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Chapter 1
 
   Marriages were interesting things to Heather. For someone in her position, it was the ultimate goal in life, to marry well, and yet it was such a fleeting moment in time. Hopefully, the search was not long when one reached marriageable age, and then after a brief courtship a wedding would commence and then… and then what? Heather always thought. And then she would save her family from ruin, a voice inside her answered. That thought always poked in the back, made her sit up straighter, and refocus her gaze on the present. Ruin was even more interesting. Before now, the notion of ruin had been vague, an invisible entity to fear, but now she knew ruin was the taking of one’s homes by the bank, the tattered hem of a dress you hoped no one noticed, and the rising price of beef when potatoes grew tiresome to eat so very often. Ruin.
 
   Heather blinked and looked around the parlor filled with girls similar to her age. They chattered noisily in breathless high pitched whines. They pecked at passable embroidery with needles, but the real purpose of this gathering was awaiting the arrival of the eligible bachelors to pick the ripest and wealthiest before the season began and set plans in motion to win a proposal. 
 
   Heather wanted to laugh maniacally. She wasn’t waiting for some handsome rogue who may or may not be searching for a wife. She was waiting for a duke, a duke to save her and her family from ruin. This might sound exciting to some, but in truth it was awful. He was not some gallant young swain to pine for, but a gentlemen much older than even her father had been, perhaps even old enough to be her grandfather. The Duke of Ablehill, known across England—and Heather was sure Europe as well, for his unsuccessful attempts to garner himself a young wife of respectable breeding. No duke had ever been so eschewed from society for his general unpleasantness. His friends were none, his enemies many. It was wholly unheard of for a man of such wealth to be so alienated from society.
 
   Heather was going to bind herself to him for the rest of her life. 
 
   It was the one lure juicy enough to draw him out of hiding. The duke had been reclusive for more than a decade, but with a simple note to his secretary, a crudely bold action on her part, Heather, and the rest of the guests of the Endervale house party, anxiously awaited his arrival. He would be made a spectacle, and so would Heather, when she threw herself in his path, but so be it. 
 
   Ruin. What could possibly be worse than ruin?
 
   Heather was sure there must be something, but she desperately hoped it wasn’t marriage to the Duke of Ablehill. Even the title sounded old, and it certainly was. It was a relic, just like the man himself. Heather shuddered.
 
   “Dear, are you cold?” Her mother turned to her and tucked her shawl tighter around her shoulders. “No, Mother.” Heather smiled. Her mother had changed so much in the last year. Fine lines of worry had made permanent residence on her brow, and purple shadows under her eyes told the secret of sleepless nights.
 
   “The other girls are going for a stroll. Will you take your sisters?”
 
   “Of course.” Heather stood as did the other girls. They were almost all the same age, most would be coming out this season with grand balls. Heather collected her younger sisters from the nearby sofa and they trailed the other girls out the terrace doors. The day was fine though a little cool. Heather pulled her shawl tightly around her and kept pace with the cloud of noise that seemed to follow the large group of girls. Her sisters were all smiles and wide eyes, eagerly absorbing what they perceived to be elegance from the older girls in hopes that they too could be part of the festivities. Heather desperately hoped that would be true. She was falling behind the girls, still lost in her morbid thoughts of the future when Lady Anabelle Darling and her sister Lady Hazel fell behind with her.
 
   “Why the long face?” Hazel asked. Her sister sent her a withering glare. 
 
   “You are abominably rude, Hazel.” Anabelle sighed.
 
   “Abominably? Do you know the meaning of the word?” Another withering glare was received. 
 
   Heather smiled at the twins. They wore identical expressions of annoyance. They shared the same light blue eyes, long dark lashes, and winking dimples in both cheeks, but they differed in personality by leaps and bounds, and the color of Hazel’s hair was a darker blond, almost light brown, with streaks of honey. Anabelle was as blonde as they come and—in Heather’s opinion, the image of perfection. Heather would shamefully dislike her for her perfect looks, but Anabelle was exceedingly kind. 
 
   “I thank you for your concern, both of you,” Heather spoke before true sisterly bickering began.
 
   “You looked very solemn. Was that better?” Hazel turned to her sister testily.
 
   “Much. No one wishes to appear long in the face. Not that you do,” Anabelle assured Heather.
 
   “Oh, good,” Heather said with a sigh. Normally, Anabelle and Hazel were entertaining, the sort of friends you could rely on to create the fun instead of having to provide it, but today she didn’t have the energy for it. It felt taxing just to appear banal.
 
   “It’s nothing. I always find it odd sleeping under a new roof during these parties, and of course, sharing a bed with a sister who snores.” 
 
   “Oh?” Anabelle said tentatively.
 
   Heather could hear the skepticism in her tone. As much as they wished otherwise, her family’s circumstances must be apparent. How much so she didn’t know? “How are you enjoying your stay thus far?” Heather moved the subject away from herself.
 
   “Well,” Anabelle cut her eyes to her sister. “I, too, have a noisy bed mate, but I suppose it is excitement that kept me awake last night. So many gentlemen will be arriving today, if some haven’t already,” Anabelle said gleefully.
 
   “We should keep watch on the drive,” Hazel added quite seriously.
 
   “That would not do. What would they think of us?” Anabelle laughed.
 
   Heather sighed and looked forward. They were soon joined by other girls falling back from the chorus of giggles. Lucy and Dorothea linked arm in arm, Charlotte and Rose flanking them as they separated from the pack. 
 
   “Good day, Lady Lucy, Miss Manton, Miss Owens, and Miss Angelwood,” Heather said in attempted brightness.
 
   Lucy rolled her eyes, “I thought we had agreed to dispense with formalities. I insist we call each other by our given names,” she demanded.
 
   The other girls smiled and nodded.
 
   “Oh, all right,” Heather conceded. “Tis not a hill I wish to die on. Are we to be so familiar when the gentlemen arrive?”
 
   Lucy pondered the question, her mahogany curls bouncing with her steps as they strolled. “You may have a point there. Heaven forbid an unwanted suitor take it upon himself to be so familiar.”
 
   Heather felt a bubble of laughter burst from her chest but suppressed it. If only she could have such luck with a suitor. “We will only use each other’s given names when it’s just us then.”
 
   “We should form a club,” Dorothea offered. “And meet once a day to discuss our prospects.” Her eyebrows arched above the thin frames of her glasses excitedly.
 
   “Ooooh, a splendid idea, Thea.” Lucy smiled gleefully. The other girls nodded in agreement.
 
   Heather mulled it over as they came to an open lawn boarded by tall hedges. This is where the lawn bowling would commence when the party officially got underway. A cluster of tree’s filled one corner providing shade over a pair of tables and chairs. As a group, they walked to the tables as the other girls spread out in little groups over the lawn, watching the footmen set up the game. Heather watched as her sisters, Violet and Prim, joined a circle around Lady Karen. Heather narrowed her eyes. Lady Karen was debuting this season and already a crowd favorite for her honey gold hair. She was extremely self-centered and as feather-brained as a down pillow. She was a very poor influence for her sisters.
 
   “What should our club be called? I’ve always been jealous of men and their clubs,” Thea went on excitedly.
 
   “The Wallflower Club?” Charlotte spoke up at last. Heather looked at her and smiled. Charlotte was always so quiet. She shouldn’t be with her dark brown hair and intelligent brown eyes. She could have suitors eating out of her hands if she only spoke out more. Her father was a country squire, but Heather thought Charlotte’s quiet beauty would make up for the lack of station. If only beauty had been on Heather’s side, but her frizzy red hair and dull grey eyes left her looking washed out and bland.
 
   “I beg your pardon, but I am no wallflower,” Lucy scoffed.
 
   “Nor, I,” Anabelle agreed.
 
   Heather watched as Charlotte wilted under the stronger personalities of Lucy and Anabelle. “A novel idea, but we need something that encompasses all of us,” Heather offered.
 
   “The Flower Club. Every day we can meet in the garden,” Hazel broke in.
 
   There was a chorus of nays in response.
 
   “Why don’t we think on it, and we can have a vote tomorrow. We can vote after tea,” Rose responded.
 
   The girls nodded. Heather looked over to her sisters again and they were strolling towards her. Violet had a peeved looked on her face and Primrose looked nervous.
 
   “What’s amiss?” Heather asked as Violet and Prim stepped into the shade.
 
   “Lady Karen is a halfwit trollop,” Violet growled. Half giggles and half gasps erupted from behind Heather.
 
   “Language, Violet,” Heather reprimanded her, though she was pleased her little sister could see through Lady Karen’s shallow depths. “I hope you didn’t say that to her.”
 
   “No, but she deserved it. She said you were to be served up to a doddering duke as sacrificial lamb for the sake of our family.”
 
   Heather clenched her teeth. She could feel the speculative silence behind her. “And what did you say in return?”
 
   “Nothing,” Violet said nervously.
 
   “Violet,” Heather ground out. “What did you say?”
 
   “I said nothing, Heather. I excused us and returned to you. Is it true?” Violet’s eyes glittered angrily as they bore into Heather’s. 
 
   Heather was stuck now. There was really no use keeping such a secret. It was impossible. She would only be affirming what everyone already knew. “I would never have put it so ghastly, but essentially, yes. We are here so I can meet the Duke of Ablehill and hopefully, form an alliance.”
 
   “But he is old?” Violet asked flatly.
 
   Heather released an angry and humiliated breath. She took her sister’s arm and pulled her away from the others. Prim followed with wide, sad eyes. Heather felt like she was destroying their hopes and dreams. “Yes, he is old, and yes, I will marry him to save our family. That is why we are here. We have no place to live, Violet. The bank took our home and Mother sold the remainder of our things to fund this last trip to land the duke. If I don’t, we will have to rent a room at a boarding house and go to work. There will be no more parties, no seasons for you. No more pretty dresses, no more Bonbon’s with tea, or chocolate in the mornings. I must marry him so that you two will have futures, and we will have a comfortable place to live.”
 
   “Are we going to have to marry old men?” Prim asked shakily. 
 
   Both her sisters looked as if their hearts were crumbling. “No. I’m the sacrificial lamb so you won’t have to be. It’s what big sisters do.” Heather met both her sister’s eyes one at a time. Prim looked relieved, too young to really understand at the tender age of ten and four, but Violet looked mutinous, her eyes wide and glistening, her jaw clenched. God bless Violet, Heather thought. She looked exactly how Heather felt, but with grim determination, she would never show it.
 
   Heather looked up and found her new friends staring at her sadly. She did indeed feel like the sacrificial lamb, but they looked at her as if she had been sentenced to death. “It’s not as awful as it seems,” she said to herself and to them. She was saved from having to say anything more by the commotion of carriages and riders on the other side of the hedge and a maid scurrying to Lady Karen. Judging from the looks of the excited faces of the girls around Lady Karen, Heather suspected the gentlemen had arrived.
 
   As a group, they returned to the house and to the drawing room where mothers and daughters waited eagerly. There were twelve eligible girls in all, including Heather, but not her young sisters. The ladies sat prettily as slowly, but surely, gentlemen arrived and were introduced to the room at large. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
   With each new gentleman that arrived, the beat of Heather’s heart became more painful. They were all handsome young gentlemen of respectable birth; privileged, spoiled, the future bright before them. It was enough to make her feel sick. The noise around her increased with excited chatter and greetings. She did her duty and looked up to smile as each new guest was announced, but inside, she was simmering with envy. Violet sat to her left, quiet and dreary. Her mother sat to her right with Primrose beside her. Heather took Violet’s hand and squeezed it. Even though she ached inside, she would always be a source of comfort for her sister. Lucy sat with her mother across from them on another sofa and looked up brightly as the butler entered again with another group of gentlemen.
 
   “Lord Rigsby, Lord Draven, and Mr. Calder.” 
 
   Heather looked up, curious to see Lucy’s brother. Of course, he was handsome, chestnut hair perfectly pomaded, and warm brown eyes. He had that charming and mischievous quality ladies fawned over. Lord Draven was the dark and brooding sort. His hair was jet black, and his eyes were a very dark shade of grey that Heather had never seen before. He was very intriguing. She moved her gaze to the next gentleman, and her heart thudded out of rhythm, her lungs ceased inflating. She blinked. He was taller than both gentlemen who preceded him, his hair carefully styled, and dark as night. His eyes were a bright, deep blue, like bluebells, even hidden as they were behind a sturdy pair of black framed glasses, and his smile—as his eyes encompassed the entire room, were so warm and friendly that Heather wanted to curl up to it like a cat with a spot of sunshine. That smile made her tingle all the way down her spine, warming her from the inside like hot chocolate. 
 
   She was aware she was staring quite shamelessly. She pulled her eyes away and looked round her to see if anyone had noticed. They hadn’t. Heather watched as Lucy’s brother walked straight forward to greet his mother, followed by Lord Draven—looking a tad antsy, and Mr. Calder. Heather smiled crookedly as he fawned over his mother, and her face glowed with delight. An odd feeling pulled her gaze, and she looked up to find Mr. Calder staring at her. It startled her, but just as quickly, he looked away. Lucy stood and turned her brother’s attention to their sofa.
 
   “This is my rascally brother, Jonathan—er, Lord Rigsby. I’d like you to meet my new friend, Miss Everly, Lady Everly, and her sisters, Miss Violet, and Miss Primrose,” Lucy finished. Jonathan bowed elegantly before them, his smile charming and kind.
 
   “Tis my honor to meet such a lovely family,” he added.
 
   Heather wanted to laugh absurdly again, but she was pleased by the flattered bloom in her mother’s cheeks.
 
   “The honor is ours, Lord Rigsby. Your mother and sister have been enchanting company.”
 
   “My lady, may I introduce to you Viscount Draven, and our new acquaintance, Mr. Calder.”
 
   Both gentlemen bowed before Lady Everly. Heather watched as her mother preened before the handsome gentlemen. She couldn’t help smiling again. She looked up as Lucy nudged her brother.
 
   “Miss Everly, and her sisters, Miss Violet and Miss Primrose.”
 
   Lord Draven bowed rather coldly, his expression of boredom unmoving. Mr. Calder smiled politely as he bowed, his eyes touching on Heather’s as he stood erect again. Heather had to pull her eyes away again with difficulty as if they hooked to his and were reluctant to let go. She looked down at her hands to hide her unease. It was then that their hostess swooped down to rescue them, or rather, the titled gentleman.
 
   “Lord Draven! Lord Rigsby, surely you must not deprive the other ladies of your attention.” She smiled broadly at everyone as she herded them towards another group. They hastily bowed goodbyes as Lady Endervale carried them away with the tenacity of an owl snatching a mouse from the ground. “Your attention is certainly wasted there,” she was heard saying as they moved away. Heather’s head snapped up as she turned to watch the lady depart in shock. 
 
   “Well, the nerve of that woman—”
 
   “Lucy,” Lady Rigsby cut her off.
 
   Heather looked down again, but it was impossible not to notice the shining hessians in her periphery of her view.
 
   “Mr. Calder, is it?” Lucy smiled.
 
   Mr. Calder looked as comfortable as a sheep among wolves. It was clear his attention wasn’t desired for the other ladies in the room. Heather looked up tentatively, aware her cheeks were quite possibly as red as raspberries. 
 
   Mr. Calder turned to Lucy with a polite smile. “It is, Lady Lucy.”
 
   “Please sit, and tell us about yourself,” Lady Rigsby bid. 
 
   Mr. Calder obliged, and Heather relaxed a bit. He positively loomed while standing. 
 
   “There isn’t much to tell, Lady Rigsby. I am steward to the Duke of Ablehill. His carriage broke an axel a town south of here, and he is recuperating at an Inn with a sprained ankle.”
 
   “Oh, my!” Lady Rigsby and Lady Everly gasped.
 
   “He sent me on ahead to give his excuses and prepare for his stay,” Mr. Calder finished.
 
   From the corner of her eye, Heather could see her mother turn to her in concern. But what was odd was the way Mr. Calder turned to her expectantly, as well. Dear Lord, did he know? He must, since he worked for the duke. It was humiliating to say the least.
 
   “That is unfortunate, Mr. Calder. We were so looking forward to his arrival,” she said stoically. His eyes quietly assessed her, and she had a feeling he knew exactly who she was and what she wanted. Her pulse increased the longer he watched her until he moved his eyes away. Heather could feel her pulse beating in her neck. She watched as he made a kinder assessment whilst looking over her mother and sisters.
 
   “I hope the duke will recover from his injury?” Her mother pressed.
 
   “Oh, it is certain. Just a day or two off his feet should do the trick. The doctor assured us of this. The duke would have preferred to recover here with such splendid company, but the jostling of the hired carriage was too painful. As soon as the axel is repaired, he will join us. 
 
   Heather felt worry sink into her bones. Now she would have even less time to make a favorable impression on the duke before the house party ended. She felt Violet tug at her hand. She looked down in surprise. She didn’t realize she was still holding onto Violet.
 
   “Have a care,” Violet whispered. 
 
   Heather released her hand, and Violet pulled it into her lap and rubbed it.
 
   The room was stifling now that so many guests occupied it. Heather wished to be outside again in the cooler air. Her mind was clouded with worry, and she feared it was written all over her face. She needed to get her bearings, she needed to be able to think clearly, so she could decide what to do about the duke and put on a carefree attitude for her family. She was about to speak when—
 
   “I beg your pardon, but I must see that the duke’s room is satisfactory.” Mr. Calder bid them good afternoon and left the drawing room. Heather smiled in mild relief and turned to her mother. “I’m going to exchange wraps. This is far too heavy for indoors. Violet, do you need anything from our room?” Heather gave her sister a speaking look. Violet shook her head in the negative. 
 
   Heather excused herself from the group and serenely exited the drawing room. Once outside the door, she hurried to the stairs and then paused with her foot on the first step. Decision made, she pivoted and went down a side hall leading to the back of the house. She darted past a billiard room already full of gentlemen and hurried out the back door that led to a side courtyard. 
 
   She exhaled in great relief when the cool air bathed her cheeks. The door clicked shut behind her, but Heather paid it no mind as she took deep calming breaths to bring her nerves under control. She stepped out into the weak sunshine, looking up into the sky that was a glaring white blanket of clouds rather than open blue. She wondered if it would rain. It would be fitting for the tragedy her life was turning into. The door pushed into her back and she was shoved forward. “Oh!” She landed on her hands and knees, her fingernails digging into the gravel and dirt.
 
   “A thousand apologies, Miss Everly.” 
 
   Black boots filled her vision again. She winced as she pushed back onto her haunches. She was suddenly plucked up from the ground and only as her head tilted up to see the face of her aide did she remember to put her feet on the ground. Her mind blanked, but her skin burned from head to toe with indignation.
 
   “Mr. Calder,” he said. His hands still holding onto her arms.
 
   “Yes,” she said. She shook her head and put her hands on his chest to push out of his grasp.
 
   “I am Mr. Calder,” he said again with a frown.
 
   “I am aware,” Heather snapped at him. “I was not knocked senseless, merely knocked over.”
 
   “Are you hurt? As I said before, a thousand apologies, Miss Everly. I did not know you were standing so close to the door.”
 
   “I’m fine, thank you.” Heather looked down at her hands. They were resting on his chest and she could feel the warmth of his body. She snatched them away and he released her. She brushed at her hands to avoid looking at him. He offered her a handkerchief. “Thank you.”
 
   “I was hoping to speak privately with you, but not in such a blundering fashion.”
 
   Heather’s hands stilled as she slowly looked up. “In what regard did you need to speak with me?”
 
