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Chapter 1
 
   Lady Anabelle Darling wanted to be married. It was never more apparent than it was right now, sitting in a pew in St. Georges, watching her dearest friend Heather and her duke stare at each other with rapturous love. Anabelle was supremely jealous, not that she should be, but she was. Heather had needed to get married with all haste, and her options as gentlemen went had been narrowed by circumstance to just one. It turns out, through fortunate—and odd circumstances—that her one choice turned out to be the perfect choice, for Heather at least.
 
   Anabelle had no express need to be married. She simply wanted to. She wanted a man to look at her the way the duke looked at Heather. She wanted to be in love. Her problem was that she hadn’t any gentlemen in her recent acquaintance to fall in love with. They were amiable and suitable in rank and personality, but… none of them had inspired looks of adoration from her or any emotions like it.
 
   It was time to get serious. She needed a plan. She needed to stop waiting for the perfect man to fall at her feet and actively search for him. She would need to take a closer look at the most eligible of gentlemen of the season, and one by one, narrow them down to the one for her. It didn’t sound the least bit romantic, but at least it would give her the opportunity to truly discover who they were versus what she wanted.
 
   Anabelle focused on Heather and her duke again. Applause erupted around her and Heather smiled joyfully. Anabelle’s heart clenched. She wanted to feel that way. She was incredibly happy for Heather, and she wanted the same for herself. The bride and groom traipsed down the aisle and through the church doors, presumably to race to the wedding breakfast. Guests stood as they passed and Anabelle, along with her family, and waited to exit their pew. As she entered the crowded aisle, she looked up and found a pair of mocking grey eyes glinting at her.
 
   “A vigorous ceremony, wouldn’t you say, Lady Anabelle?”
 
   “No, my lord. Vigorous is not a word I would use. I will say the ceremony was lovely.” She responded to him with very little encouragement, giving him her profile.
 
   “You seemed quite moved, I could even say enraptured by the bride and groom.”
 
   Now she had to look at him. He was being quite absurd. “I am very happy for them, they looked quite in love. That is something to be admired, I think.” She looked away again, in what was obviously a dismissive manner.
 
   “Egad, no. How terrifying to be a lovesick fool.”
 
   There were titters of laughter following his remark, proof that their words were far from private and that was dangerous. Anabelle had no desire to be seen with him, or to even be conversing with him. She needed to distance herself from him immediately for the sake of her reputation and her marriage plans. However, she could feel the pull of his attention on her. She could feel him watching her face, looking for a reaction. She could feel an answering heat crawling up her neck.
 
   She lowered her voice. “How fortunate for you, my lord, that no woman of full mental capacity would ever love you.” Those were the cruelest words she had ever uttered before in her life. She felt him smile and that alarmed her. How was it possible to feel someone smile? But she was sure he was smiling—she even verified it with a peek from under her lashes.
 
   “You wound me deeply,” he answered, but his smile said anything but. He was patently enjoying himself. Anabelle looked forward, praying he would disengage from her and find his amusement elsewhere. 
 
   Ahead of her, Hazel strolled between their mother and father, and beyond them, the open doors offered her an avenue of escape. The procession came to a halt. There were cheers from outside. The duke must be tossing coins into the crowd before whisking his bride away. Anabelle wished she could see it. She wanted to absorb the happiness, taste the giddiness that was Heathers, for only a moment to appease her own yearnings for her own wedding. 
 
   Like a dark cloud, Lord Draven loomed beside her. “It’s a madhouse out there. It will take forever to reach my carriage.”
 
   Anabelle refused to acknowledge him. She stepped closer to her parents, but the other guests pushed closer to see the theatrics outside. She planted her feet, determined not to be crushed against her family. A body bumped into the back of her and remained. She looked over to glare at the offending person, but her eyes met a cravat, and she swallowed as her eyes slowly ascended despite the dread she was feeling. Grey eyes met hers, amused and wicked.
 
   “My apologies. I’d move, but Lady Prendergast’s buxom figure is immediately behind me,” he whispered.
 
   Anabelle colored from head to toe. She took a deep breath, the expansion of her rib cage somehow bringing them even closer together. She felt caught against him, surrounded by the other guests, and yet completely alone with him. She wished to call out to Hazel, but didn’t want to bring more attention to herself and her scandalous position against him.
 
   She refused to look at him again, keeping her gaze on the back of her father’s head. She felt a tickling in the palm of her right hand, and then what she was sure was a finger gliding over her palm. She gasped and pulled her hand away, the ghost of the sensation still lingering. Lord Draven remained silent behind her, though she could feel the movement of his breathing against her back. The shuffle began to move again and Anabelle lurched forward into Hazel. Hazel tossed a glare over her shoulder, but then her eyes darted past Anabelle and widened. She stepped back and linked arms with her. Anabelle held tightly to her arm, never more grateful for a sister than she was at that moment. She could still feel him behind her, amused, predacious, watching her, and she could still feel the slide of his finger across her palm.
 
   She clung to Hazel because what terrified her the most was the answering urge to look back at him and engage the predator in him. 
 
   Once at the wedding breakfast, she did her best not to look for him over the many heads of guests. She enjoyed the company of her family and other guests as plate after plate of food was brought out. She ate until she was painfully full, and then sat back in her chair and smiled as Hazel teased their father mercilessly with outrageous requests for her own wedding. She smiled at her sister, her twin, and yet she differed from her in so many ways. Anabelle was fair like their mother, her hair a buttery blonde, her eyes the palest of blue. Hazel’s strands were streaked with honey and wheat, something Anabelle envied, but Hazel’s eyes mirrored her own, and Anabelle always found that comforting. Because of her sister, she was never alone.
 
   Feeling at peace again, she searched for the happy couple. She found Heather and his grace stationed in the entryway, an endless procession of guests greeting them and offering words of congratulations. Heather was glowing. In Anabelle’s mind, she had never looked happier. Again, she felt a pang of want, the envy for her own wedding, her own special someone. Love matches were rare, but they did happen. Anabelle fervently hoped she would be blessed by love, too. She looked away, feeling misty eyed and dreary again. It wasn’t the time for such melancholy thoughts. It was a time for celebration, Heathers time to shine brightly. Anabelle wished her all the joy in the world.
 
   Feeling spritely, she stood and pulled Hazel from her chair. “Let’s see who is in the drawing room.” 
 
   Hazel nodded in agreement and followed. Progress was slow across the dining room, and they had to dutifully pause and greet acquaintances along the way. Reaching the entryway, the crowd thickened and they waited as the Marchioness of Dunwick made her slow exit with her cane.
 
   “She needs a sedan chair with strong men to carry her about the house,” Hazel murmured.
 
   “Could you imagine? It would be all the rage, but very inconvenient,” Anabelle tittered.
 
   “I’d like to be carried by four shirtless men of excellent physiques with one attendant to feed me grapes at all times.”
 
   “Hazel!” Anabelle admonished. “That’s positively...”
 
   “Ingenious. That’s the word you’re searching for.”
 
   “No, it wasn’t.” But Anabelle couldn’t help laughing. The compaction of guests eased and they were able to slip into the drawing room. Each sofa and chair was full and Anabelle didn’t see anyone she wished to speak with.
 
   “I must visit the retiring room.”
 
   “It’s this way, if I remember correctly.” Anabelle led the way. The room was also crowded, and so she elected to wait in the hall. Further down, she could hear the laughter of gentlemen and a smoky haze was wafting from an open door. Curious, she eased closer and she could hear the clink of billiard balls. She paused and turned to retreat. A billiard room was a male haven not suitable for young ladies according to her mother. She turned back towards the retiring room and hurried away, but not before the firm steps of boots could be heard behind her. She slipped into an alcove, backing into a small table with a vase of flowers. She muffled a squeak as the table thumped into the wall. She kept her gaze down, wishing herself invisible, but a pair of boots halted before her.
 
   “We meet again, Lady Anabelle.”
 
   Her eyes snapped up. “It is not intentional, I assure you. I am waiting for my sister.”
 
   “Ah, yes. Lady Hazel,” Draven said conversationally.
 
   “That is her name. If you will excuse me.” Anabelle moved towards the retiring room. 
 
   “Don’t leave so soon.” He caught her hand. “I can’t help but feel this moment was meant to happen. Serendipitous, even.”
 
   Anabelle turned back to him with a brow skeptically raised. “You find a meeting in a hall near two rooms frequently visited by guests in a home in which we are both very well acquainted with the Duke and Duchess serendipitous? Pray tell how?”
 
   “I seem to have a knack for finding you alone.” He inched closer.
 
   “We are not alone, Lord Draven.” Though, at the moment, the hall was deserted except for them. “At any moment, another guest, my sister even, will appear.”
 
   He only smiled, his grey eyes darker in the dimly lit hall. “For the moment we are alone.”
 
   “I’d prefer that we weren’t. I don’t wish to speak with you or to be associated with you,” Anabelle hissed. She didn’t like being so rude, but he was dangerous to her, a threat to her reputation and her husband hunting plans. She didn’t like the way he made her feel. It was uncomfortable when a person could make one feel unsettled and hot with their presence alone.
 
   He stood up straighter, for once not thoroughly amused by her distaste of him. “What have I done to earn such malice, if I may ask?”
 
   Anabelle glared at him. “As if you don’t know. You are spreading a rumor that we’ve kissed.”
 
   “You are the only one who spread the rumor, my sweet.”
 
   “You told me you told Lord Rigsby,” Anabelle seethed. His calmness only upset her more.
 
   “He is of no concern. He isn’t one to gossip or care whom I kiss.”
 
   “Then why did you do it?”
 
   “Truthfully? To unsettle you. You need a good kiss, Lady Anabelle.”
 
   Anabelle blinked. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Frankly, neither do I, but I find that the more I think about not kissing you, the more convinced I am that I should. The rumor may be untrue, but I can’t let it die unless I do it in truth.”
 
   “You want to kiss me?”
 
   “I think I’ve made that quite clear,” he uttered condescendingly.
 
   “Why?” Anabelle was baffled.
 
   “Why not? You are a challenge to be met.”
 
   “A challenge?” Anabelle was fuming now. She looked around, determined to give him the set down he deserved, but not where they could easily be seen and overheard.
 
   “This way.” He took her hand and tugged her further down the hall. He paused at the billiard room and peeked in. Satisfied no one was paying attention to the door, he tugged her across the open door and further down the hall to a very plain sitting room. He closed the door behind them and released her hand. “You may commence with your tirade.” He folded his arms across his chest.
 
   Anabelle didn’t know where to begin. She wanted to rip apart his character, insult him as grievously as he had insulted her. “Have you no heart?” she blurted.
 
   “I beg your pardon?” He frowned.
 
   “You behave as if this is all some sort of game, but this is not a game. My very future hangs on a thread of respectability. I have nothing but a dowry and my good name to offer a husband. My purpose in life is to marry and marry well. I happen to want to also achieve a marriage of significant affection.” Her eyes burned with the threat of tears and she turned away in humiliation.
 
   “Are we speaking of love again?” he said after a moment.
 
   She couldn’t face him, but she nodded her head. “I know you think it’s absurd, but it is of great importance to me. I wish to find a husband I can love and be loved in return, but I cannot do that if you destroy my every chance with the threat of a kiss we did not share. A meaningless, insignificant kiss.” She dabbed at her eyes and took a deep breath. She felt a semblance of calm return now that she had vented her feelings. She didn’t feel his approach until he stood right behind her.
 
   “My kisses are never meaningless or insignificant.”
 
   Anabelle stiffened. He set his hands on her shoulders and turned her, tipping up her chin once she faced him and forcing her to look into his eyes.
 
   “Did you hear me?” He was very serious.
 
   Anabelle nodded. His eyes were very dark. Streaks of lighter grey stood out like bolts of lightning frozen in time.
 
   “I want to kiss you because you need to be kissed. How else are you to know whether a man is capable of love, of all things, if you’ve never experienced any of the emotions that lead to it? If you’ve never experienced what happens between a man and a woman, how will you ever know what love is?”
 
   Anabelle didn’t have an answer. She couldn’t even find the power to resist him as she should as his hands slid around her back and pulled her into him.
 
   “One kiss is all I’m asking for, and then you will know exactly of what I speak. Perhaps it will even help you find what you are searching for.” His head leaned forward slowly. He didn’t wait for her assent, but neither did he ask. 
 
   His lips touched hers slowly, and then molded around hers confidently. At first, she felt nothing but shock, but then the warmth of his mouth and his body began to penetrate her. She did not resist him as his kiss grew in boldness. Instead, she let go of her restraint and let herself experience it with all her senses. His lips were soft and sultry, something that was at odds with his cold and cutting demeanor. His body was warm and she could feel the hardness of his chest against her breasts. His arms were strong around her, but not crushing her, and she found the sensation pleasant. She eased against him as his lean lips parted. His tongue teased the seam of her lips. Curious, Anabelle opened hesitantly, the velvety slickness of his tongue gaining entry little by little until she opened fully.
 
   Light and colors danced behind her eyes as the gentle kiss became sensually overwhelming. She forgot how to breathe. Forgot how to do anything but taste him. He tasted of Brandy and a wildness she didn’t understand. She was simply overcome, the wonder of this daring new experience overriding all thought and rationale. His tongue darted and explored. Involuntarily she responded, her own tongue answering to his, doing things she didn’t even know she could do. The rest of her was frozen with amazement, too stunned to do more than hold on to him.
 
   He withdrew from her, and Anabelle blinked rapidly as her wits returned. When she focused on his face, she found him sporting a peculiar frown. She backed away from him, an unavoidable humiliating blush covering her cheeks. She bit her tongue. She had the absurd urge to apologize. For what, she didn’t know, but he was clearly displeased with the kiss.
 
   “Now that you got what you wanted. Kindly leave me alone,” she rushed to say. He didn’t move or say a word. Anabelle hurried from the room, distraught and angry. She didn’t know what to think or what to do. She hurried down the hall and rushed to the retiring room. Hazel was not present, but a maid stood by with towels. Anabelle sat before a vanity and looked at her reflection. Her color was high. It was obvious that she was upset. She wished to bury her head in her hands, but this wasn’t the time or place. She took a deep breath and fanned her cheeks. She needed to return to the party as serene as she had been when she left it. Hazel was probably looking for her. Anabelle stood with her back straight and her hands steady once again. It was just a kiss. She could admit that the kiss greatly affected her, but not him. It was better that way. Now he would leave her alone and she could go on with her matrimonial plans.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Draven scowled at the retreating form of Lady Anabelle. His skin was burning, his clothes suddenly a burdensome weight on his body. He clenched and flexed his hands over and over until he felt some semblance of control return. He would certainly do his best to leave her alone now. Having that kind of reaction to a woman was unusual for him, terrifying even. He was always calm, he was always in control, but with her in his arms… he felt volatile—like a pillaging conqueror. That wasn’t him and that scared him. 
 
   He made his way out of the parlor and found himself retreating to the billiard room once again. He considered leaving altogether, but wouldn’t dare risk insulting his new friend, the groom. It was always good to have a duke on one’s side, but it was more than that. Ablehill was a good chap, a trustworthy fellow you could count on to have your back and tell you when you’ve been a fool. Genuine friends were hard to come by for Draven.
 
   On that thought, he excused himself to find the happy couple and offer his personal congratulations. He found them in the drawing room, hoarded by fellow well-wishers. Draven halted at the entry way. He recognized one blonde head immediately. This wouldn’t do. He still felt raw from the kiss. He backtracked to the dining room where refreshments were being served and found a decanter of brandy. He poured himself a finger and drank it in one swallow.
 
   “Careful,” Rigsby mocked. “You look like a desperate man. Marriage-minded mamas can sense desperation.”
 
   “Weddings make me nervous.” Draven tossed another finger of Brandy down his throat.
 
   “It feels like a trap, doesn’t it?”
 
   “More like a vice around my jewels. Is it warm in here?” Draven looked around in agitation.
 
   Rigsby frowned at him. “Are you going to faint?”
 
   Draven gave him a murderous scowl.
 
   Rigsby laughed. “Perhaps it is time to depart. Quarters are getting rather cramped.”
 
   “It’s too early. Ablehill might take insult.”
 
   “Then come with me to the library. It’s the last bastion for gentlemen like us. We’re having cigars.”
 
   Draven nodded and followed Rigsby. The Library was filled with gentlemen like himself, seeking refuge from the pressure of attending a wedding. It was an unpleasant reminder of their duties, one they fully accepted, but wished to delay just a little while longer. That was at least how Draven felt. Marriage was a foggy distant responsibility of the future, no matter how his mother claimed otherwise. He had no desire to shackle himself to a woman at the present time. He clearly wasn’t alone. 
 
   The low rumble of baritones and smoky air of the library was an instant balm to his nerves. He sighed gratefully and headed for the decanter, this time with the intent to sit and sip his drink leisurely while the men around him did the same. He did exactly that, as Rigsby did the same and took the chair across from him. They were joined by the Earl of Bainbridge and Sir Stanley.
 
   “Love a good wedding,” Sir Stanley said jovially.
 
   Draven discreetly rolled his eyes. 
 
   “As long as it’s not mine.” Rigsby chuckled.
 
   “As a future earl, surely you feel the noose around your neck?” Bainbridge quipped.
 
   “Speak for yourself,” Rigsby countered. “I’ve yet to inherit. You, on the other hand, have a target painted on your back.”
 
   Bainbridge shrugged. “I’m in no rush and my grandmother hardly presses the issue. I don’t even feel hassled by the marriageable masses.”
 
   “That’s because you slip in and out of rooms like a ghost,” Draven mused as he sipped his brandy.
 
   “It’s a talent.” Bainbridge smiled. “They can’t pester me if they can’t find me.”
 
   “Where do you go?” Rigsby raised a curious brow.
 
   “Here and there. I like to explore rather than listen to idle talk and dance.”
 
   “You’d rather tour a house than pay court to pretty ladies?” Sir Stanley snickered.
 
   “God, yes,” Bainbridge said incredulously. “Houses offer history and knowledge. I dare you to present a young lady that can do the same.”
 
   Sir Stanley just shook his head. “I’m going back to the party. You all can molder alone in your bachelorhood.” He turned away and no one stopped him.
 
   “Dunce,” Rigsby murmured. 
 
   “I believe he would have offered for Miss Everly had I not spurred the dukes possessive side,” Draven admitted quietly.
 
   “Is that what you were doing? I thought you were just being an ass.” Rigsby got up and poured himself another drink.
 
   Draven shrugged. “Some things just can’t be ignored.” Draven frowned as he said the words. They sounded rather ominous.
 
   “Are you saying you knew then that he was the duke?” Rigsby questioned as he returned to his seat.
 
   “No, I didn’t realize until after, but it was the way he spoke about her, as if she was already his. What man dare come between that?”
 
   Bainbridge looked back and forth between the two of them. “I’m missing something. You had known him before he was the duke?” This was directed at Draven.
 
   Draven and Rigsby looked at each other.
 
   “Err, I’d heard of him, but hadn’t actually met him before the Endervale house party.”
 
   “You’ve probably heard already, but when he arrived with us, he had announced himself as Mr. Calder, a steward of the duke. Days later, he then announced his true title as the Duke of Ablehill when his actual steward arrived. It was actually quite the lark, but he had his reasons for keeping his identity a secret.”
 
   “I hadn’t heard. Gossip rarely reaches me,” Bainbridge said with interest but didn’t press for more.
 
   Draven’s good opinion of the man grew stronger. He would do anything to protect Ablehill’s and Heather’s budding happiness. They deserved it. He finished his brandy and noticed that the room had somewhat emptied. He could hear music echoing down the hall.
 
   “The dancing has begun,” Rigsby announced unnecessarily.
 
   Draven nodded. He could imagine a certain blonde would now be skipping down the length of the ballroom on the arm of her partner. “I think I will pay my respects to the bride and groom and depart,” Draven stated.
 
   “I will as well,” Bainbridge decided. 
 
   The three gentlemen departed and made for the ballroom. Thankfully, the bride and groom were not presently dancing, and Draven navigated his way to them followed by Bainbridge and Rigsby.
 
   Draven kissed Heather’s hand and winked at her. “Till we meet again, your grace.” 
 
   She pulled her hand away but smiled genuinely at him. “All too soon, I’m sure.”
 
   Draven turned to Ablehill and shook his hand. “My sincerest sympathies.”
 
   Ablehill chuckled. “Soon, I will have the good fortune to attend your wedding.”
 
   Draven mockingly scowled at him. “I’d call you out, but I’ll let you become a man first.”
 
   Heather gasped and swatted at his arm. 
 
   “Are you leaving as well?” She turned to Rigsby.
 
   “Not yet. I have to keep Lucy out of trouble.” 
 
   Heather laughed and turned to the next gentleman. He gave her a courtly bow.
 
   “My dear, I present to you the Earl of Bainbridge,” Ablehill said as he introduced him. “I met him at the house of lords.
 
   “Your grace, it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
 
   “The pleasure is mine.” Heather smiled. “How fortunate that you arrived right before the next dance is to begin.” Heather reached behind her and tugged on a feminine arm. 
 
   “Dear God, what is it?” Hazel turned and joined the group followed by Anabelle. “I almost spilled my champagne.”
 
   Heather gave her a speaking glance. “I would like to introduce you to the Earl of Bainbridge.”
 
   “Oh.” Hazel colored and turned towards the unknown gentleman. 
 
   “Lady Hazel and her twin, Lady Anabelle.” Heather said.
 
   Hazel smiled bashfully. “How do you do, my lord?”
 
   “Very well, thank you. It would be my honor if you would partner me for the next set,” Bainbridge said rather awkwardly.
 
   “I would be very pleased,” Hazel answered in equal awkwardness.
 
   Anabelle watched the proceedings in amusement before taking notice of Rigsby. She smiled at him in acknowledgment and searched for the dark shadow that normally loomed at his side. Her heart sped up, but alas, all she saw was his retreating back as he disappeared into the crowd. She exhaled in relief.
 
   “Lady Anabelle, may I have this dance?” Rigsby smiled charmingly.
 
   “You may.” Anabelle took his offered arm and they turned towards the dance floor with Bainbridge and Hazel. She watched as they took their place still looking very uncomfortable with each other. Anabelle had never seen her sister so unsettled by a gentleman before. She would have to tease her about it at the next opportunity. 
 
   She knew her own heart, but Hazel often had different motives. Was she in pursuit of a husband as well? Of course, she was as all the young women here were, but was she as desperate as Anabelle felt? She would have to ask her at the next opportunity. 
 
   She let Lord Rigsby charm her for the duration of the dance, only briefly considering him as a potential contender for her heart. He was handsome and certainly charming and fun, but he wasn’t for her. She already knew that from her acquaintance with him as Lucy’s brother. There was also his friendship with Lord Draven. The two were rarely seen apart. She could never marry Lord Rigsby if it meant seeing Lord Draven frequently and being reminded of their kiss. Lord Rigsby was forever crossed off her mental list. On that thought, as she moved through the steps of the dance, she decided to make a literal list of potential husbands. That way she could cross them off as she narrowed down her most promising prospects.
 
   Already, she had a sense of purpose. She couldn’t wait to get started, her imagination churning as she moved through the dance, taking note of the other gentlemen. There were quite a few eligible bachelors this season thankfully, including Lord Bainbridge. He was a unique looking fellow, different from a typical London gentleman. His skin was swarthy, and his nose and lips spoke of bloodlines from somewhere other than England. He was quite handsome. Anabelle was tempted to add him to her list, except Hazel was blushing quite beautifully every time their eyes met.
 
   Anabelle smiled to herself. If Hazel was that affected by him, it was a very good thing. She moved on as the dance came to a close and Lord Rigsby and Lord Bainbridge escorted them to the edge of the dance floor. Bidding their farewell, the gentlemen departed. She elbowed Hazel as they went in search of their mother and father.
 
   “What?” Hazel said testily.
 
   “Well?” Anabelle smiled at her sister’s profile. “What was he like?”
 
   “I haven’t the faintest idea what you are searching for. We didn’t even speak.”
 
   “Not a word?” Anabelle laughed
 
   “No. Did you speak with Lord Rigsby?”
 
   “Not particularly, but it was only Lord Rigsby. I know everything I need to know about him.”
 
   Hazel gave her a sideways glance. “Such as?”
 
   “Such as, he is Lucy’s elder brother and not the man for me.”
 
   “You couldn’t possibly know that.” Hazel countered.
 
   “Stop sidestepping my question. Do you like him? He is very attractive.”
 
   “I hadn’t noticed,” Hazel murmured as she looked around the room with feigned interest.
 
   “You are a horrible liar.” Anabelle laughed as they reached their mother.
 
   “I saw that you both danced. Who was that gentleman, Hazel?” their mother queried.
 
   Hazel clamped her mouth shut.
 
   Anabelle sighed. “The Earl of Bainbridge,” Anabelle said gleefully, “and Hazel is very put out by him.”
 
   Their mother’s eyes flared with interest. “How… illuminating.”
 
   “Will you both please stop? He had no interest in me what so ever and only asked me to dance because Heather put him on the spot. It was obligatory, nothing more.”
 
   “I’m familiar with the title, but have yet to meet this young man.” Their mother tapped her chin in thought, ignoring Hazels words altogether.
 
   “If you will excuse me, I’m going to find some refreshment.” Hazel turned on her heel and stalked off.
 
   Anabelle shook her head as she watched her go. “Poor thing.”
 
   “And what about you, dear?”
 
   Anabelle turned back to her mother. “I’ve no interest in Lord Rigsby, but I have been taking greater notice of the gentlemen here.”
 
   Her mother nodded. “It will be some time before he inherits, but he does have his charms.”
 
   “That he does, but I don’t feel we would be well matched.”
 
   “The season is still underway. There is time,” her mother said sagely.
 
   “Yes,” Anabelle agreed. But in her heart, she felt an urgency she couldn’t explain. She knew what she wanted and she couldn’t wait to jump feet first into love. She could only hope an equally infatuated gentleman would be there to catch her.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
   The next day, her family attended a garden fete given by the Marchioness of Dunwick. It was a beautiful afternoon, the buds of spring blooming and fragrant. Anabelle twirled her parasol as she strolled through the gardens with Hazel and admired the flowers and busy insects. Tucked in her sleeve were ten names of gentlemen of suitable title and birth to investigate. First on her list was the Marquess of Scorn. A likable fellow with a widowed mother and six sisters. He was tall and slender, his hair and eyes an almost exact match to hers. He was currently helping his mother to a plate of food and three of his sisters were in attendance as well. Anabelle left the gravel path and wandered over to the buffet table. She scooted in beside him and picked up a plate to fill. She waited for him to notice her… and waited… and waited. She couldn’t possibly select bits of fruit and pastry any slower. 
 
   His lordship was dutifully holding his mother’s plate while she took her time selecting morsels of food. Anabelle bit her lip in frustration. Perhaps if she drew her ladyship’s notice, her son would follow suite. She’s been introduced to the dowager before, so it shouldn’t be too odd if she addressed her now.
 
   “The cream puffs are a wonderful delight, your ladyship,” Anabelle suggested and pasted on a sweet smile.
 
   There was still no response from either target. Anabelle’s confidence faltered. She thought about retreating altogether. She bolstered her courage, determined not to give up so easily. She cleared her throat. “My lady, may I offer a suggestion?” It would have been impossible for them not to hear her now and very rude to ignore her.
 
   Lord Scorn half-turned towards her direction and gave her a pathetic smile but didn’t even meet her eyes to acknowledge her. Anabelle bristled. Her ladyship leaned forward just enough to see Anabelle behind her son.
 
   “Lady Anabelle is it? How delightful to meet again. I must speak with your mother this afternoon. It has been an age.”
 
   “She would love to converse with you at your leisure. I wanted to suggest the cream puffs. They are an exceptional delicacy of her ladyship’s chef.”
 
   “Oh!” Lady Scorn smiled in genuine delight. “Why, thank you. I shall taste one without haste.”
 
   As they conversed, Lord Scorn had politely stepped back from in between them and now stood as silent as a tree. At his mother’s words, he placed two cream puffs on her plate and stepped back again.
 
   Internally, Anabelle was peeved. He behaved as though he were a footman. Outwardly, she kept her serene smile firmly planted on her face. Perhaps if she gave him some attention it would draw him out? “Do you enjoy cream puffs, my lord?”
 
   “My son is not partial to sweets, are you dearest?”
 
   “No, Mother.” 
 
   Anabelle wanted to scowl. She tried again. “The strawberries look ripe and delicious.”
 
   “Much too tart for my son, but I happen to adore strawberries.”
 
   As if on cue, Lord Scorn added three plump strawberries to his mother’s plate. 
 
   “There is no delicacy here to match your radiant sweetness, Lady Scorn.”
 
   Anabelle stiffened.
 
   Lady Scorn turned with a gasp of joy as Lord Draven magically appeared behind her. He took her hand and made a grand show of bowing over it.
 
   “You are a scoundrel, Lord Draven.” Lady Scorn gushed as she positively twinkled at his attention.
 
   Anabelle caught herself narrowing her eyes. She shook free of her annoyance and focused on Lord Scorn, who looked on with all the amusement of a lazy hound.
 
   “What sort of delicacies do you enjoy, my lord?”
 
   He looked at her now, his mother’s attention fully on Lord Draven. “I enjoy heartier fare, Lady Anabelle. Smoked venison, for example, is a particular favorite of mine.”
 
   Finally! Anabelle wanted to cheer. 
 
   “I enjoy venison as well,” she fibbed. She ate it when she had to, but preferred other game meats. “Do you hunt?”
 
   “Of course!” he said with a tad more enthusiasm and personality.
 
   Anabelle was finally getting somewhere. “I will be sure my father includes you in his next hunting party. Our grounds are teaming with game.”
 
   “I’d be delighted.”
 
   Anabelle thought she saw a gleam of genuine interest in his eyes. She prepared to add a bit of flirtation to her next question.
 
   “Dearest, I must speak with Lady Draven. Put the plate down and Genevieve can fetch me something later.”
 
   “Yes, Mother. Good day, Lady Anabelle.”
 
   And just like that, he was gone. Anabelle stared blankly at his retreating form.
 
   “If I were you, I’d give up now. His mother poses a fierce competition.”
 
   Anabelle didn’t bother hiding her displeasure. “I didn’t ask for your opinion.”
 
   “That’s irrelevant.” Draven shrugged.
 
   She turned to walk away. 
 
   “You’re welcome,” he said.
 
   She clenched her teeth and turned to face him. “To what do I owe you thanks?”
 
   “I tried to help you by distracting her. You got all of ten words out of him, didn’t you? That is commendable. He usually can’t form a thought without the approval of his mother.”
 
   This time, Anabelle didn’t respond. She turned away, abandoning her plate and retreated back to the table where her mother and sister sat. She mentally cursed Draven for his helpful interference. When she reached her seat, she opened her reticule and used the small pencil to cross off Lord Scorn’s name. She told herself it wasn’t because of what Draven said, but because of what she saw with her own eyes. 
 
   “Was that Lord Draven you were conversing with?” Hazel asked.
 
   Anabelle threw her a glare. “You know who it was.”
 
   “And before that? Who was that gentleman?”
 
   “Lord Scorn and his mother, Lady Scorn.”
 
   “Oh, yes. She is an interesting woman,” their mother added.
 
   Anabelle didn’t respond.
 
   Hazel gave up her attempt to pester her. “I’ve been told that Lord Dunwick has a new litter of puppies in the barn. Lucy is going to join me on a walk to see them. Do you want to come?”
 
   Anabelle nodded. A puppy was possibly the only thing that could brighten her day. That, and hearing of Lord Draven leaving the country for good.
 
   It was only a moment before Lucy arrived with Dorothea in tow. “Are we ready?”
 
   Anabelle and Hazel rose, and they made the trek to the barn as another group of guests was leaving. Miss Craig could be heard begging her father for a puppy.
 
   They entered the barn, its interior warm, and musky with the scent of horses and hay. A groom stood near the last stall and they stopped before the gate to look down into it. Six chubby little spaniels, three black, two golden, and one white with brown and black spots, wriggled against their mother and nursed hungrily.
 
   “How adorable!” Anabelle sighed. 
 
   “Can we hold them?” Lucy asked the groom.
 
   “They should be almost full, and then their mum can take a break from her duties.”
 
   The ladies cooed and awed over the puppies until the mother stood and stretched and the groom opened the door to let her out of the pen. She sat for pats from the four ladies before leaving the barn. The groom handed them a blanket and stools for them to sit around the puppies. 
 
   Hazel was the first to pick one up and nuzzle it. “I think I’m in love.” They were still quite young, but their eyes were open. Anabelle picked up the multicolored puppy and cradled it in her arms. “Now I know why Miss Craig was begging for one.”
 
   “Her father is notorious for his wolfhounds. I doubt he would let her have a spaniel,” Lucy observed.
 
   “But how could he resist this face?” Hazel held up a little black pup and it yawned.
 
   There was a chorus of awes from the four of them. 
 
   “Is it wrong I don’t find human children this cute?” Dorothea admitted.
 
   Lucy laughed. “Not in the least. My cousin’s infant is a fountain of vomit. I pretended to have the sniffles to avoid holding him. My mother was smitten despite this, and Jonathan and I had to listen to a lecture on her grandmotherly wishes the entire ride home.”
 
   Anabelle stroked the downy soft fur on the puppy’s head and wondered what it would be like to hold a real baby. None of her nearest family had produced any children yet. Her entire experience with children consisted of nannies pushing prams by the Serpentine.
 
   “Are all infants so untidy?” Dorothea asked with a worried frown.
 
   “It goes with the territory,” a man’s voice rumbled.
 
   Anabelle actually jerked in surprise. “Do you ever make your presence known? Or do you prefer to lurk in the shadows,” she snapped at Draven.
 
   He stroked his chin in thought as he stepped in the light before the stall. “Lurking in shadows does have its advantages.”
 
   “Such as?” Lucy eyed him with irritation.
 
   “Eavesdropping, for one. Seeing people for who they truly are rather than the person they pretend to be, for another.”
 
   “Were you present when my brother received his disgraceful and hideous black eye last night?” Lucy changed the subject as she set the puppy down and dusted off her hands.
 
   “I was, in fact. It was only a rousing bar fight. Nothing of consequence.”
 
   Lucy rolled her eyes. 
 
   Anabelle did her best to ignore him. He seemed to leap from thin air at the worst moments. Anabelle wanted to ignore him, but it was impossible. His presence was palpable, a reminder to the kiss they shared, the hard body she had held tightly. 
 
   “I believe I shall return to the party.” She set the puppy down and hurried from the stall. She could feel their surprised stares until she passed out of sight. She reached the barn door and stepped out into the sunshine and fresh air. It was a relief, as was the distance she put between herself and Draven.
 
   The door opened behind her. 
 
   She nearly jumped as the bane of her existence stepped out. 
 
   “Are you following me?” she said with panic. Not that she feared him, but rather she feared the emotions he provoked in her. 
 
   “It just so happens I was in the stable before you four arrived. But I feel we must address the obvious tension between us.”
 
    Anabelle agreed. She could imagine the things Lucy, Hazel, and Thea were thinking after he obviously followed her out.
 
   “It was very apparent to me, at least that after yesterday, we should not have any association with each other.”
 
   “And I would agree with you, but that will be difficult considering we are part of the same circles.” 
 
   “That doesn’t give you leave to put your nose where it doesn’t belong.”
 
   He had the audacity to look aghast. “When have I ever done such?”
 
   “This very afternoon, earlier with Lord and Lady Scorn, and again just now.”
 
   “I did you a favor.” He folded his arms over his chest. 
 
   “I didn’t ask you for any favors and I’d prefer you leave me the hell alone.”
 
   Now he looked angry. “Stridently avoiding each other in public is far more suspicious than learning to rub along.”
 
   “Be that as it may, I’m far safer avoiding you than doing any rubbing.” Her cheeks colored. She couldn’t believe she’d just said that.
 
   She saw his lips twitch, but he took pity on her.
 
   “I realize that our mistake yesterday makes things difficult between us, but for better or for worse, we will see each other at almost every major social function. I will do my best to not impede your husbandly goals if you will stop running away at the mere sight of me. I wish you no ill will, Lady Anabelle.”
 
   She was taken off guard by his sincerity. She didn’t know what to say so she just nodded.
 
   “Good. We have established a truce then. I will take my leave of you now.”  
 
   He slowly moved away in the direction of the fete and Anabelle stayed where she was. She wasn’t alone long before Hazel, Lucy, and Thea joined her.
 
   “Do you want to tell us what that was all about?” Hazel queried.
 
   Anabelle shrugged. “We’ve come to a truce regarding our mutual dislike. That is all.”
 
   Lucy raised a skeptical brow.
 
   “You don’t believe me?”
 
   “We would have listened at the door, but Thea wouldn’t let us.” Lucy confessed.
 
   Anabelle was so very grateful for that. “Well, you will just have to take my word for it.”
 
   They looked unconvinced, but thankfully, Hazel came to her aide.
 
   “We should return. Mother will be wondering what is taking so long.”
 
   They began to stroll back towards the party. Hazel pulled her to a stop as Lucy and Thea chattered on ahead.
 
   “What is it?” Anabelle groaned.
 
   “Is this business with Draven about that rumor he tried to put about?”
 
   Anabelle sighed. She had never kept anything from her sister before now, but she was not about to reveal yesterday’s kiss. “Yes and no. It’s in the past now. I just want to move forward. I am determined to find a husband this season and I don’t want a tension between him and me to cause difficulties. He understands that, thankfully. Given his friendship with Lord Rigsby and ours with Lucy, I won’t be able to avoid him. Tis better to simply accept his presence and move on.”
 
   Hazel nodded. “All right then. That is all we will speak of it. I promise.”
 
   Anabelle sighed with relief. “Thank you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Draven didn’t leave the garden fete. His mother was enjoying herself and it was rare she ever felt well enough to leave the house. He sipped a glass of lemonade from under the shade of a tree not feeling particularly social. Not that he was ever particularly social, but he had even less patience for banal conversation. He watched the guests around him with a critical eye, noting the return of Lady Anabelle and her friends. It was impossible to ignore her now, impossible to deny the awareness his body had of her despite every rational urging to stay far away from her. 
 
   He was angry with himself and certainly in no mood to play nice. If someone approached him, he might even bite. He used the shadows of the tree to hide, observing the party with a callous eye. He needed the services of a talented whore, but even the thought was unappetizing. How was he to get that kiss out of his head? He would have to see her frequently now that the season was in full swing. But, how was he to behave normally if all he could think of doing was pulling her close and kissing her senseless. She was a damn virgin, for Christ’s sake, a woman to be courted and wooed into matrimony. Those were exactly the things Draven wanted to avoid.
 
