. She approached the table and smiled, picking up a darling little frog made of wood.

      She turned to look for Jonathan to show him and bumped into another person. The poor woman fell to the ground.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry!” Maddie cried. She set the frog down and bent to help the woman up. At the same time, the woman brushed her hair out of her face and looked up. She had tears streaking down her face.

      “Please forgive me.” Maddie offered her hand to help her up.

      “Tis no bother,” the young woman said. She allowed Maddie to help her up.

      “But you’re hurt!”

      “No…it wasn’t the fall.” She sniffed gently.

      Maddie observed her black dress. “You’re in mourning,” she stated quietly. “You have my sincerest condolences.”

      The young woman nodded. “Thank you.”

      Jonathan appeared at Maddie’s sighed. The girl quickly averted her face.

      “Is everything all right?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Maddie assured him.

      He looked at the girl. She was obviously avoiding him. “Perhaps you should go,” Maddie whispered. But Jonathan didn’t. He touched the girl's shoulder gently. “Miss Owens?”

      She stiffened, then quickly wiped her face and turned to face him with a forced smile. “Lord Rigsby.”

      Maddie hid her surprise.

      “Miss Owens is a friend of Lucy’s,” Jonathan told Maddie. “This is my wife, Maddie.”

      “How do you do, my lady.”

      Maddie grimaced. “Please call me Maddie.”

      “Then you shall call me Rose if we meet again.” Rose smiled.

      It was the saddest smile Maddie had ever seen. Her heart broke for her. She didn’t know what to say.

      “Lucy would love to hear from you. We’d be delighted if you could join us for dinner. Are you staying with your father?”

      Rose shook her head. “He passed eight months ago, I’m afraid.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “He was very ill.” Rose looked about uncomfortably. “I must be going.” She hesitated. “Please tell Lucy I miss her, I miss all of them.”

      “She’s near in Margate with everyone. She’d love to see you.”

      “I really can’t.” She began to back away.

      “May I have an address so she can write to you?” he pressed. Maddie took his hand and squeezed it.

      Rose shook her head. “Goodbye.” She darted from the store. Maddie and Jonathan followed her, but she was climbing into a carriage.

      Jonathan studied the crest.

      “Who is that?” Maddie asked.

      “I’m not certain. I will have to look in Debretts Peerage.”

      “But you knew her?”

      Jonathan took her hand, and they walked down the boardwalk toward home.

      “Not very well, but Lucy has spoken of her letters from time to time. She left to care for her ill father about two years ago, and her communications simply dwindled to nothing. Lucy has been very concerned.

      “Do you think she is in trouble?”

      “I don’t know.”
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* * *

      Rose leaned back against the seat of the carriage and closed her eyes. She knew coming down here was a mistake, but Lady Belfrost had insisted they all needed a bit of respite, and as her companion, Rose wasn’t in any position to argue about where they went and whom they saw. Even if it was humiliating for Rose. She prayed that, at some point, she’d stop caring. Being a companion was a respectable position, but when she saw people she knew, which thankfully, was infrequently, she was reminded of all the things she’d lost. Like her father, her friends, and her youth. She was only two and twenty, but as a companion, her social life was exactly nothing, which meant her dreams of love and children were likely never to happen.

      The carriage stopped in front of the teashop where Lady Belfrost was having tea with Lady Fenwick. Lady Belfrost exited, and Caleb jumped down to open the door. He winked at Rose before turning to hand Lady Belfrost inside.

      Rose rolled her eyes and then schooled her features to hide her sadness.

      “How was your tea with Lady Fenwick?”

      “Lovely,” Lady Belfrost said cheerily. “How was your shopping?”

      “Fruitless,” Rose said.

      Lady Belfrost adjusted her skirts and then settled back against the squabs. She narrowed her eyes as she studied Rose. “You’ve been crying again.”

      “No,” Rose lied. “I had a nice time browsing but didn’t see anything worth purchasing. I even saw someone I knew.” Rose hoped that bit of information would distract Lady Belfrost.

      “Whom did you see?”

      “Lord and Lady Rigsby. I was friends with his sister Lady Lucy.”

      “Ah, yes, newlyweds. Married just four days ago, according to Lady Fenwick. She wasn’t invited, unfortunately.” Lady Belfrost raised both brows.

      “Four days?” Rose mused. She sighed and looked out the window. “How fortunate they are.”

      She could feel Lady Belfrost’s stare but chose to ignore it.

      “I’ve had enough of this sea air. Let’s go home.”

      “What? But the little season has only just begun?” Rose said. She shouldn’t argue. She would love nothing more than to leave Ramsgate.

      “There’s nothing here to divert us. I’d rather watch the leaves change at Belfrost.”

      “As you wish. I’ll have Glennis begin packing when we return.”

      Rose tried not to look overly enthusiastic about leaving, but she was relieved beyond measure. Ramsgate was full of people she would know, friends she wished she could see. Belfrost was far away from all those things and the further away she was the less she thought of them.
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* * *

      Thank you for reading Mad About You! I hope you enjoyed it. If you did, check out my reader’s checklist and see how you can help me further my writing dream.

      

      
        	Write a review! Reviews help me sell books by making them visible to new readers. Your thoughts count and go a long way to keeping writers like myself fed and writing more books!

        	Join my New Release Newsletter. Subscribers get the chance to purchase every new release at only $0.99 for 24 hrs. before official release day and then the price goes up! Click here! *I hate spam, too. You will only be emailed with new releases or important announcements/free books from me.

        	Connect with me on Facebook, Twitter, or Instagram. I love hearing from readers!

        	Look for Withered Rose, the next book in the Desperate and Daring Series.
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      Become a VIP Reader for exclusive chapter excerpts, free bonus scenes, and monthly $25 Visa card giveaways. Only subscribers are invited to join Dayna’s ARC team (Advance Reader Copy) for free copies of new releases to review and ARC team giveaways. Click here to become a VIP Reader or select to only receive New Release Alerts.
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      Contact Dayna at daynaquince.com

      Facebook

      Twitter

      Instagram
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