   “Well, to be frank, it regards your letter. It was passed on to me by the duke’s solicitor.” He met her stare calmly.
 
   Heather looked for any trace of ridicule but found none. If anything, his expression was guarded. “Oh…that.” She looked down at her hands again. Dirt was caked under her nails.
 
   “Do you still wish to meet the duke?” 
 
   “What? I mean. Of course.”
 
   “The duke does not take this meeting lightly. He would very much like to meet you.”
 
   “Oh?” Heather felt a flutter of hope in her chest. Perhaps not all was lost.
 
   “Might I be honest with you, Miss Everly?”
 
   The hope hopped and skittered inside her chest uncomfortably. “Please do, Mr. Calder.
 
   “I’ve never been dispatched on such an odd task before, and I do find it odd, Miss Everly, that a young woman like yourself would wish to marry someone so much older than herself. Especially one so comely.”
 
   Heather moved her head back in surprise. “Why, thank you, Mr. Calder. I was quite clear in my letter why I wish to meet the duke. It is a matter of great importance and of little time.”
 
   “But certainly you could marry any man you chose. Why the duke?”
 
   Heather frowned. How could he be so obtuse? She looked around the courtyard. There was little privacy to be had. Beyond the courtyard was an orchard of trees still dormant from winter, but thick enough to hide them. A small path went straight to the heart of it. “Come, Mr. Calder.” She preceded him. The path went deep into the orchard and Heather suspected all the way to the outskirts of the garden into unkempt land. She turned to face Mr. Calder once they could no longer see the house.
 
   “I have no dowry, Mr. Calder. I have nothing to offer a husband in that regard. Only myself. I only had one season before my father took ill. After his death, we discovered… all the debt, and since then, it was been a slow slid into—” Hell, she wanted to say, but she refrained. “I have no prospects for a husband, yet have a great need of one. His grace can save me and my family.”
 
   Mr. Calder’s expression was unreadable, except for a small line between his brows. “My condolences,” was all he said and then, “I’ve been given the task of discovering whether or not you would be a suitable wife before the duke arrives,” he said carefully.
 
   Heather felt her cheeks go scarlet. She had never been so embarrassed and ashamed of her life than she was right now. How did she get here? She wondered feebly. “Oh?” was all she had the ability to say. Now he would think she was a simpleton as well as destitute.
 
   “An interview of sorts,” he added. He was clearly uncomfortable now, too.
 
   “I see,” she answered numbly.
 
   He pulled a notepad and pencil from his pocket.
 
   Heather wanted to laugh again. It was absurd, the whole situation ridiculously absurd, and yet, here she stood. She watched his face as he frowned down at the open notepad. The meager light glinted off the lenses of his glasses and that line appeared again.
 
   “Are…are you in love?” he asked nervously.
 
   “I beg your pardon?” Her throat tickled with the urge to laugh. Perhaps she should add insanity to the list of reasons she couldn’t find a husband, as well. He looked up at her and the urge died. He was so serious, his eyes earnest as they caught hers. They were so very blue. She felt her breath catch again, the same as when she had first seen him.
 
   “The duke wants to be assured you are not presently in love with someone so that he can be assured of your complete affection and devotion.” His eyes pinned her.
 
   “Oh, um… no.” Oddly, she felt like she just lied, but only because presently she couldn’t stop looking at Mr. Calder, and she couldn’t stop thinking how very handsome he was. But none of that meant she loved him, it was just a simple observation of his attractiveness.
 
   “No?” He questioned.
 
   Her heart began to beat a little faster. “No. My heart is claimed by no one.”
 
   He bent his head and scribbled on his notepad.
 
   She was curious to peek at what he was writing. This was the most awkward, humiliating, and sad day of her life. Heather supposed she should be grateful that things were moving forward despite the duke not being present. Perhaps Mr. Calder would be easier to convince than an elderly man with a reputation of being terrifying.
 
   “Have you any deformities?”
 
   “No,” she answered quietly.
 
   “All your teeth?”
 
   She smiled in answer. He looked up and then nodded, immediately returning his attention to his notes.
 
   “You’ve a beautiful smile, Miss Everly,” he said suddenly without looking up.
 
   The compliment caught her off guard and for some reason, pleased her. Her reaction to him was strange, and she didn’t understand why he had such an effect on her when, up until now, no gentleman ever did.
 
   He finished writing and looked up. “Do you like music?”
 
   She bit her lip in thought. “Doesn’t everybody?” She laughed. He immediately started writing and Heather frowned in worry. Did she say something wrong? “I haven’t had the pleasure of attending many operas, but I do enjoy the sound of a string quartet, especially the violin. I love the sound of the violin.”
 
   He stopped writing and looked up at her. Heather didn’t know what to make of his expression. It looked as though he was about to say something. He simply looked at her, and again, her pulse took off into an erratic beat. The way his eyes roamed over her face made her feel warmer in her skin.
 
   “The violin?”
 
   She nodded once.
 
   “Do you play?”
 
   She shook her head. “Not the violin. I’m proficient with the harpsichord and the harp.”
 
   His lips curved up a little at the corner and then he bent his head to write again.
 
   “Anything else? Diseases in my family perhaps? How many sons per generation, how many daughters?” she asked mockingly.
 
   He raised his head and smiled. “Do you wish to give the duke an heir? He will be pleased to hear it.”
 
   Heather blushed scarlet. She could feel the heat from her ears to the tops of her breasts. She looked up to give a scathing retort and caught him staring, quite boldly at her bodice. She looked down and sure enough, her skin was glowing pink over the swells of her breasts displayed by the modest cut. She pulled her wrap around herself and avoided looking at him. When she could muster the courage to lift her eyes, he was scribbling on the notepad once again. He looked up and smiled benignly as if she had never caught him staring at her breasts. 
 
   Men. She cursed them in her mind.
 
   “I should be getting back to the drawing room now,” Heather stated.
 
   “Of course.” He nodded and stepped aside so she could pass. “Thank you for your time and honesty, Miss Everly.”
 
   Heather nodded as she passed him and didn’t look back as she made her way back to the house. Curiously, she didn’t hear him follow her. Reaching the edge of the orchard, she paused and looked over her shoulder but he was gone. She shook her head as she continued to the back door. What an odd day. On the bright side, the duke was aware of her in a matrimonial fashion. On the dark side… the duke was aware of her in a matrimonial fashion.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
   When Heather entered the drawing room, she felt once again under control of herself and the situation. However, her courage wavered when she saw Mr. Calder had also returned, and that Lady Endervale had made a pet of him. She was fawning over him, her hand boldly on his arm and tittering like a fool. Heather gave them a wide berth and headed for a quieter corner where Rose and Charlotte were sitting.
 
   “Isn’t it interesting?” Charlotte said as Heather took the chair next to hers.
 
   “What is interesting?” Heather responded hesitantly.
 
   “Lady Endervale has invited Mr. Calder to dine with us.”
 
   Heather turned her head just slightly to see them and then turned back and shrugged.
 
   “I could tell you why, but it wouldn’t be proper,” Rose mused.
 
   Charlotte playfully swatted at her with her fan. “It’s his looks. Though it wouldn’t be her first infidelity if rumors are true.”
 
   Heather felt her fingers curl into her palms. “That is distasteful.”
 
   “But hardly surprising.” Rose leaned closer. “Lord Endervale is her father’s age. Who would blame a young wife for wanting the attentions of a young man—” Rose stopped.
 
   Heather sat up straighter and looked haughtily over the room.
 
   “I’m sorry. That was unkind of me.” Rose said remorsefully.
 
   “It’s quite all right, Rose. There is no use ignoring what everybody else already knows. I, however, would never behave as Lady Endervale does.”
 
   “That’s correct. You are of far stronger character than she.” Charlotte put a hand on Heather’s in comfort.
 
   “Thank you, Charlotte.” Heather gathered her strength again and looked out over the room. She tried to look everywhere but at the tall figure of a man who stood out so glaringly from the other gentlemen. He was not dressed in evening blacks, not surprising given his station, but he still cut a fine figure in black trousers and a brown coat. He was a large man, his shoulders broad and his arms thicker than most gentlemen in the room. He didn’t look like a steward. He was far too handsome and virile. He radiated confidence and ease as if completely unaware of his lack of importance among the titled lords and ladies in the room. Heather decided it was his smile. It was so friendly, so charming in its ease. He would be impossible not to like, unless one were in the uncomfortable position of being interviewed to be his employer’s future wife. Heather looked away again. Should she say something about her earlier meeting with him? She was so embarrassed, but keeping it inside was growing difficult. She looked up at Rose and Charlotte. They too were outcast of the party due to lack of wealth and title. They knew so much already, could she lean on them a little more? She could feel the words wanting to spill from her like apples stacked too high.
 
   “He spoke to me,” she blurted.
 
   Charlotte and Rose turned their attention to her. “Who?” Rose asked.
 
   “Mr. Calder,” Heather whispered. “I went outside for some air after the gentlemen arrived and he followed me.” At this, Rose’s green eyes widened, and Charlotte raised her brows in intrigue.
 
   “He followed you?
 
   “Yes. He said that he needed to speak with me regarding the duke—like an interview. He asked me all sorts of questions and wrote my answers down on a notepad.”
 
   Rose’s head went back in shock and Charlotte remained perfectly still. Their silence was palpable.
 
   “He asked me if I’d ever been in love,” Heather went on. There was no point in stopping now, and it felt good to release the pressure, like a teapot with too much steam. “He asked me things like if I enjoy music, if I play an instrument, and so forth.”
 
   “That is…” Rose looked up and frowned. “I’m stumped. I’ve nothing to say to that.”
 
   “It’s odd, but I suppose it’s a good thing.” Charlotte patted her knee.
 
   “The duke was waylaid by a broken axel and injury to his ankle. I was worried I would not have enough time to speak with him, so I suppose it is a good thing. Mr. Calder didn’t seem to enjoy it either. We have that in accord.”
 
   “Well… Have you ever been in love?” Rose asked.
 
   Heather was caught off guard. It seemed such a silly question to ever ask somebody. “No, I can’t say that I have. You?” She smiled as Rose blushed in her own discomfiture.
 
   “You asked first,” Charlotte teased.
 
   “I’ve yet to meet a man worth loving,” Rose said meaningfully. “Though I hope to.”
 
   The girls sighed and grew quiet. It was the type of question that made one look inside and consider the possibilities of love, but knowing what she knew about her own circumstances, and that of Charlotte and Rose, she knew that love was a luxury they could scarcely afford. Just like her. She wanted to say something hopeful, but decided they would only be empty words.
 
   The butler announced that dinner was ready, and everyone paired off according to Lady Endervale’s instruction. Heather looked around in confusion. She had yet to be assigned a partner.
 
   Rose mouthed I’m sorry, and Charlotte threw her an anxious glance as they left her, escorted by Mr. Hughes and Sir Stanley. Their parting figures revealed Mr. Calder patiently waiting as everyone assembled near the door. Then he turned, and his eyes alighted on her. He approached her casually, the corners of his mouth curving up timidly.
 
   “I have the honor of escorting you into dinner, Miss Everly. Lady Endervale has graciously invited me to dine with the guests in the duke’s place until he arrives.”
 
   “How,” Heather stumbled for words as his blue eyes swept over her, “kind of our hostess,” she finished awkwardly. If he took offense to her lack of enthusiasm, he didn’t show it. Heather stood and took his offered arm, and they fell in behind the line of guests. Heather wasn’t surprised to be seated across from Mr. Calder given their shared lower rung on the totem pole of society. She was grateful, however, to not be sitting beside him, forced to make conversation. She was still recovering from the afternoon of questioning and the odd effect he seemed to have on her. She was sitting between. Mr. Hughes and Sir Stanley, with Rose and Charlotte on either side of Mr. Calder. He looked up briefly at her before their soups were set before them and Sir Stanley asked about her sisters.
 
   “Violet remained with Primrose to dine in her room. They are still too young to dine at such a gathering.”
 
   “Ah, yes… terribly sophisticated, the eating of food and drinking of wine.” Sir Stanley smirked.
 
   Heather smiled behind her napkin. “I suspect Violet thinks so.”
 
   “I have a younger sister of my own, you see. She too would be green with envy, as green as this asparagus soup.” He looked down at the bowl and made a comical face.
 
   Heather tried to repress her laughter behind her hand but failed. She felt eyes upon her, but when she looked up she only caught one gaze. Mr. Calder briefly held her gaze, his eyes glowing, before turning back to his soup. Heather froze, puzzled by that glow. Could it have been amusement? She mentally shook herself and returned to her own meal. 
 
   The dinner carried on, course after course, and Heather was actually enjoying herself. She drank more than she ought to, the result of the constant awareness of the man across from her and the subtle way he would glance at her frequently throughout the meal. He was watching her, his eyes grazing over her like a warm breeze, and then drifting away again before she could make sense of it. She tried to ignore it, but for some perplexing reason, she could feel when he looked at her. Each time his eyes touched on her, her skin would tingle in awareness, like a hidden sense she was only now discovering. He was masterful in disguising it to anyone but her. Whenever she looked up, he would look away, but make no qualms about meeting her eyes first. He knew she knew, but what did it mean? 
 
   There was something in these looks, especially when she laughed or received significant attention from the guests on either side of her, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. Perhaps he thought her behavior unsuitable given her tenuous situation with the duke? She didn’t like that. He had no right to disapprove of her actions when they were perfectly acceptable. She was not an accomplished flirt, nor was she inviting unwanted behavior. She was simply enjoying good food and conversation, and a reprieve from the dark cloud of her own thoughts. 
 
   Heather grew angrier the longer she pondered him, growing quiet despite the din of lively chatter around her. How dare he, she fumed. What right did he have to police her evening and actions? Was this part of the duke’s instructions? That same awareness sprinkled over her, and she looked up to meet his gaze. She held it, daring him to issue some kind of wordless reproof. There was that glow again. A challenge? Amusement? Heather wanted to growl in frustration. What does it mean? She wanted to shout. She reined herself in and took a deep breath. As she breathed in trying to regain her calm, she still had her eyes on him and caught him glance down fleetingly as her rib cage expanded and the bodice of her dress pulled tight over her breasts. His eyes returned to hers, glowing hotly like coals.
 
    Heather forgot how to exhale. Heat spread over her skin like the caress of the finest silk. She broke the invisible pull between their gazes by looking down at her plate. Somehow, a crème brûlée had magically appeared before her.
 
   “It’s divine, Miss Everly. Perfectly creamy and smooth,” Sir Stanley said on her right.
 
   Heather blushed even harder, her cheeks felt uncomfortably hot. “I beg your pardon?” the words rushed out as she finally released her breath.
 
   Sir Stanley looked at her oddly and motioned toward his plate with his spoon. “The crème brûlée.”
 
   “Oh!” Heather huffed in embarrassed laughter. “I thought—never mind. Yes, it looks delicious.”
 
   Sir Stanley frowned at her as he took another bite and then turned to his other dining companion.
 
   Thoroughly flustered, Heather took two bites of her dessert and prayed dinner would be over soon. Her prayer was answered. Lady Endervale stood and the gentlemen rose as the ladies departed for the drawing room. Heather wished to escape to her room, but she knew she would have to bide her time in the drawing room before she could retire.
 
   “Dear, did you enjoy dinner?” Her mother looped her arm through hers as they entered the drawing room.
 
   “Of course. Everything was superb.” Heather hoped her smiled was convincing. 
 
   “I’m glad. You’ve been a bit withdrawn since the start of the party.”
 
   Drat. “Not withdrawn, just adjusting.”
 
   “It’s unfortunate about the duke not being here when we have waited so anxiously, but Mr. Calder assures me he is in contact with him multiple times a day and that the duke is eager to meet you.” Her mother pulled her to two chairs in the far corner and turned to face her. Her knowing eyes searched her face. “Do you still wish to go forward with the duke?”
 
   “Of course!” Heather said in false eagerness. “It’s just… I’m worried there won’t be time.”
 
   Her mother patted her hand. “That’s why Mr. Calder was sent, my dear. I have hopes that the duke is as eager as we are to form a union. We must make Mr. Calder an ally.”
 
   Heather thought of the way Mr. Calder had looked at her during dinner, the way she felt the heat of his gaze over her skin. She didn’t think ally was the appropriate word for Mr. Calder.
 
   “It helps that he is young and handsome,” her mother continued, “and if Lady Endervale continues to let him participate in the activities in place of the duke, we will have ample opportunity to make a lasting impression for him to convey to the duke. Perhaps I will speak to her directly on the matter.”
 
   Heather didn’t like that idea, but her mother’s eyes were clear of worry and lit with hope. She bit her tongue. She had a few choice words for Mr. Calder and those glowing eyes of his. She would save them for him, and for an opportune time when she could take him to task without an audience. But she didn’t have the nerve to do it tonight, not when she could still recall the feeling of his eyes on her, feeling it like a touch. Even the memory caused a frisson of heat to slide down her spine. It would not do. 
 
   She looked around for a distraction. Lucy had commandeered a sofa with Dorothea at her side. Charlotte and Rose had just joined them, filling the last seats of the sofa, and Hazel and Anabelle were taking seats across from them.
 
   “I’m going to sit with Anabelle and Hazel, if I may, Mother.”
 
   “Certainly, dear, I’ve been meaning to ask Lady Wellsford about her poodle.” 
 
   Heather escorted her mother to Lady Wellsford and squeezed in beside Hazel on the sofa.
 
   “I feel as though I’ve eaten an elephant,” Hazel said with a grimace.
 
   “You certainly ate like an elephant,” Anabelle murmured.
 
   Hazel’s eyes snapped to her sisters. “Don’t claim to have a bird’s appetite, Anabelle. I saw you take two rolls.”
 
   Anabelle rolled her eyes. 
 
   “Don’t start, you two. I’m beginning to think I was blessed to only have a brother.” Lucy broke into their bickering.
 
   “You don’t fight with your brother?” Hazel said in disbelief.
 
   “Of course, but we do it properly, without witnesses.”
 
   “What about you, Heather. Do you and your sisters get along?”
 
   “We have our disagreements, but it’s easier now. Violet can be quite the shrew when she wishes, but they have both matured so much in the last few years.”
 
   “Please forgive us for deserting you. I had forgotten he would partner you until that very moment. I meant to tell you,” Rose admitted contritely.
 
   “It’s all right.” Heather sighed. “We didn’t say more than two words to each other, and then I was seated between Mr. Hughes and Sir Stanley. I enjoyed dinner very much.”
 
   “I found Mr. Calder quite charming,” Charlotte mused. “Did you think so, Rose?”
 
   “I did, but I will only be kind to him if Heather wishes me to.”
 
   Heather laughed. “He isn’t my enemy. Be kind to him if you wish. I only find the situation between us difficult because, well… it’s difficult.”
 
   “And odd,” Lucy added.
 
   “Yes,” Heather nodded in agreement, “quite odd. I haven’t the faintest idea what I should be doing or saying. He is but a steward, an employee of the duke, and yet, in some strange way, I feel as though my future is in his hands. It doesn’t help that he smiles at me so and watches me with those glowing eyes.” Heather shook her head in dismay.
 
   “I beg your pardon?” Lucy said.
 
   Heather looked up to find her friends staring at her peculiarly. “What did I say?”
 
   “Something about his smile and glowing eyes,” Anabelle prompted with a smile.
 
   “Do feel free to elaborate.” Hazel nodded encouragingly.
 
   “What? No. There is nothing that needs clarification, I assure you. He is simply watching me—for the duke, I would presume.”
 