   He turned away from the overly chipper guests and proceeded to meander towards the garden paths. There was more seclusion there, more places to hide his sour disposition. He wracked his brain for ideas, a way to remain in control and unaffected by her presence. Perhaps he should fall back on his usual temperament, his act of a careless rogue and a heartless scoundrel, who used his tongue to instigate amusement for himself, not to seduce virgins. Virgins were not amusing.
 
   He would go back to teasing her. It was, after all, his usual behavior and, therefore, less likely to draw attention. She would most definitely not appreciate it, but if only she learned to give as good as she got, then all would be well—perhaps they would even become friends. The moment he thought it, he wanted to laugh. They would never be friends. Even now, he knew he would always want a kiss, and another and another. It would be his cross to bear. It wouldn’t be the first.
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Later that evening, Draven convinced Rigsby to come out of hiding and help him search for entertainment outside of the glittering lights of chandeliers. Rigsby donned a piratical eye patch and determined the ladies would love him all the more for it. Draven thought the genteel hostesses of society would certainly appreciate Rigsby and his eye patch not making an appearance. 
 
   They wet their appetites at the Golden Goose. It was the largest gambling club in the city and offered an array of entertainment from a quiet game of cards, to women of extraordinary and exotic talents. They spent hours at the tables testing their luck and strategy, and then moved to the quieter and cooler rooms upstairs where gentlemen could relax or seek the company of a woman. 
 
   Draven sat in a wide high-backed chair and watched his surroundings. Women lounged and flirted, doing their best to lure gentlemen into spending a small fortune for an evening with them. Draven tried to muster interest. His mood was only slightly improved, but it took considerable effort. A vision in crimson red caught his attention. The fabric of her dress moved around her body like a thick smoke, floating, and concealing, but elementally meant to easily leave her naked. What held his attention was her hair. It was the palest of blonde, almost silver, and it cascaded down her back to her waist like a silken river. It held him transfixed, his eyes unwavering as her hair moved in sensual accord with her.
 
   He couldn’t look away as much as he was aware he was boldly staring. What was it about her? What was it about her hair that held him so entranced? He blinked. He’d seen hair like that before. Hair shining with the light of the moon. He yanked his gaze away searching the depths of his empty glass as his mind clarified his sudden insanity and his stomach began to ache. 
 
   He hadn’t felt this uncomfortable and uncertain in his skin since his father died six years ago. The joy had been sucked from his soul and his family torn apart with grief. He had had to soldier on then and he had to do so now. He looked around the room, and presently, Rigsby was charming his way into the bed of a flame-haired courtesan.
 
   Draven was determined to do the same. He stood from his chair, handing his empty glass to a passing waiter, and sauntered over to where the woman was teasing a group of gentlemen with her beauty. The men saw him approaching, pups really, barely out of university and negligently wasting their inheritance. Their eyes widened, wariness replacing revelry. His moon goddess took note and followed the direction of their gaze. She turned just as Draven arrived, her own breath hitching as he was suddenly upon her. She recovered quickly.
 
   “My lord.” She curtsied in that special way only a woman of the night could. It presented their ample bosoms beautifully. 
 
   Draven took full advantage of the view she offered. “I couldn’t help but rescue you from certain boredom. Beauty such as yours should not be wasted.”
 
   She instantly had his measure. He was superior to her present audience in every way. She blinked knowingly. “How gallant of you.” Her trio of admirers slinked away in defeat. 
 
   Now standing apart from the other guests, Draven wasted no time. “Shall we move to a more private venue?”
 
   “I’d be delighted, my lord.” She smiled seductively.
 
   “Good.” He smiled in answer, ignoring the tightness in his chest.
 
   In but a moment, business had been handled, and he was being led to one of the many rooms designated for assignations. She moved like a serpent, smooth and languid. As he closed the door to her private room, she stepped into him and leaned in to kiss him. His head jerked back. She looked surprised, but in a blink, it was gone.
 
   “Is something the matter?” she asked in a sultry voice.
 
   Draven looked down into her pale, upturned face. Something was wrong. She was a tad too tall and her green eyes the wrong color. He swallowed. “No, but no kissing on the mouth.”
 
   She nodded complacently. “As you wish.” She began to untie his cravat.
 
   Draven didn’t move. He held perfectly still while she made a show of untying his cravat in slow pulls designed to entice his lust. He was far from aroused and growing more uncomfortable by the second. He cursed himself for not drinking more. His head was getting too involved in what should purely be a matter of bodily satisfaction. He grabbed her hands and tried to give her his most seductive smile. She returned it and her hands slid to her own clothing. She pushed one shoulder of her dress down and then the other. Her dress slid to the floor and she stood naked before him, confident in her bare skin.
 
   Draven prayed dearly for a stirring of lust. She was beautiful, as beautiful as Venus on the half shell, but she wasn’t the right kind of beautiful, she wasn’t—he dare not even finish the thought. He closed his eyes against the vision before him. “I’m sorry.”
 
   He opened them again. This time an expression of concern adorned her face. “Something is wrong,” she stated.
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Have you had too much to drink? You don’t look it.”
 
   He shook his head pitifully.
 
   She cocked her head to the side. “Is it a man you want? I can find you a companion discreetly.”
 
   “God, no.” He went to the bed and sat. “It is far more complicated than that.”
 
   He wasn’t looking at her anymore, but he heard the whoosh of clothing and then she sat beside him, fully dressed again.
 
   “It is a woman then. Are you married? Few married men feel guilt when they come to me.”
 
   “No. No wife, no engagement. I am free to seek pleasure where I will.” He wanted to laugh at the pathetic man that he was.
 
   “But you love someone.”
 
   “No,” he said firmly.
 
   She sighed but remained quiet.
 
   “I don’t know what it is exactly,” he admitted.
 
   “Is your heart aching?” she purred.
 
   “Perhaps. I’ve no idea why though. It has no reason to ache over anyone.” Except his father, but that had never stopped him from the pleasures of a woman before. He looked down at his hands folded in his lap. His predicament was obvious. The beautiful creature beside him wasn’t Anabelle and all he wanted was Anabelle. This affliction was worse than he thought.
 
   A slender hand joined his. “I will do anything you want,” she said suggestively. “I can make you forget her.”
 
   But Draven didn’t want to forget her—he wanted to touch her and kiss her. He wanted to run his fingers through her fine pale hair.
 
   The woman beside him pushed him back on the bed and he didn’t fight her. He closed his eyes and imagined Anabelle’s face. The woman slipped her knowing hands over his groin, pulling the buttons free. Draven imagined it was Anabelle being so bold, Anabelle who was pulling his shirt free of his breeches and then—
 
   “No.” He sat up. The woman slinked off him with a pout. “I’m sorry I’ve wasted so much of your evening, but I have to go. You can keep your fee. Have a night off on me.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and walked away. “As you wish, my lord.”
 
   Draven righted his clothing and left the room. He was disgusted with himself, but he would have been more so if he had gone through with it. He couldn’t do it. Even though it was certain he would never touch a hair on fair Anabelle’s head, for right now, he was so enamored of her that he couldn’t even bed a whore. 
 
   He’d never felt like this before. It was nauseating and frustrating. He found Rigsby still wooing his intended company for the evening. “I’ve had enough for tonight.”
 
   “Already?” Rigsby frowned and looked at his fob watch. “It’s only a quarter past one?”
 
   “I promised to take Mary and Felicity riding in the morning.” 
 
   “Ah.” Rigsby nodded. “Brotherly duty calls. Goodnight then, I’ll catch you at Whites tomorrow.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Draven spent two weeks avoiding Anabelle and the general public. He still visited his club and went about his usual business, but when it came to society functions, he played least in sight. He didn’t dance, he would arrive late and leave early, and firmly remained in the card room and billiard room. He felt better, in control even, and determined it was time to test the waters of his attraction in her presence. Rigsby had made comments, but so far, Draven was sure he was in the dark about his feelings for Anabelle.
 
   It was the Casterwall Masquerade, a generally extravagant and entertaining affair. He could be close to her before she even knew it was he masked as he was. The only unexposed part of his face would be his mouth. His mask was that of a ferocious dragon scaled in metallic green and blue with large shiny black horns. His domino was black velvet. When he entered the ballroom, those closest to him turned in wary delight and gave him space. He paid them no mind and proceeded to scan the crowd.
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Anabelle had anticipated this night with baited breath. She hugged her white velvet domino closed despite the growing warmth of the ballroom. Her hair was a mass of curls on her head and dangling around her ears and neck. Her mask was the same sea blue and green as her dress with delicate silver swirling accents. Real shells had been pasted to pins and adorned her hair.
 
   Her dress was a marvelous confection. A transparent white ruffle as delicate as sea foam edged her sweetheart bodice. The shimmery blue-green satin hugged her curves until it flared below her hips into layered drapes of tulle as if she walked in a cloud of sea foam. She and her maid had secretly added some extra adornment and done additional fitting. The dress was far tighter than her mother had ever approved. Normally, she would never have done such a thing, but this night was special. This night could be the beginning of the rest of her life. 
 
   For the past two weeks, she had narrowed down her list even more as she removed three other candidates for her hand, but also in that time, her acquaintance to Lord Marcus had grown significantly. He claimed a dance at every ball, spent time with her, called on her, and often walked with her in the park. It was time to know him further in Anabelle’s mind. She already knew that he was very kind, considerate, charming, and had a dry wit. He was exceedingly proper, which she admired, but it was time to see beyond the polite mask and see him as a man, as a potential husband whom she would build a life with. She didn’t exactly know what she was looking for. She had no one to ask about love except Heather, but Heather was far from London. She supposed she better pen a letter and ask the most difficult question to ask. What does love feel like? How do you know when one is in love?
 
   Anabelle had no idea. She hoped she would just know, or perhaps it would feel like excitement—a racing heart, warm cheeks. But how did one truly know? 
 
   Lord Marcus was tall and broad shouldered, but not unusually so. His hair was blond but not as pale as hers and his eyes a pleasant moss green. He had a wonderful smile and charming cleft in his chin. They had discussed the masquerade a week ago and he would only divulge that he was coming as a mystical beast. 
 
   Anabelle smiled as her father departed for the card room, and her mother took a seat amongst her friends. Linking elbows with Hazel, they merged into the crowd after a carefully worded warning from their mother. Masquerades invited a dangerous frivolity amongst its guests, the masks stripping the participants of their identity and sometimes, good judgment. A young lady had to be careful or she might be swept into scandal. 
 
   Hazel was dressed as a fairy. Her mask was similar to Anabelle’s but in a soft pink that matched her dress.
 
   “Do you know what Lucy will be dressed as?” Hazel asked as she scanned the crowd. 
 
   “I thought she said a swan, but then she said a peacock. I’m not sure she had decided last time we spoke. She was upset about Rose and Charlotte’s sudden departure from London.”
 
   “Both had to leave in the middle of the season?” Hazel said in concern.
 
   “Yes. Rose’s father grew quite ill, and Charlotte was not clear about her reason, but I know it was because of her father as well.”
 
   “That is a shame. I will write to them tomorrow.” 
 
   The sisters headed for the refreshment table for glasses of punch and then continued to search for familiar guests. Gentlemen occasionally stopped to make small talk with deviant smiles, but Anabelle was too preoccupied with searching for Lord Marcus to give them any thought. With Hazel’s help, they began to catalog the different costumes. Some were plain and poorly constructed, others were meticulously extravagant, and some were outright scandalous. 
 
   There was a commotion around a lady who was dressed as Lady Godiva, complete with a gown with a nude colored bodice and a stuffed horse protruding from her front and rear. Hazel giggled as the lady galloped around in a small circle and then a gentleman tried to mount the rear protrusion of the horse.
 
   Anabelle would not be deterred by the spectacle. Feeling confident that she was far out of sight of her mother, she opened her domino and pushed it over her shoulders like a cape. She could feel many stares, but she refused to meet any unless they were dressed as some sort of mystical beast. So far, she hadn’t seen any mystical creatures. 
 
   A devil and an angel stopped before them and merely stood. The devil was giving Anabelle’s costume a thorough examination when the angel elbowed him and spoke. “Kindly put your eyes back in your head, brother dear.”
 
   “Lucy!” Hazel laughed.
 
   Lucy did a pirouette to show off her tiny feather wings. “I thought it would be charmingly ironic.”
 
   Anabelle blushed. “It is very becoming on you.” Rigsby had yet to pull his gaze from her body.
 
   Finally, he pulled himself together. “My apologies, it seems my costume fits me quite well. Has Draven seen you yet?”
 
   Anabelle hesitated. “No? Why?”
 
   Rigsby looked around the crowd. “No reason in particular, just wondering where he might be lurking.”
 
   Anabelle panicked a little. She hadn’t seen Draven since the garden fete. It had been a blessing. She couldn’t focus with him around, and on this night, she needed all her wits about her. 
 
   “Shall we mingle some more?” Hazel offered.
 
   Lucy had caught the eye of a knight in full armor, who was noisily making his way towards her. “Yes, we should. Preferably before that knight asks me to dance.” 
 
   They shifted into the moving crowd and were instantly lost amongst the revelers. Rigsby disappeared after giving his sister one more warning to behave herself. Anabelle was relieved. His remark about Draven disturbed her, and where ever Rigsby was, Draven would soon be. She still searched the colorful masks for any trace of Lord Marcus but was becoming disheartened. Where was he? Wouldn’t he be searching for her as well? She couldn’t say he had definite intentions towards her, but he had certainly been giving her enough attention to give a girl hope.
 
   They found a reprieve against the press of bodies against a pillar along the wall.
 
   “This is absurd. How will there be any dancing if we can barely walk?”
 
   “The room will clear, I’m sure,” Hazel added, “Did you see the donkey? I think it was Lord Mayhughe. What on earth was he thinking?” Hazel giggled.
 
   “It was better than his wife’s mouse costume. The whiskers suit her a bit too well.”
 
   “What did you find?” Hazel asked Anabelle.
 
   Anabelle shrugged in defeat. “Certainly no mystical beasts,” she mumbled in growing discontent.
 
   “Did I hear someone say mystical beast?” 
 
   Anabelle jumped and turned. A figure cloaked entirely by his black domino stepped from behind a pillar. His mask was that of a dragon. The blue and green scales were amazingly vibrant and shimmering under the candle light. The mask was terrifying and thrilling.
 
   “Dear lord, what a work of art!” Lucy exclaimed. “May I touch it?” She boldly stepped forward.
 
   Anabelle hadn’t moved. Her heart raced inside her chest and she anxiously searched the shadowed hollows of the eyes for something familiar.
 
   “If you wish,” the man said without taking his gaze from Anabelle.
 
   Lucy wasted no time, and Hazel was not shy about appeasing her own curiosity.
 
   “You all look lovely this evening,” the dragon said, though it was clear his attention was drawn towards Anabelle.
 
   “Your mask is remarkable, Lord…” Lucy pressed.
 
   His lean lips smiled slyly in response. “Anonymity is very enticing, but I must say, I am surprised you don’t recognize me.” His gaze moved from Lucy back to Anabelle. She couldn’t tell the color of his eyes, but she could see the glint of them and could feel when they touched on her. Surely, that was a sign.
 
   Lucy raised a dubious brow. Anabelle fervently wished she could be sure it was Lord Marcus. This mysterious playfulness was new for him, but perhaps the mask and disguise drove him to show new depths of himself. She fervently hoped so. 
 
   “Are you intending to dance tonight, my lord?” Anabelle asked tentatively.
 
   “Oh, yes… among other things.”
 
   Anabelle felt her skin come alive at his words. This was it. This was exactly what she had been looking for. This excitement, this heart racing giddiness that made her knees weak and her skin hot. It had to be him, she was sure of it now. No other man would dare to be so forward, but Lord Marcus must understand that it was time to take things further, to show her that he was more than a pleasant acquaintance and that he had true intentions to court her and know her romantically.
 
   He offered his arm and she took it. The crowd shifted again and two more gentlemen joined their circle and requested the first dance from Lucy and Hazel. Conversation was rife with innuendo and flirtation, but Lucy and Hazel could hold their own. Anabelle remained quiet, her nerves tingling every time his eyes turned her way.
 
   “Your costume is… riveting,” he finally said. His voice was deeper, raspier than it usually was.
 
   “Thank you. Yours is very impressive. A little frightening, but also majestic.”
 
   He nodded. “May I have the first dance?” he asked.
 
   Anabelle wished to say he could have every dance, but she could never be so bold. “Yes.”
 
   “The dancing should commence soon. Would you like a refreshment beforehand?”
 
   Anabelle smiled. He was always so considerate of her needs. “I’m fine, thank you.”
 
   “Whatever you need, you only have to ask.”
 
   Anabelle smiled and looked away in a sudden burst of shyness. She took a deep breath, stretching the limits of her low cut bodice. She could feel his eyes on her, on the slopes of her breasts. She let him look all he wished. She wanted him to see her as a woman, to see her as his future wife and lover. 
 
   She flushed. She couldn’t help it. This was new territory for her and far from her comfort zone. But, if it meant a marriage of love and passion, then it was worth every uncomfortable moment.
 
   The musicians began an intro piece and it was a mad shuffle of bodies before the dance floor appeared. Her dragon led the way and guests parted before him like the red sea. They took up their positions. The music was light and airy, which was at odds with the heavy tension she felt. Every time he touched her, she felt a jolt of energy. By the time the dance was over, she was ready to hand her domino over to a passing footman. She was nervous. She was making an obvious statement with her dress.
 
   The tension between them grew thick it seemed. His attention was rarely not on her and he often stood so close she could feel the brush of his velvet domino against the exposed skin of her arms. It felt tantalizing and wicked. Was she in over her head? Was she conveying more than she wished? She wanted to invite him to want her in a romantic fashion with marriage in mind, not a liaison. His gaze, hidden though it was, felt so intense at times that she was worried he might get the wrong idea. She pushed the thought aside. Lord Marcus would not get the wrong idea. He was the consummate gentleman. 
 
   All she wanted was a kiss from him, a kiss to determine if there was something stronger between them, the elusive something that she searched for. She would not marry with anything less. 
 
   “Shall we stroll the gardens?” Lucy suggested on the arm of a lion.
 
   Hazel nodded. “It would be a relief from this crush.”
 
   Anabelle and her dragon followed without a word. Her nerves stretched even tighter as the possibilities of the garden offered a chance to allow Lord Marcus liberties. They exited the terrace doors left open for the guests and followed the terrace steps down. It was a topiary garden, strung with lanterns and busy with other strolling guests. It was magical, but hardly the private romantic venue she was searching for. They walked slowly pausing to look at the various animals carved from hedges. Footmen were staged at nearly every turn. 
 
   Anabelle was disappointed, but the evening had only just begun. She hoped Lord Marcus was sharing her thoughts. They returned to the terrace but were hesitant to return to the sweltering ballroom. 
 
   “There are ices in the drawing room courtesy of Gunter’s,” the lion offered.
 
   “That sounds lovely!” Hazel grinned.
 
   “And refreshing,” Lucy added. She turned to Anabelle. “Are you coming?”
 
   Anabelle hesitated. “I think I will linger out here a bit longer. My slippers are not holding up as well as I hoped.”
 
   “We will bring you one then,” Hazel offered. 
 
   Once alone, Anabelle didn’t know what to say. She looked over the garden and hoped Lord Marcus would lead the way.
 
   “Are your slippers hurting you?”
 
   She smiled and turned to him. “No, I just didn’t want to return just yet. It is too stuffy in there, even for ices.”
 
   “I agree. The crowd is bothersome.”
 
   Anabelle looked down and bit her lip. “It’s even crowded out here.”
 
   He was silent for a moment. “There is something I would like to show you,” he suggested. “It’s just around the corner, but we would be alone.”
 
   Anabelle’s breath caught in the excitement. She turned to him. “What is it you want to show me?”
 
   “A fountain.”
 
   “Then show me this fountain.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
   They slipped around the corner and were out of sight in the shadows of the house. They followed a pathway along the house until they reached a gate. It creaked only a little as he lifted the latch and pushed it open. He was holding her hand now. It was the most intimate contact they had ever had outside of dancing. 
 
   They were in a small walled courtyard. A set of French doors was opposite the gate. It was dark beyond the doors signaling that the room was not in use. A low hedge bordered the wall broken by small benches for two. Beside the French doors was a padded bench covered by overhanging roses. 
 
   But that was not what held Anabelle’s attention. In the center of the courtyard was a fountain with a mermaid at its center sitting in repose upon a rock. A small spot of water erupted from her mouth. She was topless with the details of her nipples apparent even in the dark. Anabelle swallowed. This was the moment. Her dragon was a silent presence beside her, but he led her forward and around the fountain slowly.
 
   She let him lead her, curious to how much further he would take her. Did she trust him? There was only one way to find out. He led her to the padded bench and she sat. He followed her and they both stared at the mermaid in silence. Perhaps he was testing her? To see if she was easily shocked? She tried to relax her hands and shoulders. 
 
   “Are you cold?” he asked as his arm moved behind her.
 
   “Actually, no. The evening is rather warm.”
 
   “You look lovely in the moonlight. You are a moon Goddess.”
 
   Anabelle smiled and looked up at him. “You look rather scary, I will admit.”
 
   He chuckled. “I suppose dragons are not what one wishes to come across in a moonlit garden.”
 
   “As opposed to a moon Goddess?”
 
   “Or a mermaid.” He smiled at her.
 
   That smile made her feel warm, and she mentally tucked that way as another point in his favor. He was different tonight. He was making her feel exactly what she wanted. She wanted to move closer, to feel the hardness of his chest, and to smell the man that he truly was.
 
   Somehow, he must have known, because he brought his hand to her cheek and turned into her.
 
   “May I kiss you, Anabelle?” he said huskily.
 
   Anabelle’s heartbeat tripped over itself. He had never used her given name before, and now he was sweetly asking her permission for a kiss.
 
   “Please,” she said. She couldn’t wait any longer.
 
   His lips slowly descended to hers, their mouths fitting neatly together under his mask. Anabelle tried to remain reticent. After all, she didn’t want him to know that she had been kissed before. But it was hard. She was hungry for the intimacy, eager to feel the excitement she had felt before, and this time for someone who cared for her, who would have every intention of marrying her. He kissed her eagerly and she turned into him, relishing the feel of his strong arms coming around her. At the prodding of his lips, she opened her mouth and his tongue surged in. 
 
   That’s when everything changed. She became hyperaware of everything, his taste, his smell, the way he angled his head as he kissed her deeply. It was all too familiar. Funny how something she had only experienced one time could be so recognizable, but it was. 
 
   She pushed against his chest and broke the kiss. “Take it off,” she hissed.
 
   He straightened stiffly and did as she asked without a word. He pulled the hood of his domino back and untied the mask slowly revealing his identity.
 
   Anabelle wasted no time. She slapped him with all the force she could muster sitting as she was beside him.
 
   He hardly blinked.
 
   “You said you were done playing games with me. You said you would leave me alone and now you’ve done far more damage than you could possibly know.” Anabelle stood angrily.
 
   “Don’t be so dramatic.” Draven stood setting his mask on the bench. “It was one dance and one kiss.”
 
   “You tricked me. I haven’t seen hide nor hair of you for two weeks, and then suddenly you appear and think not to reveal your identity.”
 
   “You seemed to already know me.”
 
   “I thought you were Lord Marcus. It was him I wanted to dance with, him I wanted to kiss. Not you,” she said with derision.
 
   Draven wanted to act hurt, but even though he felt the sting thoroughly, he knew he had royally screwed up tonight. He had taken advantage of her, and he was man enough to admit it. “You’re right,” he admitted.
 
   “Excuse me?” She whirled towards him.
 
   “I should have been up front about my identity.”
 
   “And now you’ve ruined my potential engagement,” she fumed.
 
   “I wouldn’t go that far.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “Like I said, it was one dance and one kiss, the later only witnessed by us. You can return to the ballroom and find your—whatever he is to you. However, keep in mind that he hasn’t yet sought you out even though you are irresistible tonight in that costume.”
 
   “Only because you were there. He must think I’m not interested in him now. You’ve ruined my chances.” Anabelle turned away again and began to pace around the fountain. “I had such hopes and you’ve crushed them all. Why, Draven? It was clear you didn’t even enjoy our first kiss.”
 
   Draven’s conscience was beating at him. “I can’t rightly explain it, and I did enjoy kissing you, a bit too much. Even though I avoided you for two whole weeks, when I saw you tonight, I couldn’t resist you. You acted as if you were open to it.”
 
   “Because I thought you were someone else!” she cried.
 
   “I’m very aware of that now.”
 
   “I don’t understand, Draven. I don’t understand how you can be so careless and heartless. This is my future and you don’t care. You are at the mercy of your baser self and you don’t care who you hurt in the pursuit of that.”
 
   Ouch. “I said I was sorry, but can you really stand there and act like you don’t enjoy what we share?”
 
   Anabelle refused to answer that. If she admitted she liked his kisses, it would only encourage him. She wanted what she felt in his arms to be with someone else, someone who was far kinder and considerate than he could ever be.
 
   “Leave me alone, Draven.” She strode away from him and left the courtyard. He didn’t say a word, but he did follow, but not closely. He had disappeared before she turned the corner into the light and view of the other guests. She climbed the steps and surprisingly, her sister and Lucy were only just returning with the ices.
 
   “What happened to Lord Marcus?” Hazel asked.
 
   “It wasn’t Lord Marcus,” Anabelle murmured.
 
   Lucy’s eyes widened. “Who was it?”
 
   Anabelle shrugged. For whatever reason she didn’t wish to tell them, not unless she absolutely had to. And there was still the matter of Lord Marcus and his failure to appear tonight. She was angry enough to cross him off her list right now, but as it stood, she only had five more names on her list and almost half the season was over. She would give him one chance to redeem himself and then move on if she had to. She felt more discouraged than ever now and twice as confused. How could she be so affected by Draven? His mere presence set her nerves alight, even when she didn’t know it was he. He did something to her, made her body feel things and yearn for things. She couldn’t deny that she liked it, but she wanted it to be with someone else. 
 
   She refused to believe she couldn’t have those feelings with someone else. 
 
   She finished her ice and a footman took their empty glasses. They decided to return to the ballroom and Anabelle resumed her search for Lord Marcus. It was impossible how there seemed to be even more people squished into the ballroom now that the dancing had started. The trio clung to the walls until they found a gap in the crowd to inch closer. Anabelle tried to see beyond the guests immediately around her, but it proved impossible with the dramatic costumes and masks. She sighed in defeat. Even if Lord Marcus were here, they might never find each other in the crush.
 
   “Lady Anabelle, I have searched far and wide for your radiant presence. At last, I have found you.”
 
   Anabelle turned in astonishment. Her prayer had been answered and Lord Marcus bowed before her. “Lord Marcus, I had begun to give up hope that I might see you this evening.”
 
   “A Phoenix?” Anabelle admired the shimmery orange and red feathers of his mask.
 
   “Yes, exactly.” He smiled in delight. “Have you been here for some time?”
 
   “Since the dancing began yes, but we’ve been enjoying the cooler climate of the terrace.”
 
   Lord Marcus looked towards the open doors. “Ah, yes. How thoughtful of our hosts. Would you care to dance?”
 
   “I’d love to.” Anabelle smiled warmly. The set just finished and a new set was forming. He took her hand and Anabelle assessed her feelings. There was no spark like when Draven touched her, no tense energy of anticipation mixed with excitement. 
 
   Perhaps that was because, unlike Draven, Lord Marcus was not devouring her with his eyes. Lord Marcus was his usual patient and reserved self. But he had looked for her, she reminded herself. He had explicitly sought out her company. That had to mean something. Anabelle did her best to enjoy the dance. There was very little time for speaking as they moved through the steps. When it was over, she let him escort her to the refreshment table and took an appreciative sip of lemonade. Hazel was there with a gentleman dressed as a ram. Lord Marcus was in discussion with a horse headed man and talking eagerly of a race soon to occur.
 
   “How nice that Lord Marcus finally found you,” Hazel remarked quietly.
 
   “Yes, now I can enjoy the rest of the evening in his company.”
 
   “I must confess…” Hazel hesitated.
 
   Anabelle turned to her sister with a frown. “What is it?”
 
   “I saw Lord Marcus in the drawing room when we were getting ices.”
 
   “Then why did you ask about his whereabouts on the terrace?”
 
   “I didn’t know if you would want Lucy to know. Did you know it wasn’t him?”
 
   “Not until it was too late,” Anabelle said quietly.
 
   “I knew from the beginning,” Hazel admitted sheepishly.
 
   Anabelle turned wide eyes to her sister. “What didn’t you say anything?”
 
   “You seemed quite enamored of the mysterious dragon. Who am I to deny you that sort of fun?”
 
   Anabelle felt a hollowness in her stomach. “Only because I thought it was Lord Marcus and the dragon now knows that.”
 
   “Who is the dragon, Anabelle?” Hazel whispered.
 
   “You don’t know?” Anabelle laughed bitterly.
 
   “I suspect I do,” Hazel finished and turned away to set her glass down.
 
   “Lady Hazel, Lady Anabelle,” Lord Marcus turned to introduce the gentleman he had been conversing with, “May I present Lord Daniels. He and I attended university together.”
 
   Anabelle and Hazel smiled and nodded. Another set was forming, and Lord Daniels requested Hazel’s hand. They departed and Anabelle waited awkwardly beside Lord Marcus. A second dance would indicate a definite intention on his part, and suddenly, Anabelle was not ready to take that step. She needed to know if she could feel more than just a liking for him, and that wasn’t going to happen on a crowded dance floor.
 
   “Have you seen the lanterns in the garden, my lord?” 
 
   “I have not had the pleasure,” he answered.
 
   “Then it is my duty to show you. The topiaries are not to be missed.” 
 
   He presented his arm and together they made their way towards the terrace doors. It was slow going, but eventually, they made it to the cooler air. Anabelle was extremely nervous. If they kissed and she felt nothing, how was she going to respond?
 
   They stepped down into the gardens and followed the path around the topiaries. They paused and viewed each one until they were almost at the very end. Anabelle was losing her nerve. It had been Draven who directed their course from here. A rake always knew the places to find privacy at ton events. It was clear Lord Marcus was no rake.
 
   They paused at the last shrub that was shaped like an octopus. Anabelle pretended to admire it half-heartedly.
 
   “What a splendid little gate. I wonder where it leads.” Lord Marcus tugged her in the shadow of the octopus and there was indeed a gate hidden in a cascade of ivy.
 
   “I never would have seen it. What excellent vision you have,” Anabelle said in astonishment.
 
   Lord Marcus looked about quickly as he pushed it open and ushered her through.
 
   Anabelle was perplexed by the sudden change of events but remained calm. This was the opportunity she had been waiting for, and she was glad that Lord Marcus was taking the initiative finally. It was much darker on the other side of the wall and the surrounding foliage, not as tamed. Anabelle lifted her skirts to keep them from dragging in the dirt. She stepped away from the gate and stopped. Lord Marcus seemed apprehensive.
 
   “Anabelle… May I call you Anabelle?”
 
   Anabelle nodded.
 
   “It would please me to hear you use mine privately, though I suppose until now, we have never been private. I hope I have not offended you.”
 
   “It’s quite all right, Thomas.” Anabelle hoped her hesitation wasn’t evident in her voice. Things were going exactly as she wished them to, but something was lacking and she knew exactly what it was. She was nervous, but not in that excited, heat of the moment way. It was like tasting a dish one wasn’t certain they were going to enjoy.
 
   Lord Marcus stepped closer and took her hands. “I haven’t frightened you, have I?”
 
   “No.” Anabelle smiled. 
 
   “I’ve had the honor of spending a great deal of time with you these past two weeks. I hope you have enjoyed my company, as well.”
 
   “I have,” Anabelle assured him. He looked very nervous now and she found it endearing.
 
   “I want to assure you that I have the utmost respect for you and I would officially like to ask your father for permission to court you,” he blurted.
 
   Anabelle put a finger to his lips. She didn’t know what to say at first, but there was one thing she needed to know before they could go any further. “May I make one small request?”
 
   He nodded enthusiastically.
 
   “I’ve given marriage and courtship a lot of thought. I know what I want from a husband. To truly know if we will be suitable, and if we should continue in that manner, I think …” Her courage failed her.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   She took a deep breath. “I think you should kiss me.” 
 
   He didn’t respond at first. “It would be my honor.” He leaned forward.
 
   “Wait—” Anabelle stopped him. “I know this is terribly forward of me, but you must understand why. It is a marriage of love and passion I seek, and if I don’t feel a modicum of emotion from a kiss then…” She felt a humiliated blush climb her neck. How could she have said such things?”
 
   Lord Marcus cocked his head to the side. “I think I understand you.”
 
   “I’m not asking you to profess your love for me,” Anabelle clarified, “but I think if two people are meant to be together, then there will be great emotion felt when even a simple kiss is shared.” Even as she said the words, she knew she would feel nothing when Lord Marcus kissed her. If she had already felt she had to explain it to him, then she was already doomed to not feel it. The something she was looking for just wasn’t there. She was trying to force it and it took all the joy from it.
 
   “I agree with what you are saying.”
 
   Anabelle nodded. She had run out of words. All that was left was the doomed kiss.
 
   “May I kiss you now?” he asked tenderly.
 
   Anabelle nodded again. He didn’t pull her close or even step closer to her. With a single finger, he tipped up her chin and set his lips to hers, and Anabelle felt… nothing. Well, not nothing exactly. His lips were soft and nicely formed. The kiss was not demanding or overly assertive. He pulled away and her eyes popped open. She felt no urgency for another, no desire for a deeper thorough kiss. She released her held breath in a weary sigh. Her search would continue.
 
   Lord Marcus didn’t look impressed either. “That was… nice.”
 
   Anabelle wanted to laugh but didn’t. “We should return now.” She turned to leave.
 
   “Wait. It wasn’t good enough, was it,” he said blatantly.
 
   Anabelle faced him again.
 
   “You can be honest, Anabelle. You were quite honest about what you want.”
 
   “It wasn’t what I was hoping to feel.”
 
   He nodded. “I suppose some things just can’t be feigned.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “You’ve nothing to be sorry for. I enjoyed your company and I hope you find what you are looking for.” He smiled kindly.
 
   “You are such a good man, Thomas. Your future wife is a very lucky woman,” Anabelle said sincerely.
 
   He looked down at her intensely. “But that wife won’t be you.”
 
   “I don’t think so.” 
 
   He took her arms and stepped closer to her, his chest brushing her bodice. “I’d like to try again. One last time.”
 
   Anabelle sucked in her breath and nodded. What did she have to lose? He kissed her with more passion this time, his lips firm and eager. She opened her mouth, because from somewhere deep inside, she thought maybe she might feel that elusive something if he kissed her the way Draven had.
 
   His tongue slipped into her mouth and she resisted the urge to kiss him back. She didn’t want him to know that she was no longer a novice in that regard. He explored her mouth, alternating between deep caresses and gentle sucking of her lips. It was actually very nice in Anabelle’s opinion, but it was still lacking. Her wits were firmly in place. She had no fevered urge to feel more and give more of herself. He finally pulled away. And she wiped at her mouth with her gloved fingertips.
 
   “Well?” he asked. He sounded out of breath.
 
   “That was much more exciting.” She tried to sound as affected as he.
 
   His face fell. “But?”
 
   Anabelle shook her head.
 
   “Well, then, I will escort you back to the ball,” he mumbled.
 
   “Thomas.” Anabelle put a hand on his chest. “Your wife will melt from your kisses. I say that with absolute certainty.”
 
   He brightened at that. “Melt, you say?”
 
   “Like butter over a hot roll.” Anabelle laughed.
 
   He laughed too, and the tension eased. They snuck back to the garden and into the ballroom, parting ways as friends.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Draven kept his back to the wall and watched the terrace doors. In they strolled together—and then they parted ways? Draven analyzed her face for signs of a thorough kiss. That was what she had wanted, wasn’t it? Just not from him. He knew Lord Marcus and could even say he liked the chap, but presently, he felt like burying his fist in his gut. What he could not figure out was why they had suddenly parted. There wasn’t any warmth in the parting. Draven knew from personal experience how warm one could feel after an embrace with Lady Anabelle Darling. 
 
   Should he investigate? If there were an angel on his shoulder, it would be screaming no, but luckily, he was standing beside the devil.
 
   “Rigsby, what do you make of the relationship between Lady Anabelle and Lord Marcus?”
 
   Rigsby gave him a side-eyed glance and shrugged. “They seem to be doing the usual rounds together. Chatting, dancing, you know how early courtship goes.”
 
   “They just returned together from the terrace,” Draven replied.
 
   “Things must be progressing. She is hard to ignore in that dress.”
 
   He had no idea. “She doesn’t look ravished.” 
 
   “That dress aside, I’m not sure she inspires one to ravish.”
 
   Draven could have ardently disagreed. He wanted nothing more than to peel her mermaid costume from her creamy skin. He kept his thoughts firmly to himself. “I see someone I need to speak with.”
 
   Rigsby turned to look at him. “I see an angel who is on her third glass of champagne and a shepherdess who needs help finding her sheep. Stay out of trouble, Draven.” Rigsby paused and shook his head. “Between you and Lucy, I feel like a nursemaid.”
 
   Draven clapped him on the back. “I can take care of myself. I will see you later.” 
 
   Rigsby and Draven parted in different directions. Draven went in the direction of Lord Marcus, intent on finding out the depth of his relationship with Anabelle. He had no right, and absolutely nothing good could come of knowing, but he couldn’t stop himself. Anabelle would be furious. She would think he was purposefully ruining her attempts to find a husband, but that was far from the truth. He wasn’t trying to ruin anything for her—he simply had to know. 
 
   What if Marcus didn’t deserve her? What if he mistreated her? Draven was only looking out for her best interest, even if she couldn’t see that. Never mind that he would be looking out for his interests too, which was she—something he could no longer deny. And now that he had admitted it, he didn’t want to deny it. Most women fell to his feet, but she hated him at this point, and it was rather entertaining. He was on the border of obsession, and it made him feel good, like waking up after a long rest.
 
   He was pleased by the effect of his mask. Few dared to approach him, which saved him from annoyingly bland conversations. Masquerades were far more entertaining than typical balls, and offered abundant opportunities for illicit trysts, but that was not in the cards tonight. He had succeeded in claiming another kiss from Anabelle’s sweet lips, but that would probably be his last. If he wanted to get close to her, and remain close to her, he needed to show her that she could trust him to keep his hands to himself and not get in the way of her plans.
 