   Lucy squinted at her. “For the duke, you say. And yet you say his eyes are glowing? How would you describe glowing eyes exactly? I would like to know when a man’s eyes are glowing when he looks at me.”
 
   Heather wanted to melt into the sofa. “Forget I said anything.”
 
   “We can’t now. We will all be watching him watching you the rest of the evening.” Charlotte laughed quietly.
 
   “No, you won’t.” Heather stood. “I’ve had quite enough excitement for one day and wish to retire. I will see you tomorrow if I don’t throw myself from my window.
 
   “Heather, don’t run away,” Lucy bid. 
 
   “I’m not running. I’m walking at an appropriate pace. Goodnight, you harpies,” Heather said in affectionate weariness. She caught her mother’s eyes as she headed for the door and somehow conveyed her intent. Her mother didn’t stop her, only nodded in understanding, and continued talking to Lady Wellsford.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Once out of sight, Heather picked up her pace and headed up the stairs. She was about to put her foot on the first step of the next set of stairs when a shadow moved in the hall.
 
   “Miss Everly,” he said.
 
   Heather froze. She slowly turned, just barely able to see his face in the shadows of the corridor, but she knew his voice already, and now knew the feeling of his eyes touching her.
 
   “Mr. Calder.”
 
   “I was hoping to speak with you again. I think we may have gotten off on the wrong foot. Will you join me?”
 
   Heather hesitated. She should say no. She should go straight to her room to do what she meant to do, which was to go to bed and to wish this day was just a terrible dream. 
 
   She certainly felt like she was dreaming. Like all her movements were languid and heavy, and she had no control of where it led. She nodded and turned towards him. His features became clearer, his lips turning up on one side in a half smile. He looked uncertain. Good. 
 
   “Lady Endervale is lending me the use of her sitting room for the duke’s use.” He opened the door to a small room with a chaise lounge and a small desk. A small fire filled the room with adequate warmth and an oil lamp glowed on the desk. “I don’t think she’s ever used it.” His voiced was tinged with amusement.
 
   He waved her through and Heather entered slowly. He walked around her and pulled a chair from the wall, placing it before the desk.
 
   Heather took the seat and folded her hands in her lap, nervously resigning herself to another interview of sorts. “Have you more questions then?”
 
   “I actually wondered if perhaps you had some questions of your own, Miss Everly. The duke seems to inspire questions and curiosity.” He smiled and a dimple winked at her.
 
   Heather felt her mouth go dry. How could a steward be so boyishly handsome? Something was different about him… “Where are your spectacles, Mr. Calder?” she asked in astonishment. Her eyes greedily absorbed his face in pleasure and discomfort. Without the glasses, he was much more masculine, his eyes magnetically blue, his jaw wide and firm. He had a cleft in his chin. Had she noticed that before? She noticed it now. She couldn’t seem to stop herself from staring at him.
 
   “I have trouble seeing distant things. I don’t need them when working,” he answered absently.
 
   “Have you always worn spectacles?” she asked curiously.
 
   “Since I was a boy.” He looked up and answered. He leaned forward and folded his hands on the desk. “Feel free to ask me any questions you want.”
 
   Heather looked down at her hands as she thought about what to ask. She looked up and met his gaze. “How long have you worked for the duke?”
 
   He tilted his head to the side in thought. “Two years. I worked under my father until he passed and then took his place.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said with feeling.
 
   He nodded but said nothing.
 
   “Did you always want to be a steward?”
 
   His eyes cut to the side and he pursed his lips. He looked back at her and smiled. “I don’t know how to answer that.”
 
   “Simple honesty will do. I promise not to tell.” Heather couldn’t help smiling in return.
 
   “It has its good days and bad days. I don’t think I considered my life taking any other direction.”
 
   Heather nodded and bit her lip. She was feeling mischievous and spiteful, especially after the havoc he played on her senses at dinner. “Are you in love, Mr. Calder?”
 
   “I beg your pardon?” He sat up straighter in his chair.
 
   “Are you in love with anyone? You asked it of me and now I’m asking you. Is there a woman who holds the key to your heart?”
 
   He looked very uncomfortable, and perhaps it was a trick of the light, but Heather swore she saw color creeping up his neck. Even when bashful he was gorgeous.
 
   He cleared his throat. “When I asked if you had questions, I meant about the duke.”
 
   Heather grinned. “Answer the question.”
 
   He thrust his chin out and pulled at his cravat. “No, not at this present time.”
 
   Heather looked down to hide her smile. She felt a curl of pleasure in her stomach and her cheeks felt warm. She needed to change the subject quickly.
 
   “Do you like working for the duke?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   She didn’t buy it for a second. “Truly? I’ve heard he can be somewhat… difficult.”
 
   “That can describe most of the upper echelons of society, Miss Everly. You will have to clarify.” His gaze was penetrating.
 
   Heather felt the previous moment of pleasure slip away. Like a dark cloud sitting over a picnic. “Is he… is he a mean man?” she asked finally.
 
   Mr. Calder was silent. “He’s never struck anyone to my knowledge. He has rigid expectations of everyone he employs. They are paid fairly and treated adequately. If you are asking how he would treat a young wife, I can’t rightly say. He has a reputation that is well-deserved. I’ve been out of society for so long I can’t tell you how much is true or untrue.”
 
   Heather bent her head and closed her eyes against a wave of sorrow. She was trying to be strong. She shook her head and looked up. “Does he have any family?”
 
   “None that care to know him,” he answered without feeling.
 
    His eyes watched her and Heather had a feeling he saw everything. Was it as painfully obvious to him as it was to her that she didn’t want to marry the duke? She tried to rally her courage. “Do you think the duke will wish to marry me?”
 
   “I can’t imagine any man not wishing to marry you, Miss Everly.” 
 
   He said it with such conviction that Heather forgot how to breathe. “Thank you,” she said, but it was so quiet she wasn’t sure he heard her.
 
   “Why would you want to marry a man like the duke?”
 
   “It isn’t a question of want, Mr. Calder, but a question of need. I need to marry the duke. For my sisters and my mother.” She looked up into his eyes, her own burning with the painful admission. His eyes looked right back at her, probably seeing her for the desperate creature she was. But his eyes were not hard and judging, but soft and sympathetic. It stung more.
 
   “I don’t need any one’s pity.” Heather pushed out of her chair and turned. It was a small room, two steps and she was already before the fire, her hands shaking, her lashes brimming with shameful tears. She tried to catch them with her gloved finger.
 
   A gentle hand on her shoulder turned her. “Please don’t cry. I can’t bear it.”
 
   His voice was deep, a vibration she could feel inside her stomach. She tried to hide her tears, sniffing gently and wiping at her eyes, but they were relentless.
 
   “I’m going to kiss you if you don’t stop crying.”
 
   A surprised half laugh-half sob erupted from her. “That’s a preposterous thing to say, and extremely inappropriate.”
 
   He brought a hand to her face, his large hand cupping her cheek, fingers sliding into her hair. “Not preposterous, simply fact. I can’t stand to see a beautiful woman so sad.”
 
   Heather gulped down another sob. It sat like a stone in her chest as she looked up at him. There it was again, that dream-like feeling. Every movement felt impossibly slow except the tender beating of her heart, which seemed inordinately fast. She swallowed. His eyes were dark, like midnight, reflections of the fire twinkling like stars inside them. A brazen tear slid down her cheek as if to taunt him, slipping into the seam at the corner of her lips. His eyes followed it and did not look away as his head bent to hers.
 
   It felt like an eternity before his lips touched hers, a slow meeting of softness. His hands gently slid up her arms, fingers curving around her shoulders. She didn’t know a man’s lips could be so soft. She held still, unsure if she even had the ability to move. His lips moved against hers gently, a massaging caress, and then he pulled away.
 
   The kiss spread over her skin the way fire consumes paper. When it was over, she took a breath and her lungs felt scorched. She felt light and fragile, on the verge of disintegrating into nothing but ash and want. Her eyes blinked open and met his. Traces of the fire still lingered there, and she now recognized what the glow meant. It was desire.
 
   She stepped back, his arms falling slowly to his side. “You shouldn’t have done that.”
 
   “I know, but I did warn you.”
 
   Heather folded her arms across her chest. “What are you about, Mr. Calder? Do you expect me to trade favors for favors?
 
   “No—never. I only wished to comfort you,” he said earnestly.
 
   “You’ve taken instead of given. You’ve behaved badly from the start. A steward should know better, but you’ve carelessly crossed the line again and again.” He stepped back further from her, but he hardly looked contrite. “What do you have to say for yourself?” Heather demanded.
 
   He narrowed his eyes at her. “I’m no child, Miss Everly. Perhaps I’ve been too far removed from society at the ducal estate, but I know the look of a woman in need very well. And you, my dear, are a woman in need. The question of what that need is you haven’t quite figured out. A testament to your innocence, but I know what you need, Miss Everly.”
 
   “How dare you,” Heather whispered.
 
   “How dare I? If you want to claim a duke, you’re going to have to become accustomed to my honesty. I can see right through your fragile armor. You want to marry the duke as much as you want to jump naked into the Thames. This is a world of wants and needs, Heather, and you need to marry the duke, but I can see very plainly that you want me.”
 
   Heather gasped. It was such a sharp intake of breath that she almost choked. She spun away from him and reached for the door, but he was suddenly there blocking her path. 
 
   “Move or I shall scream.”
 
   “Don’t scream. The repercussions are far more serious for you than me.”
 
   Heather glared at him. “What do you want from me?”
 
   “I want to help you. I see a young woman throwing herself on the sword for her family, and I don’t understand why.”
 
   “Because I love them, because if I don’t, we will have no future, we will have no place to live.”
 
   “So you would marry a man old enough to be your grandfather? A man known across England and the continent for his horrible demeanor?”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   He stepped closer. “You’d lie beneath him and moan his name for the sake of keeping your respectability?”
 
   Heather wasn’t aware she slapped him until after the fact. Her hand stung, and his face was pinched with anger.
 
   “Perhaps I deserved that,” he conceded.
 
   “We’re done here. Get out of my way,” Heather fumed.
 
   “Listen to me. Until he feels the desire to peel himself off his ass at the Foal and Mare, I am your only connection to the duke. You need me.”
 
   “And you see an advantageous opportunity for you, is that what you’re proposing?” 
 
   He smiled a little. “No. I can see my kissing you was a dreadful mistake. Please forgive me.”
 
   “Then why did you do it?” Heather asked. For whatever reason, she needed to know.
 
   “Because you needed it. It is a terrible shame that your charms will be wasted on a man like the duke. He would never appreciate you, Heather. He would never gaze in wonder at the glow of your skin, marvel at the softness of your lips. You would be nothing but a trophy for his collection. I thought you should know that. I thought to kiss you so you would know that you are wanted, you are beautiful, and you’re deserving of so much more than being an old man’s prize. That was all, and I shan’t do it again, not unless you ask me to.” He turned and opened the door, moving far out of her path to freedom.
 
   Heather stood for a moment as thoughts and feelings ricocheting inside her in chaos. Words like want and desire bounced around in her mind. She was terrified to move, unable to trust what her action might be. She took a deep breath, and then another. She shook off the shock and strode out of the room without uttering a word.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Fallon watched her go in a peculiar calm. Very little riled him these days, but Miss Heather Everly inspired a sort of rabid curiosity in him. It was such a shame, a bloody damn shame, and yet it wasn’t the first nor the last time a young woman would be foisted onto a decrepit aristocrat for the sake of money. The poor girl looked as though she were sentenced to the gallows. Should he be insulted on the old duke’s behalf? Fallon snorted as he took his seat behind the desk. He sat back in the chair and folded his arms behind his head. Damn but her lips were soft. Like a feather brushed against one’s skin. 
 
   She was determined, he’d give her that much. The kiss was a bold move on his part, but he couldn’t help it. She reminded him of home. He leaned forward in his chair and resumed his message to be sent to the Foal and Mare first thing in the morning. It was fortunate Lady Endervale found him charming enough to participate with the guests. His youth and looks were an advantage he never tired of. Signing with a flourish, he sanded the paper and folded it. He sealed the missive and then stood. It was still early, but it would be pointless to join the other guests if Miss Everly were not in attendance. She was, after all, his purpose for being here. Tomorrow, he would have to recover the ground he lost and find a way to earn her trust. He would need more allies in the household, a maid or two, even Lady Endervale herself. It shouldn’t be difficult. As curious as he was about Miss Everly, the guests were equally or more so about the Duke of Ablehill. The questions were never ending, their eyes bright with interest about a man no one cared to personally know, but only gossip about. 
 
   Fallon blew out the lamp and headed for the billiard room. He wanted to get a feel for the gentlemen in the house, and their views on Miss Everly. 
 
   Fallon reached the billiard room as gentlemen were removing their jackets in preparation of a game. Apparently, he wasn’t the only one looking for a little distraction.
 
   “Good evening.” He stopped as he entered.
 
   “Calder, old boy. Do join us.” Lord Jonathan Rigsby waved him over. He received polite nods from Mr. Hughes and Sir Stanley, but Lord Draven stood back in the corner and drew from a cigar.
 
   Fallon entered and removed his jacket. “You’ve already even numbers, but I’d like to watch if I may.”
 
   “Nonsense. Do take my place. I like to watch.” Lord Draven’s deep voice said from the corner. The glow as he pulled from the cigar lit his eyes eerily.
 
   “My thanks,” Fallon said tentatively.
 
   Lord Rigsby handed him a stick and took the first shot. There was silence except the sound of balls knocking together followed by curses.
 
   “You’ve already sunk half the balls,” Sir Stanley grumbled.
 
   Lord Rigsby smiled triumphantly. “We’ll take stripes.”
 
   They continued to play in comfortable silence, the clink of balls, tumblers, and shuffling feet filling the room. Fallon enjoyed it immensely. He had been secluded for so long he forgot what it felt like to be surrounded by others, particularly others his own age of similar pursuits. Particularly, the pursuit of women. He thought about how to phrase a question to get answers without revealing overmuch.
 
   “So what’s the old man like,” Lord Draven’s dark timber interrupted.
 
   “Beg pardon?” Fallon said after he finished his shot.
 
   “The duke,” Draven said flatly.
 
   Fallon cut his eyes to the side before turning to sip from his glass. “The duke? I suppose the easiest answer is that all the rumors are most likely true.”
 
   Chuckles rumbled throughout the room.
 
   “He’s looking for a wife?”
 
   Interesting, Fallon thought. “Aren’t we all?” he said with sarcasm.
 
   “Those of us that can afford one,” Draven answered.
 
   Fallon smiled at the barb. He expected to be reminded of his place. And often. “All men of great holdings need heirs.”
 
   “Not I, at least not yet. I’ve no wish to be leg shackled anytime soon.” Rigsby laughed.
 
   “Then why attend this party?” Fallon asked in curiosity.
 
   “My mother. She has other plans for my matrimonial state.”
 
   More chuckles.
 
   “It’s not a bad lot. It was a pleasant view from where I sat at the dinner table,” Mr. Hughes added.
 
   Bingo. Fallon kept his face impassive as he moved around the table. “Which view was that? I dare say I had a pleasing vista as well, but I’m merely a seat filler for the duke.”
 
   “Miss Everly.”
 
   “Oh, yes, she was entertaining, and beautiful,” Sir Stanley agreed.
 
   Fallon felt his fingers tighten around the stick. “Oh, really?” He felt eyes on his back.
 
   “But she is unofficially claimed, is she not?” Draven’s voice said from the shadows.
 
   Fallon briefly looked over his shoulder before turning back to the table. “So it would seem. But the duke has yet to meet her, and I gather she might choose otherwise if she knew she had the ability.” He looked up at Hughes and Stanley. They both looked uncomfortable.
 
   “Tis unfortunate about the lack of dowry,” the dark voice said. 
 
   It was like a devil on Fallon’s shoulder. He felt the urge to flick it off. “Is that such a hindrance?”
 
   “For some.”
 
   Fallon again felt the gaze boring into his back. What was Draven’s angle? Hughes and Stanley kept their eyes averted and downcast. “A boon for the duke then. He is always pleased to get what he wants, especially if he feels it was taken from someone else’s hand.”
 
   The dark voice rumbled with laughter behind him. “A man after my own heart. Perhaps he would like a little sporting competition?”
 
   At this, Fallon turned slowly and peered into the dark. “Sporting, you say?” He let the sarcasm settle into the silence.
 
   “Yes, sporting,” Draven finally answered.
 
   Fallon didn’t detect any malice. Perhaps Draven was a good sport. “Do you intend to pursue Miss Everly then?”
 
   “That is the game, isn’t it?”
 
   Fallon loosened his grip on the stick lest he break it. “Is it? Would you intentionally mislead her or is your interest genuine?” The tension was getting thicker now, but Fallon wasn’t about to encourage this rake to toy with Miss Everly.
 
   “Draven, you’re sucking the fun from the room again. May we continue playing? All this talk of marriage is making me itch.” 
 
   Wary laughter was heard from Hughes and Stanley. Stanley took his turn, almost ending the game.
 
   “This room stinks. I’m getting some air.” Draven pushed away from the wall and left the billiard room, a cloud of cigar smoke trailing him. The door clicked shut behind him.
 
   Fallon wanted to groan. The last thing he needed right now was an enemy in the house. The others looked around hesitantly. “My apologies if I have overstepped.”
 
   Rigsby shrugged. “Draven likes tension. He enjoys playing the villain. Think nothing of it.” He took a shot and won the game.
 
   “Be that as it may, I think I will retire. Enjoy your evening.” He bowed to them and departed. The halls were dark as he headed to his room, moonlight streaming like glowing ribbons through the windows. He thought of Miss Everly suddenly, wondered if the same moonlight would be shining on her sleeping form or if her curtains would be shut tightly against the night. He shook his head. He had no business wondering such things.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Draven pushed out the back door and cursed colorfully as he crushed his cigar beneath his foot. It was bitterly cold, the sky clear, the moon bright. He pulled another cigar from his coat pocket and bit the end.
 
   “Whose there?” a woman’s voice gasped.
 
   Draven squinted into the darkness. “Tis I, Lord Draven.”
 
   “Oh.” A cloaked figure stepped out from behind a tree. “Good evening, Lord Draven.”
 
   Draven smiled and bowed. “Lady Anabelle.” She was covered in a dark cape, hood up, one glowing pale ringlet falling down over her shoulder. What was this? He wondered curiously.
 
   “I can’t help but wonder what you would be doing out here. Alone?”
 
   “Just gathering my thoughts.”
 
   He snorted. “In this cold?”
 
   “You don’t believe me?” she returned tartly. She was slowly walking towards him.
 
   He was blocking the only way back into the house. He widened his stance. “It’s hard to believe.”
 
   “I was not here waiting for you, if that is what you mean.”
 
   Draven could feel laughter rumbling in his chest, but he only smiled. “No, not me, but perhaps another?”
 
   “How dare you say such a thing?” Her tone was as frigid as the air around them.
 
   This time he did laugh, and he believed her. Such righteous indignation! “Then what, may I ask, were you thinking about?” The question surprised him as much as it clearly surprised her.
 
   “I—it’s none of your business, now is it? I would like to go inside if you would please step aside.”
 
   “But we’ve only just begun conversing? And on an honest level no doubt. No drawing room drivel when one’s breathe crystallizes the air and the moon makes your fair skin as smooth as whipped cream.”
 
   She was silent, her lips slightly open, her eyes unreadable in the shadow of her hood. But he knew he had shocked her. He let the silence stretch, eager for where it would lead. “Well?” It was a challenge. She would either withdraw or parry.
 
   “I had no idea you were a poet, Lord Draven. I thank you for the pretty compliment. Now, if you would let me pass.” She took a step forward, now within arm’s reach.
 
   Was it an invitation, or an attempt to force him to move? Only one way to find out. “Are you cold, Lady Anabelle? I’d be happy to provide needed warmth.” He watched the pale column of her throat swallow.
 
   “I only wish to return indoors. There is plenty of warmth there.”
 
   “Yes, but it wouldn’t be nearly as fun. I wonder… what color your eyes are in the moonlight.” He thought he heard her inhale.
 
   “I wouldn’t know,” she answered calmly.
 
   Draven considered his next move. She was a complete innocent with a pristine reputation. What could he persuade her to do? “Would you let me see?”
 
   “You wish to see my eyes?”
 
   “I do.” And he really did. Would this prim and proper miss transform into a moonlit goddess?
 
   She hesitated. “And then you will allow me to pass?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   She sighed. Her breath puffed out between them like a silky cloud. She pulled back her hood, but the moon was behind her, her eyes still pools of darkness.
 
   He shook his head then quickly took her arm and they switched places. “There.” He held her arm still and looked over her face. Her skin was luminescent in the light, her eyes sparkling and otherworldly. “Why, it’s devastating.”
 
   “Devastating?” she said breathily.
 
   The sound heated his blood. She was not unaffected by him. “You are so beautiful in the moonlight it almost hurts to look at you. What would it be like to taste you?”
 
   Her arm tensed under his hand. Her eyes and nostril flared as she inhaled quickly.
 
   “May I?” he asked. After all, he wasn’t a complete scoundrel.
 
   She shook her head. “No, Lord Draven. You may not.”
 
   “Why not?” he asked wickedly, the corner of his mouth curving up.
 
   “It wouldn’t be proper.”
 
   “All the best sins aren’t.” He smiled fully now. “How can I convince you to be a little wicked, Lady Anabelle?”
 
   “You can’t. Please let me go inside.”
 
   He released her arm. “As you wish, but you will regret it.”
 
   She had begun to turn, but paused and looked back at him. “What is that supposed to mean?”
 
   “You will never know what delights you are missing. The heaven that can be found in a single kiss. It is a shame, Lady Anabelle.” He let his tongue curl around the L in her name like a caress. She still only looked at him. Was she changing her mind? “Have I convinced you to sin? It almost seems too easy.”
 
   Her eyes sparked at him and she turned up her nose. “Goodnight, Lord Draven.” She turned away with a whip of cloak and entered the house. Ethan chuckled. He felt like a satyr, tempting a maiden with wicked promises. She may have denied him, but she definitely would be thinking about him. That thought curled in his abdomen like a lick of flame around wood. He wasn’t normally tempted by virgins. What had come over him? He shrugged, felt the cold permeate his coat, and returned to the house.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Heather felt dazed as she followed Violet into breakfast. Her sleep had been erratic, the same dream occurring over and over. She dreamt of him, Mr. Calder, and the gentle kiss he had given her. But in her dream, she hadn’t been afraid—no, not afraid. Because in the light of day, she knew in her heart she could never be afraid of him. It was herself she was afraid of. In her dream, she kissed him back, without fear, without hesitation or thoughts of ruin. She had kissed him back because she wanted to. In her dream, he looked deeply into her eyes, his smile lighting a fire in her she had never felt before, and so she kissed him. Each time she dreamt of him, she kissed him.
 
   And each time she kissed him, she would jolt herself awake. She was at odds with herself, torn between what she must do, and what she secretly wanted to do.
 
   She quickly scanned the room as they entered, relieved to not see him immediately. Round tables had been set up informally, and guests could serve themselves from the sideboard. She nodded to those closest in greeting and went to make herself a plate. Taking a seat beside her mother, she sat down and accepted a cup of tea from a footman. 
 
   “Where are all the gentlemen?” Violet asked as she spooned eggs into her mouth.
 
   “Riding, I’ve been told, but they shall return shortly for the games.”
 
   “Games?” Heather asked.
 
   “A scavenger hunt, then lawn bowling after luncheon.”
 
   “Sounds delightful!” Violet smiled with excitement.
 
   Heather smiled half-heartedly. She was happy to see Violet had regained her spirits but was having trouble finding her own. “When does the scavenger hunt begin?”
 
   “After breakfast we will meet in the drawing room to wait for the gentlemen,” her mother replied.
 
   “Why must we always be waiting for the gentlemen?” Primrose said in irritation.
 
   “Now, Prim.” Her mother adopted a lecturing tone.
 
   Heather tuned them out as she stared down at her cup of tea. Would she have to face him? If the line up into dinner was any indication, she might not have a choice. She looked around the room at the other young ladies vying for husbands. They had choices that she didn’t have. They could pick from the assortment of gentlemen, choosing one who fit the mold suited to them. Heather had no choice, she only had the duke, and in the duke’s place was his steward. A steward she wanted to kiss.
 
   She looked down at her plate as her cheeks flushed shamefully. What was she thinking? Her dreams had been bad enough, she couldn’t control them, and now her thoughts betrayed her. She took a few bites of eggs and toast to preoccupy herself as pleasant chatter continued around her. When she finished, she dutifully followed her mother into the drawing room where Lady Endervale held court.
 
   “I’ve received word that our esteemed gentlemen have returned. I’ve prepared a list of clues for each group. Now, with Mr. Calder in the dukes place, our numbers our splendidly even once more. Each group will have two ladies and two gentlemen.”
 
   There were excited murmurs following this.
 
   “To keep things… proper,” Lady Endervale smiled quite gleefully herself, “some parents have volunteered at stations along the hunt to offer clues and keep an eye on the festivities.” Lady Endervale turned as the gentlemen entered the drawing room. “Perfect timing! I was just about to announce the pairs.” Pulling a list from her sleeve, she began to announce names and groups began to gather together. Heather felt her name fall on the room like a knell as she was paired with—unsurprisingly, Mr. Calder. Lucy soon joined them along with Lord Draven. Violet looked mutinous as it became clear that she and Prim would be excluded from the activities.
 
   “I’m sorry, Vi. You’ll have your turn soon enough.” Heather touched her shoulder.
 
   “I don’t see why she cannot join us know. Would you mind, Lady Lucy, Lord Draven, if Miss Violet and Miss Primrose joined our party?” Fallon asked.
 
   “It hardly matters to me,” Draven grumbled.
 
   “I’d love their company.” Lucy smiled.
 
   “I’ll will speak with Lady Endervale.” Fallon moved away.
 
   Heather watched him in surprise as Violet grabbed her hand excitedly. “How kind of him.”
 
   “Indeed,” Heather watched him stride over to Lady Endervale. At least she wouldn’t be alone with him. Her sisters would be a good buffer. She smiled her thanks as he returned and he caught her eye. It was a tentative smile, but none the less genuine. He had their list of clues in hand, and they gathered around him. Heather was closest to him, immediately on his left, and as she leaned in to peer at the list, she caught a whiff of shaving soap and man. For a moment, she simply stared at the paper, incognizant of the writing.
 
   “Beware the stones across the path, if you should fall, you’ll take a bath.” Lucy frowned as she read the words.
 
   “The folly,” Draven said from the edge of the group. He looked as interested as a toad at tea time.
 
   “Right, the Folly then.” Lucy threw a glare Draven’s way but his eyes were on another group. “Let’s be off.”
 
   Heather remained silent as her sisters skipped ahead with Lucy, followed by Mr. Calder. She was surprised by the looming presence behind her and turned to find Lord Draven holding out his arm. “May I escort you to the Folly?”
 
   “Yes, thank you.” She put her hand on his arm and they followed their party out onto the terrace. Heather kept her gaze forward, her eyes pulling time and time again to the broad shoulders and back of Mr. Calder. 
 
   She was glad of her sturdy wool dress as the late morning had yet to give way to the warm afternoon sun. The man beside her was quiet, but she didn’t mind. The groups scattered in different directions, each list holding different clues.
 
   “Quite diabolical of our hostess, isn’t it?”
 
   Heather was caught off guard. “I beg your pardon?”
 
   He looked down at her and smiled. “To send us off hither and yonder, unchaperoned, unleashed.” He winked at her.
 
   “There are chaperones placed throughout the grounds from what I understand,” Heather replied.
 
   “Ah, yes, but with so much open space interrupted by hedges, mazes, walls, and gazebos, the possibilities for an experience rake are endless.”
 
   Heather bit her tongue to keep a nervous laugh from escaping. She had very little experience with flirtation—if that’s what this was. “I wouldn’t know, my lord.”
 
   “No, I suspect you wouldn’t, though you’re not exactly the target of her ladyship’s schemes given your association with the duke and… his steward.”
 
   Heather looked forward in what she hoped was a casual manner. Something about the set of Mr. Calder’s shoulders made her think that he could hear them. “I suspect you’re right. These games were not designed with me in mind, but certainly an advantage for you and the other eligible guests.”
 
   “What a shame, Miss Everly. I find you quite,” he paused, “eligible.”
 
   Heather should have been flattered, but she had the distinct impression she was being toyed with. She didn’t know how to respond without encouraging him further. She almost wished she could take her arm from his sleeve. She looked up, surprised to find him looking down at her with a teasing smile as they walked. He was handsome, with his dark hair and unusual grey eyes, elegant but masculine in his clothing and size, but he was not the kind of man she could ever love. He was a predator.
 
   “Why, thank you, Lord Draven. That is kind of you to say,” she said lamely. She could tell by his eyes that his interest dimmed a tiny bit. She didn’t know what else to do. “But you see, I’ve set my heart on a duke, and you’re only a Viscount.” She smiled teasingly to soften the insult. 
 
   He smiled wickedly in return, clearly far from insulted. “Touché, Miss Everly. Well done.” They both looked forward and Mr. Calder had offered Lucy his arm. 
 
   “Perhaps Lady Lucy would find you eligible?” Heather mocked. She was beginning to enjoy herself now.
 
   Lord Draven laughed. It was deep and raspy. “I am good friends with her brother. Gentlemen have rules about such things, and I don’t think I can sustain two heart breaks in one day.” He looked down at her from the corner of his eye. “You surprise me.”
 
   “How so?” Heather was intrigued.
 
   “You make yourself easy to overlook by blending so well with the demure English lady ruse.”
 
   “Ruse?” It was Heather’s turn to laugh.
 
   “When in fact, you are quite vibrant and lively. It’s a shame your charms will be wasted on a stiff old man when you could enjoy a stiff—” He stopped just as a looming wall of chest was suddenly before them in the form of Mr. Calder.
 
   Heather squeaked in surprise. He had a fierce look about him as he stared at Lord Draven, and he looked very large and intimidating. Heather hadn’t realized he was a few inches taller than Lord Draven. He turned his gaze to her and it softened. “I have news of the duke I’d thought to share with you, Miss Everly.”
 
   “Oh?” It was more of a breathy gasp as she took her hand off Lord Draven’s arm.
 
   Lord Draven smiled, as if he were enjoying Mr. Calder’s intimidating display very much. “Well, I shall take your place with Lady Lucy then.” He turned and smiled at Heather. “It was a pleasure conversing with you, Miss Everly.” 
 
   Mr. Calder stepped aside as Lord Draven passed and then presented his arm to Heather. Heather looked back and forth in confusion as Lord Draven offered his arm to Lucy and they began to walk again. Mr. Calder made no move to continue walking. 
 
   “I hope he didn’t say anything to offend you, Miss Everly.” 
 
   Heather looked up at him, a little startled. For some reason, she expected him to use her given name, as he had scandalously done last night, and she was a little disappointed he hadn’t. “No he didn’t, we were merely chatting.”
 
   “It didn’t sound like chatting, it sounded like flirting, and he is dangerous to you.”
 
   Heather scoffed. “Do you mean to chase away my suitors in protection of the duke’s interest?”
 
   “He is not a suitor, he is a rogue.”
 
   Heather’s eyes widened as she looked forward. They were far from their group now but still visible. “We should keep up.” 
 
   He reluctantly began to move. Heather was still processing not only what he said, but also the way he said it. He sounded… jealous? That couldn’t be. Possessive? Perhaps. Did he view her as property of the Duke of Ablehill? She was suddenly angry. She was no man’s property, not yet anyhow, and if another man had interest in her, a younger man of suitable means to rescue her and her family, why shouldn’t she be open to that choice? 
 
   “I am under no contract with the duke. I can do as I please.”
 
   He was silent for a moment. “That is true.”
 
   “Then why are you acting as if I have behaved dishonorably?”
 
   “There is nothing in your actions that bear scrutiny. It’s his actions I am concerned with, or more to the point, his motives.”
 
   “Motives?” Heather laughed. “What motives could he possibly have towards me?”
 
   “I’m not sure, but when I talked about you last night in the billiard roo—”
 
   Heather yanked him to a stop and turned him to face her. “Why on earth were you talking about me with other gentlemen?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Fallon wanted to cringe at his oversight but instead he settled on a menacing frown to intimidate her. “And if I did?”
 
   “What right have you to discuss me at any point, at any time?”
 
   “Aren’t you going to finish that with a withering ‘How dare you!’?”
 
   “Why are you discussing me with other gentlemen?” She poked his chest with a finger.
 
   “I was simply trying to get the lay of the land. To find out why your only option for marriage is to the duke.”
 
   “You have humiliated me. No wonder Lord Draven thought to toy with me as he did. You’ve made a mockery of me.” Heather crossed her arms over her chest and turned away. She looked out over a hedge of dormant roses and fought tears.
 
   There was a scuffle of feet before Violet rounded the corner. “What’s become of you two?” She looked back and forth between them with a frown.
 
   “Nothing,” Heather growled.
 
   Fallon didn’t have a ready excuse for why Heather was clearly upset. He struggled for something to say as her sister looked at him suspiciously. He shrugged.
 
   “Is it about the duke?” Violet ventured. “Is he worse?”
 
   Fallon jumped on the opportunity. “His ankle still pains him. He may not arrive for some days yet.”
 
   Violet’s face crumpled. “What does that mean?”
 
   “We were going to discuss it with your mother now. Here, take the list and go on with your sister. Keep a sharp eye on Lord Draven and Lady Lucy.”
 
   Violet took the list without question and turned. She looked back once before rounding the corner and then they were alone again.
 
   “I have nothing I wish to say to my mother,” Heather said with her back to him.
 
   “I don’t think you should continue on in this state. You are upset.”
 
   She spun around. “You think you know me so well? You act as if you have some claim to me. I do not belong to you or the duke, Mr. Calder. You are trying to manage me like I am some property or thing—”
 
   “No.” He stepped closer and grabbed her arms. “I’m trying to protect you, I’m trying to understand you and heaven above, I’m trying to resist you at all costs, and I’m failing.”
 
   Heather’s mouth went slack. “Excuse me?”
 
   He grabbed her hand and pulled her back towards the house, then took a path to the left that led to a gazebo surrounded by dense evergreen shrubbery lined up like tall sentinels around them, enclosing them completely. He pulled her up the steps and turned to face her. “I want to kiss you again, Heather, but I won’t. Not unless you give me permission.”
 
   “I won’t.” Heather was quick to say, though her heart was beating alarmingly fast and a burst of pleasure filled her when he said her name.
 
   His jaw clenched, but he didn’t move closer. He stayed perfectly still and just stared at her. “You don’t want me to kiss you? Truly?”
 
   Heather shook her head weakly. “I like the way you say my name.”
 
   His face softened and his eyes suddenly a vivid blue behind his spectacles. “Heather.”
 
   Heather had the urge to reach out and touch his coat suddenly. To walk her fingers up the lapel to his neck. She curled her fingers into her skirt instead. “What is your name?”
 
   His lips turned up at the corners ever so slightly. “You wish to know my name?”
 
   She nodded, her lips curving in a return smile.
 
   “It’s Fallon.”
 
   “Fallon,” she said, feeling the weight of it on her tongue.
 
   “I have to kiss you right now,” he begged, and then he removed his glasses and stepped closer.
 
   Heather put a hand on his chest to push him away, but then she became preoccupied with the feel of it, the warmth she could feel through his clothing, the obvious hard muscle underneath. She looked at her hand against his chest. Mesmerized, she spread her fingers using various amounts of pressure to test the hardness of his chest. She had never felt this way about a man before, never desired to kiss him or touch him as she did now. This feeling was dangerous, much more so than any teasing rogue who wished to toy with her. The danger was he and the danger was she, because with him, she forgot what she was about, and another part of her took over.
 
   “Fallon,” she said again, pausing to swallow, “why are you talking about me to the other gentlemen?”
 
   He swallowed too, his Adams apple moving up and down with it. “I was curious to see what they thought of you. If they found you as enchanting as I do.”
 
   She spread her hand out again, sliding it slowly up to his shoulder. He inched closer to her. “What did you find out?” she asked huskily.
 
   “I was right. The only thing standing between you and a proper marriage is the lack of dowry. But to some here that may not matter anymore. My interest—I mean, the duke’s interest, has spurred the interest of others.”
 
   “Interest you wish to dissuade on the dukes behalf?”
 
    He had been watching her hand, but at that, he looked at her. Heather looked up to meet his eyes. 
 
   “I want you. More than I’ve ever wanted anything. I don’t know where it came from, or if it can even be satisfied, but I want you, and I can’t stop it. I’m in a difficult position, Heather. I came here as a steward. I’m beneath you.”
 
   “You are so much more than a steward,” Heather whispered.
 
   He closed his eyes. “Please, let me kiss you.”
 
   Inside, Heather thrilled at the need in his voice. No man had ever wanted her so badly or spoke to her with such desire. It was a new experience for her, one she was dying to explore. Would he be the first and last man to desire her? If she married the duke that would be a certainty. For all the interest with which he spoke of from the other gentlemen, Heather knew it would never come to anything. She didn’t have the time to be courted. She needed a husband by the end of the party. She needed a place to go for her family. Only the duke could offer that. If he agreed at the end of the week to a marriage, they would immediately file for a special license and return with him to his home. That was her only choice, but for right now, in this gazebo, she had a muscled chest beneath her hand, and a handsome and kind man begging to kiss her. She closed her eyes. She wished she were dreaming so she could let him kiss her, and desperately kiss him back.
 
   His arms came around her and pulled her against him. She opened her eyes with a gasp but didn’t fight him. Instead, she reveled in the warmth of his body, the strength of it. He was such a large man, but he was inherently kind in almost everything he did. She wished she could have met him in another life, where he could be the man she needed to marry, or she could be a stewards wife. She looked up at him. His eyes were examining her face tenderly. She brought a hand up to his cheek, stroking the line of his square jaw.
 
   “Kiss me, Fallon.”
 
   His eyes snapped to hers, and then he swooped down and stole her lips in a kiss that was vastly different from the night before. His large hands spanned her back, pulling her tightly against him. His lips were firm and demanding. All Heather could do was tip her head back and let him do as he wished. At the insistent pressure of his mouth, she opened hers and shivered as his tongue swept in triumphantly.
 
   She clung to him now, her nails digging into his coat as her mind scattered in all directions and her body took over. This was her first true kiss, her first taste of desire and dalliance. She should have been shocked into shame, but instead, she gloried in the way her heart tripped and skipped in excitement and her skin came alive. Suddenly, she could feel every part of herself, her toes curling in her slippers, the brush of her chemise against her now sensitive nipples.
 
   He pulled away and Heather took a much needed gasp of air. His face was very stern, and his chest heaved with breath as if he had just accomplished a great physical feat.
 