   He honestly had no urge to interrupt her matrimonial plans. It wasn’t as if he wanted to be the champion of heart, but he did need his infatuation to run its course. It would fade as all lust induced obsessions often did. He was sure of it. What he needed now was to find out how serious things were between Marcus and Anabelle. Chasing the skirts of an engaged woman was beyond his moral boundaries.
 
   He found Lord Marcus on his way to the card room, walking with two unknown gentlemen. The card room was a masculine refuge and players had to remove their masks to play. Draven loosened his mask and let it hang on his back in his hood. He took one of the many chairs set in clusters around the occupied card tables and pulled a cigar from inside his jacket. Marcus and his acquaintances just happened to take the chairs across from him and Draven offered them each a cigar. 
 
   Matches were struck and there was silence from all of them as they puffed in appreciation. 
 
   “Where did you find these?” Lord Marcus asked with an appreciative sigh.
 
   “A little shop just off the corner of Bond St. The owner always keeps a box for me,” Draven obliged, relieved that he wouldn’t have to force a conversation. “It’s a good excuse to get away from a cloying woman.” Draven winked.
 
   The gentlemen laughed, but Lord Marcus’s face had a subtle change. He looked a bit wounded.
 
   Draven thought of what he could say to draw his secrets out or, as was his usual fashion, he could just ask and not give a damn what the man thought.
 
   “I’ve heard you’ve been trailing the skirts of one of the Darling twins. Which one?”
 
   Marcus shrugged, but he still held that look. Like a puppy denied a bone. “Lady Anabelle caught my attention, but it came to naught.”
 
   “They are both quite fetching this evening,” one of his friends said. Draven remembered him as Mr. James. The other gentleman was Sir Wallock. Lower gentry, but they had accumulated fortunes large enough to grant them entrance to the most elite society affairs.
 
   “I’ve had the pleasure of meeting them both. I am acquainted with the Duke of Ablehill and his new duchess. The women are friends.”
 
   Lord Marcus was watching him now. “You know Lady Anabelle?”
 
   Draven nodded. “I do. We share the same acquaintances.”
 
   “She is one of the finest women I know,” Lord Marcus blurted.
 
   Ah, Draven thought. Lord Marcus’s wound was quite fresh. If there was no alliance, then Draven could pursue her as he wished—discreetly, of course. Draven raised his glass. “To the fine women we are privileged to know.”
 
   The gentlemen raised their glasses and sipped.
 
   Draven said no more as he enjoyed the last of his cigar. “Pleasant evening, gentlemen.”
 
   Draven felt elated as he slipped out of the card room and donned his mask. The hunt was on. He still needed to find his way into her good graces, but now he wouldn’t have to worry that her heart was engaged with another man. He didn’t fully understand what his end goal was—all he knew was he just wanted to be near, perhaps even be the recipient of a smile or two. He couldn’t have her the way he truly wanted her, but he could have a smile or a laugh, a teasing glance, or a battle of the wits. Whatever he could get, he would accept.
 
   He returned to the ballroom, which was steadily declining into a raucous of loose behavior. He scanned the heads for Anabelle’s fair locks and mermaid mask. He didn’t want her to see him, not when she was still angry with him, but he would keep an eye on her, especially now as the evening grew late, and the tenor of the masquerade was taking a lascivious turn. He found her on the dance floor dancing a reel with a goat man. She was laughing, sharing the radiance of her beauty with all who could see her. Draven watched in awe. She was incomparable tonight. The most beautiful woman in the entire world. As he scanned the room, he could tell he wasn’t the only gentleman admiring her beauty. 
 
   It would soon be midnight, and everyone would unmask. He wasn’t sure he wanted to be here for that event, but then again, his gut told him that he shouldn’t leave until she did and he was sure she was safe. He moved closer to the dance floor, eager to keep her in his sights.
 
   “Excuse me.”
 
   He tossed an apology over his shoulder.”
 
   “Lord Draven,” a feminine voice pressed.
 
   Draven turned. It was Lady Hazel, looking slightly perturbed.
 
   “My apologies.” He paused. “You know who I am?”
 
   “It wasn’t hard to guess.” Hazel stepped closer to him. “But what I would dearly like to know is why you concealed your identity when you know perfectly well that my sister despises you.”
 
   “I’m trying to make amends.” he insisted.
 
   “You are doing a very poor job,” Hazel returned. 
 
   Draven grimaced. He glanced over his shoulder, but the dance was still in progress. “Perhaps you could enlighten me?”
 
   Hazel crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him. “Why would I do such a thing?”
 
   Draven issued a glare of his own. “Because it is in your best interest to not anger me.”
 
   Hazel scoffed. “You dare to threaten me?”
 
   No, he didn’t. He reached up to pinch the bridge of his nose and remembered the mask. He sighed. He looked down at Lady Hazel, who was so alike and yet so different from her sister. She was just as beautiful, but he felt none of the itchy arousal he felt whenever he was around Anabelle. Abruptly, he wondered if Anabelle had confided in her sister what had occurred between them. 
 
   “I commend you for being protective of your sister, I have sisters of my own, but she is a woman full grown and can fight her own battles.”
 
   “She doesn’t want to fight a battle with you,” Hazel continued.
 
   “Nor I with her. If you will excuse me.” He turned away before she could utter another word. The set had finished, and he wasn’t about to let Anabelle slip out of his sight.
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Anabelle had to insist twice that she needed a bit of refreshment. The strange goat man went to fetch a lemonade, and as he did so, she moved to the far wall to escape him. She breathed a sigh of relief in the shadow of a pillar where it was less crowded. The ballroom had thinned and some of the dancing was now on the terrace in the cooler air. Anabelle wished to go there as well, but she dared not venture outside on the arm of a gentleman. The propriety of the event was slowly decaying as the evening wore on. 
 
   She was tempted to retreat and go home early. She was disappointed with the evening and her spoiled kiss with Lord Marcus. If only Draven hadn’t fooled her. Her chest burned with anger at the thought. She didn’t want to think of him, not now or ever again, but her mind refused to cooperate, and even worse, every moment with other gentlemen paled in comparison. The dancing, the mysteriousness, the gaiety of the masquerade. Before she had known it was he, she was overcome by the energy and the excitement of the risk. She thought she would finally know the passion and desire she was searching for in the arms of a man whom she could marry, but instead it was he. He who cared little for her marriage plans, he who laughed at the notion of love, and he who could make her feel like her skin was aflame. 
 
   How did he do it? Surely, he wasn’t the only man who could. The idea that such a cold man could bring forth such a response from her was ridiculous, yet she had firsthand experience that it was exactly that. Was she missing something? Perhaps it wasn’t Draven himself who possessed such power. Perhaps it was his experience as a rake and her lack of experience in passion altogether?
 
   She looked around the room with new eyes. It was a question that needed to be answered before she moved on to the remaining gentlemen of her list. But who to ask? Lucy. Not that Lucy had any more experience than Anabelle did, but Lucy had a rake for a brother and would have no qualms about asking him a few questions. Anabelle set out to find Lucy. 
 
   “Absolutely not.” 
 
   Anabelle found Lucy on the terrace enjoying another ice and the cooler air. She had pulled her aside from a group of gentlemen and young ladies.
 
   “But surely your brother must know?”
 
   “I’d bet my best hat he does, but I won’t ask him. He’d lock me in my room until my wedding day.”
 
   Anabelle’s hopes fell. “But I must know.”
 
   “That is dangerous information to have,” Lucy scolded. “What happens once you know? Will your curiosity be appeased or will it only be made worse?”
 
   Anabelle huffed. “It’s important in helping me chose the many I will marry.”
 
   “Well, ask Draven.” Lucy nodded towards the terrace doors.
 
   Anabelle stiffened and turned to ice. The dragon was lurking by the door. “You know it’s him?”
 
   “I saw him lurking beside my brother. Of course, it’s him. No one pulls off menacing and intriguing like Draven.”
 
   To Anabelle’s horror, Lucy caught his attention and waved him over. 
 
   “What are you doing!” she hissed in Lucy’s ear.
 
   “I can’t ask my brother such a question, but Draven will answer without a second thought. He loves starting trouble, and the answer you are seeking is bound to cause trouble.”
 
   Anabelle thought she might faint as he approached. Her anger was still so raw, the humiliation too recent, and then there was her unstoppable reaction to him. If she wasn’t angry, she was overwhelmed by the urge to get closer, to taunt the beast. He approached slowly, almost apprehensive, but that couldn’t be possible. The man she knew him to be wasn’t given to such weaknesses.
 
   He stepped before them and bowed slightly. “You summoned, Lady Lucy?”
 
   “I have a very specific question to ask you, and I expect nothing but complete honesty.”
 
   He tilted his head to the side. His eyes were hidden inside the mask and the effect was unsettling. “If I know the answer, I will give it.”
 
   “But you mustn’t tell my brother,” Lucy demanded.
 
   His shoulders slumped. “That puts me in a rather difficult bind.”
 
   “This question is very sensitive. There is no one else I can safely ask.”
 
   Anabelle kept her eyes down, but she could still feel when his gaze shifted to her.
 
   “Out with it, minx,” he said to Lucy.
 
   “Is a rake a better lover than a good man?”
 
   Anabelle felt a blush break out over her skin. That wasn’t exactly what she had asked of Lucy. His silence was palpable. She would have laughed at the absurdity of Draven being shocked speechless if only she had the air in her lungs to do it.
 
   “Get thee to a nunnery,” he said at last.
 
   Lucy snorted. “Very funny, Shakespeare. Answer the question.”
 
   Anabelle peeked at him and he was looking around frantically.
 
   “Where in God’s name is your brother?”
 
   “Draven,” Lucy pleaded, “this is very important.”
 
   “You’ve lost your damn mind and in front of an innocent like Anabelle, no less.”
 
   At this Anabelle’s head snapped up. “It’s me who wishes to know.”
 
   His gaze slowly turned to her. The black emptiness of his eyes pinned her where she stood.
 
   “You want to know if a rake is a better lover than a good man.”
 
   “Well… not exactly. I want to know if rakes have different skills than men who are not rakes.” She blushed even harder.
 
   “In bed?” he pressed.
 
   “No—ugh, in areas outside of the bedroom. What is it that makes a rake different from a good man when it comes to courtship? Why is it some men have something that draws women to them and other men don’t?” she finished, surprised at the calmness with which she had finished her question.
 
   He was dead silent. He looked back and forth between them, but ultimately, his attention settled on her. “What makes you think a good man can’t be a rake?”
 
   Both women took a moment to process that. “By the very definition of the word,” Lucy answered.
 
   Draven turned to her. “You don’t consider your brother a good man?”
 
   Lucy stumbled for an answer. “Well, of course. He is my brother. I know him to be a good man, but I’m not sure others hold the same opinion.”
 
   Draven shook his head. “And what of you?” He addressed Anabelle.
 
   “I… I don’t know.” 
 
   “You don’t believe a good man can also be a rake,” he stated.
 
   She shook her head. “How can that be? A rake is a man who cares for naught but his own enjoyment.”
 
   Draven digested that. “Do you consider me a rake?”
 
   Anabelle swallowed. There was no going back now. “Yes.”
 
   Draven wanted to press her further, but not in front of Lucy. He thought he had made their encounters quite enjoyable for her. He refused to believe otherwise—hell, he knew otherwise.
 
   “Let me see if I understand what you are asking. Rakes are dashing and exciting. We set women aflame with a single look. You want to know if a good man can do the same.”
 
   Lucy nodded. Anabelle narrowed her eyes at him.
 
   “My answer is this. Women are drawn to rakes because they want what they have to offer. Women are drawn to good men because they want what they have to offer. A good man can be a rake and a bad man can, as well. It all comes down to the woman and the man.” He looked at Anabelle as he said this.
 
   Anabelle felt a shudder go down her spine.
 
   “What in God’s name are you blundering on about?” Lucy folded her arms and looked at him quizzically.
 
   Draven sighed and looked up at the sky. “Whether the intent is a temporary liaison or lasting love, something will be felt before anything is said or done. It cannot be fabricated. It cannot be coerced. I can’t say it any plainer than that.”
 
   “I had no idea you could be so philosophical,” Lucy teased.
 
   Anabelle remained quiet. She was shaken inside as she comprehended his words. They were a startling realization. Something will be felt before anything is said or done. What did that mean for her and what did it mean for him? Because as much as she wished otherwise, she felt something with him, something so strong it was impossible to ignore.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Anabelle still hadn’t recovered from the masquerade. The rest of the evening had been uneventful, but she couldn’t stop thinking of what Draven said, which inevitably led to her thinking about him. He hadn’t stayed very long in their presence after issuing his advice—if it could be called that. But all night long, she could feel him, a presence in the room, even amongst hundreds.
 
   She woke the following morning still unsettled and weary of the coming day. There were no specific plans except morning calls and what not. 
 
   It was already well past breakfast, so Anabelle rang for a tray and continued to stare at her canopy until it arrived. She dragged herself from the bed when the maid arrived and tried to muster some energy to dress. The maid entered followed by another with a large bouquet of flowers. Anabelle paused in her slide from her bed and stared. 
 
   “Who are those from?”
 
   Her maid shrugged. “There’s plenty more where this came from, ma’am. The drawing room is overflowing!” 
 
   Anabelle’s eyes widened. “All for me?”
 
   The maid snickered. “Lady Hazel has her fair share of blooms. You both must have made quite an impression with your costumes.”
 
   Anabelle slipped into her wrapper and inspected the flowers. There was a card. She opened it, eyebrows nearly touching her hairline at the awful poem inside and then the signature. “Lord Meyers?” she said in disbelief. She couldn’t recall being introduced to a Lord Meyers.
 
   Anabelle was lured away from the flowers by the scent of bacon. Her stomach growled. She abandoned her curiosity long enough to clear her plate of the eggs, bacon, and toast, then finished dressing before going downstairs. She slowed as a footman was carrying a bouquet into the drawing room. She entered warily and paused. The room looked more like a flower shop than a drawing room. Her mother was flitting from flower to flower like a delighted bee.
 
   “They won’t stop coming,” Hazel said from the settee, obviously beleaguered.
 
   Anabelle couldn’t see her past the side table overflowing with arrangements. “I am at a loss.” She wandered over to her sister and peeked at some of the cards. “Oh! What lovely sentiments from Mr. Gainsby. He is very fond of your eyes, Hazel,” Anabelle teased.
 
   Hazel groaned. “I don’t even know if I danced with him last night. I’m not sure who any of the gentlemen were that I danced with.”
 
   “Relax, Hazel,” their mother chimed. “This is marvelous. You both will have your pick of the most eligible gentlemen this season if these flowers are any indication.”
 
   “It’s Anabelle’s fault. She wore that risqué dress only to impress one man.”
 
   Lady Wellsford turned and gave Anabelle a look. “Don’t think that didn’t pass my notice last night. That was not the costume I approved.”
 
   “The gentlemen certainly approved of it,” Hazel grumbled.
 
   “Half these flowers are for you,” Anabelle reminded her. She joined her mother in reading cards. She couldn’t remember seeing any of these gentlemen last night.
 
   “We should prepare for a busy afternoon of calls.” Their mother trilled. Anabelle bit her lip nervously while Hazel groaned.
 
   The door knocker pounded again and Hazel collapsed against the back of the settee. Anabelle smiled at her dramatics. Wilton came in with a box and presented it to Anabelle.
 
   “What is this?” She took the box and went to sit beside Hazel, who sat up in curiosity. Anabelle opened the box and gasped. It was a crown of flowers, like they used to make as girls—white clover and sweet pea to be precise. 
 
   “Well, that is certainly out of the norm. Whatever could it mean?” Lady Wellsford looked over their shoulder.
 
   Anabelle shrugged. “I haven’t the slightest idea.”
 
   “Now this I actually like.” Hazel picked up the crown and set it on Anabelle’s head. “Very becoming on you.” She giggled.
 
   Anabelle smiled and put the crown back in its box. “Tis a shame it won’t last very long. How on earth are we to keep the flowers alive longer than a day?”
 
   “Let it dry and it will be a keepsake,” Lady Wellsford offered.
 
   Anabelle carefully closed the box. She wasn’t sure what it would signify if she didn’t know whom it was from.
 
   “What is the matter, Hazel? Don’t you want to be pursued by gentlemen?” Lady Wellsford put a hand on Hazels shoulder. Hazel looked fit to be tied.
 
   “I want to be pursued by one gentleman, not hordes of them.”
 
   Lady Wellsford laughed. “Don’t be so shy. You will spend the rest of your life with the affection of only one man. Enjoy the moment.”
 
   Anabelle patted Hazels hand and stood. She wasn’t as overwhelmed by the thought as Hazel was. But then again, Hazel always preferred to not be the center of attention. “I’m going to change my dress,” she said over her shoulder as she left the drawing room. She went in search of her list. She wanted to have it on hand in case she met any gentlemen that she would want to add as a potential husband. After her disappointing kiss with Lord Marcus, she had felt forlorn, but now she felt that her chances had improved. Certainly, one among the many bouquets of flowers could be the man of her dreams? The odds had to be in her favor for once.
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The following evening, Anabelle had her list tucked in her bodice as she entered a musicale hosted by Lady Summers. She and Hazel mingled as usual, finding Lucy and their seats before the musicale started. The afternoon after the masquerade, their drawing room had not only overflowed with flowers, but gentlemen, was well. Sadly, Anabelle only added three more names to her list of gentlemen who could be promising prospects, but she was enjoying the attention, nonetheless, and even now as they sat, gentlemen took seats around them and tried to catch their attention.
 
   “Like bees to honey,” Lucy murmured. “You two are the talk of the town.”
 
   “I don’t see why I have to be included. It was Anabelle who made all the waves,” Hazel grumbled.
 
   Anabelle patted Hazel on the back. “I’m sorry, dear.”
 
   “You don’t like it?” Lucy said with wide eyes. “Why on earth not?”
 
   Hazel rolled her eyes. “Look around. They are like scent hounds and act as if I’ve bacon hidden in my pockets.”
 
   Lucy laughed aloud, garnering the three even more attention. Hazel shushed her.
 
   “What woman likes this sort of attention?”
 
   “I don’t mind it,” Anabelle admitted.
 
   “Neither do I. Pardon me as I linger in your shadow.” Lucy smiled wickedly.
 
   Hazel sat up straighter and faced forward.
 
   Anabelle watched her curiously and then looked in the direction Hazel was intently looking. Anabelle poked Lucy in the side behind Hazel’s chair. “Is that Lord Bainbridge?” Anabelle said.
 
   Lucy nodded and smiled knowingly. “Indeed. Why have the attention of many men when you only want the attention of one.”
 
   Hazel gave them both withering glares. “Please excuse me. I’m going to the ladies’ room.” 
 
   No sooner had Hazel departed and Rigsby took her seat.
 
   He nodded to Lucy and then turned to Anabelle. “Beg pardon, but I need to hide amid your skirts.”
 
   “Excuse me?” Anabelle choked.
 
   “No time to explain.” He put his arm over the back of her chair.
 
   Anabelle looked at it like it was a snake and then back at him. “You better explain what this is about.”
 
   He sighed. “You are all the rage, and if I’m seen courting you, then Lord Paller won’t think I’m the one who was with his fiancée last night.”
 
   “Jonathan, you wouldn’t,” Lucy admonished.
 
   “Well, no. Not exactly. It wasn’t actually me, but rumor has it that it was.”
 
   “He will put a bullet through your heart,” Lucy added.
 
   “Which is why I need Anabelle to protect me—excuse me, may I call you Anabelle?”
 
   Anabelle nodded. “I suppose it’s all right given my connection with your sister.”
 
   “You don’t consider us friends?” He put his free hand to his heart and looked devastated.
 
   Anabelle didn’t buy it for a second. 
 
   He dropped the act. “Be that as it may, if you do this for me, I will consider you a dear friend, my savior even.”
 
   “You may sit beside me, but you must confine yourself to your chair.”
 
   “That is Hazel’s chair,” Lucy reminded them.
 
   “She won’t mind. She can sit beside Draven. Save the seat beside you, ol’ boy.”
 
   Anabelle turned just as Draven entered the row. He raised a brow at all the gentlemen surrounding the seats containing Anabelle and Lady Lucy with a mocking brow. He sat beside Anabelle as if he owned the spot. “For Lady Hazel? She won’t want to sit next to me.” But he set his program down on the remaining empty chair anyway.
 
   All the adoring gentlemen turned away like sad puppies. Hazel did return shortly and noticed the lack of mooning faces. She looked down at Draven. “Is this your doing?”
 
   He shrugged. “I was told to sit here and save you a seat.” 
 
   She narrowed her eyes at him. “It appears you have a use after all.”
 
   “I accept the compliment,” he said dryly.
 
   The musicale began shortly with a duet on the piano and violin from the daughters of Lady Summers. The highlight of the program would be the famous Senorita Isabella. Anabelle was looking forward to it, although she presently couldn’t pull her attention from the tingling awareness along the left side of her body. 
 
   It was all because of him sitting there, not having said a single word to her, and yet commanding all of her attention with his presence. Would it ever end? When she was an old married woman, attending the opera on her husband’s arm, would she see him across the balcony, and then still have this same tension throughout her body? She prayed not. She wanted it to end, as exciting and exhilarating as these feelings were, they were also exhausting. Why couldn’t she feel this way over another man, a man who would wish to marry? It was such a waste of energy and time, a craving that could not be fulfilled and would likely drive her mad.
 
   She sat up straight, a sudden idea coming to her. Not long ago, Hazel had been longing for Mr. T’s Peppermint Comfits. She ate so many at once that it made her ill, and she never wanted to look upon a peppermint comfit again. She peeked at him from the corner of her eye. He looked so serious, as if he longed to be anywhere but here. Anabelle couldn’t recall seeing him smile, unless the smile had a purpose, usually to intimidate or tease. He looked so cold and hard, a man incapable of laughter and happiness. Even the way he wore his hair, styled and pomaded into absolute obeyance, was harsh. The cleanly shaven square-ness of his jaw was unrelenting. Anabelle examined his jawline, surprised by the dark stubble visible under his skin. It reached all the way to his cravat and disappeared underneath. She swallowed, and for some reason, felt warmth fill her cheeks and spread all the way down her breasts to the pit of her stomach. She shamefully wondered if he had hair on his chest and even imagined it in her mind. She had never even seen a bare male chest, not in real life, but she had flipped through a medical book in the library and there were drawings of men, indisposed, and some had quite a bit more hair than she would have thought. 
 
   “May I help you?” he whispered.
 
   Anabelle’s attention snapped to his lips and then she looked up and met his eyes. In her reverie, she hadn’t realized she had been so bold as to turn her head and actually stare at him.
 
   “Um…” Oh, bother, why waste more time? “I have another question to ask you.”
 
   She would have sworn his pupils dilated, but he quickly looked away. 
 
   “You may ask me your question at intermission.”
 
   Anabelle faced forward again, taking a deep breath to calm her nerves. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Anabelle stood and waited for the other guests to file into the next room for refreshments. Draven stood behind her, and they followed the others. Instead of turning right, they went left and down a ways into the hall where they could not be seen.
 
   “This isn’t a good idea,” Anabelle said nervously as Draven opened a few doors and checked within. 
 
   “You’d rather ask your question in front of everyone? I’m assuming this question is much like the other. Ah. Here we are.” 
 
   They entered the library and he closed the door. Anabelle didn’t move further into the room.
 
   “Would you care to sit?” He waved to the chairs.
 
   The room was lit and had a fire going. It was meant to be in use but was currently empty. She shook her head. “I want to get back to the others as soon as possible.”
 
   He folded his hands in front of him. “Proceed with your question.”
 
   Anabelle opened her mouth and then closed it again. She really should have thought this through beforehand. “Well… I thought about what you said at the masquerade and something else occurred to me. If there is something felt that surely cannot be a lasting affection, will it be appeased if it is indulged, and then go away?”
 
   He blinked slowly. “I beg your pardon? What is this something?”
 
   “You used the very word yourself. You said something would be felt before anything is said or done. If that something is indulged, will it go away?”
 
   He was silent then. His features hardened as if he were angry. She didn’t know why he should be angered by anything she said.
 
   “You don’t understand what you are asking,” he said gravely.
 
   Anabelle mentally balked. “I think I understand perfectly well,” she returned tersely.
 
   He folded his arms over his chest. He looked very large when he did that. She suspected he knew that.
 
   “So, if what you say is true, if I press you up against the door and kiss you until you can no longer breathe or remember your name, my craving for you will then simply disappear?”
 
   Anabelle already felt like she couldn’t breathe. “Wha—what?”
 
   “You’ve made it too simple, my dear. This something you are chasing, it’s with me, isn’t it? There’s no need for you to answer, I already know.” He took a step forward. “It’s called desire, Anabelle. Lust, attraction, and yes, it can be appeased, but there is no way to predict how many kisses, touches, or fevered couplings it will take before it burns itself out, if indeed it ever will. We’ve kissed twice, and yet here we are, still uncomfortably aching for the other.”
 
   The only sound was the breath Anabelle was suddenly able to pull into her lungs. But she still had nothing to say, no ability to form comprehensible words to deny all he had said. She had nothing to deny, because it was true, and the fact that he knew and that he could read her so easily made her feel so vulnerable, naked even.
 
   “I’m sure I’ve offended you. Torn apart your naïve dreams of love and marriage, but the truth is, what you are feeling is not wrong, its simply human nature.”
 
   She swallowed, mentally stumbling for something to say so that she didn’t appear to be a total dunce. “You didn’t answer my question.”
 
   “I did. But the real question is if the desire you feel for me will be indulged by fulfilling it. The answer is there is only one way to find out.” He stepped closer again, almost touching her but not quite. “If I kiss you senseless, will that be enough?”
 
   Anabelle swallowed. Her skin felt over-sensitized, her clothing now uncomfortable. She was on the edge of a precipice, but the answer was clear. If she allowed another kiss, she would no longer want him. She was sure of it. He was the craving she wanted to fill, and then she could go on with her plans. She would forget all about him, but not what she felt. She would use this experience to further clarify what she needed from a future husband. 
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Yes it will be enough?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   He looked smugly unconvinced. “You truly think so?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He unfolded his arms, bringing his hands to her hips and pulling her against him. “You really believe that?”
 
   She focused on his lips. “I have to.”
 
   He brought his mouth down on hers. Anabelle was shocked at first, but then the familiarity came back and her body came to life. She brought her hands to his shoulders, as hard and strong as she remembered, and enjoyed the feel of him under her hands. He was so imposing in person, but when she was this close to him, and he was so absorbed with touching her and kissing her, she felt like the one with all the power. It made her bolder, so she slid her hands up to his neck and let her fingers tease the hair at his nape. It was softer than she thought a man’s hair would be.
 
   She opened her mouth to him, sighing when his tongue invaded and claimed. She liked it, though she would never admit it to him. He was not the cold, aloof man that he showed the world when he kissed her. When he kissed her, he was hot and vibrant. His hands didn’t just touch, they held. His fingertips dug into her skin and gripped her. His hands moved possessively over her back, daring to traverse the curve of her derriere. Anabelle didn’t care. This is what she had been looking for, even if it was only a temporary insanity—which it must be. She wanted to let it rain over her just for this moment.
 
   His mouth broke away from hers, trailing liquid fire to her ear and then the sensitive skin of her neck. She gasped, the sensation so wild and new that she was lost in it. He backed her up to the door, her shoulder blades pressed to the wood and his hands pressing her hips against him. She could feel the ridge of his manhood against her stomach. It frightened her and thrilled her. She was now clinging to him at the mercy of her body’s response to him. Everything felt so delicious and wicked, his lips and tongue against her skin, her breasts pressed against his chest, and the friction of her hips against his as she struggled for breath and to keep her wits in place. His mouth returned to hers, and she moaned in his mouth as her own tongue eagerly met his. 
 
   He groaned in response, his hands becoming rougher, and his kiss harder and more demanding. It was too much and not enough for either of them. He tore his mouth away, his breathing just as labored as hers.
 
   “That’s enough,” he rasped.
 
   Anabelle didn’t think so. Her body still hummed with heat and desire. He slowly let her go, the door thankfully there to hold her upright. He looked as she felt, which pleased her. She smiled a little.
 
   “Don’t smile like that,” he warned. He looked very dangerous.
 
   Anabelle tried to stop, but she couldn’t. She pushed away from the door and turned away from him. She touched her hair, which was still in place and inspected her gown for wrinkles. Amazingly, though she was rattled and feverish on the inside, she looked untouched on the outside. Except for her lips. Those felt swollen and raw.
 
   “You should go first,” he said 
 
   She nodded. She needed no further instruction. She entered the hall and it was empty. The guests had returned to their seats and Anabelle merged with the last cluster of people and hurried to her seat.
 
   “Where were you?” Hazel asked. Lord Rigsby was no longer present.
 
   “The ladies’ room.”
 
   “All this time?”
 
   “My hair was too tight. I felt a headache coming on so I asked a maid to help me redo it.”
 
   Hazel looked up at her hair. “Remarkable. Though it is a little mussed.”
 
   “It is?” Anabelle whispered in alarm.
 
   She felt Draven take his seat beside her. “Where is Rigsby?” he asked Lucy over their heads.
 
   “I thought he was with you?” Lucy frowned with worry.
 
   “I was having a cigar. I thought he was with you.” Draven shrugged.
 
   Lucy shook her head. “I guess we will know if he’s been shot by morning.”
 
   Draven muttered something as he quickly left his chair before the next performance was announced. He didn’t return, which relieved Anabelle, but then again, it made her worry for Lucy’s brother.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
   The next few days, Anabelle was in a constant state of anticipation. The only time she wasn’t thinking of Draven, was when she was in direct conversation with someone else. She didn’t expect to see him daily, not during morning calls or teas, at the park or even that night at the theatre. But it was always a possibility and that kept her nerves stretched taught. She wasn’t sure how she would feel when she saw him, if she would blush unexpectedly or feel that rush of emotions she always felt at his presence. Would it be different now? The craving she had for him had been fed, so did that mean she would feel nothing when she saw him?
 
   This is what held her attention whenever she was alone with her thoughts. Thinking about him still evoked many warm feelings, desire he had called it. Perhaps it would take time for them to dissipate but certainly, she wouldn’t have the urge to kiss him again. She already spent far too much time reliving their last kiss in her mind. She needed distraction, she needed to focus on her immediate goal, and that had nothing to do with Lord Draven and his lips. 
 
   She was presently sitting in her parent’s box seats waiting for the play to begin. The theatre was something her family enjoyed together and it was almost a weekly habit. For others, it was another avenue in which to see and be seen, but since Anabelle was a child, it was strictly a time for family. Her father insisted upon it.
 
   Hazel touched her arm to get her attention. “Lucy did write that her brother was fine.”
 
   “What a relief.”
 
   “He seems none the worse for wear.” Hazel used her fan to point to another box across the theatre.
 
   It was Lucy’s family including Draven. Anabelle took a deep breath and turned her gaze to the stage and was determined not to be effected by him. “Does she know where he got off to?”
 
   “Well, she wrote that that Lord had confronted him at his club and Lord Draven put him in his place.”
 
   “Why was Draven involved? When did this happen?” Anabelle whispered.
 
   “Well, Lucy wrote that her brother left the musicale to avoid Lord whatever his name was from causing a scandal. It seems he went to his club, where this lord later arrived and they had a row. Draven was already there, having left the musicale in search of Rigsby. Lucy didn’t say exactly what Draven did or said to the lord, but it’s clear he was the hero of the day.”
 
   Anabelle wasn’t sure she could believe Draven to be the hero of anything. “You should not be using their names so informally.”
 
   “You do it. Besides, it seems like we’ve come to some sort of friendship after the events of the house party. Why not?”
 
   “Father and Mother wouldn’t like it.”
 
   “I suppose.” Hazel shrugged.
 
   “I will make an effort to not be so familiar with either of them,” Anabelle stated. “It could be detrimental to my plans.”
 
   Hazel didn’t respond, but Anabelle felt her glance. Anabelle ignored it and gave her attention to the stage as the lights dimmed and the curtain parted.
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Two days later, Anabelle was in a carriage with Lucy, Dorothea, and Hazel followed, by a carriage with their parents. Given the restrictions of riding in the city, Lucy had the brilliant idea of taking their mounts out to Hampstead Heath for a day of riding and picnicking. Surprisingly, Lucy’s father took to the idea and it turned into a grand outing for the two families. Lucy’s brother was also along and invited a few friends. Naturally, the younger gentlemen chose to ride.
 
   “Today is going to be splendid,” Lucy began. “Thea, I’ve brought my old mare for you since I know you don’t sit a horse well.”
 
   “Thank you.” Thea smiled.
 
   “Who are these other gentlemen?” Hazel asked.
 
   “Well, Draven, of course. He is mad for horses and anything to do with horses. The Earl of Bainbridge, a fellow I’ve been introduced to, but never see at any function, and then some chap from university, who usually eschews the ton. I don’t remember his name.”
 
   “He eschews the ton?” Anabelle said in curiosity. “Whatever for?”
 
   “You know? I don’t exactly know. He isn’t scandalous or anything, at least not enough to earn my parents disfavor. He is just rarely in town. I can’t even recall his name?” Lucy put a finger to her chin.
 
   Hazel looked out the carriage window, but the four gentlemen had already ridden far ahead of the carriage.
 
   Anabelle poked her in the side and smiled broadly when Hazel turned to her. “Did you hear that, dear sister? You will be reacquainted with the Earl of Bainbridge.”
 
   This earned the eager attention of Thea and Lucy.
 
   “Reacquainted?” Lucy brightened. “Have you met him before?”
 
   “I’ve had the pleasure of a dance with him. That is it,” Hazel stressed the words. “I find him to be a complete bore.”
 
   Anabelle was still smiling at Hazel. “A complete bore, you say? Is that why you ran away when you saw him at the musicale? You were afraid he would bore you to death?”
 
   The three giggled and Hazel glared them all into silence. “Hold your tongues or I will toss you from the carriage,” Hazel warned, but her cheeks were blushing.
 
   The giggles stopped, but still, her friends smiled. Anabelle squeezed her hand. “I won’t let him bore you to death.”
 
   They soon arrived at their destination, taking a side road away from the cluster of shops and Inns of the main road. Coming to a stop, they departed from the carriage. The gentlemen joined them, having ridden ahead, but not out of sight of the carriage. The boot was emptied of its cargo and blankets and baskets were set out. The gentlemen dismounted and introductions were made where necessary.
 
   Rigsby’s mysterious friend was demystified as Dean Warren, Earl of Winchester. He had a full beard covering half his face.
 
   “He looks positively savage,” Lucy whispered to Thea.
 
   The group stretched their legs and then sat for a light lunch. Once finished, their mounts were readied, and the ladies and gents parted ways. Two lawn chairs had been brought atop the carriage for the mothers to remain behind in the shade of a tree.
 
   Anabelle felt light and free. She saw Draven, and he saw her, even meeting her eyes briefly, and yet she felt… well, far from nothing, but none of the uncomfortable heated fuzzy feelings she had before. She felt reasonable once again, and free of the something that had plagued her. She let her mare have her head as they ate up the land and luxuriated in the feeling of the wind on her face. Her smart little riding hat lost its moorings and flew from her head.
 
   There was a shout behind her and laughter.
 
   “I caught it!” Lucy whooped triumphantly and Anabelle laughed exuberantly. She slowed just enough until the four women were galloping side by side, smiling and laughing with joy, free against the constraints of the formal London parks where a lady could only ride earlier in the morning and at a sedate gait. Here they could run, here they could toss their hair in the wind, and no one could wag a finger at their mischief—as long as neither pair of parents were in sight of them.
 
   It was a glorious day. The sun was radiant and warm, unusually so, and only a few clouds dotted the serenely blue sky. It was a day to take advantage of because very rapidly, it could decline to good old English weather.
 
   The women practiced jumping a low wall, cleaning the cobwebs off their unused riding skills. Once bored with that, they found a beautiful pond with a bank of trees to one side and dismounted. Tethering the horses, they took to the shade and relaxed. 
 
   Anabelle took her riding jacket off and hung it from a branch. She walked down to the water and watched little fish dart away from her shadow. There was a commotion behind her. She turned to see Lucy had removed her boots and was removing her stockings.
 
   “What on earth are you doing?”
 
   “I’m hot. I want to put my feet in the water.”
 
   “Someone will see you,” Thea warned.
 
   “Who?” Lucy looked around in exaggeration. “Who is here to see me, besides you three?”
 
   Anabelle watched as Lucy lifted her skirts well above her ankles and tentatively stepped into the water. 
 
   Lucy made a face. “Ew. It’s slimy.”
 
   “It’s a pond, Lucy.” Hazel smirked.
 
   “But it feels wonderful at the same time.” Lucy smiled encouragingly.
 
   Anabelle bit her lip. She was so tempted. She stepped back from the wet bank and sat to remove her boots and stockings.
 
   “Anabelle!” Hazel squeaked in shocked delight.
 
   Anabelle shrugged. “Live a little, Hazel. What could possibly go wrong?”
 
   Hazel and Thea shared a glance and then began to remove their boots as well.
 
   Soon, there were four pale pairs of ankles wading into the peaceful pond. 
 
   “Mother would faint if she saw us.” Hazel grinned.
 
   “I might faint if another fish comes close to me,” Thea said in alarm.
 
   “Don’t do that. You will fall in the water and then the fish will swarm you like flesh-eating piranha.” Lucy teased.
 
   Thea scowled at her then kicked water at her.
 
   Lucy screeched. “You wench!” She laughed, and then kicked water back at Thea, which splashed Hazel.
 
   Hazel gasped. She turned a thunderous glare on Lucy and then smiled evilly. Anabelle took a slow step away from her. The three-eyed each other like a quick draw duel and then suddenly, splashing erupted violently followed by screams and laughter. Anabelle couldn’t escape in time and all at once, her friends turned on her, so she joined the fracas. 
 
   Anabelle was laughing so hard her sides hurt. Her feet kept losing purchase in the muddy bottom of the pond so she retreated to the bank.
 
   “Get back here, you coward. If I—Oh!” Lucy put a hand over her mouth.
 
   “What is it? Did a fish touch your foot?”
 
   “No.” Lucy hurried out of the water. “Everyone out. We have company coming.”
 
   Hazel’s arms cartwheeled as she nearly lost her balance hurrying out of the water. Four riders were quickly approaching.
 