   “This is a horrible idea,” he said gravely.
 
   Heather nodded, not yet able to form words.
 
   “You must make a choice, Heather. I fear I can’t.”
 
   She looked up at him then, the joy singing in her veins fading. “A choice? I’ve never had a choice. This… this is something I’ve never felt before. I know I am missing something, I know what I am losing, but the duke is still my only choice. I may have nothing else, but I will have this moment. If I had a choice, Fallon, I would very much choose a man like you.”
 
   His eyes changed at that moment. They thundered with emotion and Heather couldn’t look away. “You would choose me?”
 
   Heather nodded and her heart beat painfully. She couldn’t believe what she was saying, but it was the truth. “I would, but you must see that I can’t.”
 
   “Yes,” he backed away from her.
 
   Heather wanted to reach out to him, but she couldn’t read him. Was he upset? Hurt? “I need you to understand that my family has endured so much already. I have to do this for my sisters and my mother.”
 
   “Because I am only a steward,” he said oddly.
 
   Heather frowned in confusion. She was panicking. The pleasant gallop of her heart before was now a painful staccato. “I don’t understand what you mean.”
 
   He seemed to be looking down, and yet not seeing anything at all, then he shook himself and his gaze refocused on her. “Would you allow me to woo you until the duke arrives?”
 
   “Woo me?” Heather said in astonishment.
 
   “Yes, it’s all that can happen between us. It’s all I can offer you.”
 
   “You want to woo me?” Heather couldn’t believe her ears.
 
   “I want far more than to merely woo you, but as you said, there is no other choice. For a brief moment, we can pretend that what we have between us is more than just a dream. For a little while, it can be real.”
 
   Heather wasn’t sure if it was her heart that stopped or time, but his words resonated to a deep part of her, the part that had made her dream of him, think of him, and crave him as she had no other. She suddenly had the urge to cry. She looked down at her hands as her fingers tangled together anxiously. “Wooing, I suppose that would be all right, but what happens after the duke arrives?”
 
   “We will cross that bridge when it comes.” 
 
   They stood nervously apart, both yearning to touch, but afraid of that yearning.
 
   “We should return to the house,” Heather offered.
 
   Fallon nodded. “Tomorrow, I’m going to make a case with Lady Endervale and your mother that you will have to be excused in the festivities. I’ll make up something ridiculous that will fit in with the dukes rumored eccentricity. We shall spend the day together if that pleases you.”
 
   Heather tentatively smiled and exhaled slowly to release the emotional tightness in her chest. “That sounds lovely.”
 
   “Good.” He offered his arm. “Shall I return you to your mother as we said?”
 
   Heather placed her hand on his arm and looked into his eyes. Excitement and a new emotion filled her. “No, let’s rejoin the hunt and find our group.”
 
   He smiled at her warmly in return. “Whatever you desire.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Heather let the rest of the day distract her from thinking about Fallon and what he had said. He meant to woo her. She didn’t know what that encompassed, surely not rides in Hyde Park, or escorting her to the theater. So what did it mean? This she pondered as she retired to her room after a rousing game of lawn bowling. She was having fun, something she hadn’t had in a long time. She was choosing not to think about the end of the party because instead, she had a handsome steward to think about. As she collapsed on her bed, Violet’s soft voice humming in the background, she thought of him in the gazebo, staring at her, wanting her, kissing her. She could feel the warmth of a blush filling her cheeks, but she didn’t care. She was mad—mad for agreeing to be wooed and mad for wanting him. Him! 
 
   A steward who was wooing his employers intended bride. They were both mad it seemed, but Heather didn’t care. Like a thief, she was going to steal the moment and cherish it. If she was going to spend the rest of her life married to a man who was as old as her grandfather, she should be allowed this moment. What was so wrong about a little wooing? It wasn’t as if she would run away with him, or heaven above allow herself to be seduced. She would allow only kisses, and perhaps allow him to hold her against him like he did this afternoon. It felt so wonderful to be held by him, caged by those strong arms of his, and pressed intimately against his hard chest. She sighed.
 
   “What is that about?” Violet’s voice broke into her fantasy.
 
   “Hmm?” Heather refused to open her eyes. She was picturing his eyes when he had removed his glasses, the vivid blue as they consumed her.
 
   “That sigh, it was a very content sigh,” Violet persisted.
 
   “You are in no position to judge my sighs. It was merely a sigh of relaxation,” Heather mumbled in growing aggravation.
 
   “It sounded dreamy,” Violet continued.
 
   To Heather’s dismay, she realized that Violet was quite perceptive. Heather opened her eyes and sat up. “Perhaps because I was on the verge of dreaming and would presently be blissfully asleep without your pestering.”
 
   Violet narrowed her eyes as she took down her hair in the mirror. “I was surprised to see you return to the hunt with Mr. Calder. You looked terribly upset when we first parted.”
 
   “Yes, well, he assured me he would make every effort to bring the duke before the end of the party. I realized I didn’t want to miss out on the fun so we returned.” She kept her face turned away from her sister’s shrewd gaze.
 
   “He is very handsome.” 
 
   “Beg pardon?” Heather twisted back to her sister.
 
   “Mr. Calder. Who knew stewards could be strapping young men.” Violet giggled salaciously.
 
   “What do you know of strapping young men? If Mother heard some of the things you say…”
 
   “But she doesn’t. I’m sixteen. I have grown an appreciation for the male physique and Mr. Calder has quite a pleasing one.”
 
   “I don’t wish to hear anymore, Violet,” Heather groaned.
 
   “Why not, do you not like him?”
 
   This felt like a test of some sort. “I find him perfectly amiable,” Heather answered blandly.
 
   “He likes you, you know.”
 
   Heather pinned her sister with a glare. “You know no such thing. You shouldn’t even say that, Violet. What if someone heard you? What would happen if gossip spread that the steward of the man I can only hope to marry likes me? You may have grown an appreciation for the male physique, but what you need to grow is some maturity. This is not a game to me, this is our future.”
 
   Violet grew somber. “I’m sorry, Heather. I was only trying to have fun with you.”
 
   “Please don’t.” Heather lay back down and covered her eyes with her hand.
 
   “But, Heather… I really do think he likes you.”
 
   “Enough, Violet.”
 
   “It’s the way he looks at you.”
 
   Heather’s pulse began to throb in her temples. “You shouldn’t pay any mind to how he looks at me.”
 
   “But if I notice, someone else might notice.”
 
   Heather sat up and looked at her sister again. Violet had spun around on the stool and was watching her. “All the more reason why you need to behave as if nothing is amiss. Mr. Calder is helping me. I will have to spend lots of time with him in preparation of meeting the duke. The duke is a very peculiar man, and Mr. Calder is going to help me be everything the duke wishes me to be.”
 
   “Like a tutor?” Violet said in dismay.
 
   “Yes, like a tutor.”
 
   “Is all courtship like that?” 
 
   Heather’s irritation softened. “No. You will have a season. You will dance in grand ballrooms, and go to the theatre. Gentlemen will drop at your feet as easy as the leaves in fall. They will send you flowers in the morning and beg to take you up in their phaetons for a drive around the park… That is what courtship will be like for you.”
 
   Violet wiped away a tear and sniffed. “But not for you?”
 
   Heather simply shook her head. “Not for me, lovely. But don’t you worry about that. I will have a grand time watching you find the man of your dreams.”
 
   “As a duchess.” Violet attempted a smile.
 
   Heather laughed. “With ropes of diamonds around my neck and a ridiculous feather in my hair.”
 
   Violet stood and presented her back to Heather. Heather was silent as she undid the buttons and her sister slipped out of her dress and under the covers. “Thank you, Heather. I shall name a daughter after you,” she said sleepily.
 
   Heather smiled and rubbed her eyes. She wanted to laugh and cry. Would jewels and fancy feathers replace the feeling of a passionate embrace? She was suddenly not tired, and she couldn’t sit for one more minute pretending she was perfectly fine with her chosen path. “I’m going to find Mother and ask if I can wear her peacock shawl to dinner.
 
   “M hm,” Violet mumbled with her eyes closed.
 
   Heather hurried from the room, taking the servant stairs one flight down to the hall she hoped harbored Lady Endervale’s sitting room. It was a shot in the dark, but Heather hoped a certain steward had work to do after spending the afternoon playing lawn games. The hall was empty. All the guests had retired to rest before dinner. She tried to remember her surroundings from last night, but it had been dark then, and now the hall was filled with afternoon light.
 
   She was almost to the main stair when she stopped at a door. It was closed. Should she knock? What if it wasn’t the right room? She took a deep breath and turned the handle, prepared to pretend total confusion about her location. The door opened and she saw him at the desk, a letter in his hand. He looked up in utter surprise. Heather bolted into the room and closed the door, leaning against it in relief as her pulse beat frantically.
 
   “Is something wrong?” He slipped the letter in a ledger as he stood.
 
   “No, I… uh.” She pushed away from the door and bit her lip. He wasn’t wearing his glasses, and all she wanted to do was run into his arms, perhaps even cry. “Am I interrupting you?” She inwardly cringed. She was obviously interrupting him. 
 
   He slowly came around the desk, and before she could find a word to utter, he was before her. He brought a hand to her cheek, his large hand cradling her jaw. He took her mouth without question, stealing her wits from her with the seal of his lips. This is exactly what Heather needed, no more thinking, only feeling. She opened her mouth eagerly, hungry for the taste of him that was still so new, and the rush of liquid heat that would spread through her skin like bath oil. He didn’t disappoint. His tongue thrust into her mouth, exploring and teasing. A moan escaped her. He pulled away, and she shivered as she sucked in a breath and looked into his eyes.
 
   “Was that what you wanted?”
 
   She nodded, a sensual smile curling her mouth. His eyes darkened with desire, the vivid blue now almost midnight. He walked around her, trailing his hand across her lower abdomen. He stopped behind her and swept the curls aside that had fallen to her shoulder. He leaned close, his lips brushing her ear. “Is that all you wanted?”
 
   Heather shook her head. Her breath was coming in excited little pants as anticipation skittered over her nerves. His arm snaked around her waist and he pulled her back against him. His other hand he brought slowly up and rested on her collar bone. He dipped his head and set his lips to the sensitive skin behind her ear.
 
   Heather gasped in shock and pleasure. Goose bumps erupted over her skin. She felt like shivering, but she was far from cold. His lips tickled in a wicked way, and she fought between the urge to squirm or press herself harder against him. She chose to remain still, afraid of where exactly this moment would lead, but also desperate to let go of her fear and just feel. She was tired of being afraid. Fear had been ruling her life for so long now and right now, she wanted this moment to be free of it. That is why she sought him out, she suddenly realized, because even though he caused a cascade of turbulent emotions inside her, with him, she would never know fear, with him she could defy the boundaries that had held her prisoner for so long.
 
   She moaned. It was unbidden, a release of all her pent up frustration. He stilled, but then his hands began to move with determination and Heather cared not where they went, but only what they made her feel. The hand on her collar bone slid down over her bodice in a light brush first, and then returned to settle over and then cup her breast. Heather arched instinctively, pressing herself into his hand. The hand that had been so still at her hip slid down, fingers pressing into her skirt, searching for the natural hollow of her body and pressing firmly.
 
   Heather jerked in surprise, the unfamiliar touch, and jolting pleasure something she had never experienced before. She never knew her body could feel like this and that a man’s hands could do such delightful things. He moved those fingers and Heather closed her eyes tightly as all her senses focused there, and she accepted the pleasure without reservation. She gave herself over to it. Slipping from her mental moors and sinking into the moment like a row boat with a leak. Pleasure filled her, pulling her deeper as the weight of it overcame her, and she sank into its depths, submerged in desire and sensation.
 
   His hand squeezed her breast firmly, and then his wicked fingers slipped under her bodice and chemise to tease her skin without barrier. She gasped and then bit her lip, her excitement and eagerness burning through her veins. His full hand now cupped her breast, skin to skin, and he squeezed her nipple between his thumb and index finger. She cried out, the pain and pleasure of it breaking over her as she now gave her weight to him, and her body.
 
   He groaned in response and came around her to push her back against the door. Heather’s eyes dragged open and she took a much needed deep breath, but then he was there again, pressing his hard body against hers. He stole her mouth in a vigorous kiss. His knee pressed between her legs until she opened them to accommodate him. She could feel him against every inch of her body, feeling the ridge of his manhood against her stomach. Now she felt the tiniest sliver of panic, the unknown that she was forging into. She resisted it, still unwilling to invite fear into this moment that was just hers and his. She mentally pushed it away and took another deep breath, taking immense pleasure in the way her breasts pressed against his chest. He was so strong, and safe, a guardian against the reality she wanted to forget—for just a little while. His hand came back to her breast, roughly pulling her bodice down until her breasts fell into his hands like a gift. They both looked down. Heather blushed modestly and looked away from her nakedness. She looked up into his face and her breath caught. He had such wonder in his eyes, reverence even. Confidence swelled within her and she reached up to touch his cheek softly. He looked up and met her eyes, and this time she kissed him, just like her dream, as if she knew what she was about.
 
   Both his hands cupped her breasts this time, molding them as if he were sculpting art. Heather kissed him until her lungs begged for air and broke away.
 
   Heather was delirious with sensation. Her hands fisted in the folds of his cravat and this time she did shiver.
 
   “Tell me to stop, Heather.” His voice was strained. 
 
   Heather loved the sound of it. That womanly confidence surged again in her and she shook her head. “Please don’t stop.” She pushed her head back against the door in anguished anticipation.
 
   “I must, little flower. I mean to woo you, not seduce you. What kind of man would I be otherwise?”
 
   Internally, Heather screamed in frustration, but he was right, damn him. What was becoming of her? She blushed shamefully, tucking her chin down to avoid the humiliation of meeting his eyes and having him see too much. She nodded and untangled her hands from his cravat. He still held onto her, but there was an invisible distance between them—his self-control. After a moment, he stepped away, and Heather could look up at him with a semblance of integrity.
 
   “You are right, Mr. Calder. I suspect you are right quite often.”
 
   One corner of his mouth twitched up into a smile. 
 
   “I should be going.” She pushed away from the door and turned to open it.
 
   “I will see you at dinner, but I look forward to tomorrow.” He held the door for her.
 
   Heather didn’t look back as she made her way back from where she had come. She did not know what she was doing, she was lost in her feelings, a compass with no arrow to give her direction, but Mr. Calder seemed to know, and for some unfathomable reason, Heather wanted to trust him with everything, including her heart.
 
   Heather returned to her room on wobbly knees and collapsed on the bed. She almost slept through dinner, frightening her mother into a stern decree about returning to bed and receiving a tray lest she be falling ill. Mr. Calder had spoken to her about the rigorous interviewing he would be conducting over the next few days, and she insisted Heather take every moment of rest needed to present her best self. Heather smiled. “Yes, Mother.”
 
   Rigorous interviewing indeed. She and Mr. Calder were given free rein to spend hours alone together, a positively scandalous notion, all in the name of procuring a duke. What was society coming to? Heather sighed blissfully as she sank deeper into the pillows. Violet was given the honor of taking her place at dinner, leaving Heather peace and quiet with her own thoughts. She was going to be wooed. Finally! What could be lovelier than that? Well, this afternoon had been more than lovely, an experience to alter her body for the rest of her life—metaphorically speaking. She was being awakened as a woman.
 
   After going to bed early and rising with the sun, Heather was fresh and bright as she entered the breakfast parlor. She avoided looking for Fallon, her cheeks already feeling warmer at the thought of him. She was just finishing her cup of tea when he approached and advised her that she would need to change into her riding habit, if she had one, to assess her riding skills. Heather nodded and hid a smile behind another pretend sip of tea. “Yes, Mr. Calder.”
 
   “Good. I shall meet you in the foyer in a quarter hour.”
 
   Lady Everly beamed as Mr. Calder took his leave.
 
   “Riding must be an important skill to the duke. Perhaps he is in exceptional health despite his advanced age.”
 
   “Except for his ankle,” Violet added.
 
   Lady Everly frowned at Violet. “Be that as it may, I now regret not having you ride as much as your father wished it. You must have a gentle mount to display your best capabilities. I shall ask Lady Endervale which horse she would suggest.
 
   “Yes, Mother,” Heather said dutifully. She doubted the duke really cared about her riding abilities, but a ride with Fallon meant getting away from the house with only just the two of them. She couldn’t wait!
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Fallon requested a horse of gentle temperament for Heather and instructed his own horse be saddled. He was in the drive inspecting Heather’s horse when Lord Rigsby and Lord Draven galloped up the drive, slowing as they came to the portico.
 
   “Morning, Calder. Going for a ride as well?” Lord Rigsby said jovially.
 
   “Yes, my lord. I am escorting Miss Everly on a ride to evaluate her capabilities. The duke is a horse enthusiast.
 
   Draven snorted. “Putting her through her paces, so to speak?”
 
   Fallon cut him a glance before returning his attention to his horse. “So to speak,” he said gruffly.
 
   “That is a fine specimen you’ve got there,” Rigsby went on. “Is it yours?”
 
   “It’s one of the many fine specimens the duke keeps in his stables.”
 
   “Really?” Draven said with interest. “And he lets his steward ride them?”
 
   “Maxim needs to be ridden daily. I am one of the few the duke trusts to see to his care. The duke always travels with him.”
 
   “Very interesting…” Draven dismounted and handed his reins off to a groom. He approached Maxim and ran his hand down his neck. “Stunning,” he said with admiration. “The spawn of Sir Ewan and Anastasia. A Clydesdale and a Tersk. I’ve read about him.”
 
   Fallon hid his surprise. “That’s correct, my lord.”
 
   “An exceptional animal, and extremely rare. How did the duke come by him?”
 
   This Fallon could answer easily. “The duke owns a castle in the highlands that borders the farm where Maxim was sired. He is indeed one of a kind, but the duke is acquainted with the breeder.”
 
   “Wallace, yes. I’ve had the privilege of meeting him myself. Can’t understand a word he says, but he has a gift with horses.”
 
   “Ah, the Scottish brogue is music to my ears, but comparable to screaming cats to others,” Fallon said in a deep Scottish burr.
 
   Rigsby and Draven both looked at him in surprise.
 
   “Are you a Scotsman, Calder?” Rigsby laughed.
 
   “Not by birth, but I spend quite a bit of my time managing that estate. It rubs off,” Fallon said in perfect English.
 
   Draven remained silent.
 
   Fallon ignored him. “If you will excuse me, my lords, Miss Everly will be here momentarily.
 
   Rigsby and Draven moved on into the house. Fallon waited until they were beyond the foyer before entering as Heather was coming down the stairs. She wore a riding habit of deep grey, like the color of thunder clouds, and her hair was tamed into a knot below a jaunty hat. He felt his mouth go dry as she caught sight of him and smiled.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Rigsby and Draven were headed for their rooms when they spied two women in the gallery acting suspiciously.
 
   “What’s this now?” Draven drawled and headed in their direction. The gentlemen shared a glance before coming up behind them stealthily.
 
   Lucy spun around before her brother could pounce. “Really, Jonathan. When will you ever learn?”
 
   “How’d you know it was me?” Jonathan whined.
 
   “You reek of horses, both of you.” 
 
   Anabelle turned, her gaze flicking over Lord Draven’s impeccable attire, before politely—though without an ounce of warmth or welcome, nodding and turning back to the scene in the foyer.
 
   “What is so enthralling?” Draven’s deep voice said beside her as he stepped up to the railing and looked down. His hand rested perilously close to hers. Anabelle scooted her own over just a tad.
 
   Lucy answered first, saving Anabelle from having to respond.
 
   “We’re watching Heather and Mr. Calder.”
 
   “Heather?” Draven said with interest. “Hmm, I like it. She looks quite fetching in that habit to boot.”
 
   “That is my riding habit,” Lucy said pointedly. “And unless you have serious intentions—which I doubt, you keep your slithery compliments to yourself.”
 
   “I’m wounded, Lady Lucy,” Draven said with amusement.
 
   “Hardly,” Anabelle said. Then she blushed. She could feel his attention suddenly shift to her.
 
   “And what do you make of Mr. Calder’s special attention to Miss Everly?” He said it quietly as if they were conspiring together.
 
   “He is ascertaining her suitability to be the Duchess of Ablehill.” They all looked at her now with skepticism. She didn’t care. She would not breathe a word against Heather.
 
   “How naïve of you,” Draven murmured. 
 
    “I loath to agree with Lord Draven,” Lucy grumbled. “He looks at her oddly, not like a duty he must fulfill.”
 
   “Perhaps a duty he wants to fill?”
 
   “Enough, Draven,” Rigsby warned.
 
   Draven was smiling salaciously. “My apologies if I offended any tender ears, but I concur with Lady Lucy. He is on the hunt.”
 
   “For what exactly? Her only choice is marriage to the duke,” Anabelle spoke up again.
 
   “Perhaps he wishes for a greater sin than marriage.”
 
   “Marriage isn’t a sin, my lord—” Her words died as she turned to look at him. His eyes were glinting wickedly.
 
   Lucy stepped beside Anabelle, like a mother bear defending her cub. “Good day, Lord Draven, Jonathan.” Lucy looped her elbow with Anabelle and dragged her away.
 
   Anabelle fought the urge to look back. “You really have a way with the women, Draven. So which is it? Lady Anabelle or Miss Everly?” Jonathan asked in bemusement. “Both are dear friends of my sister, and she may darken your daylights.”
 
   Draven chuckled. “Neither. I only like to see their colors fly. A blushing woman is a charming sight, is it not? It does not surprise me that your sister could resort to fisticuffs.”
 
   “What would surprise you is her left hook.” Jonathan touched his jaw in memory. “I never have to worry about her. She is quite capable of managing any man who would take liberties. I feel sorry for her future husband.”
 
   “And who taught her such violence?” Draven smiled.
 
   “My father did.” Jonathan shook his head. The gentlemen looked down into the foyer. Mr. Calder was escorting the lovely Miss Everly outside.
 
   “It is odd. She’s point nonplus with the duke and looks entirely at ease,” Jonathan remarked.
 
   “There is more to this steward. I’m going to find out what it is,” Draven said with finality. They turned away from the railing and headed for the billiard room.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Fallon lifted Heather to her horse and mounted his. They rode out of the drive without speaking, the day bright, but the sky white with cloud cover. They rode east towards the rolling hills, passing pastures of sheep. The plant life was still dormant and brown, but it had its own beauty in the way the light reflected off the damp grass, and spider webs glistened with diamond droplets. The trees were still bare, branches reaching toward the sun like hands and arms of drowning sailors. 
 
   Fallon shook himself. Damn Draven and his motives. He didn’t know what they were, but he was sure he had them. He would have to watch him very carefully lest he try to steal Heather for himself. 
 
   Fallon rallied his good humor, slowing his horse so Heather could pass him and watching the way her hips rolled with the gait of the horse. She was an adequate rider, as most Englishwomen were, but she should have more confidence with the reins. They raced over the first hill and down again, where a small valley of grass and a stand of trees lived in secret. They raced past the trees, quail scattering in alarm, and Heather laughed.
 
   The sound was music to his ears. Climbing another hill, they slowed at the top and looked out over the valley that housed the village and the main road back to London. They walked their horses down the hill where the grass was thicker and gave way to forest. Their horses left dark prints on the wet ground and the air was musty with the scent of disturbed earth.
 
   “Look at that tree?” Fallon called out. Heather turned and looked to where he was pointing. It was a giant oak, its lower limbs as thick and wide as a horse. Fallon rode over to it and dismounted. Heather followed, and he lifted her down, throwing the reins of their horses over a bush. 
 
   “This is perfect for a fort,” he said eagerly.
 
   Heather turned wide eyes to him. “A fort?”
 
   He laughed. “Haven’t you ever been in a tree house?”
 
   “No,” Heather returned. “You say that like its odd. I can assure you I’m not the only woman who hasn’t.”
 
   “Perhaps young ladies do not have the desire to climb trees as boys do.”
 
   “Far fewer bones are broken that way.”
 
   He held out his hand. “I promise you won’t break anything.”
 
   Heather looked around in astonishment. “We are not going to climb this tree.”
 
   “We are.” He snatched her hand from her side.
 
   “Fallon!” she squealed and swatted at him. “Mr. Calder!”
 
   He bent and lifted her over his shoulder. This time Heather screamed.
 
   “Put me down. You will drop me!”
 
   Fallon chuckled. “Nonsense. Keep still.” He wrapped one arm around her thighs and used the other to grab a branch and stepped up. It was no great feat. The bottom of the huge limb was scarcely higher than his knee. She clung to his back, not an unpleasant sensation, and gasped as he stepped up onto the branch.
 
   “I’m going to set you down now. It’s very wide and sturdy. Have no fear that you will fall, and if you do, only your vanity will be damaged.”
 
   An irritated huff was her response.
 
   He slowly bent forward and set her down, keeping one hand on a branch above, and one on her hip. She flung her arms out for balance and slowly straightened. Meeting his eyes, she smiled and he grinned at her.
 
   “It’s a whole new world of possibilities, isn’t it?”
 
   “The possibility of breaking my neck?” she teased.
 
   He acknowledged that with a head nod, and then his smile changed. “The possibilities are endless.”
 
   Heather felt the initial warm rush of excitement fill her, but then she fully registered what he had said. Endless possibilities. For her, there was no such thing. She reached up as he did and grabbed the branch for balance. His hand fell away from her hip reluctantly.
 
   “That isn’t really true though, is it.” It was a statement, not a question.
 
   His brow dipped in a frown. “What’s on your mind, Heather?”
 
   She wanted to say the duke, but that felt like a betrayal. However, if she were being honest and told him all, he would reach for her again, and she couldn’t have that. Her heart couldn’t handle it. This day had started so dreamily and new, and yet, here she was, ruining it with rational thought. “I can’t help feeling as though I am doing something terribly wrong, Fallon. I feel guilty.”
 
   “You could do nothing worthy of guilt.”
 
   “I’ve kissed my future husband’s steward, twice now.” 
 
   “Three, actually, but I kissed you first.” He smiled.
 
   “I can’t help the way I feel, not about you, and not about the duke.”
 
   That silenced him. Heather looked away, searched for direction in the slanted weak light through the tree. She found none. He was silent, but she could feel his eyes on her.
 
   “How do you feel about me, Heather?”
 
   Her pulse skipped. How was she to answer that when she didn’t understand herself? “I don’t know. Yesterday you said you wanted to woo me, and that sounded like a splendid idea… at the time at least.”
 
   “Yes, but why did you agree?”
 
   She still couldn’t look at him. It was easier to answer him that way, without being drawn into his eyes, and inevitably, into his arms. “Because I’ve never been wooed.”
 
   “You don’t have any feelings for me?”
 
   Heather closed her eyes. This conversation was so dangerous to her. “I do.”
 
   “Because I’m handsome and younger than your duke?” he said with strain.
 
   Heather cringed. She felt like the worst sort of person. “No. It is because you are thoughtful and kind. Your smile warms up the room, and you carry yourself with such confidence and strength that all I want to do is take shelter against you. I am loosing myself to you, but I know nothing good can come of it, because, no matter what I feel, or what I want, there is only one choice, and it isn’t even a choice for me. I must marry the duke.”
 
   “You honor me, Heather,” he said. 
 
   There was such a powerful emotion behind the way he said it that Heather was more afraid than ever to look at him.
 
   “Don’t be honored. I am a fool—”
 
   “Then we are both fools. Why not be foolish together?” Suddenly, he was beside her, one strong arm pulling her against him. Heather let him pull her close, resting her head against his chest.
 
   “Just for today, Heather. Only this tree will bear witness to our foolishness.”
 
   “And tomorrow?”
 
   “Tomorrow can wait until tomorrow. Right now, this tree is our world, and we are the only two people in it. No one else exists here but us. I won’t be able to attend the ball tonight, so I have selfish reasons of my own for keeping you here.”
 
   Heather looked up, her eyes wide as they met his. “The ball? I had completely forgotten.”
 
   “I haven’t. I won’t be able to dance with you,” he said as he looked down into her eyes. He leaned closer.
 
   Heather closed her eyes, knowing he was about to kiss her, and she didn’t have the ability to deny him. If this tree was their entire world, then there was no reason to. He kissed her softly and languidly.
 
   “Do you hear that?” he said as he pulled away.
 
   “Hear what?” Heather slowly opened her eyes.
 
   “Raindrops on the leaves. We have to return.”
 
   Heather nodded, but she didn’t wish to leave. A little rain and their world had ended. Was it a sign? An omen that what her heart desired was fragile and unsustainable as remaining in a tree during a storm? 
 
   He jumped down from the limb and lifted her down. They hastily remounted and rode away from their tree. Heather looked back wistfully before turning and galloping up the hill behind him. It was still only sprinkling lightly, but that could quickly change.
 
   By the time they reached the stables, they were slightly damp on their shoulders and thighs. The rain was still misting, but the cloud cover had grown thick and ominous.
 
   “So much for our afternoon,” Fallon said in disappointment.
 
   “What did you have planned?”
 
   “Rowing on the lake.”
 
   Heather raised a dubious brow.
 
   Fallon laughed. “Do you find fault with my methods of wooing?”
 
   “Shhh!” Heather looked around in fright.
 
   “Forgive me, Miss Everly. Do you find fault with my methods of interviewing?”
 
   “No, I’ve no complaints, but the lake is quite visible from the house.”
 
   “And the weather does not agree with my plans.” He sighed. “I’ve been meaning to hear you play, Miss Everly. Our next meeting shall take place in the music room,” he said suddenly and very correctly.
 
   Heather looked around and saw the groomsman waiting to assist them.
 
   “Very well, Mr. Calder. I shall meet you in a quarter hour.
 
   Fallon nodded, dismounted, and led Heather’s horse to the mounting block so she could dismount. He escorted her to the house, and they parted ways without as much as a glance towards each other.
 
   The entire time, Heather’s heart had raced with panic. How long had the groomsman stood there? What did he hear of their discussion? Those thoughts spun inside her like a windmill, slow and consistent. Her stomach was knotted uncomfortably by the time she reached her room and rang for a maid to assist her. She was a horrid person, a wanton, deceitful woman, who was toying with the name of her family all for the way a handsome young man could make her feel. It all felt wrong until she looked into his eyes, and then nothing felt more right. What was she going to do?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Violet stared in apparent boredom at the small pool of rainwater that steadily grew on the railing of the gazebo. Inside, her mind was focused on her sister and one charmingly handsome steward who would be a much better husband, and certainly a more entertaining brother-in-law than a stuffy old duke. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Prim kicking at her hem as she hummed a tune to herself. Violet again focused on her sister’s predicament. But what could she do about it? Nothing, reason answered. But surely, something could be done? Not a thing, reason answered again. Violet sighed. Something must be done, anything. She couldn’t live with the idea that her sister was sacrificing her future happiness for her. Not for the sake of marrying well. That seemed like a horrible reason though she would never mention that in front of her mother. It just seemed so absurdly unfair.
 
   “Do you wish to return to the house?” Prim asked beside her.
 
   “Not presently. My hem cannot withstand the abuse.” Nor could the holes in her half boots.
 
   “How long will we wait here?”
 
   “Until it stops.”
 
   “That could be hours.”
 
   “So it could.” 
 
   Prim huffed and folded her arms over her chest. “I’m cold.”
 
   “I told you to wear my pelisse.”
 
   “I don’t want it ruined. It’s the last exceptional article of clothing between the three of us. I won’t be the one to ruin it.”
 
   Violet grimaced. She could feel the last vestiges of innocence slipping from them. Oh, but to be so blessed and never know what it meant to be destitute. Many of the other ladies present were so fortunate, and it made it difficult for Violet to be pleasant to them. “If only she could marry him,” Violet grumbled.
 
   “Who? Heather? She will, of that I have no doubt, but I feel guilty about it.”
 
   “No—I mean...” Violet turned to her sister, “I need you to swear that you will not repeat what I am about to tell you.”
 
   Prim’s eyes widened. “What is it?”
 
   “I think Mr. Calder is fond of Heather,” Violet whispered, even though there wasn’t a soul around them to hear, “in a romantic way.”
 
   Prim’s eyes grew even wider. “But he is the duke’s steward.”
 
   “Yes, but he is infinitely more agreeable than the duke if the rumors are true.”
 
   Prim’s shoulders slumped. “And more handsome. But he can’t rescue us from ruin. I’ve seen the ledgers. Father left us with an amount of debt only a duke could absolve.”
 
   “But what about Heather, Prim? What about her happiness?”
 
   “What about Mother? They will put her in debtor’s prison. That’s what Mildred said before we had to let her go.”
 
   “Your governess had no business speaking to you about such things,” Violet fumed.
 
   “That doesn’t make it any less true.”
 
   Violet bent her head, closing her eyes against the sting of frustrated tears. They were hopeless and helpless, lower gentry on the verge of desolation. “I hate that she has to do this for us.”
 
   “I hate it, too, Vi. I don’t know what we will do, but we will do whatever it is we can.”
 
   “I wish she could marry Mr. Calder,” Violet admitted finally.
 
   “I wish that, too if it meant we would be rescued. However, even I know a steward is no match for a duke. We will do whatever it takes to make her happy after she marries him. And if he is truly the monster rumor claims him to be, we will simply hire someone to kill him.”
 
   “Prim!” Violet’s head snapped up in astonishment.
 
   “It’s done all the time in books.”
 
   “We are not in a book. This is cold, dreary, miserable life we are living.” Violet stood and shook out her skirts to bring warmth to her fingers.
 
   “Yes,” Prim sighed despondently, “I’m learning that more and more every day.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Heather arrived at the music room and found not only Fallon, but also a few of the other guests enjoying its purpose. Lady Karen was tinkling away on the pianoforte and two of her followers stood beside the instrument handing out compliments.
 
   Heather was both disappointed and relieved. With others about, she wasn’t going to forget herself. They would serve as a reminder of her true purpose for being here. She schooled her expression to one of mild interest and entered the room. She greeted Lady Karen and her minions, and then turned to Fallon, who had set the harp near a chair where he waited.
 
   “Try not to outshine her. Her glares could freeze boiling water,” he said low enough so only she could hear.
 
   Heather fought not to smile. The result was an awkward twitch of her lips. “I’ll do my best, Mr. Calder.”
 
   She took her seat and strummed her fingers along the harp. It was perfectly tuned. “What would you like me to play?”
 
   “Anything that suits you.” He shrugged.
 
   Heather’s temper flared to life. She didn’t like that he was behaving so casually when others were about. “Does the duke have a favorite composer?”
 
   He shrugged again. “I wouldn’t know. I am partial to Mozart myself.”
 
   Heather kept herself from glaring her annoyance and instead, turned to the harp. Lady Karen finished her piece to the applause of her audience of two and turned her attention to Heather.
 
   “The harp? How quaint. I myself played with such an instrument as a child. Please let us hear you play, Miss Everly,” she said in mock sweetness.
 
   Heather gave her a passable smile, and then focused on the strings. She tuned out everything but her hands and the harp. The first notes were quiet, a tentative touch on the cord, and they whispered out like smoke. With each touch, she grew stronger, the sound calming her and the familiar movements soothing. She had played this song more than she would care to admit. Something in it spoke to her, touched her heart, and made feelings pour from her that she didn’t always understand. She always played it alone, but now she would play it for him, and somehow, that seemed fitting.
 
   Her heart beat in time with the thrum of the notes, heavy with longing. She longed to close her eyes, but she was afraid if she did, she wouldn’t be able to control the emotions that would be apparent on her face. She couldn’t let go of the little control she had left.
 
   Fallon consciously kept his hands relaxed on his knees and his face impassive, but he could already feel the dampness of his palms and the rapid staccato of his heart. He had never heard anything so hauntingly beautiful. Watching her hands move across the strings with such passion made him aware of his own arousal. He struggled to take a deep breath and cool his blood. He looked across at the three ladies, and they were equally entranced. The harp had never been an instrument he admired. He likened it to wind chimes, light and airy, incapable of producing music with any real emotion and reverberation. He had been so wrong. He felt each note low in his stomach. It vibrated through him. He did everything in his power to look unaffected.
 
   Heather swallowed a swell of emotion that threatened to overcome her. She regretted her choice of music now, but it was too late. She was too consumed by it now, too close to deny how it brought to light her own tangled emotions, the constant surge and withdraw, the lightness he made her feel, and the darkness she felt when she wasn’t with him. She closed her eyes briefly to relieve the sudden pressure in her eyes and bit her lip. She entered the second part, allegretto. The tempo increased and with it her breaths. But the lightness never lasted long, the good slipped away too quickly. That was life, and she knew that now. She was chasing a dream—a fantasy. As quickly as it had come it was over, she was into the third part, presto agitato. It was dark and dreamy, bold in sound, forceful with the truth of reality.
 
   She blinked away tears and stared at the decorative carving on the pillar. She reminded herself she was only moments away from finishing the last chords. The peaks were rising victoriously and falling softly, over and over again, until the summit was reached, and softly again, the notes fell to earth, gently and quietly, like whispers once more, and her fingers played the last of it. She exhaled shakily and looked up at Fallon. He was staring at her intently, and then he wiped his face with one hand and suddenly, the look was gone.
 
   Lady Katherine and her minions applauded her, offering awkward praise, much to Heather’s surprise.
 
   “Well done, Miss Everly,” Lady Katherine said with a rare show of sincerity.
 
   “Thank you, Lady Katherine.”
 
   “You both should perform for the guests. An impromptu musical,” Miss Sagely suggested.
 
   “I’ll speak with Lady Endervale.” Lady Katherine nodded confidently.
 
   Heather was about to speak up when Fallon stood and stole her attention.
 
   “Very well done, Miss Everly. The duke will be pleased. I don’t believe I know the piece.”
 
   “Quasi una Fantasia, by Ludwig van Beethoven. It’s my favorite,” Heather answered carefully.
 
   “I believe it is now mine, as well,” he said quietly enough that the others wouldn’t hear.
 
   “Good day, Miss Everly, Mr. Calder.” 
 
   The three ladies quit the room and suddenly, they were alone and there was no air to breathe. Heather set the harp from her and stood, too. “I should go.”
 
   “It is my deepest wish to be able to dance with you tonight, but Lady Endervale did not invite me to attend. It seems I’m not needed to stand in for the duke tonight.”
 
   “I wish I could be excused from the ball. There is no reason for me to go.” Heather tangled her fingers in front of her and looked down at her slippers.
 
   “Nonsense. You are in perilous need of dancing and champagne.”
 
   She looked up and laughed. “Perilous need?”
 
   “I’m afraid so.” He nodded emphatically. He moved to step closer.
 
   Heather jerked back, afraid he would touch her, and she would collapse under the weight of her want.
 
   He froze. “What is it?”
 