   “It must be the gentlemen of our party,” Thea observed.
 
   “Most definitely. But that won’t stop my brother from ringing a peel over my head and informing Mother and Father that I was brandishing my ankles on the heath.”
 
   “Your brother is hardly the one to lecture of proper behavior,” Hazel muttered.
 
   “I agree, but that won’t stop him. Believe me.”
 
   Anabelle got both stockings on, but then the riders were upon them. She tossed her skirts down and stood. Hazel bunched her stockings in her hands and thrust them behind her back.
 
   Lord Rigsby had pinned his sister with a furious stare while the other gentlemen were doing a poor job at hiding smirks as they dismounted.
 
   Lord Rigsby threw his reins at Draven and stalked towards his sister. “I can only assume that it was you who thought it an acceptable idea to bare your ankles on the heath. Is my assumption correct?”
 
   Lucy bit her lip to keep from smiling before answering. “Possibly?”
 
   Rigsby put his hands on his hips and just stared at her.
 
   “It depends on how much you saw. We were fully naked at one point.” Lucy boldly met his stare.
 
   Thea gasped and covered her mouth, two limp stockings dangling from her fingers. Hazel started to breathe erratically, which Anabelle knew to be a sign of impending laughter. Anabelle had stepped towards the tree and used it for balance as she stepped into her boots. There was no point in ruining her stockings further by standing on twigs and leaves. She looked up and Draven was smiling at her. She quickly looked away from him. The other men were equally as amused, even boring Lord Bainbridge. He was actually biting his thumb in what looked like an attempt to not laugh and staring intently in the direction of her sister. Anabelle’s gaze shot to Hazel, but her eyes were cast down in an effort to remain composed. She was doing a very poor job. Her shoulders were doing an unmistakable jerk every time she tried to smother a giggle.
 
   “Well?” Lucy went on. “Did you see us in the all together?” Lucy looked past her brother to the other gentlemen. Lord Winchester boldly smiled at her. It was only then Lucy lost her bravado and blushed. “Get on with it, Jonathan. Shout, lecture, threaten to have Father lock me away, just get it over with.”
 
   He only shook his head and turned away. He mounted his horse. “We will escort you back. The clouds are thickening.” The other gentlemen turned their backs to them and angled their horses away to give them privacy. Anabelle quickly fastened her boots while the others struggled to put on damp stockings. Once finished, they led their horses away from the tree to mount. The gentlemen obligingly assisted.
 
   Anabelle was surprised when Draven came to her side. She knew he couldn’t resist some sort of sordid remark regarding their behavior. She decided she wouldn’t let him have the first word.
 
   “Well, what did you see?” She tilted her head coyly.
 
   “Four nude sprites frolicking in the water. It was very enchanting, but I can’t be sure exactly what I saw. Their magic is very powerful.” He smiled wickedly.
 
   Anabelle felt a rush of excitement. “Nude? Are you sure?”
 
   He shrugged. “Could have been a dream.” He linked his hands to give her a boost. 
 
   “It must have been.” She laughed quietly. “But, in all truth, what did you see.”
 
   Draven put his hand on the lower pommel of her saddle. To Anabelle, it felt as intimate as if he had put his hand on her knee.
 
   “I saw four women innocently enjoying nature’s offerings. It was a delight to watch.” He pointed to a hill. “We were up there. Luckily, Lord Wellsford and Lord Heath had returned to ready the carriages and did not bear witness to the exhibition.”
 
   Anabelle bit her lip to stop a smile before it formed on her lips. She should not be smiling at him. “Thank you.” 
 
   He stepped away and doffed his hat to bow to her.
 
   Anabelle rolled her eyes and turned her horse away. This time, she had to bite her cheek to keep from smiling. Their moment of madness was over and she needed to remind herself of that.
 
   The group returned to the picnic area, but the carriages had already departed.
 
   “The storm is coming fast. I sent them on ahead and we will ride,” Lord Wellsford informed them.
 
   “Ahead where?” Lucy asked in surprise.
 
   “Lord Draven has invited us to his Hampstead cottage while we wait for the storm to run through.”
 
   Anabelle peeked at him under her hat. She had no idea he had a cottage in Hampstead, but then again, why would she?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
   The cottage was not what Anabelle expected, though she wasn’t sure what she expected. It was red brick with a thatch roof, which would have been very plain and drab if not for the beauty surrounding it. The cottage was nestled in a bluebell wood and surrounded by ancient trees. Nothing was confined or altered by man. Everything was as nature intended it to be, except for the cottage. They passed the front of the cottage and continued on the dirt road to the back where the stables were located. The canopy of trees masked the initial rainfall, but the patter of drops could be heard upon the leaves.
 
   In the clearing before the stables, they dismounted and hurried inside. Anabelle was itching with curiosity to see the inside and how it fit with her impression of Draven. They entered through the kitchen where they were greeted by the cottage caretaker’s wife and housekeeper, Mrs. Kent.
 
   They were ushered to a drawing room and a fire was quickly started. Mrs. Kent assured them that tea and biscuits would be promptly served. Anabelle kept her curiosity hidden as she took a seat beside Hazel. Everyone was a little damp, except the mothers, but the cozy room soon drove away the chill. The gentlemen were eager to get inside Draven’s stables. The stables looked larger than the cottage and were newly built after he purchased the cottage to house his most prized horses. While the cottage had a caretaker, housekeeper, and one maid, the stables had a bevy of grooms, stable hands, and the stable master to tend his horses. 
 
   Anabelle was thrilled when Lady Heath asked Draven more about the cottage and even more so when he offered to give a tour. Anabelle rose eagerly along with the other ladies and Lord Bainbridge. He followed at the back of the group, so Anabelle made sure she and Hazel did as well. The tea arrived just as they rose and Mrs. Kent offered to do the tour. They followed her from the drawing room like a row of baby ducks. The cottage wasn’t large. The ground floor held the drawing room and library as one room, a dining room, and the kitchen. The first floor housed four bedrooms. 
 
   The cottage was immaculately clean and in good repair. Its furnishings were simple and comfortable. Anabelle found it to be charming and inviting, but so very different from what she expected of him. Mrs. Kent was a fountain of information and it wasn’t hard for Anabelle to steer her in the direction in which she wished answers.
 
   “His lordship’s pride and joy are the stables, but during the racing season is when he makes use of the cottage, usually with a few gentlemen of his acquaintance. It’s a cozy home, not meant for more than a place to retreat and lay one’s head, but it is a gem in the midst of the heath, if I do say so myself.”
 
   Anabelle agreed. The cottage was by no means a showy or grand place meant to awe or intimidate its guests with grandeur. It was home, just as Mrs. Kent had described it. How it fit with Draven, Anabelle couldn’t discern, but it seemed as Mrs. Kent had said—for him it was about his prize stables and the cottage was simply a roof over his head. What a shame. She could imagine a little family here, filling the halls with laughter and love. Children running down the halls, reading by the fire, a place where simple pleasures reigned supreme. 
 
   Mrs. Kent opened the door to a guest room and the others shuffled inside. Anabelle held back, curious to see which room belonged to Draven, and if it held more clues to the man himself. Surely, the room in which he slept would be more like him, containing more of what he was as a man?
 
   Anabelle stepped back from the open door quietly and out of sight of the others. She moved quickly to the last door and placed her hand on the knob. She looked back down the hall and listened. Mrs. Kent still held the attention of her audience with a description of the bed hangings she had sewn herself.
 
   The knob turned in her hand and the door pulled open from the other side. She held her breath, afraid to make a single noise as she stumbled into the doorway. A firm hand caught her arm.
 
   Anabelle looked up into grey eyes devoid of emotion. 
 
   He pulled her inside and closed the door.
 
   “What are you doing, Anabelle?” he said quietly. They were standing chest to chest in his bedroom.
 
   “I am enjoying a tour of your charming cottage,” she whispered. If she were breathless, it was because of the near fall and not his nearness—or so she told herself.
 
   “And how do you like it?” he asked, his eyes brightening with amusement.
 
   “It’s quite lovely, though how it fits with you, I haven’t yet deduced.”
 
   “Fits with me?” He cocked an eyebrow.
 
   “Homes always tell a story of the people who live there, or at least what they are trying to convey. I see nothing of you here.”
 
   “The cottage is a convenience for my stables and a retreat for the racing season. I have not decorated, tis true, but nor do I see the need to. It meets my present needs as is.”
 
   “You’ve done nothing to make it your own?” she said with disappointment.
 
   “Why would I.”
 
   “Why ever would you not? To make it yours, to make it more familiar.”
 
   Draven smiled as she moved away from him and further into his room. She was looking around in blatant curiosity. It’s true he did not refurnish the rest of the cottage to his own taste, but not because he didn’t care. He liked it the way it was. He had bought it from a widowed old woman who smelled of baking bread. Her husband had died the year before and she was going to live with her sister. He found the cottage immensely cozy, a bastion away from the pretentiousness of the ton. He only invited certain friends here to stay.
 
   He paid far more than it was worth, intent to see the old woman comfortable for the rest of her days. He kept it exactly as it was except for his bedroom. He liked the way the walls breathed peace, the cheery way the fire snapped and the essence of comfort and love that practically oozed from the walls. He didn’t spend as much time here as he would like, but he breathed in every moment of its calm comfort when he did.
 
   Anabelle masked her intrigue as she took in his private chamber. This was much more Draven. The walls still claimed country comfort with the bright white wash and shining mahogany furniture. His bed, which Anabelle gave only the briefest of glances, was swathed in midnight blue satin with a matching coverlet. It was sin surrounded by innocence. There were no fripperies or knickknacks, everything having its precise place. Clean, devoid of excess emotions or displays, regimented in its use, with the exception of the decadent bed that she kept her back to. This was Draven. He was a simple animal in his needs and wants. All that one was allowed to see was presently seen.
 
   Everything was as cold and hard in appearance as he was, again except for the large bed that begged for Anabelle’s attention. It felt like it was pulsating heat at her back, but she refused to turn and face it.
 
   “Did you find what you were looking for?” He was at her side, his words dangerously low and seductive.
 
   Yes and no, she thought. Her bravery had run its course. She was alone with a lion in its den. “I’ll leave you now.” She turned opposite him, her eyes downcast to avoid seeing the bed.
 
   He placed a hand on her arm, softly, not truly preventing her from leaving, but nevertheless, her feet stopped moving and she looked up at him. His hand moved up to her cheek and she couldn’t look away. This wasn’t supposed to be happening. She was supposed to resist him now that she had fulfilled her need for whatever it was she had wanted from him, but her body wasn’t listening. 
 
   Her heartbeat took off like a bird set free of its cage, her hands tingling with the urge to reach out and touch him.
 
   “I should be going.” Even to her own ears, her voice lacked any conviction. She was right where she wanted to be. On the brink of a mad rush of desire and passion, the edge of rational thought and good decision.
 
   “You won’t be missed just yet,” he said softly as his head dipped to hers.
 
   Anabelle met him half way. A surge of want filling her unexpectedly. The madness was not over—it was only just beginning. She was a fool to think she could control it. It was its own animal, a runaway horse that would only slow when it had exhausted itself of its need to run.
 
   She opened her mouth, eager for the wildness that was her own desire. He took every advantage, sweeping his arms around her and pulling her against him. His hands roved over her back aggressively, molding her soft curves to his hard contours. He cupped her bottom, his hands possessively squeezing, his fingers shamelessly searching for the dip between her thighs, touching a place she’d never been touched before.
 
   Anabelle should have been scared of such an intimate touch, but it only fueled her more, setting fire to her blood. She was busy with her own hands, sinking her fingers into his thick hair, scoring his scalp with her nails. He lifted her nearly off her feet, and a part of her body awakened she never knew existed. 
 
   His manhood was pressing firmly against her womanhood. He was molding her hips against him and the result was bursts of pleasure between her thighs. She had never felt such a thing. It was intoxicating and alarming. She didn’t understand it—but dear God, she didn’t want him to stop. In fact, she wanted to get closer. The friction was building something inside her, a maelstrom of angst and sweet relief. She had the insane notion of wrapping her legs around his waist when he abruptly pulled his lips away.
 
   “What?” she cried in agitation.
 
   “This is not the time or place.” He let her down slowly until her feet held her weight. “Your parents are downstairs and I would like to not be shot by your father.”
 
   Anabelle’s scattered wits struggled to settle. His words reached her through a dense fog of pleasure. “Oh, God.” She stepped away from him. “How long have we been—”
 
   He shook his head and laughed. “Not nearly as long as I’d like, but enough that it’s time for you to go before we are caught.”
 
   Anabelle turned on wobbly knees. How could she return to her family without her actions being as obvious as a sign around her neck? She frantically faced the mirror and blinked at her reflection. Her lips were a tad swollen, but otherwise, she looked perfectly acceptable. How could that be? 
 
   He chuckled. “You’ve called me a rake and I didn’t deny it. Suffice it to say, I know what I’m doing when it comes to discreet dalliance.”
 
   Anabelle threw him a scathing look.
 
   “Go with haste, my wicked angel, and your reputation will be safe.” 
 
   Anabelle didn’t wait to give him a retort. She hurried to the door and opened it just enough to peek out. There was no one in the hall. She slipped out the door and to the next room over where the group was currently admiring a sixteenth century wall hanging. Anabelle’s heart felt like it was going to burst out of her chest and flop around disgracefully on the floor.
 
   Hazel turned to her. “Are you all right?”
 
   Anabelle nodded, her breath not quite caught up. I tripped on the rug in the hall, frightened the breath right out of me.”
 
   “I hate when that happens. One catches themselves from a simple fall and it feels like your heart nearly stops.”
 
   Anabelle nodded. “Exactly like that.”
 
   “Some more tea will help.” Hazel patted her on the back and turned back to Mrs. Kent.
 
   They remained at the rear of the group as they left the last room and returned to the drawing room. Draven was there, a tumbler of brandy in his hand and a bored expression.
 
   “The rain is lightening, but still persistent. It shouldn’t be long now,” her father informed them. “We will tour the stables before we leave.”
 
   He looked as eager as a boy with his first pony. Anabelle took a seat beside her mother and accepted another cup of tea. Her heart and breathing had returned to normal, but her nerves were frayed. She peeked at Draven as she sipped her tea. He looked completely unaffected. It was then she noticed he had changed his jacket. What would have happened had she snuck into his room while he was dressing? What if he had been shirtless? 
 
   A hot blush filled her cheeks. She kept her face towards the fire, which she was closest to, until she felt in control again. She was in deep, deep trouble. Her own thoughts were a danger to her. 
 
   She looked around the room again, focusing on everyone but Draven. The company paid her no mind. She caught sight of Lord Bainbridge. He had been so quiet and still, she hadn’t noticed him by the window. He was looking out at the wet landscape. Anabelle hid a discreet look in Hazel’s direction behind another sip of tea. Hazel was smiling at something Lucy had said, but right before Anabelle gave up and looked away, she saw Hazel glance in the earl’s direction. Anabelle smiled to herself. She remained watchful and sure enough, as consistent as clockwork, Hazel’s gaze returned to the earl time and time again.
 
   As much as Hazel would deny it, it was clear she had a tender for the earl. This was just the distraction Anabelle needed. Her sister would never be so bold as to pursue the earl, and the earl seemed inclined to avoid social interaction altogether. But, Anabelle would bet her best gown the earl had interest in Hazel if she was any judge of the way she had seen him look at Hazel. How would she get two people so determined to not be noticed together? She would need to ruminate on the idea.
 
   Lord Heath announced that the rain had let up enough to return to the city before dark. The gentlemen eagerly rose to tour the stables, the ladies not so eagerly followed. Anabelle loved horses, and she loved to ride whenever able, but the breeding and racing of horses were not of particular interest to her. Still, she followed. It was that or remain behind alone.
 
   The rain had dwindled to a nuisance drizzle when they crossed the yard to the stable. Inside was dry and warm and was a remarkable sight. It was a horse lover’s haven. Upon entry was the tack room and where hay was stacked high into ceiling. Large beams supported the cathedral roof where skylights, if it were a finer day, would allow beams of light to illuminate the interior. It was immaculately clean and smelled primarily of fresh hay and very little of horse. There were sixteen luxuriously large stalls in all and a carriage house towards the back.
 
   Anabelle smiled at the boyish exuberance of her father and Lord Heath. Her father’s eyes were glittering with ideas, something her mother would not be happy with. Indeed, as she had the thought, her mother took her husband’s arm and complimented his stables—exactly as they were.
 
   Horse heads popped over the stall doors as they neared and Draven introduced each one in detail. This caught Anabelle off guard. He spoke with warmth in his voice, rubbing the nose of each animal as he passed. Just when she thought she was beginning to understand him, he did something different.
 
   They finished the tour and filed into the carriages to return home. Rigsby, Lord Winchester, and Lord Bainbridge stayed behind with Draven since there would be no room for them. The carriage would return for them with fresh horses. Their horses would remain behind as well until the following day when the weather was clear. 
 
   Anabelle couldn’t help stealing one last look at Draven as the gentlemen waved them off in the misty afternoon. She caught his gaze, and they held for just a moment, and then he looked away.
 
   Anabelle sat back in her seat and sighed. What an unusual day. She had a lot to think about.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
   Draven and his guests headed inside. Glasses were filled, cigars lit, and they settled in to wait and relax.
 
   “Your sister is something else,” Lord Winchester eyed Rigsby.
 
   “What of it, Winchester. You offering to take her off my hands?”
 
   “Hell no, no offense. You know I’m not the kind to marry. My heart is set on my travels, but you do have your hands full. You should marry her off as soon as possible.”
 
   “If only I could. The damn girl intimidates every man she meets and any man with the bollocks to handle her is of your ilk. She is still my father’s problem, not mine.”
 
   “You didn’t tell him about her antics today. Does he know what he is in for?”
 
   “Of course,” Rigsby shrugged. “He sired her after all, but I want him to live for a while yet, therefore, some things I keep to myself.”
 
   All the gentlemen chuckled except for Rigsby.
 
   “Relax, it was just a bit of harmless fun. No one ever married over ankles,” Draven mused.
 
   “Perhaps not, but they have married over yanking a young woman into their room,” Bainbridge said wryly. 
 
   The room went silent. Draven and Bainbridge eyed each other.
 
   “What’s this now?” Winchester said with a grin. 
 
   “I bet my entire fortune it was Lady Anabelle Darling. Is that right?” Rigsby cocked an eyebrow at Draven.
 
   Draven’s eyes narrowed as he turned to Rigsby, but in truth, he wasn’t unsettled in the least. “It may have been.”
 
   “What is your intent? You’ve been hounding her skirts for weeks now.”
 
   “My intent is none of your damn business. She’s not your sister is she? Or yours?” He turned back to Bainbridge.
 
   “No, thankfully, but they strike me as the sort of ladies one doesn’t trifle with,” Bainbridge said casually.
 
   “They look the type one has to wed,” Winchester grimaced.
 
   “I’m not trifling with anyone. It’s more of a mutual exploration, and I will put a bullet through the heart of anyone who takes that information beyond this room.”
 
   “I think that goes without saying.” Rigsby hid a smile behind his glass.
 
   Draven scowled at all of them and gave his attention to the fire. He didn’t need anyone’s approval of his actions. He knew what he was about, if not exactly where his relationship with Anabelle was going. It could only go so far, they both knew that. There was a definite line he would not cross and if they ever got that close, he would call a halt to their game. He was aware of the danger of the situation and approached it with the proper levity. There was no going back now, not when the fever of want burned so aggressively inside him. It had to burn itself out, as all his liaisons did when the demands or expectations grew too great. With Anabelle, it would be no different. There was a hard line he had to toe.
 
   Draven didn’t say another word until the carriage arrived. The four gentlemen departed and headed back to the city as the sky darkened into evening. Draven had plans to see his mother and sisters for dinner, and then there was an obligatory engagement hosted by his mother’s cousin. Draven had to go to represent his family. It was well known that his mother was rarely well enough to attend events, so Draven was expected in her place. It wasn’t too much of a burden, but often boring. He was very eligible due to his title and wealth, but thankfully, mamas and daughters had given up on including him in their marriage plans. They found him cold and intimidating, which suited him perfectly.
 
   He had no idea where most people got that impression of him. Perhaps it was his too honest tongue or his lack of easy smile. It was true he didn’t smile easily, but when he did, it was genuine. To him, that meant more than the façade that most of society presented. He had no need to pretend to be anything other than exactly who he was. He could thank his father for instilling that confidence in him.
 
   The gentlemen parted ways upon reaching London and Draven returned home. He had just enough time to change quickly before meeting his family in the dining room. His sisters were all smiles at his appearance and his mother looked livelier than usual.
 
   “I wish to accompany you this evening,” she said when he took his seat. “I haven’t seen Margery in ages.”
 
   Draven hid his surprise. “Certainly. Your company would be most welcome.”
 
   “I want to go.” Mary pouted.
 
   “Me, too.” Felicity mirrored Mary’s pout.
 
   “You will in time,” their mother soothed. “Now, I’ve already sent a note to her. She was quite thrilled I will be attending. I haven’t anything fashionable to wear, but I suppose at my age no one minds.”
 
   “You look radiant, Mother.” And Draven would spend every last farthing he had to give her a new wardrobe if it meant she was finally crawling out of her grief-induced sickness. “Perhaps it’s time to visit your modiste if you will be entering society again. Mary and Felicity could use some sprucing up as well.”
 
   Felicity grinned and nodded. Mary looked appropriately insulted by the slight. Draven reached over and chucked her under the chin. Now she was really perturbed by him. She hated being treated like a little girl. Draven rued the day she would finally be of age and have suitors. They all shared the same black hair, but his sisters had his mother’s blue eyes, where he had his father’s grey.
 
   “I have a surprise for the both of you,” he announced. 
 
   Their eyes lit up and Draven couldn’t help but smile. He looked to his mother, who was also smiling happily at the girls. He felt his heart constrict and then ease. Perhaps things were changing for the better.
 
   “What is it?” Felicity squealed.
 
   “I can’t tell you, Poppet, or it won’t be a surprise.” He chuckled.
 
   “Is it a new dress?” Mary clasped her hands together pleadingly.
 
   “Would you like a new dress?”
 
   She nodded, her curls bouncing.
 
   “Then you shall have a new dress, but the surprise isn’t a new dress. You will have to be patient until tomorrow when it arrives.”
 
   “Ethan, don’t spoil them,” his mother admonished half-heartedly.
 
   He knew he shouldn’t, but for six long years, this house had seen very little happiness. It was time for smiles and laughter to fill the room again, the way it always had when his father were alive.
 
   “I will do as I please, Mother.” He took a sip from his wine and winked at her. She attempted to glare at him, but the effect was ruined by her still present smile. They finished dinner in easy companionship and then the girls were sent up to bed and the carriage summoned.
 
   Draven made small talk with his mother until they arrived at the event and handed her down. It wasn’t a large party. Margery, Lady Elset, was his mother’s cousin and had been a widow for many years. She enjoyed hosting parties for charities of her favorite and this particular party was to promote a budding painter. His paintings would be on display as well as the painter himself doing a live painting during the party. Draven was a patron of the arts, but his goal tonight was to ensure his mother enjoyed herself and didn’t become fatigued.
 
   They were shown to Lady Elset’s drawing room where they greeted their hostess. Draven escorted his mother to a settee and began to prowl the room. He had no real purpose other than to keep moving so no one would try to converse with him. A small group was crowded around the painter and his easel in the corner of the room. He paused to see what kind of skill this painter had. His name was Alvin Von Drake, and according to the paintings displayed throughout the room, he did mostly landscapes. He had a whimsical touch, making even a rather drab painting of a wharf look somehow mysterious and interesting. Impressed, he moved closer to watch from the back of the crowd. After a moment, he turned away, intent on perusing the other paintings on display with an eye to purchasing one. 
 
   That’s when pale blonde locks caught his eye. He knew it was she before he even saw her face. He could even guess the way she smelled with such intensity that his mind would confuse his nose into thinking he was actually close enough to breathe her in. He turned casually, his gaze gliding across the room, but not missing the cluster of new arrivals by the door. She looked clean and fresh. Draven let the image of her lounging in the tub in sudsy hot water as she soaked away the dust and sweat of a day of riding. He bit the inside of his cheek to keep from coming fully aroused and banished the image from his mind.
 
   He had enjoyed the smell of her when he had pulled her into his room. Sweat, horse, and sunshine. Salty, tangy, and sexual. He turned away from her at once. It was better, in his current frame of mind, if he pretended to not see her. He returned to the crowd around the painter and gave his attention to it. Mr. Von Drake was describing the different ways he used his brushes to achieve certain effects. Draven wanted to snort in amusement at the bevy of women who appeared to hang from his every word. Analyzing the painter, he supposed he did have a rather romantically desolate look that women fawned over.
 
   Draven snorted quietly and turned away. It was time to find something to drink. Just as he spun around, he found himself facing the entire Darling clan.
 
   “Ho there, Draven. Glad to see you made it back from the Heath,” Lord Wellsford said jovially.
 
   “I did, my lord, as did the other guests. My thanks for sending a carriage back to retrieve us.” Draven nodded.
 
   “Tis the least I could do for your hospitality. What have we here?” He gestured to the painter.
 
   They now had the attention of the painter and his audience. Guests had parted to make room for the marquess and his family.
 
   “Mr. Von Drake is delighting us with a demonstration of his talents.” 
 
   Mr. Von Drake inched forward hesitantly and bowed. “It is my honor, my lord.”
 
   “His paintings are also displayed throughout the room for purchase.”
 
   “Ah,” Lady Wellsford smiled. “I am partial to landscapes. Splendid.”
 
   Draven stepped aside so the family could move closer and see the work. He was standing beside Hazel, who had barely acknowledged him. He looked back to the painter, who had nervously started to blather on about textures. Suddenly, he pointed to Hazel.
 
   “For example, she has hair radiant with wheats and golds. If I were to do her portrait, for a nominal fee of course, it would be a great privilege to highlight each color for its own beauty and shine.” Chuckles followed his statement.
 
   Draven looked down at Hazel. He could see a flush climbing her cheeks and her lips were firmly pinched together.
 
   “Don’t take offense. He was giving you a compliment,” Draven said quietly.
 
   “Would you like to be compared to wheat?” She turned an angry glare on him.
 
   “I’m sure you could find something worse to compare me too. Wheat is precious. One can’t make whisky without wheat, and men have died for their whisky.”
 
   “That is absurd.”
 
   Draven shrugged. “Men are often absurd over the things they love.” Draven wanted to bite his tongue off the moment he finished the sentence. What an absurd thing to say? She blinked at him rather alarmingly, then stuttered a thank you and turned back to the painter.
 
   Now Draven really needed a drink, and he needed to move far away from Lady Hazel Darling—who likely thought him insane—and her delectable sister who stood beside her and yet hadn’t acknowledged him at all.
 
   “Please excuse me,” he said to no one in particular and retreated to the far side of the room. He found a footman to bring him a glass of whisky—ironic though it was, and did his best impression of a bored aristocrat. If he could, he’d fade away into the hall and take his leave, but he wasn’t about to leave his mother. She could have an attack of weakness and he wouldn’t be there to help her.
 
   He was off kilter, a deplorable sensation for a man like him, and there was no way to immediately alleviate it. He was losing his touch, the reprobate inside him writhing in agony and from what he didn’t know. Old age? Lack of sex? He closed his eyes briefly and opened them again. There was no ease for that ailment. He had tried and failed, and the very reason why stood across the room from him. Even if he found a way to get her alone, it wouldn’t be enough. He couldn’t have all that he wanted, which was her beneath him moaning in pleasure.
 
   Perhaps he should leave, abandon England altogether and see what the continent could offer him by way of distraction. In time, he would bed another woman, get Anabelle out of his head, and then he could return with his head straight. He could move on. By then she would be married, and some other man’s obsession—with that thought came a thunderous swelling of emotion.
 
   No.
 
   He was in deeper than he thought. God save him from himself. He needed her out from under his skin if he had to tolerate seeing her with another man. He swallowed the glass of whisky and grimaced with satisfaction as it burned down his throat. The question was how to do it, without thoroughly compromising her in a physically permanent fashion. She was eager for his kisses, she couldn’t hide that anymore, and she was very responsive to his touch, but that was where the danger lay. He knew where his limit was. She didn’t. She was naïve, a virgin. Everything she felt was new, the desire intoxicating and heedy. Like a boy taking his first drink, she was bound to get lost in her lack of experience and end up over her head. 
 
   If Draven didn’t have the heart most thought he didn’t, he wouldn’t care. He would take what he wanted, have her bedded before she even knew what had occurred, and then leave her to decide her own fate. But he did have a heart, and he had his honor. Only the vilest of men spit in the face of honor. Draven may be a cold rake, but he wasn’t that low.
 
   He knew her aim was to be a respectable wife, to find a husband she could have some sort of feeling for upon marriage. It wasn’t entirely laughable. His parents had loved each other very much. He turned to his mother, still talking with her cousin and fellow matrons on the settee. He really should see if she needed anything. It was a reminder that he could never leave England, even if it were not for Anabelle. His mother needed him and his sisters needed him.
 
   He went to her side. “Do you have need of anything, Mother?”
 
   Four smiling faces turned to him. One happened to be Lady Wellsford. 
 
   “I’m quite fine dear, thank you.” His mother waved him away.
 
   “We had the pleasure of your son’s hospitality today, Lady Draven. His little cottage is quite charming and Wellsford is, of course, besotted with the stables.”
 
   His mother turned to him with a questioning smile. “I had no idea.”
 
   “It was a riding party out in Hampstead Heath.” Draven said obligingly. “We took shelter at my cottage during a small storm.”
 
   “We?” his mother said with a tilt of her head.
 
   “Wellsford, I and our two daughters, Lord and Lady Heath and their offspring, including Lady Lucy’s delightful friend Miss Manton, two acquaintances of Lord Rigsby, Lord Winchester and Lord Bainbridge.”
 
   “Quite a party indeed!” His mother laughed. “Draven, I had no idea you had so many friends. We must have dinner so I can meet them all.”
 
   “I don’t believe you’ve met my daughters,” Lady Wellsford beckoned them.
 
   Two of the matrons left as Anabelle and Hazel arrived and they were introduced to his mother. It was the first time Anabelle had met his eyes. They glittered with mirth when she looked his way, as if to say ‘You have a mother?’ She would pay for that slight, and he looked forward to collecting.
 
   “Well, I will certainly have to invite your lovely family to dinner now.” His mother beamed at Hazel and Anabelle. “It’s a pity I don’t have another son.”
 
   The mothers laughed, Anabelle and Hazel less enthusiastically, and Draven not at all. On one side of the coin, his mother had never looked better, on the other side of the coin, Draven had hoped not to disappoint her on the marriage front.
 
   “My apologies,” he turned to the twins, “I had no idea she was so conniving.”
 
   At this, the twins did genuinely smile and the uncomfortable tension eased. He tasted a small victory.
 
   His mother playfully swatted at him with her fan. “Hush. You have your father’s wicked wit.”
 
   Draven smiled down at his mother. “Then I am blessed.”
 
   Anabelle and Hazel shared a look. It was like seeing a wild tiger bat a ball of yarn. This was Draven, cold-hearted rake, and sense scattering kisser, and apparently, a doting son. Anabelle couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Surely, he had a mother, but one never thinks about the women who spawn men like him, and that was the conundrum. The moment she thought she understood him, she found herself confounded by him all over again. 
 
   His mother was beautiful in a frail way, with hair as black as his but threaded with streaks of silver and eyes a darker shade of blue than her own. She had the pallor of one who had suffered a long illness, but her spirit was still intact and it shined in her eyes.
 
   Anabelle was intrigued. She wondered what more a dinner with his family would reveal.
 
   Draven excused himself to find some refreshment for his mother. Anabelle and Hazel found their way back to the painter where he was toiling away on his masterpiece. It was fascinating to see a painting come into being, but Anabelle didn’t care for the painter. He looked like a reprobate. His brown hair was long and tied back in a queue. His skin was olive-toned and he had a lean build. She supposed he could be considered rather handsome, but he was no match for the man that had just left. 
 
   The painter turned and gave them an oily smile. His audience had all but disappeared except for them. He was wiping a brush and smiling at Hazel, who smiled tentatively in return.
 
   “I would love to paint you,” he said to Hazel.
 
   “Oh?” she said noncommittally.
 
   “Have you recent portraits?”
 
   “No,” Anabelle answered truthfully, though she just wanted him to stop leering at her sister.
 
   “Please speak to your father on my behalf. It will take some time, months really, but the experience would be transcending.”
 
   Anabelle narrowed her eyes at him. “Your work is beautiful. I believe my father already purchased a painting.” 
 
   This time, Mr. Von Drake did pull his eyes away. “My thanks to your father, my lady. I hope he will consider me for your portraits.
 
   “I don’t think we will be having any more portraits done, at least not until we are married.” Anabelle dismissed him.
 
   He was giving Hazel a rather moony look again. “One can only hope otherwise.”
 
   Anabelle had had enough. “Come, sister. I hear Mother calling us.” 
 
   Hazel turned away without a word to Von Drake.
 
   “I find him distasteful,” Hazel said with a grimace.
 
   “As do I,” Anabelle admitted. “The party is waning. We will leave soon.” She herded Hazel out into the hall and down the stairs to the dining room where refreshments and desserts were laid out.
 
   “We should tell Draven.”
 
   Anabelle paused as she was selecting a piece of cake. “Why on earth would we do that?”
 
   “It’s his mother’s cousin’s party. She deserves to know if she is supporting a gentleman of questionable morals.”
 
   “I’m afraid all men are capable of questionable morals, Hazel. That’s why we, as women, must correct them or avoid them.”
 
   “Well, at least Draven could scowl at him and scare the chap into proper behavior.”
 
   “Yes, he does scowl very well.” Anabelle laughed. “Shall we sit here?” She waved to the long table.
 
   “Yes, hopefully, Mr. Von Drake will be gone when we return.”
 
   It was almost midnight when they ventured from the dining room. They were the only guests left downstairs. The party was winding down, many guests having already departed. The hall was empty and dim, the candles having melted down to small flames in their sconces. Anabelle looped her arm through Hazels.
 
   “Oh, I left my fan,” Anabelle slipped back to the dining room while Hazel waited at the foot of the stairs.
 
   There was a low whistle. Hazel turned in puzzlement, unsure if she actually heard anything at all.
 
   “Over here, love.”
 
   Hazel turned sharply towards the hall at the side of the stairs. It was dark, not meant for more than the passage of servants to the back of the house. “Is someone there?”
 
   A shadow moved forward but only just enough to reveal its manly shape. “Come here.”
 
   “I certainly will not,” Hazel said forcefully. She remained at the foot of the stairs where a pool of light made her feel secure.
 
   The shadow moved closer and Hazel tensed to scream. As it moved closer, the shadow revealed himself as the painter Von Drake. “I mean you no harm.”
 
   “You startled me.”
 
   “I thought we had a peculiar connection, you and I. An affinity for beauty.” He stepped into the pool of light now.
 
   Hazel kept her hand on the banister but remained calm. “I know not of what you speak.”
 
   He inched closer, putting his hand on the banister near hers. “You are beautiful and I paint beauty. It’s rather serendipitous, don’t you think?”
 
   Hazel ground her teeth and wondered where the devil Anabelle had gotten to. “No, I don’t. If you will excuse me, I must meet my sister.” Hazel moved to go around him, but he placed his hands over hers.
 
   “Darling, don’t leave so soon. We’ve only just begun this adventure.”
 
   “Take your hand off me or I will scream,” Hazel said between clenched teeth.
 
   “I’d love to hear you scream... with pleasure, of course.”
 
   “Tell me, Von Drake, what happens to the value of your paintings if you die. They become more valuable, don’t they?”
 
   The voice came from the top of the stairs like a sudden chilled wind. Von Drake let go of her hand and Hazel backed away from his reach. Slow steps descended the stairs and Von Drake didn’t move as they continued to descend.
 
   Hazel looked up at the source, her mouth going slack. 
 
   Draven had already begun to unbutton his jacket. As he reached the bottom, he removed it and slung it over the banister. Then, slowly but precisely he began to unbutton his cuffs and roll up his sleeves. Hazel was mesmerized. Von Drake looked like a rabbit frozen by fear.
 
   “No harm done, my lord,” he uttered shakily.
 
   Draven smiled maliciously. “No harm done? Is that what you think? Let’s see where the moment takes us.” He descended the last step and faced Von Drake.
 
   “Tis a simple misunderstanding.”
 
   Anabelle popped out of the dining room as Draven approached Von Drake.
 
   “What is going on?” she said with dismay.
 
   “Just a little demonstration in chivalry,” Draven said dryly.
 
   Anabelle gave the two men a wide berth as she came to Hazel’s side.
 
   “What is going on?” she asked Hazel.
 
   Hazel shook her head and then swallowed. “Draven is… rescuing me? Where have you been?”
 
   “I had to wait for Mrs. Bell to retrieve my fan from her office,” Anabelle murmured. She was afraid to look away from the two men. “Are they going to fight?”
 
   “Of course not.” Von Drake blanched. “Certainly not in the presence of ladies.”
 
   “You’re right, of course,” Draven paused, “I do believe a visit to the mews is in order.”
 
   “Surely you jest, my lord. There was no harm done. I was mistaken, is all. Isn’t that right, my lady?” He appealed to Hazel.
 
   “Certainly no harm came to me, but I cannot say the same for you,” Hazel said dryly.
 
   “This is ridiculous.” Anabelle stepped forward. “We are civilized people and fisticuffs will not solve anything. Surely, a simple apology is all that is needed for… for—” Anabelle looked back at her sister. “What exactly occurred?”
 
   “He wouldn’t let go of my hand and claimed he wanted to hear me scream with pleasure.”
 
   Anabelle’s eyes were so wide it was actually painful. She looked back to Draven. A wave of anger and disgust overcame her and her stomach did a nauseating roll. “Carry on, we will continue to the drawing room to say our goodbyes.” She turned to leave and then paused. She put a hand on Draven’s arm. “Thank you.” She looked into his eyes. His were cold and fierce, but he nodded meaningfully. 
 
   “Now, wait a minute!” Von Drake cried and grabbed Anabelle’s arm. 
 
   She gasped, but as soon as he had touched her, his hand was ripped from her by the force of Draven lifting the blighter by his jacket lapels and carrying him down the darkened hall with a vicious growl.
 
   Anabelle was stunned. She shook herself out of it. “Go back to Mother and Father,” she urged Hazel.
 