   “I—we can’t, Fallon. As much as I wish it could be otherwise, I can’t let you woo me. There is too much at risk. I’m sorry… I’m so sorry.”
 
   “You have nothing to be sorry for,” he said angrily.
 
   “But I do. I’m sorry for what I’ve done thus far. I wish I didn’t know… what I am going to lose.”
 
   She saw his jaw tense, but he nodded. “If that is what you wish, then I apologize as well.”
 
   “It was a fantasy, Fallon. It could never be real.” She looked into his eyes, desperately hoping the emotion she saw there wasn’t pain.
 
   He smiled, but it was tight, and it didn’t reach his eyes. “Quasi una Fantasia—Almost a Fantasy.”
 
   Heather swallowed. He understood. 
 
   “I have to go,” Heather said desperately. “Good day, Mr. Calder. I will see you tomorrow.” She walked past him and didn’t look back. She was running away again, running from the desperate yearning of her heart. He didn’t stop her. He didn’t say anything at all.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
   Lady Endervale outdid herself for the ball. Wreaths of evergreens adorned the walls and an impossible amount of candles were scattered throughout the ballroom. It was a cozy winter theme, but with so many candles burning, the doors to the garden were left open to keep the guests cool. Nobility near and far was in attendance, but its true purpose was to bring young ladies and gentlemen together in the interest of matrimony. Heather’s presence was superfluous. There were only four more days of this misery before either she was rescued by the duke or her family searched for a kind hearted acquaintance to harbor them.
 
   The last place Heather wanted to be was in a ballroom, but nevertheless, she wore her best gown, an ivory slip with an ivory lace overlay that hugged her body under an apple green crepe dress split down the front. A lace sash tied under her bust to cinch the dresses together and was tied elaborately in the middle of her back. She wore her hair up in a simple twisted bun, letting a natural curl fall about each ear. She wore simple silk slippers of the same apple green. 
 
   She loved this dress. It usually made her feel vibrant and confident, but tonight, she wanted to blend into the walls and if at all possible, to disappear entirely, and retreat to her room. She looked down at her dance card. It was blank. She sighed and looked for her mother, hoping to find a seat among the dowagers so she could hide. She took two steps but then she was caught. Lucy, Anabelle, Hazel, and Dorothea stood in a semi-circle before her.
 
   “Where do you think you are going?” Lucy said, arms folded across her chest.
 
   “To sit with my mother,” Heather said defiantly.
 
   “We won’t let you wilt against the wall. You deserve some enjoyment. Dance, be merry!” Anabelle scolded affectionately. The other girls nodded in agreement.
 
   Heather hid her dance card in the folds of her dress. “I don’t wish to dance, truthfully.”
 
   Hazel grabbed her wrist and lifted the card for all to see. “She is determined to not enjoy herself. You need our help, Heather.”
 
   “It is pointless for any gentleman to dance with me,” Heather argued.
 
   “Dancing is never pointless.” Hazel looped her arm through hers and Anabelle did the same on the other side.
 
    Heather was caught. She was both grateful and annoyed.
 
   Lucy headed them like a General going to war, and with unnatural skill, secured a full dance card for Heather.
 
   “See? Men are blind fools. You have to stand before them and wave the card in front of their eyes. Otherwise, they have no idea what they should be doing.”
 
   “I’m strangely impressed with your methods of manipulation.” Heather laughed.
 
   “It helps to have a brother. I’ve seen the simple inner workings of the male mind.”
 
   “God help your future husband,” Dorothea mumbled.
 
   “My father assures me I will be a trial for him, but he says it quite lovingly.” Lucy beamed. “Now, shall we find some refreshment before the dancing begins?”
 
   The girls nodded and moved in the direction of the refreshment parlor. It was slow going now that the room had filled to capacity. Heather looked down at her dance card. Most of the gentlemen were innocuous acquaintances, harmless really, but one gave her pause. He had eagerly added his name, a spark of mischief in his eyes. Lord Draven was lately behaving in a very puzzling manner towards her, and she had yet to understand why. 
 
   Heather was not looking forward to it.
 
   The evening carried on. Heather was thankful for the effort extended by her dear friends, and was actually beginning to enjoy herself. Every time her thoughts strayed to those kind, blue eyes, and warm smile, she let herself be distracted once again by the gentleman she was dancing with, or the witty musings of the gentlemen that followed Lucy and Anabelle like loyal troops. The conversation was boisterous. Champagne flowed freely and fed the gaiety. She could smile without effort now, the light in her eyes sparkling with genuine amusement. It helped that the evening was passing quickly. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Fallon retired to his borrowed Study with a darkness inside he hadn’t felt since he was a small boy. He hated the sight of Heather in another man’s arms. Innocent though the dancing was, jealousy boiled in him like hot tar. He sought refuge in the Study and paced before the fire. It was eating at his insides since the moment she had left the music room. He hadn’t realized the gravity of what he’d done or the depth of turmoil he would cause for her and himself. What had he been thinking? He was mad to do it, to even think to do it. But it was too late. He was smitten. He was drugged by the essence of her. What was he going to do? He sat in a chair before the fire, bent over his knees, head in his hands, and just stared at the floor. He was a fool to think there would be any way out of this that wouldn’t cause a bloody mess, either emotionally or publicly.
 
   He didn’t know how long he sat there like that, but he began to hear the strains of music once more, and his neck was stiff. He stood drearily and prepared to commence his watch over Heather. It was quite possibly all he would ever have of her again. He returned to his perch, his expression brooding, his eyes red from strain. He looked down on the guests with a bitter smirk. He wasn’t good enough to be among them, his birth being of lower status in their eyes, but that hadn’t stopped Heather, the only jewel among them, from seeing him, from wanting him the way he wanted her. That made him feel like a king.
 
   His breath caught when he saw her again. Lord Rigsby was escorting her to the dance floor. Rigsby was safe, Rigsby was a good chap. Heather floated through the steps of the cotillion like a butterfly moving from flower to flower. Fallon took great enjoyment in watching her from the shadow of a pillar, hidden mostly from view unless one cared to look diligently. He watched her entire set with Rigsby and then she moved on to her circle of friends. Her cheeks were flushed prettily, her smile light. He was glad she was enjoying herself despite everything. A new set would soon begin. He watched her sip greedily from a glass of lemonade and smiled. The smile turned to a snarl as a gentleman took her glass and pressed a flute of champagne into her hand. She reluctantly took it, and the gentleman turned enough so Fallon could identify his profile. Lord Draven. What the devil was that bounder up to? He could tell by Heather’s rigid posture that she was not pleased by his presence.
 
   Fallon cursed. There wasn’t a damn thing he could do. A new dance set was beginning, and by the looks of it, Heather was partnered with Draven. Fallon cursed again and gripped the railing with white knuckles. It was innocent enough. Draven led her to the floor quite properly, smiling arrogantly—in Fallon’s opinion, and amused with the sound of his own voice. Fallon gritted his teeth as it became apparent that this dance was to be a waltz. The dancers took their places and then began to move with the music. Fallon pushed away from the bannister in agitation. He considered returning to the Study, or even his room to get drunk, but the drive to watch over her was too strong. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Heather smiled as politely as she could as Lord Draven made an attempt at conversation. She was grateful he was a very good dancer, but that was the only kind thought she had about him. He dispensed with the pleasantries effortlessly, and then his gaze sharpened as it focused on her. 
 
   “Miss Everly, how do you find his graces’ steward?”
 
   Heather gritted her teeth. She didn’t want to talk about Fallon, not with him, not with anyone. She took a moment to collect herself. “I’ve little experience judging the capabilities of stewards, Lord Draven. I suppose he is competent.”
 
   Heather noticed his eyes narrowed just the tiniest bit, almost as if he were trying to see through her words. Her pulse began to beat quick and heavily through her temples. It was a nauseating feeling.
 
   “Competent, you say?” He tilted his head to the side. “You are aware that if you marry the duke, he will be an employee of yours as well as the dukes. Do you plan to keep him on?”
 
   “I don’t see why I wouldn’t. I have found no fault with his doings. It would be entirely up to the duke.”
 
   “Are you saying you would tell the duke about your association with Mr. Calder? I commend your honesty, Miss Everly, though it does not seem wise.”
 
   Heather’s heart skipped a beat. She would have stumbled, but Lord Draven turned her smartly and they carried on without misstep.
 
   “I beg your pardon?” Heather asked breathlessly.
 
   “Don’t be daft. You know of what I speak, and I should warn you that if I have noticed, others most certainly have. So what will you do? It will titillate the Ton, I assure you, but you won’t be the first matron to carry on with a handsome member of her employ. If I could give you one piece of advice,” he leaned close, his lips almost touching her ear, “don’t tell the duke. He likely isn’t capable of siring children anymore and would be grateful for a strong heir, blood or not.”
 
   All the air rushed from Heather’s lungs in a whoosh. She would have pushed away from him, but he was the only thing keeping her standing. Her eyes snapped to his with disgust and fury.
 
   “How dare you say such a thing to me? Have you no conscience?”
 
   “I do, but I’ve long ago stopped listening. Life is more entertaining that way.”
 
   “And are you amused by my life, Lord Draven?”
 
   “Just barely, Miss Everly.” 
 
   Heather stopped in her tracks and slipped out of his arms. She spun away from him and barreled into the crowd of guests. There were instant gasps and murmurs, word of the incident would spread quickly through the room. Heather didn’t care. She saw her closest exit and walked as fast as she could towards the door at the side of the ballroom. She heard someone call her name, but she did not look. Tears sparkled in her eyes, and she looked up, praying they would not fall here, in sight of everyone. Something caught her eye.
 
   There, at the balcony beside a pillar, she saw him. Everything in her body wanted to reach for him at that moment. She tore her eyes away and ran to the door, ripping it open and slipping though. There was darkness on the other side. She held herself against the door as tears fell, and she blinked until she could see. Weak light filtered through the row of windows lining the hall. It was significantly cooler here than in the ballroom. Heather took off down the hall at a run. She escaped through another door, closing it behind her. She was in a larger hall with rooms leading off it. She heard footsteps coming down the stairs, the back stairs it seemed, and to her right were a pair of glass doors. She paused before the wavy glass. The room was filled with moonlight and plants. The Conservatory. She entered and waded into the fragrant jungle of potted trees. She heard the conservatory door open and close again and turned. She could barely see him in the light, but she knew it was him with everything in her heart.
 
   He moved towards her and she stepped into the light. “What is wrong?”
 
   “Everything,” she said thickly. “Everything that could go wrong is presently happening. I’ve ruined my family. I’ve destroyed my sister’s chances of having any kind of future, all because I couldn’t deny myself.”
 
   Fallon stepped closer to her and pulled her against him. She tucked her head into his shoulder and wept. He slowly rubbed her back and didn’t say a word. He didn’t know what he could say. Everything that came to mind would only make things worse, all except, “I’m sorry, Heather.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Draven paused before the door when he heard the thundering footsteps on the other side. He heard the click of a door open and close. Just as he opened the door, the door behind him leading to the ballroom opened. There was a flash of light and then darkness again. Standing there in the darkness and faint moonlight was an angel. She stalked forward vengefully, her virginal white dress snapping at her ankles with her strides. Draven watched her approached, half amused, and half aroused.
 
   The angel stopped before him, and he could feel her glare. “Why, Lady Anabelle,” he purred, “have you changed your mind about that kiss?”
 
   “Where is Heather? I saw you follow her in here and she looked very upset. It’s easy to discern that you did and or said something very distasteful while dancing.”
 
   “You know me so well.” He did his best to look abashed.
 
   She looked down at his hand on the doorknob. “Move aside so I may find her. I assure you, you are the last person she wants to see.”
 
   “I heartily agree, but I dare say you are not first on her list at present either.”
 
   She grabbed his hand on the doorknob and twisted. She pushed passed him as the door opened. 
 
   Draven nearly groaned and grabbed her as she did so because her breast had pressed against his arm in a tantalizing fashion. He was certain it was not on purpose. He quickly followed her into the hall, knowing with certainty that if found, Miss Everly would not be alone. He had known Mr. Calder had watched her all night from the gallery above the ballroom. 
 
   Anabelle looked around in confusion at the many doors leading off the hall. Draven, already familiar with this part of the house, immediately caught sight of the embracing shadows in the conservatory.
 
   “This way.” He tugged her into one of the other rooms.
 
   “Wha—unhand me, you oaf!” Anabelle shook off his grip. It was almost completely dark in the room. She turned as he walked past her and closed the door. She heard the click of the lock.
 
   “What do you think you are doing?”
 
   “Protecting your virtue.”
 
   “By locking me in a room with you? Hardly. I need to find Heather,” she declared as she met him at the door and tried to peel his fingers from the handle.
 
   “Heather doesn’t want to be found, my naïve little angel, and neither do you. I suggest you quiet down lest you want to be compromised by a rake like me. I’m very good in a compromising situation, I’ll have you know.” He smiled, but he sensed only frigid dislike from her.
 
   “I’d rather eat rotten pig intestines,” Anabelle said in mock sweetness.
 
   Draven took his hand off the knob and slipped the key into his pocket. “I can’t let you join Heather. You might interrupt a very intimate moment.”
 
   “That is absurd.”
 
   “Is it? Are you completely blind or just selectively.”
 
   “I know naught of what you speak.”
 
   “Foolishly then. Heather and Calder—”
 
   “It’s Miss Everly to you,” Anabelle said testily.
 
   “—Miss Everly,” Draven stressed the word, “is at this moment, wrapped in the arms of one overly large steward.” His words were punctuated by a feminine gasp from his angel. He paused on that thought. His angel? He shook his head and picked up where he left off. “Have you really not noticed the sparks between them?”
 
   “Sparks?” Anabelle said in disbelief.
 
   “Like a lit fuse, my dear, and things are about to explode.”
 
   “Very poetic, my lord,” Anabelle said dryly.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “It wasn’t—never mind. I will admit that I have noticed the peculiar attention that Mr. Calder pays to Heather, but for the life of me I cannot believe that she would return his affections.”
 
   “Why, because he is a mere steward? You are a veritable snob. Well done.”
 
   Anabelle turned away from him. “I no longer wish to speak with you. Please hold your tongue until we are able to leave this room.
 
   “Lady Anabelle, my angel. Why waste such an opportune moment to further our acquaintance? I know you’ve been thinking about our yet to be had kiss.”
 
   Anabelle resisted the bait and kept her back to him, mouth tightly closed, but then she felt his hand slide around her waist. She bolted away from him. “I pray you keep to yourself, my lord. I do not want to scream, but I shall if needed. If what you say is true, my dear friend and Mr. Calder are both nearby and they will come to my aid. I trust him to be a far more honorable man than you.”
 
   Draven stepped back in surprise. He was taken aback. Many have slurred his name, but never had anyone actually faulted his honor. “I do believe if you were a man I’d call you out, Lady Anabelle.”
 
   “And if I were a man, Lord Draven, I would accept your challenge, meet you at dawn, and put a bullet through your stone heart.”
 
   Ouch. “I dare say we’ve come to an impasse. No longer do I wish to kiss you.”
 
   “I am all the better for it, I assure you.”
 
   “You are not—in fact, all the better for it. One kiss from me and you would have never needed another reason to dream. One kiss from me and the stars would sing behind your eyes, your heart would flutter inside you like a hummingbird before a succulent flower, your—never mind. Clearly, I am wasting my breath with one such as you. Your beauty may be radiant now, but in time, you will wilt as all women do without the benefit of the kind of love making only men like me can give. Forever remain an angel, Lady Anabelle, but know that there is a steep cost. 
 
   “You are repulsive,” Anabelle spat. 
 
   Draven stepped closer and handed her the key. “Go on. I’ve grown tedious of this little pseudo tryst. Try not to scald your eyes with the sins currently being committed in the conservatory.”
 
   “Heather wouldn’t—”
 
   “So innocent.” Draven shook his head. “If you could only know what happens between two people in the moment.”
 
   “That makes no sense whatsoever.”
 
   “I fear you will never know, and it almost saddens me,” Draven admitted.
 
   Anabelle bit her lip. “What moment? What do you mean?”
 
   Draven considered it for a moment. He stepped forward, close enough to make her uncomfortable, but hopefully, if he could still trust his senses, he could give her the tiniest of tastes of what she would ultimately never have. “The moment, when your eyes meet, when your breath catches. The moment when you will sell your soul for a single touch, a single kiss. Nothing will stop you. Nothing will tame you. It’s a fever, a curse, but for that moment, it’s everything you want and need. Not everyone will experience this, you most certainly won’t, but for someone like me, and now Miss Everly and Mr. Calder, there is nothing outside the two of them. That is the moment. Do you even understand?
 
   Anabelle shook her head. 
 
   “I didn’t think so,” Draven said with disappointment. “I wish I could show you. I want to badly. But, I won’t, not unless you ask me to.”
 
   “I won’t,” she uttered quietly.
 
   Draven moved just a hairs’ breadth closer. He could feel it now, the tension. She didn’t pull away. Perhaps now she had some inkling of what he spoke. “Do you feel that?”
 
   She shook her head weakly.
 
   “Don’t deny it. Is your pulse quickening? Is your skin warming with the anticipation of being touched?” Her mouth dropped open slightly and a huff of breath escaped her. Draven never knew such triumph. She was not immune to him. He wanted to kiss her more than he wanted his next breath. He swallowed hard, on the verge of temptation and certain destruction.
 
   “Leave, Anabelle. Get out while you can.” He stepped back. It was like ripping hair from his skin. She jerked back as well, fumbled with the key, and as quick as a shadow, she slipped away. Draven closed his eyes and waited. He waited for the roar of desire to cease in his ears.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Heather looked up as Fallon tenderly looked down at her. They were both awash in silvery blue light. She came up on her toes, desperately seeking his lips with her own. One, two, three sweeps of his mouth, and then he pulled away. Heather clung to him.
 
   “I was so wrong, Heather. I am the villain in this story. I sought something of which I had no right.
 
   “We both did.”
 
   “I don’t regret what I feel. I only regret that I put you in such a predicament. I never meant to hurt you.”
 
   Heather nodded and wiped away a stray tear. “Nor I you. What will you do? Will you find a new position?”
 
   Fallon blinked. “You don’t have to worry about me.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Heather said quickly. “Not only did I ruin my family’s future, I ruined yours as well.”
 
   “Don’t say that. You could never ruin anything. You make the world better by simply existing. I wish things were so different, that we could have met differently.”
 
   “I very much wish that, too,” Heather said. She was sure her heart was in her eyes.
 
   “Heather,” he said gruffly.
 
   “Don’t say anything more, Fallon. This is already too hard. I have to marry the duke if he will have me. It doesn’t matter how my heart wishes otherwise. There was a time long ago when…” She couldn’t say it. It hurt too much. She wanted him to know that there was a time her family wasn’t crushed by debt, and she could have married him. She could have been a wife of a modest household, a stewards wife—his wife. But that time was gone. There was no possibility now. She would only drag him into the gutter with her.
 
   “We both know what the world is like. This is the way it has to be.”
 
   Fallon swallowed and nodded. “I know, Heather. You will have your duke. You will see your sisters marry well. You will see your mother spend her remaining years in every comfort she could ever need.” He hugged her tightly again, brushing his lips across hers one last time, and then letting her go. “Goodnight, Heather.”
 
   She exhaled painfully. Her breath shivered out of her slowly and achingly. “Goodnight, Fallon.” She stepped away from him then and turned towards the door. Each step felt heavier than the last, but somehow, she found herself outside the conservatory, and Anabelle was standing there.
 