   “What are you going to do?” Hazel said with alarm.
 
   “I have to see this.”
 
   “Anabelle!” 
 
   “Go, Hazel, I will only be a moment. And for God’s sake, don’t say anything to Mother and Father.”
 
   Anabelle didn’t wait for her sister to say anything more, but she did pause to make certain Hazel was not following. She followed the dark hall to the back of the house and out a side door. There she found Draven and Von Drake squaring off.
 
   Anabelle had never found male displays of brute mentality worthy of her attention, but she had never seen Draven so… animalistic, and she couldn’t look away. Her heart was beating in her throat.
 
   Von Drake was still pleading for mercy, but then his entire demeanor changed as he sneered at Draven.
 
   “A good show, my lord. I can only assume that you are after the chit yourself. You’ve done your job and now I will be on my way.”
 
   “I can’t excuse your deplorable behavior. Is this a habit of yours, abusing the charity of your hosts, and preying on their young feminine guests?”
 
   “Trespassing on your territory, am I?” Von drake folded his arms across his chest smugly. “You lords are all the same. You feel as though it is your right to claim everything, but what right do you really have? My work will leave its mark upon the world, be appreciated for decades, even centuries to come, but you are nothing but a title and pile of money. Your only worth is what you will leave your greedy predecessor.”
 
   Draven shrugged. “Perhaps, but that is neither here nor there. You accosted a lady and I will not have that.”
 
   “She was willing.” Von Drake curled his lip.
 
   “She said no, and I heard it clear as a bell from the top of the stairs. You defiled her with your presence and I will not stand for it. Put up your fists like a man or not. Either way, I will have satisfaction on behalf of her and her family. If I were her father, I’d put a bullet in your heart, but alas, it is not my place to do so. Therefore, I will simply beat you to a bloody pulp.”
 
   Von Drakes hard swallow was audible even from where Anabelle stood peeking behind the door. Admirably, he put up his fists, but they shook. The two men circled—Draven a quiet menacing force and Von Drake a pale staggering fool. It was Von Drake who swung first, a far-reaching punch to Draven’s chin that fell short. Draven answered with a swift uppercut and Von Drake fell limply to the ground. Anabelle squeaked and covered her mouth. Draven inspected Von Drake, kicking his foot and then checking his pulse. He shook his head while standing over him and then turned towards the door.
 
   He pulled it open and there Anabelle stood.
 
   “Are you mad, woman?”
 
   “Apparently so.” 
 
   She grabbed him by his cravat and pulled herself to him, catching him by surprise with a heated kiss. She didn’t know what had come over her. All she knew was that she needed to taste the wild animal he had become in the defense of her and her sister. She wanted to feel his power against her and under her hands. She was achingly aroused by him, a sensation still new and frightening, but she let it take over her for just the moment.
 
   She pulled away, astonished to see that he looked a little dazed. It didn’t last, but before either of them could speak, there was someone coming. He left her in the hall and closed the door. She blinked into the darkness hearing Hazel beg their father to calm down. That was when they found her, alone.
 
   “What the devil is going on?” he whispered angrily.
 
   “I don’t know,” Anabelle lied.
 
   Lord Wellsford pushed open the door and found Draven squatting near the body, holding Von Drakes limp wrist in his hand.
 
   “Is he dead?” Lord Wellsford grumbled.
 
   “Unfortunately not,” Draven answered dryly.
 
   “I thank you for disposing of him discreetly,” Wellford continued, though he was losing his anger.
 
   “We should return to the party to be sure it remains discreet.”
 
   Wellsford nodded and turned back to the door to find his daughters watching avidly. “We must make our adieus for the evening, be quick about it.”
 
   “Are you just going to leave him there?” Hazel asked.
 
   “Better than the grave I’d like to put him in,” her father answered. Hazel and Anabelle wasted no more time gawking at the felled Mr. Von Drake and did as their father bid them with haste.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
   Anabelle didn’t see Draven when they left, but she swore she could feel him watching. The next evening, at the Smithdale ball, she had the same feeling, and she wondered how often he watched her. Had he not been doing so last night, what would have become of Hazel? She was not alarmed by his protectiveness, but instead, she felt captivated by it. She was anxiously aware of herself now, knowing he was watching. How she looked, how she felt. What did he see? She had dressed with care tonight, wearing a daringly low dress of cream silk with a blush pink lace overlay. 
 
   She wanted to draw him out. She wanted to dare him to dance attendance on her tonight so she could ask him how he had been there exactly when Hazel had needed him and why he watched them. She also wanted to tempt him. The irony was not lost on her. Not long ago, he had tried to tempt her. She didn’t feel like his angel tonight. She still had the hum of her desire for him from the night before in her veins making her feel wicked. How long would she have to wait?
 
   Hazel was at home with an imaginary cold tonight, a precaution in case any word of the incident with Mr. Von Drake had been witnessed and set about. So far, there wasn’t even a whisper of her name being mentioned. Anabelle had waited with Lucy in the line to the ladies’ retiring room before the dancing began. Truthfully, she didn’t want to be tied to the dance floor all night, not when she had business with Draven. Due to her surge in popularity after the masquerade, her dance card was always full, so she avoided the ballroom altogether until the last possible moment.
 
   “I’ve asked Thea to spend the summer with me,” Lucy mentioned. “Her family has been positively dreadful to her this season. I think I should kidnap her altogether.”
 
   Anabelle huffed in laughter. “Have you told Thea this plan?”
 
   “Yes, she is in accord. Perhaps I can get her married off so she won’t even have to go back.”
 
   “Where is she tonight?”
 
   “The Opera. It’s her great aunts birthday. They do it every year.”
 
   “Poor girl.”
 
   They finally made it into the cramped retiring room and Lucy had a maid fix the loose strap on her slipper. Exiting, they slowly made progress towards the ballroom where they were beset upon by eager dance partners.
 
   Anabelle wanted to groan but refrained. Names quickly filled every line but the last. In a swell of panic, she tucked it away in her reticule and smiled regretfully at Sir Stanley. “My card is full, I’m afraid.” He bowed away gracefully and Anabelle felt guilty. What if Draven didn’t even ask her to dance? She contemplated taking it out again, but when she looked in her reticule, she saw a folded piece of paper. Her list!
 
   She looked around. There was no privacy here. She had completely forgotten about her list of potential husbands. She made an excuse to urgently speak with her mother and slipped away from the crowd of admirers. Finding a little curtained alcove shared with a bust of some Greek deity she couldn’t recall, she opened her list and reviewed the names. She was at least dancing with two of the gentlemen tonight. She sighed in relief. What had come over her? She had completely forgotten about the purpose of these gatherings, her ultimate goal. She looked down at her list again and wondered if her goal was even possible. She’d never felt further from it than she was right now, and all because of that blasted man who was either kissing her senseless or confounding her. 
 
   As if summoned from her thoughts, the curtain moved aside and he stood before her.
 
   Anabelle was too astonished to remember what she held in her hands, but of course, it was the first thing he noticed.
 
   “What is this?” He plucked it from her fingers.
 
   She couldn’t breathe as time slowed and she watched his eyes skim over the list with a crooked twist of his lips. She marshaled her courage. She didn’t care what he had to say about her list. He already knew what she was about.
 
   “Is this a list of conquests?” he teased.
 
   “It’s a list of prospective husbands,” Anabelle said nervously. “How did you find me?”
 
   He looked up and met her eyes. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Are you watching me?” She saw his jaw tense.
 
   “And if I am?” he said in a low purr.
 
   She felt it all the way to her toes. “You were watching last night?”
 
   “That was a fortunate happenstance. I was already preparing to leave when I came upon them.”
 
   “Well, I wish to thank you.” She took her list from between his fingers and refolded it.”
 
   “I thought you already thanked me.”
 
   Now she could feel the heat of a blush spread across her breasts at the memory of their kiss last night. “Be that as it may, I wanted to thank you again. With words.”
 
   His lips curled up in the corners in that dangerous way that meant he was enjoying the moment far too much. “You are most welcome. I do have one question though.” He hesitated.
 
   “Yes?” Anabelle tipped her chin up, trying to regain some sort of steady ground.
 
   “Why isn’t my name on your list?”
 
   Suddenly, the metaphorical ground was gone. “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “That is a list of very eligible gentlemen, titled, wealthy… but my name is not on it.”
 
   “With good reason.” She scoffed and laughed. “In your own words, you have said how terrible it would be to be a lovesick fool.”
 
   He stroked his chin as he pondered that. Anabelle was sure he was mocking her.
 
   “That is something I would say.” He pinned her with his eyes. “You think they would be amenable to it?”
 
   “I won’t know until I find out, will I.” She tried to push past him, but he stopped her by simply stepping near her. Heat and awareness spread across her skin, and she knew he would see it in her eyes, but she looked up at him anyway.
 
   His eyes had a surging heat, a glimmer of what they had shared last night. “I will take your last dance,” he stated.
 
   “How did you know?”
 
   “I’m watching, remember?”
 
   Anabelle nodded and slipped away. She was warm enough to start a fire with her hands, so she found the refreshment table and then Lucy exactly where she had left her.
 
   Draven didn’t move as she escaped him. His brow was pinched, a peculiar feeling spreading through him as he committed the names on her list to memory. He didn’t know why he had bothered her over the lack of his name. He had made it quite clear that he had no intention of marrying, and yet it galled him. He stared at the wall until he felt a semblance of calm and then re-entered the growing mass of guests. 
 
   He shouldn’t feel this way about a woman. It wasn’t healthy. But, the more he denied his want of her, the stronger it became, and what terrified him, was the growing realization that it wouldn’t end with a dalliance or a number of fevered kisses and touches in the darkened halls of balls just like this one. It would grow and change, turning into something out of his control. Where would that leave them?
 
   He didn’t know, but it felt like a path he had no hope of straying from even if he wanted to. His only hope would be that she found some sense to put an end to it and him, but if the look in her eyes had been any indication, she was just as caught as he was.
 
   He found refuge in the card room as the dancing began. In his present mood, he had no wish to see her dancing with another man. Lord knew what strange emotion could come over him. The debacle of last night was bad enough. He was thankful he had been there for Hazel, but the moment that bastard had touched Anabelle, his rage had known no bounds. If it hadn’t been for her watching him, he wasn’t sure he wouldn’t have killed the wastrel.
 
   Draven found a chair to relax in and a footman to pour him a drink. He would have to bide his time for now, and pray God favored him enough to provide him some much-needed sanity when it came to her.
 
   It was an hour later when Rigsby found him.
 
   “You look like the devil.”
 
   “You would know,” Draven quipped.
 
   Rigsby shrugged. “It comes with my estimable reputation.”
 
   “Where’s Winchester this evening?”
 
   “He left this morning for god knows where. He can’t stay in one place too long.”
 
   “What about his holdings?”
 
   “He has more solicitors than he knows what to do with.”
 
   Draven raised his eyebrows but didn’t say anything more on the subject. “Is Bainbridge here? I haven’t seen him, but then again, he is a ghost.”
 
   “I haven’t seen him either, though his grandmother is here, so he must be lurking about. Did I see you with Lady Anabelle in an alcove?” Rigsby said quietly.
 
   Draven controlled his features. “Perhaps. We were discussing the weather.”
 
   “Of course, you were, it’s a fascinating subject.” Rigsby took the chair across from him. “I can’t help but wonder—”
 
   “It’s nothing, Rigsby. Leave it alone.”
 
   Rigsby sighed. “I didn’t say a word when you stole Lord Westland’s mistress, even though he is a trigger happy fellow. I didn’t say a word when you took that lovely widow from me at Lord Marshals hunting box, but this is something else altogether. Men like us don’t prey on women like her.”
 
   “I’m not preying on her,” Draven said with disgust.
 
   “Then you are courting her?”
 
   “Keep your voice down,” Draven warned, “and no, I am not courting her. I don’t exactly know what it is.”
 
   “It’s idiotic, is what it is. Are you a fool? One whiff of it and there won’t be any other choice for you but performing the wedding march.”
 
   Draven glared at Rigsby. “Do you doubt my ability to be discreet?”
 
   “Never, until now. If I saw you, someone else could have, too.”
 
   “You only saw because you know where to look.” Draven snorted half-heartedly.
 
   “I’m just giving you a friendly warning. Keep your head out of your ass.”
 
   “Am I poaching? Is there some reason you have taken such an interest in my association with her?” Draven accused him.
 
   “Dear lord, Draven. No. But, she is a friend of my sisters, and since the Endervale house party, I’ve come to know both Lady Hazel and Lady Anabelle, and I feel responsible for them. They have no older brother to watch out for them.”
 
   “But they do have a father,” Draven stated.
 
   “As does my sister, but I am still her keeper. You have sisters. How would you feel if one of them was being stalked by the likes of you?”
 
   Draven narrowed his eyes at Rigsby. “Careful.”
 
   “I give you the same warning. She’s not a merry widow, she’s not a neglected wife, she’s not a dancer at the theatre or a traveling singer. She’s an innocent.”
 
   “I know all that,” Draven bit off.
 
   “Then act like it. You are not behaving like your normal self at all.”
 
   Draven clenched his teeth. “I will take it under advisement.”
 
   Rigsby sighed again. “Please do so. I’m off to check on Lucy.”
 
   Draven nodded as he left. He didn’t want to be angry with Rigsby. After all, he was only providing a much-needed warning. But Draven didn’t like having to defend himself. He’d never had to defend himself to anyone, except his father when he had fought with the butcher’s son in the village near their country seat.
 
   He didn’t need to defend himself now. He was a man full grown, so why was he doing it? Draven pushed out of his seat and returned to the ballroom. As much as he loathed seeing her courted by other men, keeping her in the scope of his awareness calmed him and helped him think clearly. That was until he got too close, and then other parts of him took over. He positioned himself against the wall, somewhat out of the way, but able to keep a watchful eye over her. 
 
   She was right. He watched her constantly. It was all he could do when he couldn’t have her in his arms.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
   Anabelle anxiously awaited the last dance. Truthfully, she didn’t want to dance, but she could admit she did want to see Draven, and she did want to be close to him. A crowded ballroom was not her preferred locale. There was always so much feeling between them, a tension that seemed to hum around them, swarming.
 
   He seemed to appear from nowhere, taking the place of the young lord at her side without her realizing it.
 
   “Lady Anabelle, I believe this is our dance.” He bowed nobly. Such a master at playing the gentleman.
 
   “That it is, Lord Draven.” 
 
   He offered his arm and she placed her hand on his sleeve. They approached the dance floor, but upon reaching the edge, Anabelle stopped.
 
   “I’d rather not dance at the moment. My poor slippers can’t withstand anymore.”
 
   He turned to her. His eyes were speculative. “What would you prefer?”
 
   “A quiet place to rest and converse.”
 
   “As you wish.” He directed her away from the floor and towards the entry way.
 
   Many rooms were open to the guests, including a music room come Library. Anabelle pursed her lips in disappointment when it looked as though that would be their destination, but while they paused by the door, he continued on down the hall. Anabelle was tempted to look back. 
 
   “Confidence is key,” he murmured. “Like a magician’s sleight of hand.”
 
   “I beg your pardon?”
 
   They came upon another door.
 
   “I will be but a moment with a glass of lemonade.” He opened the door and handed her through. 
 
   Anabelle was still perplexed, but she did as he directed and found herself alone in a small study. For the most part, it was dark, but the curtains were open and the radiant full moon lit the room enough for her to see clearly. She wandered further into the room and took a seat by the banked fire. This must be Lord Smithdale’s study. It looked like a room of daily use but tidy. It smelled vaguely of sandalwood and ash. 
 
   Idly waiting, she thought about what she would say when he returned. Her mind drew a blank. What would she say? The speculative look in his eyes suggested he knew her motives were something other than conversing. She blushed. When did she become so forward? She heard footsteps in the hall and froze. They moved away again and she took a deep breath.
 
   She wanted to kiss him, but she didn’t want to be obvious about it. His ego was large enough already. But there wasn’t really any other reason for requesting being alone with him and that was—essentially, what she had done. Her feet did hurt though. That part wasn’t a lie. She was also fearful of the way she felt when near him, and she didn’t want that to be observed by others if they danced together. There. That was what she would talk about with him. She would inform him that dancing was not a good idea and go from there.
 
   There were more footsteps and this time, the door handle turned and the shape of a man that she could now recognize as his entered. He closed the door softly and she heard the click of the lock.
 
   “Why didn’t you light a lamp?”
 
   Anabelle shrugged, and then thought he might not see the gesture. “I’m not sure. This is your forte, not mine.”
 
   He didn’t answer, but he did move to the desk and light the lamp. He did indeed have a glass of lemonade. He turned to face her.
 
   “My feet do truly hurt, you know.” She didn’t know why she felt the need to make that clear.
 
   “I don’t doubt it. Those scraps of silk and leather can barely be referred to as shoes. Why women insist on suffering for vanity—”
 
   “Vanity thy name is Draven,” Anabelle teased. “You wouldn’t dream of purchasing boots from any place but Hoby.”
 
   “And they fit like a glove. I can dance all night and not feel a twinge of pain.”
 
   “You never dance,” Anabelle scoffed.
 
   “I was eager to dance with you, but here we are.” He pushed away from the desk and approached her. He stood before her and presented his hand. “May I?”
 
   Anabelle placed her hand in his tentatively. He pulled her to her feet, sliding one arm around her waist as her body softly bumped against his.
 
   “We can still dance.”
 
   Anabelle was slow to respond. She was already losing herself to the heady sensation of being pressed against him. “I don’t want to dance, Draven.”
 
   She felt his slow release of breath against her breasts. He stopped swaying with her against him and brought their entwined hands to his chest.
 
   “What do you want to do, Anabelle?” He paused, cocking his head to the side and squinting. “I think it’s time you called me by my given name.”
 
   She licked her lips and took a deep breath. She enjoyed the press of her breasts against his chest. “I don’t even know your name. We need to talk, Draven.”
 
   “You need to call me Ethan, and I need to kiss you.”
 
   “Ethan?” she breathed his name.
 
   “Yes, Anabelle?” He smiled, not one of his regular smiles, but a true smile. It changed his entire face, lightening his eyes, lightening everything. Suddenly, he wasn’t severe and cold, but looked warm and inviting, even happy. Anabelle couldn’t look away and swayed even closer to him. His gaze dropped to her lips and he dipped his head.
 
   Anabelle moaned as soon as his lips touched hers. She didn’t think she had wanted this. In fact, she had coached herself on the conversation she needed to have with him, but when his mouth touched hers and she breathed in the scent of him, she had the crashing realization that all she had wanted all along was this. To be here in his arms. No words, no arguing as they were wont to do. Just kissing, just holding. It was fast becoming her favorite place to be. 
 
   She slipped her arms over his shoulders and pressed herself even harder against him. His arms came around her like a cage, squeezing her tightly. She loved it. She had never felt so wanted or so desired. He was just as affected as she was. It thrilled her to know that in this, they were equal. She felt her heart beating faster, the fever of passion growing inside her and flowering into a consuming need to touch and be touched. 
 
   She squirmed against him, needing to get closer, but already as close as their clothing would allow.
 
   What was it about him that did this to her? Why was she so drawn to him like no other? Her mind froze, as did her body. The question rotated in her mind like a spinning wheel, taunting her. Why was she so drawn to him? Why was his effect on her so different from any other male?
 
   “Anabelle… are you all right?” He pulled away just enough to bring his hands to her face and look down into her eyes. 
 
   His were shadowed, but she could feel his concern, his tenderness. Her heart thumped painfully and suddenly, she was afraid. She was afraid of what it all meant, afraid of having even one more thought that would tell her what it all meant. She didn’t want to know, she didn’t want to think of it anymore, and her only way to banish all thought and logic was to completely let go and be swept away by his touch. She threw herself into the moment again. Coming up on her tiptoes to catch his mouth, delving her tongue inside his. He wrapped his arms tightly around her again, lifting her off her feet and groaning.
 
   He brought her back down to earth, but Anabelle wasn’t confident her weight would hold her. He held her still, but turned her to face away from him. She was about to voice her disappointment, but then his hand slipped inside her bodice and cupped her breast and all that came out was a gasp. His hand was hot against her skin, the pads of his fingers and thumbs slightly roughened. He squeezed her softly and his thumb skated over her sensitive nipple. His other arm held her tightly against him, his hand stroking the curve of her hip. She could feel his arousal against her lower back and she shamelessly moved against him. 
 
   He made a half growl half groan in her ear and then nuzzled her hair aside to wreak sensual havoc on the tender skin beneath her ear. She released a shivery sigh and tilted her head back against his shoulder. The hand at her hip moved to her stomach, kneading and caressing, inching lower and lower. She was vaguely aware of its path, but the hand at her breast was now pulling her bodice lower. She could not keep track of the progress of both. She stopped trying as she gave herself to him and the moment, trusting that he would know when enough was enough. 
 
   Her mind slipped its moors as his devilish fingers lightly touched on the mound of her womanhood. Her breast was now free of her bodice and his fingers doing magical things with her nipple. The fingers below her waist searched further, pressing into the fabric of her dress to follow the curve of her mons and dip in between her legs.
 
   Anabelle bit her lip. She had never felt such a sensation before, a painful jolt of pleasure. She didn’t know she could feel like this or that her most private of places could feel so wonderful when touched by a man. 
 
   He continued the slow slide of his fingers gently, but for Anabelle, it was not enough. Her body knew what to do, and she involuntarily thrust her hips against his hand and was rewarded with another bolt of pleasure. Her skin was on fire now, her mind and body greedily consumed with deriving more from his skillful hands. He seemed to know, and became more deliberate in his touch, feeding her bodies need.
 
   He went a step further and began to gather up her skirts. Until now, Anabelle had remained mostly passive, but at this, she reached up and back to glide her fingers into his hair. She wanted to participate now, to do more than just accept his caresses. She didn’t know where this was leading, but she didn’t want to think that far ahead. She knew she could trust him to know when to stop. And certainly, she could trust herself. She could never become so lost in the moment that she would risk it all, could she? 
 
   Her dress moved higher, the slide of silk becoming tantalizing as it moved past her garters and brushed her thighs. Then she felt his fingers on her skin. She bit her lip. She didn’t know how to react, her nerves screaming in anticipation. His fingers danced along her skin towards the center of her body until finally they reached her core, touching upon the delicate hairs and dipping into the folds of her sex. Anabelle shuddered. She had never felt anything like it. It was a relief to the pressing wants of her body, but it also stirred them further. She found her breath again and turned her head towards his wandering mouth. He caught her lips and she was overtaken by everything she was feeling. She could no longer think, only feel, only experience. His hand pushed the fire inside her, driving her towards an eclipse. Little pants and cries escaped between their lips as she moved her hips in time with his hands and a growing sense of urgency took over. She was pushing for something, pushing for some sort of satisfaction to stop the burning urgency inside her. She kept going, breaking from his lips to cry out in frustration.
 
   He changed his tempo, focusing the pressure of his thumb on a sensitive spot beneath her mons that made her jump in her skin. Something broke inside her. Sweet relief flooded her. She cried again, but this time it was with joy. She didn’t have control of herself, she simply was.
 
   He held her tightly against him, supporting her weight as she shivered and sighed with release. He kissed her temple and lifted her, turning to sit in the chair she had accommodated earlier. He hadn’t said a word, and Anabelle felt completely incapable of forming a coherent thought. He pulled her skirts down and her bodice up and now cradled her in his lap.
 
   She opened her eyes and looked up at him, timid, but also curious. She could still feel the evidence of his own desire beneath her. He looked tense, his lips pinched at the corners, nothing like the pleasure that was singing through her veins. He must have read the question in her eyes.
 
   “It’s all right,” he assured her as he brushed a curl from her face. “I got all that I need. Far more than I deserve.”
 
   Anabelle sat up gingerly. The weight of reality was returning. A hot blush covered her skin making her feel prickly. “We’ve been gone for some time.” She stood and brushed at her skirts. They were wrinkled, but not horribly so. She felt like she was waking from a wonderful dream and was only just realizing the absurdity and danger of what had just occurred.
 
   “Use the reflection of the glass cabinet to fix your hair,” Draven offered.
 
   She smiled weakly. He knew exactly what to do in these situations. She approached her reflection warily and re-pinned a few curls. She inspected her dress. Overall, she looked rather normal, though she felt far from her usual self. Her hands felt shaky, so she folded them before her.
 
   “We can talk another time. As you said, enough time has passed that you should return.”
 
   She nodded. He went to the door and unlocked it and checked the hall. “It’s clear.”
 
   Anabelle spared herself one last look at his elegant profile. He was all business again, cool and collected, a master of dalliance.
 
   She brushed past him, feeling the caress of his fingers across her palm. She did not look back as the door closed behind her.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
 
   Anabelle returned to the ballroom, internally shaken but outwardly composed. She found Lucy returning from the dance floor on the arm of her partner. She intercepted her before they reached their mothers. They would be leaving shortly.
 
   “Where have you been?” Lucy asked with a smile.
 
   “Everywhere but the dance floor. I couldn’t punish my feet any longer.” 
 
   Lucy nodded. They reached their mothers and her partner departed. They took two empty chairs and Lucy leaned close. “You’ve been wandering around by yourself for the entire set?”
 
   “Of course not. I’ve been chatting with acquaintances.”
 
   “Like who?”
 
   Anabelle turned to Lucy and narrowed her eyes. “Am I being interrogated?”
 
   “If it feels that way, tis no one’s fault but your own. You’ve been strangely preoccupied—speak of the devil.” Lucy looked up at the approaching gentlemen.
 
   Anabelle did her best to appear completely unaffected, but the sight of him made her heart race and her cheeks warm.
 
   Lucy acknowledged her brother with a beleaguered sigh. “What have I done now?”
 
   “Nothing. I came to bid mother goodnight and see you both safely to the carriage before departing.”
 
   “Oh.” Lucy’s hackles deflated. “Well, I am ready to put my feet to rest for the evening.”
 
   “We’ve already paid our respects to Lady Smithdale. We can depart whenever you wish.” Lucy’s mother stood.
 
   “Perfect. Let us depart at once.” Lucy jumped up from her chair.
 
   Anabelle stood more slowly, aware of Draven’s attention. She couldn’t meet his eyes, not with so many around them. Draven offered his arm to her mother and Anabelle fell in on the other side. Her father appeared and seeing his wife already with escort, he presented Anabelle his arm. She smiled up at him, feeling a swell of guilt.
 
   What kind of daughter was she to be so callous with her innocence? Her father would be so disappointed if she did anything to tarnish their family’s name. Her mother and father spoke jovially with Draven. It was clear they held him in kind regard. If only they knew.
 
   She broke away from that thought. He was not a villain. He didn’t take advantage or lure her into seduction. She had gone knowingly, eagerly even, driven by the cloying net of desire. They parted ways on the steps, offering Draven a polite but unemotional smile. He offered his cursory nod and they were off.
 
   Once home and in her room, she relived the evening in her bed in the dark. She thought about her list and one thing was abundantly clear. Whatever it was she was looking for, she found it, only it wasn’t with a man who would care for her and love her. It was with Draven, or Ethan as he had wished her to call him. It felt so intimate, even in her mind. Ethan, who didn’t wish to marry, who thought love was foolish. He displayed everything she didn’t want in a husband, and yet it was he who made her feel everything she thought she should feel upon falling in love.
 
   Tears pricked her eyes. She would be a fool to fall in love with someone so determined to avoid it. He was destined to be a cold husband, to break his wife’s heart with no remorse. He was exactly who he meant to be and made no apologies for it. Though he would be attentive in the bedroom—Anabelle had no doubts about that, his heart would never be engaged. What would stop him from growing bored and seeking another? Nothing. Draven did as he pleased.
 
   Anabelle rolled over to her side and hugged her pillow. She was lost now more than ever. What if she weren’t capable of finding that same passion with another man? Would she be doomed to settle for a man that she only found likable? Would she ever be able to look upon Draven with anything other than desire? She closed her eyes and prayed the aching in her chest wasn’t heartbreak.
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   It was a quiet night at the clubs, thankfully. Draven had one drink with Rigsby and headed home. He had some thinking to do and thinking was best done sober and alone. He found refuge in his study, taking solace in the low light of the fire and a finger of brandy in his glass. He stared at the portrait of his father and wondered if he would be proud of the man Draven had become.
 
   When it came to his responsibilities towards his family, yes, Draven felt sure of it, but when it came to his actions tonight, Draven felt like a scoundrel. What the hell was he doing? Somehow, beyond all reason and logic, he found himself seducing a virgin at a ball. And not just any virgin, a woman of good family and reputation, a woman who was actively searching for a husband, not him. A woman he respected. And her parents had smiled and thanked him for his kind escort and generosity for the events before.
 
   He was the worst sort of rake—hell, it went beyond rake. He was the worst sort of man. At least, he felt like it this night. If he had any kind of sense left, he would never touch another hair on her head. He would distance himself considerably. But, even as he thought it, he knew it would not happen. He was a fish wriggling on a hook eager to be served before her. It would come to this and only this. The ultimate sacrifice, but he would gain so much, and his family and hers would be pleased. The only one who wouldn’t be was Anabelle herself. He could see the skepticism in her eyes now, the outright distrust.
 
   He couldn’t blame her. He had made his thoughts on love and matrimony quite clear. He could even anticipate her refusing him. He was what she didn’t want, except when she was in his arms. And if she did refuse him, what would he do? His feelings wouldn’t just die upon her acceptance of another. He would have to live with it, or perhaps abandon London life. He couldn’t do that, not when he had two young sisters to debut, and a mother who needed the drive to re-enter society for the sake of her health.
 
   He had one option, one seemingly impossible option. He would ask for her hand, but first, he had to speak to her father, take all the appropriate steps to show her and society that he had a real interest. He was confident her father would not refuse him, but his real obstacle would be Anabelle. More and more, young women were being given the choice of their suitors, and Anabelle and Hazel would be no exception. She would have to choose him, and that meant that he would have to convince her to believe him.
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   It was a lovely day in the park. Anabelle and Hazel occupied a bench and tossing crumps to a greedy swan. Hazel was telling her about a book she had started reading, and Anabelle responded appropriately, though her mind was elsewhere. She had her list scrunched in her hand to remind her of her hopes. She had been swept away by Draven; so much so, she had forgotten her own hopes and dreams. The list helped her feel more focused, more in tune with herself and her goals.
 
   Hazel had stopped talking so Anabelle looked over at her sister and found herself being closely watched.
 
   “What is it?” Anabelle said nervously.
 
   “You’ve been hming in all the right places, but it’s quite obvious something is bothering you.”
 
   “It’s nothing important.”
 
   “It’s stopped you from confiding in me. I consider that important. We’ve been each other’s sole confidants since before we could speak. When did that change?”
 
   Anabelle swallowed. She had kept so much from her sister, but she couldn’t bear her sister’s judgment just now. Her own feelings were too raw. “I’m worried about my list. I’m half way through it and not feeling very hopeful.”
 
   “You think a list will help you find love?” Hazel asked skeptically.
 
   “No, the list simply provides direction for meeting prospective husbands. I’m hoping once I meet them, I will find love.” Anabelle folded her arms over her chest.
 
   “Sounds very contrived. I think falling in love has to be natural.”
 
   Anabelle tossed her sister a glare. “And you know this how?”
 
   “I thought everyone knew that.”
 
   “I only want the kind of love Heather and her duke share. Is that so difficult to find?”
 
   “You do remember how they met, don’t you? There was no list for Heather to pick and choose from. She was determined to wed herself to an aging duke, and as it happened, Mr. Calder was that duke, and he was far from aged and smitten from the beginning. It was natural for them, even when they tried to fight it.”
 
   Anabelle let out a huff of anger and then composed herself. Her sister was right, but that didn’t make her feel any better. “What else can I do? Simply hope that I fall in love? I can’t be passive over something so important.”
 
   Hazel watched her sister carefully, biting her tongue against saying more. “My point is that it will happen when it happens. You don’t have to marry the first man who proposes or even the fifth. Mother and father won’t pressure you to marry anytime soon. You have time, Anabelle.”
 
   Anabelle looked down and worried the middle finger of her glove. She didn’t feel like she had time. The more time she spent not in love with her future husband, the more time she had to dwell on her feelings for Draven. “I suppose you’re right.”
 
   “Of course, I’m right.” Hazel nudged her side.
 
   Anabelle turned her head to look at her sister. “Is that how you feel? That you have plenty of time to find a husband?”
 
   “Don’t I?” Hazel laughed. “I’m not like you. I’m in no rush to fall head over heels in love. I think I will know when I find the right man, but for now, all the attention we’ve had since the masquerade sets me on edge. I don’t want to be chased. I’m not prey to be caught.”
 
   Anabelle considered her sister's words. She didn’t feel like prey, rather she felt as if she were doing the hunting.
 
   That night, Anabelle and Hazel were being treated to a private play at the home of Lord Fullerton on the outskirts of the city. Lord Fullerton was a friend of their father’s, who shared a love of theatre. There was a surprising turnout for what Anabelle had hoped would be a quiet affair. Hazel was already tense by the time they entered his lordships private theatre and attempted to find seats.
 
   “Dear lord. Since when are private plays all the rage?”
 
   “Lord Fullerton hired a famous actress to play the lead. I’ve heard she is known for quite more than her acting skills.”
 
   “That explains the abundance of so-called blades.” Hazel grimaced with distaste.
 
   “Half the ton is here to see her... men and women,” Anabelle mused. 
 
   “I don’t want to sit yet. Let’s find something else to bide our time so we can find seats in the back.” Hazel took Anabelle’s hand and led her back into the hall. The dining room was laid out as a buffet so guests could help themselves. Having had dinner, Anabelle was not tempted. She did except a glass of champagne for herself and Hazel. 
 
   “There is a gallery above the theatre. Let’s see if we can hide up there.”
 
   Hazel nodded, and they climbed the stairs at the end of the hall. Reaching the top, they found they were not quite alone.
 
   Anabelle hesitated. She knew that scent of cigar smoke. Rigsby saw them first and waved. This time it was Hazel who led the way. 
 
   “Wandering about alone, I see. Don’t you know there are dangerous men about?” Rigsby teased.
 
   “All I see are you two,” Hazel returned playfully. “Where are these dangerous men?”
 
   “I’m right here.” A figure stepped from the shadows. It was Lord Bainbridge.
 
   Anabelle could feel Hazel’s entire aura change. It was a needed distraction from her own tautly stressed nerves.
 
   “Good evening, Lord Bainbridge. A pleasure to see you again.” Anabelle stepped forward tugging her sister.
 
   “I assure you the pleasure is mine, Lady Hazel, Lady Anabelle. Tis my good fortune to have the pleasure of your company this evening.”
 
   “To what do we owe this pleasure?” Rigsby said suspiciously.
 
   Anabelle gritted her teeth. She would bet her best dress he knew something simply by the way he looked at her with such speculation.
 
   “Don’t pretend you are not escaping the madness below. We are seeking refuge as well,” Hazel said smartly.
 
   “Then by all means, please sit.” Rigsby held out a chair that had been pulled near the railing.
 
   “We’ve bribed a footman to see to our needs,” Draven said as he held a chair for Anabelle. She ignored him completely.
 
   “Lord Bainbridge, would you care to sit as well?” She turned to the reclusive lord, who still hung in the shadows against the back wall.
 
   “I’m quite comfortable standing, my lady. Thank you.”
 
   Anabelle faced forward, but she could feel Draven’s presence beside her like a fire built too high. She turned to Hazel. “I hope the performance is worthwhile.”
 
   Hazel nodded but didn’t speak. Anabelle looked past her and caught Rigsby looking past herself to the man beside her. Some silent communication was occurring with the movement of eyebrows. She sat back in her chair and devised what to say next. She decided taking the bull by the horns would be necessary. She turned to Draven and offered him an icy smile.
 
   “When the footman returns, would you please ask him for some water for myself and Hazel?”
 
   “I’d be delighted,” he returned with a stony face.
 
   Anabelle narrowed her eyes slightly. “Have we interrupted something? If you’d prefer we go, we will. Far be it for us to impede on your gentleman’s evening.”
 
   “Utter nonsense,” Lord Bainbridge said immediately behind her.
 
   Anabelle and Hazel looked up behind them to find him standing with his arms draped over the backs of their chairs.
 
   “Our evening is only enlightened because of your presence.”
 
   Well done, Anabelle thought, though her sister seemed very tense now. Were Anabelle’s instincts off? Perhaps she truly did not care for Lord Bainbridge. No, if Hazel didn’t care for him, she would have no issue claiming exactly that and would not be so affected by him. Anabelle was willing to bet it was the complete opposite and Hazel just needed a little prodding from her shell.
 
   “I insist you take my seat, my lord. My slippers are quite new and I must soften them with use as much as possible. Lord Draven will escort me around the gallery and you must have my seat.” Anabelle didn’t wait for his response but hastily stood, driving Rigsby and Draven from their chairs. Draven offered his arm and Anabelle stepped behind the chairs with him forcing Bainbridge to take her seat or appear incredibly rude. 
 
   Draven led her to the stairs and then they turned to make a small loop around the rear of the gallery.
 
   “What are you doing?” he said in her ear as they moved into the shadows.
 
   “I’m forcing Hazel to sit next to Bainbridge.”
 
   “Ah.” He was silent for a moment. “Why?”
 
   “I’m convinced they like each other, but are too shy to do anything about it.”
 
   “You are meddling,” he declared.
 
   “Yes. It’s what sisters do.”
 
   “Does that mean that Hazel knows of your secrets?” he said even more quietly. 
 
   Anabelle didn’t answer until they passed out of earshot of the group. So far, the three sat in awkward silence at the railing.
 
   “Of course not. She can barely speak to a man she favors, so why would I tell her of my own inept behavior.”
 
   She felt his arm harden under her hand.
 
   “You consider our affiliation an act of stupidity?”
 
   Anabelle paused and turned to him. “What would you call it? Every step I take with you is in the opposite direction of good judgment and my goals.
 
   “Your goals of marriage?” he clarified.
 
   “Yes!” she hissed in exacerbation. “What woman in my position dalliances with a man content to never marry? I’m risking it all and for what? Nothing but an emotion I can’t control.”
 
   He looked angry, but he didn’t speak.
 
   “You know what we are doing is foolish. We have to stop—I have to stop. You can carry on your bachelor ways as you wish until you turn grey, but I must marry, and I must marry well. I can’t do that if I go any further down this path with you.” She didn’t know why, but she suddenly felt weepy. “Don’t you see?”
 
   Draven did see. In fact, his vision was filled with red. He took a deep breath before speaking again. “Is this about that damned list of yours?”
 
   “Don’t you dare curse in front of me,” Anabelle snapped.
 
   “Is this about your bloody list?” He stepped closer to her.
 
   Anabelle opened her mouth to scold him again but thought better of it. She nodded.
 
   “I believe I informed you that I should be at the top of that list, didn’t I.”
 
   Anabelle scoffed in disbelief. “Did you think I would take you seriously?”
 
   “I’ve got everything you are looking for. Wealth, title, and that untamable desire you’ve been chasing all along. Why wouldn’t I be good enough to be on your list?” He sneered.
 
   Anabelle was stunned. Did he seriously want her to consider marrying him? After all that he’d said on the subject and all he’d done? “You truly want to know?” she said shakily.
 
   He blinked. “Of course, I do. I’m better than any of the men you have on there.”
 
   “Well, there is your arrogance for one.”
 
   He snorted.
 
   “Your heavy-handedness, your enthusiasm in playing the villain whenever you deem it entertaining?”
 
   He shrugged. 
 
   “The fact of the matter is, Ethan. I wish to marry a man who will love me, and you made it clear you don’t believe in love. There are many things that you are—handsome, articulate, wealthy, titled, arrogant, intimidating, conceited, and a talented horseman and breeder. But there are many things you are not, and those happen to be the things I desire most in a husband. Kindness, thoughtfulness, honesty, attentive, loving…” She stopped and swallowed. He looked quite affected now. His face was flushed with color and his eyes sparkled even in the dim light. Guilt swamped her.
 
   “Good evening, Lady Anabelle.” He stepped around her and strode down the stairs without looking back. 
 
   Anabelle stood there alone, shocked. All the lights in the theatre dimmed, shrouding her in even more darkness. Abruptly, she felt his presence beside her, though she hadn’t heard a sound of his return. He was standing at her back, his breath in her ear.
 
   “You may not want me on your list, but trust me when I say that I am on it whether you wish it or not. I will call upon you tomorrow.” 
 
   Then he was gone again and the stage lights lit, providing some relief from the darkness. He was nowhere to be found on the balcony. She felt wobbly as she walked back to the chairs by the railing and took the seat that had been his. She wasn’t noticed at first until Hazel leaned forward and caught sight of her.
 
   “Where is Lord Draven?”
 
   Anabelle shook her head slowly. “He had to leave suddenly. I haven’t any idea why.”
 
   Hazel looked at her perplexedly. “Pity.” She leaned back in her seat.
 
   Anabelle felt numb. She couldn’t focus on the play or even remember what it was about. She stared at the stage, but all she saw was Draven’s face, and all she heard was his voice.
 
   Lord Bainbridge leaned close to Hazel. “Is something amiss?”
 
   Hazel turned slightly and met his gaze. Until now, they had made very little eye contact, and she wasn’t sure she could look at him and speak to him without sounding like a fool. He was simply too handsome. It shocked her eyes and, therefore, her mind, driving away anything witty or intelligent she might say.
 
   “Truthfully, I don’t know.” She smiled weakly. There, that wasn’t terrible, was it?
 
   “Perhaps I’m stepping over some boundaries, but I can’t help but observe a tension between her and Lord Draven.”
 
   “I can’t decide if they hate each other or are madly in love. Perhaps those emotions are similar?” Hazel whispered.
 
   He laughed. Hazel felt like stars were bursting in her chest. She smiled broadly.
 
   “You have a beautiful smile,” he blurted and then he looked sheepish.
 
   “Thank you, as do you.” She felt color rush to her cheeks. 
 
   “I couldn’t help but notice. I spend most of my time at these functions just watching the guests. Human behavior is fascinatingly odd at times.”
 
   Now it was Hazel’s turn to laugh. “I agree with you, my lord. Do you attend many functions then?”
 
   “Regretfully, yes. It is my duty, as my aunt has proclaimed many times, but I’ve become exceptionally adept at actually avoiding most of the guests.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “By touring the houses, looking at paintings, architecture, things most don’t appreciate when attending theses affairs. Most houses are filled with history just waiting to be appreciated.”
 
   “So you wander about others homes to avoid dancing?” Hazel cocked an eyebrow.
 
   “I danced with you, didn’t I?”
 
   Now Hazel felt the blush under her dress. It was the way he was looking at her. It was mysterious and challenging. “You didn’t have a choice, I don’t think, not without being abominably rude.”
 
   He smiled a little. “One always has a choice, Lady Hazel. I chose to dance with you.”
 
   Hazel felt very warm after that admission, but it was a pleasant sort of warm, a fuzzy excitement. “Then I shall cherish the rare experience. You dance very well for one who avoids it.”
 
   He chuckled. “I’ve had all the required dance education I need to perform for society, but I accept your compliment. I’d never given dancing much thought, but I did find our dance enjoyable.”
 
   Hazel almost didn’t believe him. She remembered their dance quite vividly, and while the steps were performed satisfactorily, there was very little enjoyment.
 
   “You don’t believe me?”
 
   She widened her eyes.
 
   “I could see it in your eyes that you did not. Perhaps my steps were not out of practice, but my social behavior was. My apologies, the fault was entirely mine.”
 
   “You don’t need to apologize, my lord. It was just different. Normally, I am forced to repeat the same banal pleasantries I spoke with each partner before. It’s tiring, but not stimulating.”
 
   “Yes, my least favorite of duties,” Bainbridge murmured.
 
   “Duties?” Hazel questioned. Did he really care so little for social discourse? She felt a tinge of insult. Indeed it grew tiring, having the same conversation over and over of the only few acceptable topics allowed to be discussed, but was it truly a duty?
 
   “I can see I’ve flummoxed you again.” He smiled. “You see, I am the last male in my line. The weight of the entire legacy of my family is on my shoulders. Due to the incessant pressure of my family, these social gatherings stopped being entertaining long ago, and are now rather… distasteful. It’s why I hide.”
 
   Hazel kept her face composed, but internally, she was astonished by his honesty, and equally disconcerted by his ability to read her so thoroughly. “I’m sorry,” she offered.
 
   “Are you apologizing on behalf of the overbearing women of my family?” He smiled. 
 
   It was a sly and playful smile, and for a moment, she completely forgot to respond.
 
   “Lady Hazel?” His smile broadened.
 
   “Uh, no. That is, I’m sorry you are forced to do something you find distasteful.”
 
   “Let me be clear,” he leaned forward just a smidge, “I do not find talking or dancing with you distasteful. I’ve found relief from my so-called duties in the company of Lord Rigsby and Lord Draven, which led me to your delightful acquaintance. You are like a breath of fresh air in a stale room. Society has gone stale for me but never you, Lady Hazel.”
 
   “Oh, thank you.” Flummoxed again and utterly pleased by his words, she couldn’t think of anything clever to say.
 
   He leaned back in his chair and his attention turned to the stage. Hazel found the ability to breathe again and did the same. How peculiar he was. So intelligent and so perceptive. He was an enigma, the antidote to the gentlemen who swarmed around her since that dreaded masquerade. He was her breath of fresh air, someone different, a man with more to say than most. She was refreshed by his presence as well. It didn’t hurt that he was extremely pleasing to look at to boot.
 
   His skin had a touch of the sun, and when she really pictured him, he didn’t appear to be fully English. Curiosity begged her to turn and look at him again, but she resisted. She hoped there would be future conversations between them, but that wouldn’t be so if she behaved oddly.
 
   Hazel enjoyed the rest of the play, applauding when the final curtain fell. Rigsby had disappeared during intermission and hadn’t returned, but Hazel hadn’t cared. Anabelle had remained quiet. Something was definitely bothering her, but for the first time, Hazel wasn’t sure she was in her sister’s confidence. The three stood. Lord Bainbridge escorted them to the main hall and then bid them a good night. He disappeared into the growing crowd seamlessly. Hazel didn’t bother Anabelle with questions or meaningless talk. She knew her sister’s mind was preoccupied, and she preferred to occupy her own with her own thoughts on the evening.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16
 
   Draven knew his reception would not be warm when he called on Anabelle the following day, but he didn’t care. He was still rankled by her judgment of him, licking his wounds and feeling a tad vengeful. The fact that she would not welcome the sight of him pleased him. Especially when she learned the truth of his visit. He would take care of business before she even knew he was present and then she would have no escape from him. It was devious, mischievous, and well in line with her thoughts of him. She shouldn’t even be surprised really. He did warn her.
 
   Before he could lift the knocker, the door opened and a stogy butler accessed him. Draven did the same.
 
   “I have an appointment with his lordship.” Draven presented his card as he stepped into the foyer. 
 
   “Right this way, my lord. His lordship is awaiting you in his study. Charles will escort you.”
 
   Draven followed the footman up the stairs, passing the drawing room where the murmurs of men and women conversing could be heard, and further down the hall to an open door. 
 
   Draven waited while the footman announced him and then stepped through the doorway.
 
   “Lord Draven.” Lord Wellsford stood in greeting. “I was surprised by your message this morning. Please, have a seat.”
 
   “Thank you for agreeing to meet with me on such short notice.”
 
   “Twas no trouble, though I am quite curious as to the matter of the meeting. How can I be of service?” Lord Wellsford sat and Draven followed. 
 
   “To be blunt and not take much more of your time, I will get to the point. Since having the pleasure of Lady Anabelle’s acquaintance since the Endervale house party, I would like to formally ask for permission to court her.”
 
   Lord Wellsford’s eyebrows shot to his hairline. “That is blunt, but I appreciate it nonetheless. I’ve had quite a few gentlemen show interest for both her and Hazel, but I have chosen to leave the choosing of suitors up to them for now. But you intrigue me, Lord Draven. Why not pursue her yourself?”
 
   Draven shifted uncomfortably. He wasn’t prepared for questions. “Well, as I have come to know Lady Anabelle through our mutual acquaintances at social events, she has made the impression that she has quite firm beliefs about what sort of suitor she wants. She has also made it clear that I don’t fit that mold.
 
   Lord Wellsford snorted. “Sounds just like her mother. My daughter has always been firm in her beliefs and ideals. It mostly benefits her. I have taken a stance of least resistance for the most part except where necessary. She would not be pleased if she felt I was making choices for her, you see.” Lord Wellsford leaned on his forearms on his desk.
 
   “I gathered as much. She is intelligent and capable of making her own choices. I came to you first out of respect, but I know that it is she who will have the final say. I want you to be sure my intentions are honorable. I’ve never pursued a woman with the intent to marry—”
 
   “But you have pursued many women, yes?”
 
   Draven felt his neck grow hot. Discussing one’s conquests with the father of his soon to be intended was not what he wanted to do. “I’ve enjoyed the life of a bachelor… until now.”
 
   Lord Wellsford’s eyebrows shot up again and he leaned back in his chair. “Well, we all have a past before the present, and you’ve made it quite clear you are serious about your and my daughter’s future. I give you my blessing, but it is still up to her,” he warned.
 
   “I understand. Thank you.”
 
   Lord Wellsford nodded and stood. Draven followed suit, and he was excused. Through the doorway, he released a sigh of anxiety. That was uncomfortable, but not difficult. The difficulty would be facing Anabelle and her judgment of him. It still stung, like when one skins their hand in a fall. It served as a reminder that it wouldn’t be easy and the injury to his pride would get worse before it got better. 
 
   He could admit he was nervous, too. He had no intention of failing, but the concept of pursuing a woman for marriage was entirely new to him. He knew the basics, every man did, but nothing basic would impress Anabelle. She wasn’t after the usual things like money and title. She wanted something deeper, and that was the unknown territory he was entering. What did he have to do to prove that he could be an acceptable husband? She considered him a heartless bastard so that would have to be addressed. But how? He’d never been anything but himself. Perhaps that was it. He needed to show his true self, the man who cared for his sisters, the man who doted on his mother. She could never think him inconsiderate when she saw him with them.
 
   It was true he hid his softer side from society, but Anabelle was different. Anabelle was the only person he needed to impress. It went against the grain. He’d never had to prove himself to anyone. It rankled his pride, but so did everything she had said about him last night.
 
   He approached the drawing room, still rumbling with the noise of polite conversation and waited for the butler to announce him. There was silence as he entered. The looks on the present men spoke of shock and dismay. He smiled, perhaps a tad maliciously, but it would quickly become clear that they were mere pups to his alpha status and run along, tails tucked firmly between their legs. 
 
   Anabelle sat with her mother and Hazel, and an ungodly amount of flowers littered the room.
 
   “God almighty.” He stopped suddenly and looked around. “I’ve stumbled into a flower shop, apparently.”
 
   “Lord Draven, so nice of you to call.” Lady Wellsford smiled. 
 
   He could see surprise and question in her eyes. No doubt, her husband would inform her of their meeting. “Lady Wellsford, Lady Anabelle, and Lady Hazel. You all look lovely this afternoon. Did you enjoy the play last night?”
 
   “I did,” Lady Wellsford nodded. “I didn’t realize you were in attendance.”
 
   “Everyone and their mother attended, Mother,” Hazel mumbled.
 
   Lady Wellsford snapped her head towards her sour daughter.
 
   “All except mine, I’m afraid, but I come bearing a letter.” Draven handed the invitation his mother had written inviting the Wellsford clan to dinner. Draven had been upfront with his mother about his intentions and she, of course, was ecstatic. She had jumped at the chance to host a dinner for his intended’s family. 
 
   “Oh, I shall see to it immediately.” Lady Wellsford stood. “Don’t you dare leave. I will have something for your mother shortly.”
 
   Draven nodded obligingly. 
 
   “How is your mother?” Anabelle finally spoke. She looked tense and entirely unimpressed by his appearance.
 
   “She is well,” Draven answered. 
 
   The other gentlemen tried to fill in the conversational voids awkwardly, but one by one, they departed, and with each one, Anabelle grew more rigid on the sofa. Draven was tense himself as the last one departed.
 
   “Well, that’s a relief. Can you come every day?” Hazel appealed to him.
 
   “Am I required to bring flowers?” He quipped while sniffing at lily.
 
   “Absolutely not, but you are required to take some when you leave.”
 
   Draven laughed. “A woman who doesn’t like flowers?”
 
   “Not in this quantity.”
 
   “The flowers are an expression of our admirers,” Anabelle broke in testily. “An expression of genuine interest from potential suitors.
 
   “And should be chosen with care,” Draven said distastefully as he looked around the room. “Did you know that messages can be conveyed in flowers?”
 
   Anabelle stilled. She turned slowly towards him, watching him carefully. He was still addressing Hazel.
 
   “I’ve never heard of such a thing. What sort of messages?”
 
   “Hazel,” Anabelle warned.
 
   “Of the romantic sort, of course,” Draven answered.
 
   “How intriguing? How did you come by such knowledge? I wouldn’t have guessed you a connoisseur of flowers or botany in general.”
 
   “Thank you, I am not. It’s quite popular in France at the moment, and I have a French valet who frequently corresponds with his sister. He even has a book on the subject. It was very recently published.”
 
   “Sounds quite fanciful and idiotic,” Anabelle bit off.
 
   “I thought so too, but then again, some things are said better without words.”
 
   He was looking at her now. She could feel it. She refused to be baited by the soft deep tone he used. Silence fell, and Anabelle knew Hazel had to be very aware of the tension between them.
 
   “Here we are now.” Their mothers chipper tone cut through the strange tension that had filled the room. “Would you like to stay for tea, my lord?” She addressed Draven with a warm smile as she handed him a folded letter.
 
   “I’m afraid I cannot,” he said regretfully. “I’ve promised to take my sisters to the park.”
 
   “Well, another time then,” Lady Wellsford assured. 
 
   “Have a pleasant evening, Lord Draven,” Hazel offered, though less warmly than he was received.
 
   Anabelle managed a passable smile as he made his farewells and departed. She immediately went to her room and counted the minutes before Hazel would arrive. She went to her writing desk where a box of flowers sat in the afternoon sun. A crown of sweet pea and white clover. An unusual arrangement and now she understood why. She didn’t yet know their meaning, but she would bloody well find out.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17
 
   Anabelle didn’t have to wait long before her next encounter with Draven. That evening at a quiet dinner at home, her mother informed her that she had accepted an invitation to dine with Lady Draven and her family two nights later. Anabelle was now in a carriage sitting beside Hazel while their parents shared idle chatter.
 
   She was a bit miffed. She speculated that perhaps her parents favored a match with Draven and why shouldn’t they? He fits the bill of a suitable husband perfectly if not for his manipulative, cold, and domineering ways. They had claimed that they would let her choose her own husband, but this was obvious encouragement of his suit. 
 
   Hazel was quiet, but Anabelle could sense her rabid curiosity. She hadn’t come to her that afternoon after Draven left, hadn’t mentioned the odd flowers or asked any leading questions at all. It was disconcerting. Anabelle folded her arms over her chest and huffed.
 
   “Dear, is something wrong?” Her mother paused in conversation and looked to her.
 
   “No.” Anabelle turned her attention towards the window.
 
   “You don’t appear to be enamored of our dinner plans,” her father queried.
 
   “If I am to be honest, I am not.” Anabelle faced her parents. “I found Lady Draven to be quite charming, but it seems there is a plan afoot that I did not agree to follow to begin with.”
 
   Her mother and father shared a glance.
 
   “It’s only dinner, Anabelle.” Her father chuckled.
 
   Anabelle grew even angrier. “And what purpose does this dinner serve? Don’t pretend there isn’t an underlying meaning. I was told I had a choice in my future husband, but it is clear by this dinner that you favor Lord Draven and are pushing me in his direction.”
 
   Her father sighed. “Lord, save me from dramatic daughters. It is true Lord Draven has expressed his interest to me, but it is still only dinner. The choice is still yours. Try to at least be a polite guest tonight. This sourness is not becoming on you.” Her father finished with a hard tone.
 
   Anabelle was stunned and hurt. Her father never spoke to her so harshly.
 
   “Do you understand me?” he continued.
 
   “Yes, Father.” Anabelle bitterly put her anger in check. She had little time to compose a content expression before they arrived at their destination and the carriage came to a stop. They entered a modest though elegant townhouse. Giving her cloak to a footman, they were escorted upstairs to the drawing room where their host and hostess were waiting to greet them. Anabelle steeled herself for her first glimpse of him, but when she entered the room, there were two dark-haired girls who caught her attention. 
 
   Warm smiles greeted her and bright cornflower blue eyes. They were the image of their mother with black bouncing ringlets of hair reminiscent of their brooding brother. They were lovely, one on the cusp of womanhood, and the other still a darling child.
 
   “Welcome to our home.” Lady Draven greeted them and invited them to sit. “May I introduce my two daughters, Miss Mary Wood and Miss Felicity.”
 
   “How do you do, Miss Wood and Miss Felicity?” Lady Wellsford smiled as the two young ladies stood and curtsied.
 
   “Very well, my lady,” Mary answered.
 
   “I am delighted to meet you,” Felicity squealed with rosy cheeks. Anabelle took a seat across from the Draven’s on the matching sofa beside her mother and sister. Draven’s sisters were darling. She couldn’t imagine what having a brother like him would be like. Was he distant? Did he converse with them or give them any of his attention? She peeked at Draven as he handed her father a tumbler of amber liquid. She pulled her gaze away and gave her attention to Lady Draven, who was talking of a new addition to their family, a puppy Draven had bought for the girls. Anabelle was all ears. It was a Spaniel puppy to be exact. 
 
   “One of the puppies from Lord Dunwick’s litter?”
 
   “Why, yes.” Lady Draven nodded
 
   “How adorable!” Hazel cried. “May we see it? Anabelle and I had the joy of holding them when they were very little.”
 
   Mary jumped to her feet. “Can I fetch her, Mother?”
 
   “I suppose it will be all right. Just for a moment. Ring for Jacobs, he can bring the puppy.” Lady Draven turned back to Lady Wellsford. “Our little Raven is still growing accustomed to the idea of manners.”
 
   Jacobs soon entered and was dispatched to fetch the puppy. He returned shortly with a squirming bundle of shining black fur. Mary stood and took the puppy and set it on the floor.
 
   “My, how they’ve grown,” Anabelle said in awe.
 
   “I do wish we could have gotten one now.” Hazel pouted.
 
   “When you are mistress of your own home, you can have all the dogs you desire,” Lady Wellsford said.
 
   The little puppy made a circle between the two sofas, pausing to sniff at their hems. Anabelle reached down and stroked her little head and was rewarded with a happy lick to her hand. Unable to resist, she picked the puppy up into her lap. “You are so very dear.” She nuzzled the soft fur and sighed in delight. 
 
   “And so very tiny,” Hazel remarked.
 
   “She’s just a little cocker. The smallest of the litter. Lord Dunwick didn’t require much convincing to let me have her,” Draven offered.
 
   Anabelle spared him a brief glance. She set the puppy down and it circled the carpet again.
 
   “Let’s not test the waters of fate. Be a dear and ring for Jacobs again, Mary.”
 
   Hazel had taken one last longing pat of the adorable puppy before Jacobs retrieved her. Dinner was announced on the heels of the puppy’s departure and they shuffled into the dining room. It occurred to Anabelle how unusual it was for them to have such an informal and intimate dinner when they were such new acquaintances. Normally, more guests would have been invited to even the male to female ratio, and Draven’s young sisters would not be in attendance. She was pleased, nonetheless. They were delightful and well behaved, and they also gave her a peek into a Draven she didn’t know. Perhaps that was his aim? 
 
   She took the opportunity to converse freely with his sisters and see what she could learn. Mary was fourteen and Felicity only ten. They were eager to participate in the conversation and not to be left out. Anabelle often found herself smiling at their innocent observations. The conversation remained light, and never once was anything about Draven and Anabelle mentioned. No alluding to an engagement or any sort of attachment. It was a relief, but she was also intrigued. 
 
   He had made it clear what his aim was, and her parents were onboard. But so far, nothing about the evening felt pushed or contrived. So why was she disappointed? She had come prepared for battle, but found no opponent. Dinner finished and the ladies removed to the drawing room. The girls settled at a table to play games, and Hazel and Anabelle joined them. She didn’t care for the idea of Draven alone with her father, but there was naught she could do about it. Mary produced a deck of cards and proceeded to teach them a game she had made up. 
 
   It was only a short time before the gentlemen returned, but Anabelle was so engrossed in the antics of the two children that she didn’t notice Draven until he was directly behind her.
 
   “She cheats, you know. The entire game is skewed in her favor.”
 
   “You rat. I would never do such a thing,” Mary shot back at him.
 
   “Then tis amazing how you always win.”
 
   “I knew it all along,” Felicity said in agitation. “You said I was too little to understand the game, but I understand it just fine.”
 
   “How about we play another game,” Anabelle offered before they broke into all-out warfare. “Spillikins, perhaps?”
 
   “Oh, yes, I am very good at Spillikins,” Felicity brightened.
 
   “Spillikins it is.” 
 
   Draven fetched the game and Anabelle was surprised to see him return with a chair for himself. He squeezed it in between Mary and herself. Mary looked surprised as well.
 
   “I didn’t know you played, brother.”
 
   “I was once a child myself, Mary. Everyone knows how to play Spillikins.”
 
   “Even rakehells like you,” Felicity piped in.
 
   A stunned silence fell over the table.
 
   “I beg your pardon, young lady, but where did you ever hear such a word?”
 
   “And how to use it accurately,” Hazel mumbled. Draven threw her a glare before returning his admonishing gaze to his littlest sister.
 
   Felicity shrunk into her seat under his gaze. “Twas Mary who said it.”
 
   Draven turned his gaze to Mary. It was withering and reminiscent of quite a few looks Anabelle had received from her own father growing up. It suddenly occurred to Anabelle that Draven, though their brother was also their father figure. It was startling.
 
   “And where did you hear such a word?”
 
   Mary shrugged. “I receive most of my education in profanity directly from you, but I could have heard it in passing from a maid or at the park.”
 
   Draven blinked. “And you saw fit to repeat it in front of your sister.”
 
   Now Mary did look a bit regretful. “That was not wise, I suppose.”
 
   “You suppose?” He needled. “It was now repeated in company. You suppose that was not wise? I suppose a trip to the museum is no longer in order if you can’t manage to hold your tongue around such innocent ears.”
 
   Anabelle bit her tongue. The poor girl looked thoroughly chastised now, but it was not her place to intervene.
 
   “I think it’s time for you to retire. Please escort your sister to the nursery.” He turned away from her.
 
   Mary’s face crumpled, but she didn’t say a word as she stood and collected a very displeased Felicity. “Goodnight, Lady Anabelle, Lady Hazel.” Felicity mirrored her words weakly. They said goodnight to Lady Draven and Anabelle’s parents and then departed sullenly.
 
   “Pot meet kettle, wouldn’t you say?” Hazel spoke first.
 
   Draven didn’t look up as he set up the game. “A young lady should not utter such words in polite company.”
 
   “It doesn’t stop you.”
 
   “Hazel,” Anabelle warned.
 
   “I am not a young lady.” Draven smirked. “Thankfully.” His gaze touched on Anabelle and she saw a glint of heat in his eyes.
 
   She quickly pulled her eyes away. “It is unfortunate their evening had to be cut short, but I understand the ramifications if such a thing had been said in the company other than friends.”
 
   He was still watching her. She could feel it.
 
   “My point is, he should not reprimand them so forcefully when he himself has no care about the words he utters in gentle hearing. In fact, I think you enjoy it at times,” Hazel accused.
 
   “That’s true. But their future rests entirely on my shoulders, and it is up to me to guide them into the social snake pit that is polite society,” he said it with little emotion, but Anabelle had watched him under her lashes and saw the tenseness of his shoulders, the way his fingers curled tightly into his palm.
 
   She decided to change the subject before the entire evening fell apart. “Well, let’s have a game, shall we?” She took the box from his hands and set up the sticks. Hazel and Draven were silent, but the tension eased as they played. The evening came to a close soon after they finished, and Anabelle found herself feeling pensive as she entered the carriage. Many of her expectations were not met, but she was left with a lot to ponder. 
 
   She hadn’t had the courage to ask Draven about his father. Something seemed to warn her away from it, but she had every intention of finding out for herself. Draven was becoming a riddle that she needed to solve, especially if she wanted to come out of this courtship with her wits intact.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18
 
   Anabelle found herself on the sidelines of the Foster Ball, which had turned into a surprise engagement ball. The roar of gossip was almost deafening, but Anabelle paid it no mind. She didn’t care how Miss Foster came to be so suddenly engaged. She only cared about the way she looked at her betrothed and the way her betrothed looked back at her. They were clearly besotted, and Anabelle was envious. Balled in her palm was her list of prospective husbands and all had been crossed off but one. Lord Henry Collins, now betrothed to Miss Felicity Foster. She was not upset that he was engaged, she was upset that she was not, and she had little hope of finding herself in such a situation any time soon.
 
   She shouldn’t feel rushed, but she was. She wanted what they had found, and she wanted it now. She reminded herself there was always next season, and the next and the next. But like the flowers in the drawing room, her time was limited, and the more seasons she had under her belt, the less value she had on the marriage market. It was a horrible thought. She was not a wilting flower. She was not a bag of potatoes due to expire. She was Anabelle, and all she wanted was a man to fall in love with. Hazel came to her side and nudged her.
 
   “You don’t look very happy this evening.”
 
   Anabelle held open her palm and the crinkled list. Hazel took it and opened the wrinkled paper. 
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “I am very happy for them. It’s not the man I am envious of, it’s their soon to be wedded state,” Anabelle said morosely.
 
   “We’ve lots of time, Anabelle. There is no rush for us to wed.”
 
   “And no gentlemen of which to wed,” Anabelle said testily. “Unless eligible gentlemen of marriageable age are lurking in the shadows.”
 
   “Perhaps, I know of one at least,” Hazel returned smartly.
 
   Anabelle wouldn’t meet her sister’s gaze.
 
   “You pretend there isn’t something going on between you, but it is quite obvious there is. He’d be with you right now if you were not sulking in a corner. This isn’t like you, Anabelle.”
 
   “You don’t know that. I’ve never faced this sort of problem before. I can’t even predict what I will do.”
 
   “What is it you want?”
 
   “I want to be in love, Hazel.” I want the stars and the moon. I want my heart to beat frantically when he is near and sulk in his absence. I want him to look at me like he feels the same way. I want what Heather and Fallon have.”
 
   “Then perhaps you should open your eyes,” Hazel urged.
 
   Anabelle looked over at her. Hazel indicated to their left and across the room. There was Draven, quite pointedly looking at them.
 
   Anabelle averted her eyes. “I don’t love him. And he certainly doesn’t love me.”
 
   “No, perhaps not, but you both feel a great deal of something towards the other. He is coming over here now. I suggest you consider what I’ve said.”
 
   “What would you do, Hazel? What is it that you want from the man of your heart?” Anabelle said quietly.
 
   “I don’t know exactly, but I don’t want something I have to search for, I just hope I will recognize it when it happens.”
 
   Draven approached them. “Good evening, Lady Hazel, Lady Anabelle.”
 
   “Good evening, my lord,” the twins murmured.
 
   “This is our dance,” Draven reminded her. It would be their second of the evening, and it would be tantamount to a declaration of their own. 
 
   Anabelle felt like she was standing on a cliff with a strong wind at her back urging her to fall. Hazel stepped away as her own partner found her and they moved towards the dance floor.
 
   Draven watched her, his gaze unreadable. “Do you wish to not dance?”
 
   Absolutely. But, no doubt, he would find a private place for them to rest, and she would not resist him. She would lose herself to the desire and be no better off than she was before. Perhaps even worse. “I don’t want that,” she stated.
 
   He frowned. “I’m not following.”
 
   “I don’t want to go somewhere private with you, because then I will succumb to your masterful tactics, but I’m also afraid to dance with you because…”
 
   He smiled crookedly. “You will succumb to my masterful tactics? I’ve never been more flattered.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and focused on him. “If we dance, what will it mean? It will be our second dance.”
 
   He sobered. “It will only be a dance if that is all you wish it to be.”
 
   “That is not what society will think.”
 
   “I don’t give a damn what society thinks.”
 
   “I do,” Anabelle returned angrily. “I don’t want my life dictated for me.”
 
   “No one is doing that. You give them too much power. Dance if you want to dance with me, or don’t. All I’m asking for is a dance. It doesn’t have to mean anything we don’t want it to. It can be just a dance, Anabelle.” He put out his hand.
 
   Anabelle felt her heart thud painfully. She felt like weeping and it was the most absurd thing. She nodded and put her hand in his. 
 
   Setting it on his sleeve, he escorted her to the floor and they joined the throng of dancers, taking their place among them. The newly betrothed couple was staring adoringly at each other in front of them.
 
   The music started and Draven began to expertly lead her in a waltz. “He was on your list, wasn’t he?”
 
   Anabelle nodded once.
 
   Draven took a moment before he spoke again. An intense wave of jealousy spread through him. “Have you met before?”
 
   “Only very briefly. Certainly nothing to form any attachment to.”
 
   Draven pondered that. “Is he why you are upset?”
 
   “Yes and no.”
 
   “You didn’t care for him?”
 
   “Not in the slightest.” 
 
   “But you are distraught because he is no longer on your list?” Draven kept his voice calm and cool.
 
   “No.” 
 
   Until now, she had been looking around the room. Finally, she looked up at him. Her eyes glittered with emotion.
 
   “He was the last name on my list. There are no more.”
 
   Draven clenched his teeth. Emotions ricocheted inside him. Relief, anger, jealousy, too many to name. He released a breath and reclaimed his voice. He looked down into her eyes. They twinkled under the chandeliers, a bit darker than usual. 
 
   “You still haven’t put my name on your list, Anabelle. I am the only one of those men who sought you. They are fools.”
 
   She bit her lip. A slice of desire cut him across the stomach. A small line appeared between her brows. “I never considered that.”
 
   “Consider it now. It is I who asked to dance with you twice, even knowing you don’t want to appear attached to me in any way, and it is I who sees the stars in your eyes. Consider me, Anabelle.”
 
   She was silent. Her mouth slightly open—from surprise no doubt—and her eyes glittered in that way they did when she was aroused or annoyed with him. He liked that he had a claim to both emotions within her. He’d kiss her if they were alone, but alas, they were surrounded by fools.
 
   “Don’t look so astonished. I’m not the worst prospect in the world, or even on this dance floor.” He snorted, trying to ease the taught thread of tension between them or he might really kiss her—audience, be damned.
 
   She gave a huff of laughter and then smiled. “If you insist.”
 
   “Is that a yes?” He almost miss-stepped. A true testament of his surprise.
 
   “You’re not asking me to marry you, merely asking to be considered for marriage. Correct?” Her smile broadened teasingly.
 
   “That is correct. I am only begging for your consideration.” He smiled in return, victory singing in his chest.
 
   “You begging… Now, that is something I’d like to see.”
 
   “Careful or I may drop to my knees right here and beg to kiss you.” Color filled her cheeks and her lush lips clamped shut.
 
   Anabelle couldn’t believe what she had just done. Had she just made a bargain with the devil? He looked very pleased with himself, and when he had smiled at her, it had sent trails of tingling warmth to her stomach. It was a smile she wasn’t accustomed to. It was a genuine smile, and more shockingly, a happy smile. She had made him happy by agreeing to consider him. That was a revelation. She felt less like a pawn in his game and more like a treasured prize because of that smile. Did he truly care for her that much?
 
   It was dizzying. 
 
   “My mother would like for you to come to tea, with your sisters and mother, of course,” she blurted. She felt warm enough to need a fan.
 
   “I’m sure they will be delighted.”
 
   “Excellent. My mother will send a note with the date and time. Now that the end of the season is nearing, our schedule is quite packed. A quiet afternoon tea will be lovely.”
 
   “Do you have time in your busy schedule for a ride in my phaeton? I have a lot of wooing to do before the season ends.”
 
   Anabelle giggled nervously. Draven, of all people, had actually said the words wooing. “I think I can spare some time.”
 
   “Tomorrow?”
 
   “Tomorrow.” She nodded. “After afternoon calls.”
 
   “I shall be sure to come early and chase away all of Hazel’s prospects. She was very appreciative before.”
 
   “She was indeed. There is only one prospect she wishes to entertain, and he doesn’t come calling or send flowers.”
 
   “Ah, I suspected as much.” Draven tilted his head to the side. “How troublesome to have daughters that need husbands.”
 
   “In a sense you have two.” Anabelle cocked a brow. He spun her in an elegant circle and their eyes locked again. His looked hard for a moment but then eased. “I suppose. But if we marry, I will release that burden to you and my mother.”
 
   Anabelle didn’t respond to that. The waltz came to a flourishing close and they nearly collided with Hazel and her partner on their return to their mother. Draven disappeared quickly after greeting her parents. Anabelle felt off kilter, but a sense of joy infused her. She didn’t want to dwell on the odd concoction of her feelings or their reason.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 19
 
   Draven arrived early as promised and found Anabelle enjoying herself among a bevy of eager swains. They dispersed quickly after his arrival, which Hazel thanked him for, but even she seemed less perturbed by him than usual. In her hand, she held a sprig of witch hazel, its yellow blooms vibrant in her pale hands. He stared at it curiously before turning his attention back to Anabelle.
 
   “I see our second dance hasn’t dampened any spirits.”
 
   “On the contrary,” she waved one arm throughout the room. “Notice that we do not resemble a flower shop this afternoon,” she said cheerily.
 
   Draven was happy to see it, but there were still quite a few blooms. Lady Wellsford joined them shortly, handing Draven a missive for his mother. He took it dutifully and ushered Anabelle out the door to his Phaeton. As much as he actually enjoyed teasing Hazel and charming Lady Wellsford, he had serious business to attend to. Wooing was not natural to him and it would take all his attention. 
 
   The afternoon was fine, a light covering of clouds, but no accompanying chill. Anabelle looked like a Christmas candy in a white day dress with thin red stripes. He found her delectably enticing. She unfurled her parasol and twirled it as he took the lane towards Hyde Park. Being seen driving with him was another one of those occasions that would lead the masses to thinking there was a budding engagement between them. He wondered if she would mention it or felt at ease because of it. 
 
   He hadn’t been confident she would take to the dance floor a second time with him last night, but she had, and he hoped it meant that her opinion of him was changing. He’d never had to convince anyone of his better nature, never cared to actually. Though, with her, it felt like he was walking a fine line, and he didn’t want to falter. 
 
   But what if he did fail? His pride had already suffered a blow by practically begging to be on her damnable list, and he was the last to boot. The last gentleman of her choosing and yet the only one to actively pursue her. He knew other gentlemen had interest. Her name was even in the betting books at Whites as one of the first to be wed this season. But none of them dared to actually approach her father, which is exactly what Draven had done.
 
   Perhaps she would be married by now if she hadn’t been determined to find herself a love match. Draven smiled smugly. Perhaps she would be engaged if Draven hadn’t been engaging her secretly. He hadn’t thought of that until now. Their little dalliance had kept her distracted as it had him. How fortunate for him. If he hadn’t been stealing kisses from her, she might have been stolen from under his nose. 
 
   He needed to stake his claim. Once he did, no other man would dare to poach on his territory. This drive was a good start. A drive in the park was one of the many ways a gentleman could politely and appropriately stake his claim on a woman. He only hoped that the woman sitting next to him would want to be claimed openly by him.
 
   There was a lot at stake. A different weight settled upon his shoulders. It was the weight of uncertainty, the weight of pressure to not only wed, which he had never felt before, but also to specifically wed her, or his future happiness could be at risk. Draven had never considered what that idea meant. In the past years since his father’s death, he had simply carried on. Enjoyment came and went in fleeting moments like passing clouds. He didn’t consider himself unhappy, but happiness was something that sounded unattainable, like catching a star. 
 
   Up until now, the idea of happiness was a figment of imagination, a children’s fable. Characters lived happily ever after in stories, people—real people, lived a life sometimes good and sometimes bad and then they died. Was there more to it than that? He looked at Anabelle from the corner of his eye. She was smiling at two boys chasing a ball down the walk.
 
   Draven had never wanted happiness until now, and he honestly believed happiness would be found in marriage with Anabelle. He didn’t know what he meant exactly, but if happiness were an obtainable thing, then surely it was waking up next to her in the morning, claiming her body at night, and listening to her peck and lecture him about his less than appropriate behavior.
 
   He wondered what she would think of his rambled musings. No doubt, his own mother would be quite shocked if she knew what he was thinking. Even he barely recognized his thoughts at times. He’d never taken the time to consider these things before. Was this what women thought about?
 
   He snorted.
 
   “Did you say something?” She turned to him.
 
   He kept his gaze on his horses. The street got more crowded the closer they got to the park. “I was just thinking.”
 
   “Really?” she said with skepticism.
 
   “Yes, really. I do, on occasion, think of things,” he said dryly
 
   “What sort of things?” she asked with dubious interest.
 
   He cut his eyes to her for a moment before returning his attention to the street. “Women, their odd behaviors, things of that sort.”
 
   “Our odd behaviors? Have you considered your own behavior of recent?” She laughed.
 
   It was a tinkling light laugh, and although he should feel a measure of insult, he was enjoying himself. “I have considered my behavior, actually.”
 
   “And?” She angled herself towards him.
 
   “I never said I understood it. I just go with it. If I want something, I take it. If I decide to do something, I do it. My methods haven’t failed me yet.”
 
   “If you want something, you just take it? Including women?” 
 
   “It depends on the context. If I want a woman, I can be sure she wants me, too.” He slowed as they approached an intersection and glanced at her. Their eyes met, and he was sure to let his meaning show. Her cheeks had a beautiful pink flush. Good.
 
   “And if she doesn’t want you?”
 
   “They always want me.” He winked.
 
   That earned him a playful swat.
 
   “Such arrogance.” 
 
   “You deny that you have desired me? Don’t play games Anabelle. We are far too gone for that.”
 
   She folded her arms across her chest, using the parasol as a shield between them. “This is not the time or place to discuss such things.”
 
   “No one can hear us.” He flicked the reins and they began to move again. “I’ve done my part to show my interest. I’ve spoken to your father, I’ve gained your agreement as well, but the real question is… what do you want, Anabelle?”
 
   She was silent for a moment. “I’ve told you what I want.”
 
   “You’ve certainly laid out a foundation, but there are pieces missing, aren’t there? First with the ridiculous list—”
 
   “My list was not ridiculous. It was simply a means to—”
 
   “Narrow down husbands, yes, much like chores or tedious obligations one must tend to. But you spoke to me of love. How can a list show you love?”
 
   “That’s laughable coming from you.” She returned tartly. “The list was simply a means of direction. If I am to be honest, I will admit that I don’t know anything about love or how to identify it.”
 
   Draven considered that. “Nor do I. Do you think you’ve witnessed love?”
 
   “Yes.” She nodded. “I believe Heather and the duke love each other. I base my idea of love on them.”
 
   “Not your parents?”
 
   “Well, I’m certain my parents love each other, but there are other aspects to their love I am not and would rather not be privy to, but I can recognize it as something I want.”
 
   She hesitated, but Draven was sure what her next question would be.
 
   “Were your parents in love?”
 
   He shrugged, struggling to find a memory of them together. He spent so little time thinking of those days. It was easier that way. “It is only recently my mother has been well enough to leave her bed.” He could feel her gaze on his face. He felt uncomfortable sharing something so private, but with Anabelle, only complete honesty would do.
 
   “I’m sorry she was ill,” she said.
 
   “She wasn’t ill, not in any traditional way. My father died, and suddenly, she didn’t have the will to get up. I was sure she was going to die, too. I did everything in my power to prevent that, frequent visits with my sisters, fresh flowers daily… I read to her, had the girls perform plays for her and sing for her. Anything and everything to see the glimmer of a smile, to hope that she could care a little less for him and a little more for us. At least enough to keep living.” Draven clenched his jaw. The memories made him angry all over again.
 
   Anabelle was silent. He was upset now, that much she could tell. She was amazed he would share something so intimate with her, something so personal and obviously, painful. It was as if his façade was cracking, and underneath, there was a completely different man, a human. Ethan. He was hiding who he was or at least a very large part of himself.
 
   “I’m sorry. That must have been very difficult.” She wanted to reach out and touch him, but she wasn’t sure that was something he would want. There was still so much she didn’t know about him.
 
   “It’s in the past,” he said after releasing a tight breath.
 
   They had reached the park. It was a hive of activity. Draven wasn’t in the mood for such frolicking gaiety now. So much for his wooing abilities. Instead, their conversation was morbid and depressing. 
 
   “We don’t have to go. We can just drive about the city,” Anabelle offered. He looked positively wretched at the moment. She also hoped they would have more in-depth and revealing conversation.
 
   “I’d like that much more.” He flicked the reins and turned the Phaeton around. Backs to the park, they went down the opposite street in silence.
 
   Anabelle prayed he would say something, anything, but he remained quiet. She decided to introduce a lighter topic.
 
   “Will you stay in the city after the season?”
 
   “Usually, yes, but I think a visit to the country is in order. It has been some time since we’ve returned to the family home. It’s time to return. Do you enjoy the country?”
 
   “I do. Riding, fishing, hiking, and even shooting.”
 
   “Fishing?”
 
   Anabelle nodded proudly. “With two daughters, my father insisted on taking us fishing and shooting. My mother hated it, but Hazel and I enjoyed it very much. I’m quite the fisherman.” 
 
   “I will have to assess the fishing skills.” He smiled.
 
   Anabelle was pleased to see him smile, even if it was small and close-lipped. It wasn’t one of his miraculous and revealing smiles, but it was a smile nonetheless. They continued on, Anabelle doing the bulk of the talking and sharing, but it was still revealing, because he was very interested and amused by her childhood and growing up with a twin. He asked questions and listened intently, and when he dropped Anabelle off at her door and walked her up the steps, she felt like they were both a little closer to knowing each other. To understanding exactly who the other person was and maybe that was how one fell in love.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 20
 
   Draven pondered their conversation for days, aching over his own confession, but not regretting it. He had a new impression of Anabelle. That of a vivacious young girl who enjoyed being outdoors as much as any lad. He liked that. He was smiling as he pictured her while he escorted his mother and followed by his two sisters up the steps and knocked on her door.
 
   The butler answered, looking formidable and yet pleasant, and welcomed them in. They were escorted to the drawing room where three smiling faces turned to greet them. One fell.
 
   “Where is darling Raven?” Hazel said with overly dramatic disappointment.
 
   “I was not going to make such an absurd request as for them to bring their puppy, Hazel.” Lady Wellsford laughed and stood to greet her guests. The ladies settled in their seats and conversed cheerily. Draven watched in amusement as Mary and Felicity rushed to Anabelle and Hazel’s side. He was happy they liked her and Hazel, too. Being so close, he imagined they would share many occasions with Hazel and her future spouse. If Anabelle consented to marry him. 
 
   Lady Wellsford announced that tea would be had in the courtyard since the day was exceptionally lovely. The courtyard was more of a formal garden with trimmed hedges and rigidly kept beds of flowers. Benches were placed sporadically and a table had been set under the shade of the house. Tea and sandwiches were served. Draven was on his best behavior, doing well to keep his mother and Lady Wellsford smiling and laughing. Anabelle and Hazel entertained his sisters, but Draven would make a point to talk to Anabelle again, perhaps on one of the more distant benches. 
 
   His mother looked radiant today. She was dropping many hints about her hopes for him and Anabelle. He didn’t want to give her too much hope, he himself still unsure of whether he could win her hand. He knew that to do that he would need to win her heart, and that was where all his experience and intelligence fell short. Seducing he could manage in his sleep. He could bring a woman to completion with his fingertips, but the heart was another matter. The workings of a woman’s heart weren’t something he had cared to understand until now.
 
   As tea was finished and the sandwich plate cleared, Draven recommended an exploration of the garden while the mothers continued to chat. He offered his arm to Anabelle and she took it without hesitation. The hesitation was gone from her eyes. He accepted the win humbly. He was glad she no longer feared the idea of them being viewed as a couple, at least in the comfort of her home. His sisters ran ahead, Mary letting go of her reticence to chase Felicity around a bed of roses. Hazel even entered the foray when roses were plucked to become swords.
 
   Anabelle laughed at their antics and Draven used the distraction to draw her to a bench just out of earshot from the other three. She looked up at him and smiled, but there was a question in her eyes. 
 
   “I can’t sit alone with you? We’ve had very little time to be alone. It’s becoming tedious.” He attempted a mournful pout. “I miss touching you.”
 
   “You just had my arm.” She laughed softly.
 
   “That is not the kind of touching I want.”
 
   Her cheeks brightened to a lovely shade of pink and he felt a modicum of satisfaction. Was she thinking of their past touching?
 
   “You have been behaving admirably.”
 
   “It’s been a trial, I assure you.”
 
   She laughed again and looked out over the garden. 
 
   Draven watched her profile, greedily consuming the softness of her skin with his eyes, the gentle slope of her nose and the plump outline of her lips. He’d give his right eye to kiss her now, to pull her close and show her how much he craved to feel her body against his. He was desperate to get her alone, but that would be near impossible here, unless a miracle happened. He swore at that moment to take advantage of whatever opportunity presented itself.
 
   Felicity’s screeching filled the air and she ran to him, plopping herself on the bench between them and cowering into his sleeve.
 
   “There was a bee, Ethan!”
 
   He sighed. All his amorous inclinations evaporated. “We are in a garden, poppet. This is where bees work.”
 
   “That’s silly.” Felicity huffed in the kind of dramatic outrage only a child could achieve.
 
   “It is fact. The bee did not intend to bother you, nor you it. It’s long gone now, off to visit other flowers.”
 
   “Oh,” Felicity said dejectedly.
 
   Mary and Hazel joined them and Draven offered his seat to Hazel, who kindly refused. They returned to the drawing room at the behest of the mothers and accepted a fresh pot of tea. Draven was surrounded by women but was content to let them chatter around him, as long as he could simply stare at Anabelle. What he wouldn’t give to be alone with Anabelle. Mary’s voice cut through his thoughts.
 
   “He is always moody or brooding. Mother says that’s how he chooses to display his masculinity.”
 
   Draven felt a burning blush crawl up his neck to his face. “I beg your pardon?”
 
   Mary continued her deconstruction of him, addressing Anabelle and Hazel as if she were reviewing a painting. “I think it’s because he misses Papa. Papa always made Ethan smile or laugh. But now Papa isn’t here, so Ethan never smiles or laughs.”
 
   Draven felt as though all the air had been sucked out of the room. Anabelle was beside him, as still as a statue, and he himself wasn’t sure he moved or breathed. His vision darkened. He panicked and bolted from his seat. “Excuse me.”
 
   No one said a word as he left the drawing room.
 
   Anabelle watched stoically. She had never seen him so bothered. The girls, so innocent and oblivious to the effect of their perceptive observations, changed the subject to the mare about to foal and predictions of its coloring. Hazel shared a speaking glance with Anabelle, but Anabelle was at a loss. The mothers had returned to their conversation as well, though her mother was shooting her glances. 
 
   Anabelle stood awkwardly. “Please excuse me.” She didn’t know what she was doing or what she would say when she found him, but somehow, it was her duty to do so. She had an ache in her chest as she entered the foyer and looked about the hall. She kept picturing his face in her mind. The shock, the utter despair. Ethan. His sister had so lovingly referred to him as Ethan as she destroyed his carefully constructed wall. There was so much pain and anger in his face, unmasked before them all. He was still just a boy who wanted his father, and that boy was completely at odds with the man he presented, the villain he liked to play for fun, the rogue who spouted seductive words to her in the moonlight so long ago.
 
   Rogers, the footman, nodded in the direction of the servants hall leading to the back of the house and out to the mews. She nodded her thanks and followed it. She passed servants along the way who directed her to the mews and at last, she found him with the horses of all things, forehead pressed to the neck of a sturdy steed by the name of Maddox. Anabelle paused inside the shadows, a curious silence and emptiness filling the stable. It was deserted, or so it seemed. The workers must have fled at the sight of him.
 
   Anabelle stepped forward slowly, still nervous of her welcome, and what it was she was meant to do for him.
 
   “Did you come to ask me questions?” His voice reverberated in the silence.
 
   “No, not if you don’t want me to. I just wanted to see how you fared.”
 
   He didn’t respond.
 
   Anabelle stepped forward and rubbed Maddox’s nose. “This is Maddox.”
 
   “So I gathered.”
 
   Anabelle didn’t fault him for his temper. “He is an ornery sort, but my father loves him. He will be moved to the country permanently after the season.”
 
   Draven sighed and moved away from the horse but still kept a hand on his neck. “He is lucky then.”
 
   “He made his own luck. Most refuse to handle him. Our driver wanted to shoot him.”
 
   Draven snorted. “Good horse.”
 
   Anabelle mustered her courage and moved to Draven’s side of the stall door. “Perhaps you can take him off my father’s hands if you like him so much. You two would be quite the pair.”
 
   He turned and looked at her. His face was still hard and emotionless. “Are you comparing me to this horse?”
 
   “I can see a certain similarity.”
 
   “You find me difficult and stubborn?”
 
   “You deny it?”
 
   He narrowed his eyes at her. “Did you come here to insult me?”
 
   “No.” She looked around. “Did you scare everyone away?”
 
   “People who work with animals are often fine-tuned to the emotions of others. They scattered like mice when I entered.”
 
   “We are alone then?”
 
   “Yes.” He watched her carefully, his eyes taking on a mysterious glint. “What are you doing here, Anabelle?”
 
   “I came to find you. It was obvious you were upset by your sister.” She saw his jaw tense and he looked away from her. “We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to, but we should return to the others.”
 
   He looked back at her. “They sent you?”
 
   Anabelle shrugged lightly. “In a way.”
 
   He turned and faced her fully, stepping close to her. “They sent you alone?”
 
   Anabelle looked around. “It would seem so.”
 
   “Cheeky. Didn’t they know you would be in danger?”
 
   Anabelle scoffed. “Of what? I am in my own home. Would you ravish me at tea with your mother and sisters?”
 
   “We’re no longer in the presence of my mother and sisters.” His arm came around her and pulled her against him. “This is all I’ve wanted for days.”
 
   She put her hands up to his chest. Her hands stilled on the front of his coat and found themselves content to remain there. “You wouldn’t put my reputation at risk.”
 
   “You trust me? We would be forced to marry. That is what I want, isn’t it?”
 
   Anabelle felt short of breath. “You wouldn’t.”
 
   “No.” He chuckled. “I will have a proper yes from you. But, for now, I will steal a kiss.” He did just that. His lips claimed hers like a victory, confident and nimble.
 
   Anabelle didn’t have an ounce of fight. There was always something inside her that came to life and eagerly anticipated his touch. She couldn’t control it. She wasn’t even sure she could push him away if she wanted to—if she would ever want to.
 
   She opened her mouth, hungry for him and the kisses that would drive her to distraction. It had been so long, too long. She hadn’t realized she had missed it until now. How could she forget how exciting it felt to be pressed against him like this, to feel his arms around her like a cage of desire she never wanted to escape? Her arms slid over his shoulders and twisted behind his neck. She pressed herself even harder against him. She wanted to feel the warmth of him, the pressure of his hard chest against her breasts, the hot palms of his hands on her bare flesh.
 
   She was overwhelmed by the urge to get closer, to feel all of him against all of her. He groaned and tore his mouth way. He was panting into her neck, his breath hot and moist. Anabelle refused to let go of him. She didn’t want to stop just yet. She peppered his neck with kisses, exploring the line of his jaw daringly with her tongue. She smiled triumphantly when he vibrated against her.
 
   “Don’t do that.”
 
   “Do what?” She repeated the swirl of her tongue around the lobe of his ear.
 
   “Dammit, Anabelle. I want to pin you against the stall wall, lift your skirts, and sink into you. I swear, I will do it if you keep doing that.”
 
   Anabelle stopped. Her breathing was shallow and rapid, her heart beat frantically with the urge to be daring, but she couldn’t do it. Her body wanted to agree, but her head still had a firm grasp on reality.
 
   He eased her away from him, adjusting his jacket in front of him. “Now you know. There is a price to pay if you tempt the devil.”
 
   Anabelle still couldn’t catch her breath, so she just nodded.
 
   “Let’s return before they assume the worst of us.” He held out his arm and she took it. They were silent as they made their way back to the drawing room. Stopping in the hall, Anabelle checked her hair. Despite the rush of heat and desire in her body, her appearance was completely unchanged. They reentered the drawing room. Anabelle prayed she wouldn’t blush. It would be a dead giveaway. Amazingly, they were given no extra attention and after a few minutes, Lady Draven announced it was time to depart. Even after goodbyes were said and they departed, Anabelle was sure she would be questioned about the extent of her and Draven’s absence. They were not formally engaged. Surely, such an absence would not be excused.
 
   Not a word was said by her mother. Hazel gave her a curious look but said nothing more. Anabelle couldn’t believe her luck. Did they simply not notice? Or perhaps they didn’t appear to be gone that long? Whatever the case may be, it appeared everyone was on board with an engagement between her and Draven. But was she? Yes, she desired him. She couldn’t deny that. But she still faced the same questions. Could she marry him? And more importantly, could she love him?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 21
 
   Draven left that evening for an evening of gentlemanly pursuits. He met Rigsby at Whites, intending to cut himself free from the emotional rigors of the afternoon when he found himself staring at the bottom of his first glass of Brandy and thinking of nothing but Anabelle. This afternoon in the mews had been enlightening. She had come to him and he had dreaded it. He had expected his mother, or perhaps Mary, but instead, it was Anabelle. She didn’t ask questions about his father, she didn’t ask him anything at all. She had compared him to a horse and insulted him. But he liked it.
 
   He didn’t want to dwell on his feelings for his father. When he dwelled, the pain of those memories was unbearable. He preferred distraction. He preferred keeping his mind occupied with entertaining things like shocking innocents and irritating stuffy harridans. He liked the role he played in society. He liked not giving a damn about anything or anyone. But Anabelle had distracted him in another way, and he thoroughly enjoyed that, too. He enjoyed it so much, he almost did precisely as he wished to do with her in that stall, and that was the issue.
 
   He couldn’t take his intended wife against a stall, especially not for her first time. His ardor had been pushed beyond reason with the swirl of her tongue, and that meant that he was losing control. He needed to wed her as soon as possible, but with the season ending, and no agreement from her lips, he had precious few opportunities to press his suit. He could ask her outright, but what if she said no? He wasn’t convinced that she was persuaded and that terrified him. He needed to do something drastic, something completely unexpected that would guarantee her hand. But what?
 
   The strongest tool in his arsenal was the passion between them. How could he use that to his advantage? He looked to Rigsby, the only man he could trust with this matter without uttering a word to anyone else. He ordered another drink and took a deep breath. He was about to shock Rigsby with his confession.
 
   “Rigsby, I need your advice.”
 
   “Of course, you do. We both know I’m more intelligent than you.” Rigsby smirked. “What is it, old chap? A case of the crawlies in your smalls?”
 
   Draven shook his head and rolled his eyes. He underestimated Rigsby’s ability to be serious. “Enough. This is important.”
 
   Rigsby set his glass down and leaned forward. “I’m intrigued now.”
 
   Draven leaned forward too, not wanting to be overheard. “I’m going to ask Lady Anabelle for her hand.”
 
   Rigsby’s eyes widened. “Go on.”
 
   “She is not entirely convinced we will suit. I need to convince her otherwise. With passion.”
 
   “Ah. I see.” Rigsby leaned back in his chair.
 
   “Do you?” Draven said with surprise.
 
   “No. Not at all.”
 
   “I’ve been officially courting her as you know, but we’ve been… for longer than that.”
 
   Rigsby bolted forward again and whispered angrily, “Good god, man, with Lady Anabelle? Are you mad?”
 
   “It hasn’t gone that far,” Draven growled. “I’m not a reprobate.”
 
   Rigsby leaned back again and sighed. “What is it you want of me?”
 
   “I’ve never wooed before. I’ve never had to play the romantic. Tell me what to do. I want her to be so overcome, she couldn’t possibly say no.”
 
   Rigsby rolled his eyes heavenward. “Have you tried telling her your true feelings?”
 
   Draven frowned. “She knows my intentions are honorable.”
 
   “Don’t be thick, Draven. Have you told her you loved her? It’s bloody obvious you do.”
 
   Draven blinked. “Beg pardon.”
 
   Rigsby covered his face with his hands in exasperation. “Are you blind? For weeks, you’ve been panting after her like a dog. You stalk her at engagements. You’ve been stealing her away for dalliance. You haven’t been yourself at all. You’ve gone mad for her. If that isn’t the insanity of love, I don’t know what is. You’ve never been this way over a woman. You are in love, Draven. You are one of the many men rogues like me pity and desperately hope we never become.”
 
   Draven was silent. His first instinct was to vehemently deny everything, but then it started to sink in. He was in love… with Anabelle… He didn’t recognize this emotion. Lust he knew—passion, desire, want—those were emotions he was comfortable with when dealing with women. But love? Was this love?
 
   “I’ve completely flummoxed you, haven’t I? I told you I was the smarter of us. I doubt I’m the only who’s noticed.”
 
   Draven shook his head. He wasn’t following what Rigsby was saying anymore. His mind was completely occupied by one word. Love. He was in love. A curious feeling spread through him. A tingling, almost frightening reaction in his body. A crazed giddiness followed. He actually felt like laughing aloud. He was mad, he was mad for Anabelle, and apparently, that madness was the result of love. He stood abruptly. “I have to go.”
 
   “Go. Tell your woman you love her. Get married, have babies, kiss your bachelor ways goodbye.”
 
   Draven just turned and walked away. He didn’t know where he was going, but he sure as hell didn’t want to explore this terrifying and enlightening new knowledge in Whites. He had a lot of thinking to do and drinking. He needed the solace of his study. He needed absolute quiet to understand what he was feeling, because ultimately, he needed to express it to Anabelle and he had no bloody idea how to do it.
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Anabelle had received a letter from Draven’s mother. It said far more than she would ever have dared to ask about Draven and his relationship with his father and confirmed what she already suspected. Draven’s home had been filled with love, and that love had centered on a man that must have been truly amazing to know. A father, a friend. Ethan, as his mother referred to him in the letter, had been hit hardest by his death. She wrote of her own grief, of her inability to go on without the man who had taken her heart when he died, but it was Ethan who kept her alive, Ethan who locked away his own grief in order to save her from her own. She regrets having given so much of herself to her grief that she did not notice how he was managing his, how he locked away his smiles and laughter, how he built a wall around his heart, and only bitterness and cynicism were allowed through. She almost thought it was too late to save him, until one day he started talking of new acquaintances, his words unconsciously returning to Lady Anabelle time and time again. When a son begins talking of a woman, a mother knows to listen.
 
   Anabelle was at first uncomfortable reading the letter. She didn’t feel she had the right to know such personal things about him and his family, but she kept reading, and by the end, she was crying, and she was hurting for Draven and his mother. She was hurting for little Felicity, who never had the opportunity to know her wonderful father, and she was hurting for poor Mary, who did know him, but still lost him so young. She wept for all of them, and then she cried for herself because she didn’t know what to do. 
 
   Her emotions were a jumble, but she finally understood all that Draven was. What he displayed was only a fraction of his true self, and it appeared she brought out his better side. His mother was crediting her with his growing happiness and Anabelle wasn’t sure she deserved such credit. She had fought so hard not to like him, not to know anything about him. She had not wanted to care for him in any way, but somehow, over the few months since she first met him, she did care. She cared a great deal and that frightened her.
 
   It was one thing to enjoy his expert touches. She accepted that as part of her own baser nature, but now she cared for him, truly cared for him. In a way that she had never cared for anyone before. She didn’t know what to do with these feelings. They frightened her in their intensity. She didn’t know where to begin to understand them. She thought about telling Hazel all but couldn’t find the courage. She cried off from their evening plans and stayed in her room. She read the letter again and again, hoping for some clarity, but in the end, she fell asleep as confused as before, though not as frightened, by the responsibility of the information she now had of Draven.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 22
 
   That afternoon, after returning from afternoon calls, Anabelle arrived home with her mother and sister to find a package awaiting her. She took it to her room to open it as well as change. Hazel followed her. She helped Anabelle out of her dress and then sat on her bed and waited patiently while Anabelle put on her dressing gown.
 
   “What is it?” Anabelle asked. She knew what her sister wanted, but wanted to goad her anyway.
 
   “Open it. This mystery has gone on long enough.”
 
   “Mystery?” Anabelle turned away and pretended to look for something in a dresser drawer.
 
   “Oh, for heaven’s sake.” Hazel snatched the package off the table and ripped open the paper.
 
   “Hazel that is mine.”
 
   “It’s a book,” Hazel said disappointedly.
 
   “So it is.” Anabelle snatched it from her sister’s hand and looked at the cover. “The Dictionary of Flowers.” Anabelle read aloud. The book was French and recently published. 
 
   Hazel sat up straighter. “Flowers to convey messages! Draven said that!”
 
   “You don’t know it is from him,” Anabelle returned. Of course, it was from him. There was no accompanying note to indicate him, or anyone for that matter, but she knew it was from him.
 
   “Of course, it’s from Draven. No other man would completely ignore proprietary rules like him.”
 
   Anabelle ignored her sister. Her eyes caught on the box of dried flowers by her window. Sweet Pea and White Clover. Anabelle paged through the book until she found their meanings. Sweet Pea meant pleasures and White Clover meant think of me. Think of me and pleasures. Her cheeks felt warm— in fact, her whole body felt warm. She turned her back to Hazel and closed her eyes.
 
   “Well?” Hazel said behind her.
 
   Anabelle held the book out behind her. “Look for yourself.”
 
   Hazel took the book and did precisely that. There was a moment of silence and then a gasp. “That scoundrel!” Hazel laughed delightedly.
 
   Anabelle turned to her sister in astonishment. “You find this amusing?”
 
   “It’s more than amusing, sister.” Hazel plopped on the bed and began paging through the book. “I wonder how many other arrangements we’ve received have special meaning.”
 
   “I don’t wish to know.” Anabelle cringed. She waited for Hazel to say more, to ask uncomfortable questions, and analyze her answers like a suspicious governess, but all Hazel did was continue to turn pages in the book contentedly.
 
   “I have a headache, do you mind going to your own room? You may take the book if you wish.” Anabelle sighed wearily. She had a stomach full of knots and wished to lie down.
 
   “Certainly.” Hazel barely spared her a glance and left her in peace.
 
   Anabelle was grateful, but then again, her own turbulent mind was no solace. She snuggled into her pillows and closed her eyes. She wasn’t surprised the flowers were from Draven anymore, nor by what they said. They had shared many intimacies now and it no longer shocked her. But why give her the book now? What did it mean? Her head did hurt. The confusion and guessing made her temples throb painfully. 
 
   The season was ending, and soon she and her family would return to their country seat and enjoy the summer. Would she see him at all? Did she want to? She thought of their last kiss, of the way her body had ached with need and longing. She had missed him, she realized. She wanted to be near him, she wanted to be close to him, she even wanted to hear his voice. She was surprised by this revelation. There was a time not long ago when she dreaded the sight of him and now…? She wanted him. She’d never felt like this before, not with a man. Was this what she had been looking for? Was this the beginning of love? She never would have imagined feeling this way for him, but here she was. When had she changed her mind? Was it the letter, or the gradual way they came to know each other? She sat up, unable to find any rest while her mind whirled with these thoughts.
 
   It was time to really consider everything she was feeling and if it was enough to mean marriage. Not just any marriage, but the kind of marriage she wanted. Could she love Draven? And was Draven capable of love? She agonized for hours over this thought until she was out of time and she had to prepare for the evening’s festivities. Everything she knew about him had changed, except the way she felt in his arms. Perhaps if she saw him tonight, with this new view of him, she would finally know. Her stomach fluttered with invisible butterflies at the thought. 
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The following afternoon, Anabelle sat at her vanity and admitted to disappointment. Draven was not at the ball last night, and she had no idea why. Didn’t he understand how little time they had left? How was she to know if she could marry him if he was absent from every avenue in which they could meet? Sullen and petulant, she ignored the knock on her door.
 
   Her maid entered anyway and informed her that her presence was requested in the drawing room. Lucy and Thea were coming for tea, and they had also planned a short walk to the park. Anabelle mustered an amiable attitude and went downstairs. Hazel was already there, chatting loudly with Lucy about some sort of club.
 
   “I have no idea of what you speak. Afternoon, Anabelle!” Lucy rose and kissed her cheek.
 
   “Good afternoon, Lucy and Thea. Sorry that I’m late to tea.”
 
   “It’s perfectly fine.” Lucy took her seat and poured Anabelle a cup.
 
   “I was reminding Lucy of our idea we had of forming a club. Do you remember?”
 
   “A club?” Anabelle frowned. “I can’t say that I do.”
 
   “I remember, but we couldn’t decide on a name,” Thea added.
 
   “Well, Anabelle has this book, a dictionary of the meaning of flowers. It’s quite interesting and it struck me that our club name could be a secret name by using the name of a flower symbolically.”
 
   Lucy’s brow furrowed. “I’m not sure I follow. How did you come about this book?”
 
   Hazel shared a quick glance with Anabelle. “We bought it. I find it fascinating.”
 
   “Interesting. Shall we have a look?”
 
   Hazel fetched the book from her room and the four girls squished together on the sofa to look at it. Anabelle fetched a pencil and paper to write down names they liked.
 
   “I still don’t understand why we need a club,” Lucy mused.
 
   “For fun. Men have their clubs. We can have our own. We can send post to each other under the club name. It will all be very cloak and dagger,” Hazel said excitedly.
 
   “And what about the other members of our club. Rose, Charlotte, and Heather are not in town.” 
 
   “We will write to them. I’m sure if we come up with something meaningful and clever, they will like it.”
 
   There was silence as they flipped through the pages. Occasional flowers were said aloud with their meanings and Anabelle made note of them.
 
   “Cactus: endurance, my heart burns with love,” Thea announced.
 
   Anabelle, Hazel, and Lucy grimaced. 
 
   “Sounds prickly,” Lucy quipped.
 
   Thea scowled. “Cactus are prickly. What would you suggest?”
 
   “Columbine: resolved to win,” Lucy said confidently.
 
   Thea rolled her eyes.
 
   “How about Corchorus? It means impatience of happiness,” Hazel recommended
 
   The others shook their head in the negative.
 
   “Hollyhock: female ambition,” Lucy tried.
 
   “It suits you very well, but certainly not me,” Thea returned.
 
   Lucy shrugged. “Exactly. You should be more ambitious on the marriage mart. We all should.” 
 
   “Lilac: beauty and pride,” Anabelle interceded. “We all have that in spades.”
 
   “I’ve got it,” Hazel said triumphantly. She took the book from Lucy’s hands. “I saw it last night. It’s more sentimental, but I think it sums up our mutual desires perfectly. It’s everywhere, so we can send pressed leaves to each other in our letters to boost morale.”
 
   “Well, what is it?” Lucy said impatiently.
 
   Hazel found the page and tapped her finger under the name.
 
   The other three leaned closer to look.
 
   “Ivy?” Thea said with uncertainty.
 
   “The Ivy Society,” Hazel announced. “Wedded love, fidelity, friendship, and affection.”
 
   The three others leaned back.
 
   “I like it,” Anabelle said.
 
   “So do I.” Thea nodded.
 
   Lucy tilted her head to the side and squinted. “I think I like it, too. It’s not ostentatious, and Ivy is quite common. I was partial to Rhododendron: danger, beware, I am dangerous.”
 
   “Oh, Lucy.” Thea sighed, and then broke into laughter. Anabelle and Hazel followed suit.
 
   Lucy laughed as well. “I thought it quite fitting, but The Ivy Society it is.” She raised her teacup. “To wedded love, fidelity to ourselves, each other, and the men destined to wed us—God bless them, and to friendship and affection.”
 
   The ladies laughed and raised their tea cups. Rogers interrupted them, carrying yet another mysterious box.
 
   “This arrived for Lady Anabelle.”
 
   “Thank you, Rogers.” Anabelle took the box. 
 
   Hazel leaned into her side nosily. “Who is it from?”
 
   Anabelle looked over the box. “It doesn’t say,” Anabelle said casually. She didn’t want to open it in front of everyone, but three pairs of eyes were watching her curiously. She sighed and untied the ribbon. She had a very good guess as to whom it was from, but didn’t know what she would find inside. She held her breath as she opened the box, turning her body to block their view.
 
   “Well?” Lucy said demandingly.
 
   Anabelle looked down at the vibrant red tulips tied with a ribbon. She couldn’t speak. They were gorgeous and certain to have some sort of cold meaning behind them. 
 
   Hazel lurched from the sofa and came around her to stare down at the box. She was silent for a moment. “Hand me the book, please.” She held out her hand. Lucy and Thea bolted to their feet to look in the box. Lucy handed the book to Hazel.
 
   “Red tulips?” Thea said curiously.
 
   Hazel frantically flipped through the pages and froze as she skimmed the page. Anabelle didn’t bother to look up. She stared at the tulips, her lungs begging for her to take a breath. She inhaled slowly, her heart ticking like passing seconds.
 
   Hazel wasn’t speaking. Lucy looked over her shoulder at the book impatiently. “Tulips: red… declaration of love?” She gasped. “Who are these from?” She covered her mouth. “Never mind, I know exactly who they are from. Oh, Anabelle!”
 
   Anabelle’s head snapped up. “You don’t know who they are from any more than I do,” she demurred.
 
   Lucy put her hands on her hips. “Don’t pretend to be daft. They’re from Draven, the man who is openly courting you, the man who has never courted a woman in his life. The same man who taunts society’s rules, called the Earl of Clive, a pompous ass to his face, and told Lady Jersey she was queen of the dragons. He is sending you messages through flowers, for which you already have a book to decode with,” she tossed a glare at Hazel, “and that message is that he loves you. I think I might faint.” Lucy turned and sat on the sofa. “If a frog hopped up to me and sang a jaunty tune, I would be less shocked.”
 
   “It’s so romantic!” Thea said dreamily.
 
   Hazel still hadn’t spoken. Anabelle looked up at her. “What do you think?”
 
   Hazel shrugged weakly. “Does it matter what I think?”
 
   “Yes,” Anabelle said imploringly.
 
   Hazel resumed her seat, as did Thea. Hazel took her sisters hand. “I think that despite his rather callous ways and words, he wants to make it clear that he feels very strongly for you. He has changed a lot since we first met him.”
 
   “I don’t think he’s changed, I think he has let us see who he really is,” Anabelle confided.
 
   “I believe he cares for you, Anabelle,” Hazel said.
 
   “Are you going to marry him?” Thea asked.
 
   Anabelle twisted her lips. “I don’t know yet.”
 
   “Well, take your time deciding. See what else he does to convince you. It’s rather entertaining to see such a man fall so hard.” Lucy smiled encouragingly.
 
   Anabelle sighed and relented to confessing a small measure of her reservations. “But, do you think it’s real? Or is he manipulating me into giving in? I want to believe that the part of himself he is revealing now is really him, a gentler, kinder side, but what if it isn’t? What if he is pretending just to get what he wants?”
 
   Lucy considered her words. “I’ve known Draven for quite some time, so I will say this. Draven doesn’t bother to pretend for the sake of others. He really is who he is. That means that yes, he can be cold and arrogant, but if he is showing a softer side, then that is what he is capable of.” 
 
   Anabelle nodded though she was still uncertain. 
 
   Shortly after, Lucy and Thea left. Anabelle kept her tulips in the back of her mind but resisted the urge to retreat to her room and wallow in her emotions. The next day, however, at the exact same time in the afternoon, more flowers arrived. They had just returned from shopping and Hazel spotted the arrangement in the foyer first, elbowing Anabelle. Anabelle saw the arrangement and panicked. Hazel grabbed their mother and practically pulled her up the stairs. Anabelle grabbed the small vase of red Camellia and thrust it behind her back. She followed her mother and sister slowly and fled up the stairs once they entered the drawing room. In her room, she set the vase down and stared at it. Hazel joined her after a minute.
 
   “Where’s mother?”
 
   “She wanted to go change. Father just returned home.” Hazel pulled the book from her pocket. “Is that Camellia?”
 
   “I think so.” Anabelle hesitated.
 
   “I shall ask the gardener so we can be sure we are decoding these correctly.”
 
   “Who would have thought flowers needed to be decoded?” Anabelle mused.
 
   “Leave it to Draven to scintillate something usually innocent,” Hazel replied with a smirk. She paged through the book until she found the right page. Her eyebrows shot up. “Red Camellia means you are a flame in my heart.” She smiled widely at Anabelle. 
 
   Anabelle blushed scarlet and turned away. “I cannot believe he is doing this.”
 
   “I can. It’s outrageous and scandalous. Sounds just like him.”
 
   “But is it sincere?” Anabelle laughed in disbelief. She put her hands to her warm cheeks to sooth them as she looked out her window.
 
   “He wouldn’t bother to do it if it wasn’t. Lucy was accurate when she summed him up yesterday.”
 
   Anabelle closed her eyes. Elation thrummed inside her. She couldn’t fight the excitement. This was beyond mere wooing. He was telling her something, showing her more of himself, and she was both afraid and jubilant to see where it was leading.
 
   The next day arrived, Anabelle and Hazel waited anxiously as the afternoon approached. Same time as yesterday and the day before, another bouquet arrived. This time it was lavender. Anabelle breathed in the soothing fragrance. She turned to Hazel, who was scrolling through pages.
 
   “Well?”
 
   Hazel gave her a wobbly smile. “Love, devotion. Oh, Anabelle. This is like something from a fairy tale.”
 
   Anabelle hid her smile behind the flowers. This was so much more than what she had been looking for. When she had watched Heather and the duke marry, she could only guess at the sort of emotions they must be feeling, but this was surreal. 
 
   The next day, it was red Chrysanthemums for love, then Hibiscus, meaning consumed by love. On the sixth day, a dozen red roses, meaning I love you. This occurred directly in front of her mother and father who had returned home seconds before the flowers arrived. Anabelle could only shrug helplessly when her parents asked about them. They shared an unconvinced glance but carried on nonetheless. 
 
   On the seventh day, at the appointed time, Anabelle made sure her parents were thoroughly occupied by Hazel and waited in the shadows of the hall for Rogers. She was startled when the door knocker thumped on the door. She went to the railing and looked into the front hall where Wilton was arriving at the door. He pulled it open and there stood Draven. Anabelle froze. They were speaking softly, but soon, Wilton waved Draven in and led the way to the stairs. Anabelle bolted to the drawing room, then pivoted and ran down the hall before they would see her. She slipped into a closet just as they arrived at the top of the stairs. Wilton was most likely escorting Draven to the drawing room. To her horror, they passed the drawing room and Anabelle held her breath and watched through the crack she left open. They passed by her without notice, and judging by the tread of their steps, entered her father’s study.
 
   Why was Draven meeting with her father?
 
   Wilton passed by, no doubt to fetch her father from the dining room where Hazel was making an outlandish argument for getting a puppy. She tiptoed out of the closet after she could no longer see Wilton’s head above the stairs. She hurried back to the drawing room, her heart beating fiercely in her chest and her lungs suddenly unable to take a full breath. She scurried to the sofa and tried to look calm should anyone come in. She was not disappointed. Her mother and Hazel soon arrived. 
 
   “Did you see Lord Draven arrive?” her mother asked.
 
   “Why, no? Why ever would he be here?” Anabelle feigned ignorance.
 
   Hazel trailed behind their mother and widened her eyes in alarm.
 
   “I would hope to see you,” their mother answered and took a seat. “Hazel, do you know anything?” Lady Wellsford narrowed her eyes.
 
   “Why would I know anything?” Hazel said. “I’m not the one he is courting. Perhaps he is here to see father about a horse. Surely, he would have sent proper notice if he were here to spend chaperoned time with Anabelle?”
 
   Lady Wellsford didn’t look convinced. “We shall see.” 
 
   They sat without speaking. The only sounds the ticking of the clock on the mantle and the ambient noise of the street outside. They were so quiet that they heard every step of approaching persons from the study. Anabelle clasped her hands together in her lap and her gaze shot to Hazel. Hazel was already staring at her with eyes the size of saucers.
 
   “Erh, um,” Lord Wellsford cleared his throat. 
 
   All three ladies looked up at once.
 
   “Lord Draven has sought my permission to speak with Anabelle,” he paused. “Alone. Lady Wellsford, Hazel, will you join me in the study?”
 
   “Certainly, Hazel, come dear.”
 
    Lady Wellsford and Hazel smiled politely at Draven as they filed past him. The door was pulled closed, but not completely shut. Anabelle met his gaze timidly as he strolled forward. She felt like her heart was beating in her throat. He knelt down on one knee before her and pulled a small bouquet from his side.
 
   “A posy of Bluebells for my Belle.” He smiled crookedly.
 
   Anabelle felt giddy laughter bubble up inside her, but she held it in. “I suppose there is meaning for these flowers, too?” She was breathless.
 
   He nodded. “A simple meaning really, but one so very important. Bluebells represent humility. I come to you, bared to my metaphorical skin. There is nothing left of me you cannot have. I come to you humbled, naked, and begging for you to have mercy on this exposed heart of mine. Be my wife, Anabelle. Give me your hand, promise your life to me, and I will do everything I am capable of to be sure you never have a moment of regret. I can’t promise I will always be the man you want me to be. But I swear I will be the man you will always need.” He stopped.
 
   Anabelle wasn’t sure when she had last taken a breath. She tried to inhale, but it was shaky at best.
 
   “Please, Anabelle,” he whispered.
 
   She was nodding before she even realized she was moving. “Yes,” she whispered.
 
   His arms crushed her against him, and he kissed her savagely. His ardor would have scared her accept she was overwhelmed with a rush of emotion. It crashed inside her like waves. Happiness, astonishment, jubilation—she was stunned beyond words, beyond movement even. His enthusiasm washed over her until finally he pulled away.
 
   “I’m sorry, I was just so… relieved.”
 
   A huff of laughter escaped her. She cleared her throat and tried to find her voice.
 
   “Say something. Anything,” he urged.
 
   “I—I don’t know what to say.”
 
   He stroked her arms up and down and smiled. “It’s okay. You’ve already said the one word I was desperate to hear.
 
   Anabelle felt like she was dreaming. Who was this man before her? He looked like Draven, he sounded like Draven, but his eyes were filled with a light she had never seen before, and his smile so tender, it made her heart ache. She must be dreaming, because he was the man of her dreams.
 
   “I shouldn’t like to test your father’s patience.” Draven stepped away from her. 
 
   Anabelle felt the loss of his nearness like a sudden cold draft. “I’m sure they are close by. I’ll see who is in the hall.” She hurried to the door and poked her head out. Hazel was sitting on the top step.
 
   “Hazel?” Anabelle whispered. “What are you doing?”
 
   Hazel twisted towards her. “I’m guarding the door so you can have an adequate moment of privacy. Did he propose?” she whispered excitedly.
 
   Anabelle nodded.
 
   “Well? What did you say?” Hazel grinned.
 
   All Anabelle did was grin back. Her smile was so wide it hurt her cheeks. Hazel jumped to her feet and ran to embrace Anabelle.
 
   Anabelle laughed and disengaged from her sister.
 
   “Father is waiting with champagne.” 
 
   “You can tell them they can join us now.” Anabelle held her sister’s hands.
 
   Hazel turned her head in the direction of the stairs leading to the upper floor. “You can let her go, Father!” she hollered.
 
   Her mother’s voice could be heard shushing and bickering with their father as they descended the stairs. Anabelle and Hazel retreated to the drawing room and Hazel gave Draven a swift hug.
 
   “I never would have thought that one day we would be family. Do you wish to reconsider?” Hazel teased.
 
   Lord and Lady Wellsford entered then, and congratulations were given, a special bottle of brandy opened and shared between Lord Wellsford and Draven, while Wilton uncorked a bottle of champagne for the ladies. Anabelle could barely form two words, but she couldn’t stop smiling.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 23
 
   It was the end of the season and the engagement ball in honor of Lady Anabelle and Lord Draven. It was the first ball to be held at the Draven residence since the passing of the late Lord Draven. Society arrived in droves, eager to see the besotted couple and satiate their curiosity over Lady Draven, who had all, but disappeared after her husband’s death.
 
   Lady Draven was beaming with pride as her son’s betrothal was announced and the couple took to the floor. It was a love match, it was whispered, though others proclaimed that Lord Draven was far too sensible or cold to fall in love. Lady Anabelle was the catch of the season, but then again, so was Draven if he had shown any interest in getting married. Society was delightedly surprised by the betrothal and wished the couple well. The only disappointment heard was that the wedding would not be large and in town, but instead, held at the Wellford estate with only family and select friends in attendance.
 
   This had been Anabelle’s wish. The ball was an overheated monstrosity, and it only affirmed more that she wanted a wedding that was small and meaningful, not a social extravaganza. Her mother had been slightly disappointed, but she was buoyed when Hazel reminded her she still had one unmarried daughter left. 
 
   Draven was quiet. He resembled the man he was before, but Anabelle attributed it to the discomfort from the overwhelming attention they were both receiving. He disappeared shortly after their dance and Anabelle assumed he needed some fresh air, or perhaps a moment of peace to smoke a cigar. 
 
   As time passed, she kept looking for him, but it was impossible to discern anyone’s identity beyond immediate faces when the room was a sea of people. She was in good company with Hazel, Lucy, and Thea to converse with, but she wanted to be near him. They had little chance to see each other in the time between his proposal and now. They had dinner with his family again, and then Anabelle was monopolized by her mother over the preparations for the engagement ball and preparing for the wedding.
 
   Though it was a much smaller affair now, her mother still insisted on nothing less than perfection in every detail. Anabelle had been to fitting after fitting. She and Hazel’s dress would be delivered tomorrow, and they would leave town the following day. Anabelle knew from Draven’s mother that his sisters would leave tomorrow with their nanny and governess, and Lady Draven would leave the following day. Anabelle’s ancestral home was a solid day’s carriage ride from London, often arriving well after dark. Lady Draven had insinuated that their home was closer, but the roads could be slower if heavy rains had fallen. 
 
   Anabelle wondered what Draven’s home looked like. Her curiosity would not be eased until her wedding night. They would have a week together. During that week, Lady Draven and his sisters had been invited to stay at Anabelle’s home. She would have a week with Draven all to herself. The thought was exciting, and a tad terrifying. Her life was going to change dramatically in such a short time.
 
   She looked around for him again, hoping that by now he had found the courage to return again. She was growing irritated, though why, she didn’t fully understand. It wasn’t as though he were doing something that would displease her. He was probably trapped in conversation with someone of which he couldn’t offend. Many of Lady Draven’s relations had come to town specifically for this event.
 
   “Is something amiss?” Hazel asked. “You should be smiling, and you are not smiling.”
 
   “I can’t find Draven,” Anabelle confessed.
 
   “Well, of course not. In this crush, I’m not sure I could find my feet.” Hazel shifted her stance to avoid being assaulted by a passing gentleman’s very rounded stomach.
 
   “It’s more than that. He has been gone a while now. I thought at one’s engagement ball, one spent most of the time with ones betrothed.”
 
   Hazel twisted her lips in a sympathetic grimace. “I wouldn’t rightly know. I’m sure he is just lost among the crowd. Let us find a better vantage point.” She linked elbows with Anabelle and they attempted to wade through the crowd. They were about half way through when they found a familiar face.
 
   “Lord Rigsby!” Hazel cheered. “Be a dear and help us to the doorway.”
 
   “You can’t run away yet,” he quipped.
 
   “I’m looking for Draven. Have you seen him?” Anabelle tried to not sound worried.
 
   “I’m afraid Lady Osbold’s dress ate him. I’ve seen it consume three people since she arrived.” He deadpanned.
 
   Hazel laughed. Anabelle was less than amused but attempted a smile. “Is that so?”
 
   Her smile must not have been convincing.
 
   Rigsby shouldered his way closer and bent to her ear. “He is in his study. I left him there an hour ago. I’d leave him be, his mood was less than civil.”
 
    Anabelle looked up at him with a frown. “Why?”
 
   Rigsby shrugged. “Honestly, I haven’t the faintest idea why.”
 
   Anabelle nodded her thanks and made a determined stride for the doorway leading to the main hall. Hazel followed her issuing apologies to those they passed. Gaining freedom from the ballroom, Anabelle headed straight for the stairs. She didn’t know where precisely his study was, but she was sure she could find it or find a servant who knew. Hazel pulled her to a halt at the bottom of the stairs.
 
   “What is it?” Anabelle said testily.
 
   “That’s precisely what I would like to know. Where are we going, what are we doing?” Hazel replied tartly.
 
   “I’m going to find Draven. You can help or you can return. It is entirely up to you.”
 
   “You can’t go wandering off alone in search of your fiancé.”
 
   “Then come with, but I will speak to him alone.” Anabelle turned and bolted up the stairs. 
 
   Hazel caught her again at the top. “What is going on between you two?”
 
   Anabelle shrugged. “I don’t know. He was so wonderful after the proposal, and then tonight he was so silent and reserved. I’m not going to wait and find out which Draven I will encounter on our wedding day.”
 
   Hazel let go of her arm and Anabelle strode down the hall she paused at each door to look inside the room. Library, sitting room, and then finally a locked door, which didn’t block the distinct smell of cigar smoke.
 
   “What do you want me to do, Anabelle?” Hazel whispered.
 
   “Go back to the party. Keep Mother and Father and anyone else oblivious of my absence.”
 
   Hazel pressed her lips together firmly but nodded and returned to the stairs. Anabelle knocked on the door softly. There was no answer. She knocked again more firmly. “It’s me.”
 
   She didn’t hear a sound, but the lock on the door clicked. She tried the handle and it turned. Slowly opening the door, she found only darkness with pools of moonlight spilling through the windows. She blinked rapidly as she slipped inside the door and closed it behind her. She turned the key. She looked around as her eyes adjusted and found him leaning back against the front of the desk, jacket, waistcoat, and cravat gone. His white shirt practically glowed in the room. His head was bent forward, his features shadowed and unreadable. She didn’t even know if he was looking at her.
 
   “What are you doing here alone?” he said quietly.
 
   “That’s exactly what I came to find out. Why am I alone at our engagement ball?” She moved further into the study, the shapes and shadows becoming recognizable as tables, lamps, and chairs.
 
   “I beg your pardon?” he said darkly.
 
   She didn’t like his tone. It was all too familiar as the arrogant, insulting Draven she had first met at the Endervale summer party. That seemed so long ago now. 
 
   “You disappeared after our dance. Did you have any intention of returning or did you find the party not to your liking?”
 
   “I need to be alone right now. I’m sorry, Anabelle. This is difficult for me.”
 
   She stepped forward angrily. “Difficult for you?” Her voice rose. “What exactly is difficult about being by my side tonight? Is it so strenuous to play the gentleman? To be kind and thoughtful to me and your guests?”
 
   He brought his hands up to his face. “Anabelle, please,” he muffled.
 
   “Is it an act then? The wooing, the meaningful flowers, and the things you said? Are they all part of an elaborate scheme to simply get what you want?” She stepped before him now, no longer willing to let him block her out. She pulled his hands down. “Tell me the truth.”
 
   “You want the truth?” he growled.
 
   “I damn well deserve it.” She could smell the liquor on his breath.
 
   He stood up straight. “The truth is, it’s all difficult. Every day, every missive I sign in his title, every duty that is now mine. It’s all difficult. It’s not the tasks, it’s not the tedious meetings with my manager that are difficult. It’s his absence. We used to do it all together, side by side, and now I’m making the biggest decision of my life, one of the happiest I will ever make, and he isn’t here. He won’t see me stand at the alter with you. He won’t hold my mother as she cries with joy. He won’t walk my sisters down the aisle to their future husbands. He is gone. He won’t be there for any of those moments.”
 
   Anabelle shook her head. “Who—”
 
   He grabbed her by the shoulders and spun her to face the mantle. He pointed over her shoulder to the portrait above it. A portrait barely visible in the moonlight, but Anabelle could clearly see it was of a man. 
 
   Tears welled in her eyes. “Oh…” 
 
   “My father was the greatest man I’ve ever known, and he will be absent for the greatest moments of my life.” His words sounded choked.
 
   Anabelle was glad she couldn’t see his face. If she did, she would fall apart. He missed his father. He wanted his father to be here. Her heart ached for him.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she uttered. She turned in his hold and hugged him, burying her head in his shoulder. 
 
   “I’m sorry, too. I had no intention of hurting you, but as I was standing there, I couldn’t stop thinking of him, couldn’t stop picturing him beside my mother smiling. I had to leave and then I couldn’t find the courage to come back.”
 
   Anabelle squeezed him tightly. “I understand. It’s fine now.” She tilted her head up to look at him. She still couldn’t see all his features, but she could feel his eyes on her. They were both silent for a long time.
 
    “You look like a moonlight angel again. Tempting me to sin.” 
 
   “I believe it was you who was tempting me.” 
 
   He dipped his head and brushed her lips with his.
 
   There was a knock on the door. 
 
   “Time has run out,” Hazel said in a loud whisper.
 
   “Damn it to hell,” Draven grumbled.
 
   Anabelle smiled and pulled away. She held out her hand. “We can go back together.”
 
   He took her hand, and together they left the study. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 24
 
   The morning was perfect. Mist hovered over the lawn as the sun breached the line of trees, and the chirping of birds woke Anabelle. She opened her eyes slowly, the light weak and rosy. She smiled and rolled to her side to face her window. The lacy curtains billowed softly, the air cool and fresh but not so cold to keep one in bed. It beckoned her to rise, to breathe deeply of the morning air and welcome the day. This day would be unlike any other day. 
 
   This day was her wedding day.
 
   Lady Draven and his sisters had arrived yesterday. Draven would be arriving this morning. Most of the preparations were done. Garland of flowers decorated the stairs, servants likely already awake and bustling about. With excitement, Anabelle rose from the bed and slipped into her dressing gown. Her mother had a tight schedule running this morning, beginning with breakfast. Anabelle would stay in her room to break her fast, and Hazel would be joining her. Anabelle thought it would be nice if Mary and Felicity did, too. 
 
   There was a knock on the door. Her maid entered to be sure she was up and dressed before allowing two footmen to bring in a table and chairs. Hazel followed shortly, carrying two mugs of chocolate. Mary and Felicity arrived shortly after, escorted by their nanny. Anabelle shooed her away and insisted the girls would be adequately supervised.
 
   They were pink-cheeked with excitement, happy to be included in Anabelle’s special day. Anabelle made sure they had a special place in the ceremony, Mary wearing a beautiful gown becoming of her age and holding Anabelle’s train. Felicity would go before them sprinkling flower petals. Anabelle wanted them to like her. She wasn’t taking their brother away, she was becoming another member of their family. Yesterday, after Lady Draven had arrived and settled in, she and Anabelle had gone for an evening walk in the garden. Janet, as she insisted Anabelle now call her, told her stories of Draven as a boy, causing an awful raucous for the household and how his father encouraged him. Anabelle laughed at her vision of Draven as a boy and secretly hoped she would give him a son just like him.
 
   The four giggled their way through a breakfast of hot chocolate, eggs and toast, fresh fruit, and bacon. The nanny returned to fetch the girls to get them ready, and Hazel departed just long enough for her own bath before returning to Anabelle. Together, they had their hair done, dressed, and waited for their mother to fetch them when the carriage was ready. The morning had flown by for Anabelle, and it was already time to drive to the church. Her stomach bubbled nervously, but she was excited and anxious to be on her way. Anabelle was in love with her dress. She had chosen it from an older print of the modesty they faithfully attended.
 
   The overdress was white satin, short-waisted, and open down the entire length of the front. The elbow length sleeves were trimmed with folds of georgette crêpe caught with circlets of pearls. The dress was full in the back and sewn into narrow pleats that caught to the high waist line, hanging free to form a train. The petticoat was embroidered with metallic thread and seed pearls in a flowery design from the high waist to the hem. Baby’s breath and white rose buds were pinned into her coiffure.
 
   Anabelle and Hazel wanted something that had a definite meaning, but their mother would not relent in her choice. Anabelle did include certain fauna in her wedding bouquet and arrangements known only to her and Hazel, Lucy, and Thea. Sadly, they were the only attendee’s from their new Ivy Society. Her mother questioned why Anabelle would want such a common plant like Ivy leaves in her bouquet and in the other arrangements, but Anabelle insisted. The other flowers were an assortment of pale pink, lavender, and white roses. 
 
   Hazel and Anabelle met their small party in the front hall and filed into the carriage. The excitement hovered in the air. Anabelle was nervous, but it was a good sort that accompanied something joyful about to happen. It was only a short ride to the church in the village proper. There were cheers as she exited the carriage and waited for her turn to enter the church. 
 
   Hazel kissed her cheek before entering, followed by little Felicity who had yet to stop smiling. 
 
   It was now Anabelle’s turn. She smiled at Mary, who had tears glistening in her eyes. She looked up at her father, astonished to see his eyes also looked bright with emotion.
 
   “Are you ready?” he asked. 
 
   “Yes, Papa.” 
 
   A footman held the door and the sound of the church organ grew louder. They stepped inside and at first, Anabelle was anxious about the many faces looking her way. She focused on the aisle before her, now strewn with pink petals, and she looked all the way to its end.
 
   She saw him, looking stern and elegant in his blacks with a grey waistcoat and cravat. He was looking at Felicity, who was depositing the last of the petals about the alter with excruciating slowness. Anabelle almost laughed.
 
   He looked up then as the music changed. Their eyes met and she began the slow procession forward. His entire demeanor changed. His eyes widened slightly, they lightened and crinkled about the corners as if he were resisting the urge to smile. His lips moved slightly. 
 
   She wanted to hurry to him, but the going was slow. As she stared at him, she remembered their conversation the day of Heather’s wedding. His abrasive cynicism had galled her. It was almost comical that she was walking towards him now. That, of all the gentlemen that she had tried to research and organize into a list, it was he, the very one who she tried to avoid, who she was now marrying. 
 
   He was the man who had proven himself to be exactly what she was looking for. Her heart swelled. It could only mean one thing. She loved him. Despite how she tried to control her heart and the fate of her hand, she was lead to him by both. He was complex and engaging. Not afraid to voice his opinion and the desires of his heart. He had wanted her, he had sought her, and Anabelle thanked God that no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t resist him. He was her future now. She wanted to run to it—to run to him. 
 
   At last, they reached the alter, and her knees and hands were shaking when her father gave her away. She felt the burn of tears and dampness in her lashes. She took a fortifying swallow as she met his eyes, so bright and silvery. They faced forward and the Vicar began to speak.
 
   After what seemed a lifetime, Draven and Anabelle burst from the church into the mid-morning sunshine. There were cheers from the villagers outside. Draven handed her into the open carriage, liberally draped with garlands of ivy and roses. Children chased the carriage until it crested the hill, leaving the village and passing out of sight.
 
   Draven held her hands and turned to her. “I’ve been waiting an eternity for this.” His mouth clamped over hers. 
 
   Anabelle could do naught but lean back against the seat and accept his kiss. She kissed him back. Eager and relieved that the ceremony was complete and they only had to suffer the celebratory madness a little while longer before escaping. All she wanted was to be alone with him, to be wrapped in his arms with no fear of interruption.
 
   She was still a little scared of the unknown she had yet to experience, but she knew that, with Draven and the passion they shared, tonight would be more wonderful than anything she had experienced before. 
 
   They pulled apart to breathe and Anabelle blushed. She had completely forgotten the presence of the coachman. He smiled at her. “He doesn’t mind, I promise you. It’s to be expected.”
 
   “I know. It’s just… not something I’m used to.”
 
   “We still have a while yet before we will get our chance to be alone. I couldn’t resist. It’s not as though I will be able to steal you away in the middle of our wedding breakfast. Our family will certainly notice though there isn’t much they can say about it now.” He chuckled.
 
   Anabelle laughed. He was being so lighthearted. All the normally hard angles and lines of his face were softened. He even looked younger. He looked happy. She held his hand as they pulled into the circular drive. They entered the house and were greeted by the servants. It was only a moment before other carriages began to arrive and they were soon surrounded by family and friends again. 
 
   There was barely a moment for Anabelle to stop and breathe as she spoke with family and friends and thanked everyone for attending. There was a luncheon and dancing, cake and champagne and endless well wishes. She was so grateful for it all, and truly moved by the warmth and love she felt surrounding her, but she wished time would move faster. The large grandfather clock in the hall ticked by slowly every time she passed.
 
   At half past three, she begged her mother for a reprieve and went to her room to change. Her wedding dress was heavy. Putting on a pale lavender muslin dress felt like wearing almost nothing at all in comparison. All the rest of her things had already been packed and moved downstairs for her short trip to Draven’s home. She was about to return downstairs when her mother intercepted her outside her door.
 
   “I’m glad I caught you. I can tell you are anxious to begin this new and exciting part of your life. May we talk a moment?”
 
   “Of course, Mother.” Anabelle held the door and her mother entered her room and sat on the foot of her bed.
 
   Anabelle sat in the chair at her vanity after turning it to face her mother. “Is something amiss?” Her mother looked a tad despondent.
 
   “It has been a joy to raise such beautiful and intelligent daughters. I am thankful I only have to give away one at a time. I knew you would find a man worthy of you, a man with honor, a man who cares for his family.”
 
   Anabelle swallowed and took a breath. If her mother was going to get sentimental, Anabelle would not be able to hold back her own tears.
 
   Her mother sighed. “I didn’t come up here to turn us to water pots. I came because... well… you may have questions.”
 
   Anabelle blinked. “Questions?”
 
   Now her mother looked supremely uncomfortable. “About the duties of a wife and the—ah, marriage bed.”
 
   Anabelle flushed with embarrassment. “Oh, dear.”
 
   “Come sit beside me.” Her mother patted the bed. 
 
   Anabelle did and her mother took one of her hands.
 
   “When you feel a great fondness for your husband, it will ease things. Trust him and be open to his attentions without fear. There is a great deal of pleasure to be had between a husband and wife when they care for each other. I believe you and Lord Draven care for each other. It may take time, but you will discover all the joys in your own way.”
 
   Anabelle nodded, praying this would be the extent of their conversation. Her mother patted her hand.
 
   “Good. Come say farewell to everyone and we will see you off.”
 
   Anabelle nodded gratefully and stood. She looked around her room one last time and committed it to memory, and then she followed her mother downstairs.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 25
 
    
 
   It was almost dark by the time they reached Draven Park. Anabelle could barely keep her eyes open as they emerged from the carriage to the lineup of servants. Draven introduced her and she did her best to smile and remember names. Once inside, Draven gave orders to Duncan, the butler, and ushered her upstairs. Exhaustion had won out over anxiety. The moment she set eyes on the bed in the master bedroom, all she wanted to do was climb into it and close her eyes. Her trunks had arrived ahead of them and stacked against one wall partially unpacked. A clever maid had already set out a sheer nightgown and equally as sheer matching dressing gown.
 
   “We can have dinner here, and not have to move another inch if you wish.”
 
   “Please,” Anabelle begged as she first sat daintily and then toppled back onto the bed. She threw her arms over her head and exhaled as she closed her eyes. She was startled awake when she felt warm hands on her calves.
 
   “Draven!” she squeaked and sat up.
 
   “It’s Ethan now, especially when we are in our bedroom, of which we will always share. None of this his and hers suites. You are my viscountess now.” His agile hands quickly divested her of her boots and slid higher up her legs. “We will sleep in this bed, make love in this bed, and God willing, I will die in this bed an old, old man.”
 
   Anabelle frowned. “An ancient old man. The oldest man to ever live.”
 
   “As you wish.” He smiled as he untied the first garter and then the next.
 
   There was a knock on the door. Draven chuckled as Anabelle kicked him away and jumped off the bed. He waited by the door until she composed herself and took a seat in one of the chairs by the fireplace. He opened the door and trays of food were brought in and set down on a table ensconced in a large bay window. 
 
   “My parents have dined here many times as you can see,” he winked at her. 
 
   She pointedly looked away from him until all the servants had left. Alone again, she ventured to the table and he removed the covers. Roasted duck and potatoes, rolls, asparagus, and a bottle of wine. Anabelle licked her lips. She didn’t realize how hungry she was until now. 
 
   “Have a seat. The night is ours now. We won’t be disturbed.”
 
   Anabelle sat in the chair he held for her and bit her lip as he filled a plate for her. He was being so kind and attentive. She knew instinctively that she could always trust him to meet her needs. 
 
   She ate with gusto and told Draven of the events leading up to the wedding while they were apart. Not scintillating conversation, but he listened regardless. He told her about the new horse for Mary, and how Raven wouldn’t leave the chickens alone, forcing them to rebuild the fence.  
 
   Before she knew it, she was pleasantly full and her lips were tingling from the wine Draven kept filling her glass with. It was time now and she was ready. She stood from her chair and slipped into his lap. All he was wearing now was his shirt and breeches. His arms came around her and he nuzzled her neck. Anabelle turned her mouth to his, taking the lead with a kiss. He let her lead the way, remaining patient as she took her time exploring his mouth and lips. Anabelle sighed as she pulled away and looped her arms around his neck.
 
   “Are you scared?” he asked.
 
   “Not with you. I know you will take care of me.” 
 
   She felt him swallow. 
 
   “I’m scared,” he confessed.
 
   Anabelle’s eyes widened and she laughed softly. “Of what?”
 
   “This is my wedding night too, you know. It means so much more to me than anything I’ve ever done. You mean more to me. I don’t want to hurt you. I don’t want to fail you.”
 
   Anabelle felt tears spring to life. “You won’t hurt me, Ethan. You couldn’t. Not in this.”
 
   “But it still terrifies me. I’ve never cared so much.” His voice grew rough. “I love you.”
 
   Anabelle felt her heart flutter like a bird set free. “Ethan…” she swallowed. So much emotion welled within her she wasn’t sure she could speak, but she had to, she had to tell him. “I love you, too.”
 
   He looked startled at first. “Anabelle…”
 
   “I truly mean it. I searched so hard for something I couldn’t even name, and then resisted it when you were the only one who made me feel anything at all. But I don’t want to fight it. I want to revel in it. I love you, Ethan. I love you and every time I say it, I am more sure. I was looking for you all along.”
 
   “Oh, God, Anabelle,” he buried his face in her hair and stood with her in his arms. He carried her to the bed, settling her down gently and leaning over her to catch her lips. She opened her mouth readily, twining her arms behind his neck and holding him tightly. He ran his hands down the side of her body, reversing direction once he reached her knees and sliding her dress up her thighs. He left it bunched at her thighs, still keeping her covered and moved to her bodice. He cupped her breasts through the light muslin fabric and she arched against his hands. Pulling at the ribbon that laced up her bodice, he slowly unraveled the bow and pulled the laces loose.
 
   Anabelle sat up and slipped her shoulders and arms out from the sleeves of the dress and chemise. She wasn’t bold enough to look at him as she pulled the bodice down to her waist, baring herself completely. She leaned back again and his hands returned to her breasts. His palms were hot against her skin, the pads of his fingers a little roughened. He touched her reverently. She felt as though she were being worshiped. She closed her eyes and concentrated on his hands, caring little for her modesty as he stripped away her dress. She didn’t open her eyes when he moved away. She heard the rustling of clothing and then he joined her on the bed, his body bare and burning where it touched her along her side.
 
   She opened her eyes and he was looking down at her smiling. “What?” she said sheepishly.
 
   “You are beautiful,” he said.
 
   She let her eyes wander from his face to the breadth of his shoulders. “So are you.”
 
   “My Angel,” he said and touched his lips to hers.
 
   It was an achingly tender kiss. She melted against him. His hands wandered over her skin and Anabelle did the same. He was larger than she had imagined, his shoulders broad and sculpted with muscle. Crisp hair sprinkled his chest all the way passed his navel. She summoned the courage to look beyond and held her breath. His member was long and thick, nestled in curling black hair. She looked up at him, but his eyes were trained on her breasts where his hands soothed and molded her skin. She closed her eyes again and gave herself to the sensations in her body. 
 
   He pulled her leg over his hip and Anabelle could feel the heat and rigidness of his manhood against her softness. She shivered. 
 
   “Tell me if I hurt you,” he said gruffly. 
 
   She nodded.
 
   His hand moved down her body, threading through the curls at her core and dipping into the soft folds of her sex. She moved against him, remembering the heaven he brought to her body once before. He did not disappoint her. His touch was delicate but sure. He teased the sensitive nub between her folds until she was slick with desire, and then he inserted one finger inside her. Her body bucked unexpectedly. This was different than before, more intimate, more invasive. He slowly moved inside her, teasing and stroking both inside of her and the sensitive nub. 
 
   She understood what he was doing and relaxed enough to move with him. Her pleasure increased and he inserted another finger. 
 
   This changed the game. Her body protested the addition with a painful twinge until he again, soothed her delicate flesh with slow even strokes. Her body relaxed and the pleasure intensified. She was panting now, aching for the relief she knew he could give her.
 
   “I need you, Anabelle.” He took her lips in another kiss. It seared her to her soul. He was leaning over her now and he shifted until he covered her entire body. The weight of him was exciting. Her skin rejoiced being pressed flesh to flesh against his. He felt so warm against her. He pulled her knees wider and stole her breath by searching even deeper within her and increasing the tempo. It was almost too much to bear, but she kept her body in tune with his movements and knew that relief would come. Just when she thought she would breach the edge, he pulled his hand away and she whimpered.
 
   “Soon, my love, but I will be inside you. We will be joined as man and wife, heart to heart, soul to soul.”
 
   Anabelle opened her eyes. “Ethan, I don’t know how much more I can take. Please,” she begged.
 
   “Anything, Anabelle. I will do anything for you.”
 
   He nudged her softness with his erection, feeling the give of her womanhood. He released his breath and took in another to calm his racing heart. He nudged further. He did all he could to make her ready, to make it as good as possible for her. He couldn’t stop all the pain, though it killed him to know she would suffer some, but he knew he could make it better, he knew he could make her scream with pleasure.
 
   “I love you, Anabelle.” He nudged in deeper, feeling her entrance stretch around him, her muscles tensing.
 
   “I love you, Ethan,” she responded between panting breaths against his chest. She looked up at him.
 
   He looked into her eyes, as blue as a clear sky, and marveled. He took her lips in a kiss. He pressed further, feeling her body resist and then give under his insistent thrust. She arched against him and gasped into his mouth, but he didn’t stop until he was fully seated. He broke the kiss to catch his breath and then took her lips again. He would now make her forget about any pain.
 
   Anabelle gasped at the burning pressure. She felt impossibly full of him until he went no further. Her legs shook against his sides as he gently began to move. It burned every time he moved, but slowly, it faded into a mild sting and she began to experience other sensations. The press of his groin against her was one of them, and she focused on how good it felt. Next was the brush of his chest hair against her nipples. It tickled enticingly. She spread her hands over his back and held herself tightly to his chest. She let the kiss sweep her away and that helped her forget the uncomfortable sensation between her legs. When she did that, her body relaxed and all the sensations intensified pleasurably. She lifted her legs higher on his hips and suddenly, there was no pain. Each thrust drove her to the peak. Her entire body was alive with sensation and she could hardly breathe. He broke the kiss again and she took a much-needed breath. When she exhaled, a moan escaped her.
 
   The tempo rose, and with it her pleasure increased. She couldn’t stop the pants and gasps that escaped her. There was no pain now. He moved easily inside her and she began to move her hips in time with his thrusts.
 
   “Yes, Anabelle.” He grunted. 
 
   She liked that he sounded just as overcome as she was. She pressed her lips against his hot skin and tasted his sweat. Her arousal increased. She was moaning now, each thrust pushing her closer to the peak. She knew what awaited her. She let herself go to the wild tempo and it rushed upon her. She cried out, her eyes closing tightly and her finger nails digging into his back as blissful sensations collided inside her leaving her breathless. 
 
   Ethan groaned loudly as he watched her climax beneath him. He felt every shiver and release of her body as she reached the heavens and it was enough to push him over the edge. He shuddered as he found his own release, his breath sawing in his chest, his eyes unable to stay open as he gave himself to the pleasure. Before collapsing into satiated exhaustion, he was careful to move to the side of her and not crush her with his weight. He pulled one side of the coverlet over them and then just breathed. He inhaled the scent of their lovemaking and relished the feel of her sated body beside him. 
 
   His. She was all his. From this moment on they would belong together, love together, and God willing, spend a good long life together. 
 
   He pulled her tightly against his side, the force of his climax and the very long day coming together in a profound exhaustion. He could already feel her body relaxed beside him, her breathing once again even. He wanted to kiss her one last time before they both succumbed to sleep. He rolled to lean over her. She looked up at him and smiled, her eyes blinking slowly, begging for sleep.
 
   He touched his lips to hers. “This is only the beginning,” he whispered against her lips.
 
   “Don’t ever let it end,” she whispered back and closed her eyes.
 
   Ethan got up to blow out all the candles and returned to bed. He looked down at her and smiled as his heart filled with so much love, he felt it might burst. He finally had his moonlight angel right where he wanted her.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The End.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Sneak Peek
 
   Just One Kiss
 
   Coming Spring 2015
 
    
 
   Hazel watched Anabelle depart with a measure of sadness. Her sister was gone, not permanently of course, but they no longer lived together. They would no longer share a wall or a midnight talk when one of them had a bad dream. She pushed away from the doorway and slipped through the crowd to the stairs. She was suddenly feeling weepy, and she didn’t want anyone to see. On the first floor, she stepped behind a pillar and took a breath. She closed her eyes, tightly pinching them against the pressure of tears.
 
   “Do you wish to be alone?” The voice startled her.
 
   Her eyes popped open and she found a familiar face staring across from her from the alcove of a recessed window.
 
   “Lord Bainbridge, I did not see you there.” She had that breathless feeling in her chest again. She always had it when she saw him.
 
   “That was obvious. I should have made my presence known to you. My apologies.” He nodded politely.
 
   “No apologies are necessary.” Hazel tried to sound casual.
 
   “The view is lovely from here. One can see most of the drive. Your sister and her new husband are departing,” he informed her.
 
   “I know, I just… I will miss her dearly and I needed a moment to compose myself.”
 
   “That is understandable.  I can see how it must be difficult to lose one’s sibling, even on such a happy occasion as marriage.” 
 
   “Yes, but I shall prevail.” Hazel attempted to joke. “I know I will see her again soon. It’s just strange to be apart when we’ve never been apart. Change is scary.”
 
   “Come see her. You will regret it if you don’t.” He waved her over.
 
   Hazel stepped forward, but the window recess was not roomy and she would be standing very close to him.
 
   “Come, Lady Hazel. I only have the best intentions.” He smiled.
 
   Hazel was caught off guard by the effect of that smile. She stepped closer to him and turned to face the window. She could feel his nearness. With very little effort, she could lean back against him. It was so very tempting. She looked out the window as Draven and Anabelle were waving from the window of the carriage as it rolled down the drive.”
 
   “Everyone fears change, Lady Hazel, but without it, there would be no butterflies,” he said behind her. 
 
   She stilled. She felt the words as if they were spoken against her skin. She turned and looked over her shoulder at him. She didn’t have anything to say, or rather, couldn’t form anything coherent enough worth saying. He smiled as he looked down at her. Then it faded and he looked very serious.
 
   “Just one kiss,” he said.
 
   She didn’t dare move as his head slowly lowered and his lips touched hers. It was soft and inquiring, this kiss. There was no pressure, no demand. Just a question in the form of a kiss, but she didn’t know what the question was. He pulled back. She opened her eyes. He was looking down at her, his features still serious, yet softened.
 
   “Thank you. I will leave you now.”
 
   Flummoxed, Hazel nodded and he moved away. As silent as a cat, he disappeared down the stairs. She licked her lips. They felt entirely normal, but on the inside, she felt entirely different.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Readers Checklist
 
   Thank you for reading Belle of the Ball! I hope you enjoyed it. If you did, please help other readers find this book:
 
   1. Help other readers find this book by writing a review.
 
   2. Friend me on Facebook and like my author page. 
 
   3. Join the Regency Romance Authors and Readers Facebook group. It’s tons of fun! 
 
   4. Join the EJQ Readers list to receive updates about new releases by signing up here.
 
   5. Look for Hazel’s story, Just One Kiss, coming in Spring 2015
 
    
 
   
  
 

About the Author
 
   I have been obsessively reading romance novels since I was fourteen. Every few months, my aunt would send a box of books to my older sister, who was not nearly as interested in reading, and I would sneak out the romance novels. I started writing my own stories to appease my imagination, until I had the means and transportation to buy my own books. I have given oral reports on them in school, and I have been in trouble plenty of times for reading during lectures. I live in Southern California with my husband, my son, and soon to be daughter due February 2015. It is my dream to be at home with my kids, and to write love stories that I can share with readers like me. Mine, All Mine was my beginning, and there is so much more to come!
 
   


 
   
  
 

Dedication
 
   To Hanna, 
 
   You are still baking in my belly but I thought you should know you made this book difficult to write. Pregnancy brain is real, and creativity disappears when nausea and exhaustion have taken hold. But, I still can’t wait to meet you and you are already very much a part of this family. I have so many hopes and dreams for you. One of them is that you will love reading as much as I do. I love you, little girl. I will see you and hold you very soon.
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