   “I…”
 
   Anabelle just shook her head, her eyes filled with sympathy. “I’ll tell your mother you’ve retired with a headache from the champagne.” She stepped forward and caught Heather’s hand, squeezing it affectionately. Heather nodded and they parted, Heather went up the back stairs and Anabelle back the way they had come.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
   The following morning was dreary and grey. The few who were awake, Lord and Lady Endervale, Lord Draven and Rigsby, were taking coffee in the breakfast parlor. Fallon joined them. He was bleary eyed and dog tired from a restless night of tossing and turning. He needed to speak with Lord and Lady Endervale alone, but that seemed an impossibility as soon as he stepped in the room. He was about to retreat, but Lord Endervale, who seemed still inebriated, beckoned him in. Fallon greeted everyone politely, but avoided looking directly at Draven. He already felt violent towards the man.
 
   “Sit down, Calder. I wish to hear more of your duke. When will he arrive?” Lord Endervale said far too jovially. It was in stark contrast to the flagging energies of the other guests.
 
   “That is something I wished to speak with you about, my lord. If we could speak privately in your Study?”
 
   “Nonsense!” Lord Endervale punctuated this with a belch.
 
   “I hope nothing is amiss?” Lady Endervale spoke.
 
   “No, my lady, but I would very much like to speak to both of you privately.”
 
   Rigsby looked uncomfortable, but Draven—damn him, looked as sharp as a knife and very interested in whatever Fallon had to say. “I will happily await you outside your Study.” Fallon tried again and stood, leaving them no room to refuse him. As he turned to exit, a servant arrived and bent to Lord Endervale’s ear.
 
   “Who in bloody hell is Mr. Faegan?” Lord Endervale said belligerently.
 
   Fallon froze where he stood and slowly turned. He could feel the color leech from his face but said nothing. Behind him, the scuffle of footsteps heralded the arrival of another. Fallon fought the urge to roll his shoulders as the feeling of cold shards of ice slithered between his shoulder blades. It was a feeling that heralded impending trouble.
 
   “Your grace, I hope I haven’t arrived at an inopportune time,” a familiar voice said behind him.
 
   All eyes turned to the new guest in confusion, all except a steely grey pair that looked mildly amused. Fallon exhaled slowly to regain his self-control. He pivoted slowly until he faced the new arrival. “Damn it, Faegan. I told you to wait until I sent for you,” he said calmly, if a tad cold.
 
   “Yes, sir, but they needed the room for a poor widow and her six wee ones. I knew you would understand. I’ve eagerly awaited your summons now that my ankle is healed. I would have sent word, but I could have just as easily come myself.” Faegan shrugged.
 
   Fallon tried to summon the anger needed, but he could never manage it with Faegan. “It’s fine. Let’s discuss this more in my room.” Fallon took a step.
 
   “Hold on a bloody moment,” Lord Endervale broke in. “What the devil is going on here?”
 
   Fallon’s shoulders drooped in defeat for a split second, and then he straightened to his full height, turned to face the other occupants, and introduced himself. “The Duke of Ablehill, at your service.” He bowed cheekily.
 
   “I knew it,” Draven said smugly.”
 
   “You knew it? How could you have known it?” Lady Endervale suddenly came alive with indignation. “I know everything about everyone, but I didn’t know.” Her words faltered as she came around the table, examining Fallon like an unknown beast. “How could you possibly be the duke? The Duke of Ablehill is known throughout the world as quite advanced in years.”
 
   Fallon blinked slowly in exasperation. He didn’t have time for this. “The duke of fable that everyone is so enamored with died a year ago. I am his son, ergo, the new Duke of Ablehill.”
 
   “Ablehill had a son?” Lord Endervale said in wonder.
 
   “Not one he cared to know,” Fallon snapped off before he pulled himself together. “I must meet with my steward now.” He turned to leave.
 
   “Good god, man, but why?” Rigsby said in bafflement. 
 
   Fallon halted at the door and spared him a glance over his shoulder. “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “Why would you masquerade as a steward, your grace?” Rigsby clarified sheepishly.
 
   “Because he can, I’d assume,” Draven answered with growing mirth.
 
   Fallon continued to the door followed by Faegan.
 
   “I will never trust a handsome steward again!” Lady Endervale shrieked.
 
   Draven’s dark laughter followed Fallon into the hall. Like a wildfire, his identity would spread though out the house in minutes. Everything he had hoped to do before speaking with Heather was pointless now. Time was taken from him, and he had a feeling Heather might be, too.
 
   Faegan apologized all the way to his room. Fallon ignored him until they were behind closed doors.
 
   “Enough, Faegan. What’s done is done. All we can do now is minimize the damage I’ve caused.”
 
   “But, sir. I still don’t understand why you pretended to be me?”
 
   “Neither do I. It might very well be one of the biggest mistakes of my life. We must depart for London at once, but first I need to speak with Lady Everly.”
 
   “Yes, sir. Where would you like to meet with her?”
 
   “Lady Endervale has given me the use of her personal parlor. That is probably the best place. I can only hope she will have mercy on me and allow me to marry her daughter.”
 
   Faegan frowned in confusion. “You really intend to marry the chit?”
 
   “She is no mere chit. She is a very special woman.”
 
   Faegan still looked puzzled, but he nodded nonetheless.
 
   They were both startled by a knock on the door. They looked at each other, then Fallon took a chair before the fire, and Faegan rushed to the door.
 
   He opened it, revealing a frazzled and angry mother. Fallon stood at once and bowed low.
 
   “My Lady—”
 
   “Is it true?” she said with the sort of tone that would snap troops into line.
 
   “If you could clarify…”
 
   “Only moments ago my maid woke me to inform me of particularly disturbing news. The steward, whom I entrusted the welfare of my daughter to, is, in fact, a duke, playing us all for fools. It that true?” she barked.
 
   “I—ah, it is true. I am the Duke of Ablehill, my lady, but I swear to you, I never intended to make anyone look the fool.”
 
   “I demand satisfaction.”
 
   Fallon froze. Faegan let out a wheezy gasp.
 
   “Are you challenging me to a duel?” Fallon said in disbelief.
 
   “We were invited here under the pretenses of meeting with the Duke of Ablehill. It was well understood that that meeting was a pretense to an engagement. My daughter will marry the Duke of Ablehill. Is that clear?”
 
   Fallon was nodding before she even finished. “Yes, Lady Everly. I have every intention of marrying Heather. In only a moment, I was going to request a meeting with you to discuss that very thing. The last thing I wanted was for my identity to come out like this. I was going to inform you and Heather in person privately and explain everything to your satisfaction. Given the situation now, I would like to invite you and your daughters to come with me to London where I can formally court Heather properly and tame any gossip that may arise from my stupidity.”
 
   Lady Everly nodded succinctly. “Very well. I accept your invitation. But you will have to do your own explaining to Heather this morning.”
 
   “Yes, absolutely. My man will begin the preparations for our immediate departure. When can I see Heather?”
 
   “I will go and wake her. Shall we meet you in a half hour in your Study?” 
 
   “That will suffice. Thank you for understanding,” Fallon said with relief.
 
   “It is not for me to understand, your grace. It is Heather who must understand and accept you.”
 
   Fallon took that as a warning and nodded. Faegan held the door for her and then closed it and turned back to him with a grimace. “This Heather of yours sounds fearsome.”
 
   “She’s not mine yet. We can only hope, Faegan.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Heather was obnoxiously roused by her mother from a sleep so deep it could have mirrored death. Violet was grumbling loudly about the intrusion at such an ungodly hour when the strained tone of her mother’s voice finally roused her enough to open her eyes.
 
   “What is the matter?” Heather inched herself up to lean back against the pillows. 
 
   The duke is here,” she said without preamble.
 
   Heather’s eyes shot painfully wide. “He is?” Her heart sank.
 
   “Yes, but he has been here all along. I’m glad you are sitting for this, but it seems our dear Mr. Calder is the Duke of Ablehill.”
 
   Heather was speechless. Violet squealed with delight and jumped from the bed.
 
   “This is perfect, this is so amazing! Not an old duke, a young duke! A young, handsome, kind duke. Oh, Heather!” Violet wrapped her arms around her sister with glee.
 
   Heather remained mute and stared at her mother. Her mother was anxiously biting her knuckle and watching Heather.
 
   “Dear? Have you naught to say?”
 
   Heather managed to shake her head with abject disbelief. 
 
   “But you must say something.”
 
   “Say hallelujah, nay, sing it!” Violet cried with joy.
 
   “Violet, go see to your sister, and you are not to say a word about any of this to anyone. Do you understand me?”
 
   Violet shrunk under her mother’s glare. “What is the matter?”
 
   “Don’t you see the delicate situation we are in? Bess told me, that means all the servants know, which means the entire house now knows that our Heather spent a great deal of time alone with a duke masquerading as his own employee.”
 
   “This is wonderful news, isn’t it?”
 
   “He lied,” Heather finally said. “He lied to me.”
 
   “There will be an enormous scandal if we don’t take drastic action. His grace has invited us to London where he will formally court Heather. We must tread very carefully.
 
   “Why would he do that?” Heather said painfully. Her chest hurt now. The torrent of tears she had released only last night would now return with a vengeance.
 
   “He must have had a reason. Mr. Calder—I mean, his grace has shown himself to be a very nice man. Can’t you overlook a little lie?” Violet pleaded.
 
   “It was not a little lie,” Heather cried with fury.
 
   “Heather,” her mother walked forward and took her hand, giving it a firm squeeze, “he wishes to speak with you right now. I said he will explain all, and I truly believe it was not done to purposely hurt us. Will you go to him? Despite all that has happened, we still need him. The scandal will ultimately blow over as long as we stand strong against the rumors and pretend everything is as it should be. There is a future to be had from this.”
 
   Heather pulled her hand away. She knew what her mother was saying, she knew what she must do, but inside, her anger and hurt spun like a whirling dervish. She thought she might even lose her composure all over the coverlet. She took a deep breath. The urge to cry was so strong that her eyes felt like they would bulge from their sockets. She nodded stiffly. “I will speak to him.” Her voice sounded far away to her own ears. She slowly slid out of the bed, her limbs heavy and reluctant to move. She swallowed down the anger and tears. Instead, she wanted to face him looking as composed as she could manage. She didn’t want him to know how much he had hurt her. She didn’t say a word to anyone as she washed and dressed, and her mother led her to the Study. They paused before the door, and her mother turned to her and took her hands.
 
   “Given the gravity of the situation, I am going to let you speak with him alone. I want what is best for you, Heather, and I want what is best for our family. I love you.”
 
   Heather nodded, her eyes brimming with tears. She refused to let them fall. She knocked on the door as her mother retreated down the hall. The door opened and Fallon stood there, looking as if nothing had changed.
 
   “Come in, Heather.”
 
   Heather entered, a new wave of anger swiftly washing over her. She clenched her fists in her skirts, but she couldn’t hide her emotions. She was sure her rage was plainly written all over her face. He looked sheepish, but not nearly repentant enough to her mind. She wanted him to beg for her forgiveness.
 
   “There is so much to tell you, and so very little time. I’m afraid we will have to wait to truly talk about all that needs to be said, but for now I wanted to assure you that—”
 
    “How could you, you deceitful wretch? You have humiliated me, ruined me. You’ve destroyed whatever chance my sisters had at an advantageous marriage.”
 
   Fallon looked at her in astonishment for a moment, and then he collected himself. “The moment I touched you, our destinies changed. I had to see what kind of woman would bind herself to a man like my father. But when I saw you, I knew there was more to you than desperation for a title and wealth, and I had to know you, I had to get close to you. There are no rational excuses why, just know that I had to. You were always meant to marry the Duke of Ablehill, Heather. Somewhere, it is written in the stars. I am the same man you came to know, to care for even. I just happen to also be the Duke of Ablehill.”
 
   “But you lied,” Heather said with disdain. “Who are you really?
 
   “My given name is Fallon Derrick Calder. I am the only son of Richard Derrick Calder, seventh Duke of Ablehill. He died a year ago in Italy. I am his sole heir.”
 
   “Why did you lie?” she hissed.
 
   “Self-protection. I couldn’t very well introduce myself as the duke after one day as Mr. Calder. I was raised as an outcast, an unwanted waste of a boy that my father determined to useless to live. Everything I am is against this sort of privileged existence. I feel privileged just to live. I am more Mr. Calder than I am a duke. I am just a man with an oppressive title and heaps of money that I would dearly love to shower on you and your family. Please let me, Heather. Let me be with you as the man I am. I promise the scandal and the whispers will pale in comparison to the joy we will have together. I will give you everything that is in me if only you will be my wife.”
 
   “You made a fool of me, Fallon. In front of everyone here.”
 
   “Do you care for their opinion that much? I assure you, as the Duchess of Ablehill, you will not, and they dare not speak an ill word against you. I will always protect you.”
 
   Heather shivered. She wrapped her arms around herself and looked around the room. She could not wrap her head around everything she was feeling. Everyone would expect her to just accept her good fortune and move on, her mother included, but she couldn’t. She couldn’t let go of the pain in her heart, the anger that rose every time she looked at him. This was her Fallon, and yet not. She felt like she didn’t know him anymore, the last few days just an extension of the wool he had pulled over her and everyone else’s eyes. Worst of all, there was nothing she could do about it. She longed to throw all his promises back in his face. Surely, they were as false as the character he had played? How could she marry such a man? Did she even have a choice anymore?
 
   She could feel his presence behind her like a looming shadow. He remained perfectly still, the tension as tight as the strings on a harp.
 
   “Will you still marry me, Heather?”
 
   She felt the barest touch of his hand on her back as he stepped around to face her. Heather kept her head down, frustrated and angry tears colliding in her lashes. He touched her chin and forced her to look up at him. “Will you be my wife?” he said tenderly.
 
   “I don’t have a choice, do I? We’ve spent hours alone together, we’ve—” She swallowed a rise of emotion, her throat stinging.
 
   “I confess that was an oversight on my part. I can’t think straight when I’m around you. Tell me I haven’t ruined everything we’ve shared. Tell me you will be my wife.”
 
   Heather wanted to sob out the pain in her heart. Instead, she took a deep breath. “You’ve ruined me. I have to consent to be your wife for the sake of my family’s honor.”
 
   His brow furrowed in distaste. “That was not the response I was looking for.”
 
   Heather shrugged weakly. “It’s all you’re going to get from me.”
 
   He growled and turned away then spun around and glared at her. “Don’t play the martyr. Am I really such a bad bargain? A duke over a steward?”
 
   “It isn’t about station, Fallon. It’s about trust. You lied so easily and thoroughly. You made me believe things. You made me fall in love with someone who doesn’t exist.”
 
   “I do exist,” he shouted abruptly. He looked stunned by his own words. His hands shook as he curled them into fists, and then forced them to open again.
 
    Heather could visibly see him rein in his temper. She felt a pang of guilt but buried it beneath her own fury. She was surprised by her own admission. She hadn’t thought she could fall in love, but there it was. The words had sprung from her of their own accord. And what more, he had bared a little of his own pain for the briefest of moments.
 
   “My apologies,” he said once again calm and in control. “I am the same man, Heather. You will see that in time. I understand that you are upset and will allow you the time you need to come to terms with it, but we shall move to London immediately, your mother and sisters included, to head off the rumor mill. We shall make my presence and our betrothal known before the gossip mongers can get ahold of any whispers from the other guests.
 
   Heather nodded. He was silent, and then he stepped before her again. He brought a hand to her cheek as gentle as a butterfly touching down on a flower. “Should we seal our betrothal with a kiss?”
 
   Heather didn’t respond. He dipped his head and brushed his lips across hers. She almost cried out in agony. She wanted to feel what she always felt before. Instead, she felt more anger. Her lips held rigidly closed as he sighed and pulled away in defeat. 
 
   “You will forgive me someday. The sooner you do, the sooner we can enjoy what we had before.”
 
   Heather wished that could be true. She left him standing in the middle of the room and didn’t utter another word.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
   Fallon could sum up their return to London in one word. Frigid. Heather hadn’t said a single word to him, Lady Everly had given up attempts at conversation minutes into the journey, and Heather’s sisters had sat in awkward silence sharing wide-eyed glances in some sort of nonverbal sisterly communication. They arrived at the townhouse and after tense introductions to the butler, Cantour, and a handful of other staff, they were shown to the drawing room where they would be served a late lunch.
 
   Lady Everly and Fallon discussed their arrangements deciding that Fallon could not remain in the house. That suited Fallon just fine. He sent Faegan to reserve him rooms at the Fairmont Hotel, the newest luxury hotel in London. Word would spread quickly that there was a new Duke of Ablehill, especially with the added crumb of his engagement. In Lady Everly’s opinion, the only way to minimize the scandal was to control it from the beginning. 
 
   “It would be best to go for a drive in the park, and perhaps you and Heather could stroll along the serpentine while the girls and I wait in the carriage and talk with the other matrons along the line.
 
   “Oh, joy,” Violet mumbled.
 
   “You are welcome to join us, Vi,” Heather said quietly.
 
   “No, she isn’t. You two must be seen as a couple,” her mother quickly injected.
 
   Violet slumped. Heather resisted the urge to do the same. She copiously avoided looking at Fallon or meeting his gaze. He hadn’t tried to speak with her, which was a godsend.
 
   “We will need to visit a modesty as soon as possible to repair our wardrobe, you as well.” She gestured to Fallon. He looked down at his clothing.
 
   “Yes,” Lady Everly continued, “it is perfectly serviceable clothing, but you should dress befitting your station. We cannot have anyone doubting that you are the new duke.”
 
   “I will send Faegan out again as soon as he returns to book appointments for you,” he gestured to all of them,  “and myself this very afternoon. My title should be good for something.”
 
   Heather bit her lip. She wanted to say something cutting, but refrained. Cantour arrived and announced that their rooms were ready. The ladies departed, and Fallon was directed to the Study.
 
   He entered slowly as Cantour asked if there was anything else he needed. Fallon sent him away and looked around the Study with a feeling of repulsion. He had never set foot in this house before now, but somehow, everything reminded him of his father. Even standing on the carpet felt as intimate as touching the man himself and Fallon wanted no part of it. He walked further into the room, a large and masculine place, all browns and greens and burgundies. The chairs were large and thickly cushioned leather. The backs were tall. The fireplace was also giant, large enough for a small adult to walk into. The windows were shrouded in curtains leaving the space dark and moody. Fallon strolled to the window and pulled them back. Not a speck of dust or time touched anything. Everything was exceptionally cleaned and cared for. The result of excellent staff.
 
   Fallon looked over the room under the new light. It was certainly less daunting with the touch of sunlight. He still hated the room, but he found the resolve to sit in the chair behind the desk and to begin rummaging through the drawers for ink and paper.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Heather sat beside Fallon in an open landau. Bundled against the chill and laps covered with blankets, the five passengers sat in silent awkwardness as they rolled towards Hyde Park.
 
   Violet rolled her eyes and huffed.
 
   “Speak your peace, Miss Violet,” Fallon chuckled. He was determined to break down all the barriers of his soon to be family. Hopefully, that would him help reach Heather.
 
   “This seems a bit moronic.” Violet shivered. “It’s too cold to be out like this for the sake of being seen.”
 
   “I agree,” Prim said mutinously.
 
   “Such delicate little flowers. Shall we put the top up?” Fallon teased.
 
   “Let’s return home,” Prim begged.
 
   Fallon looked around the group of ladies. Heather may as well have been carved from stone, Lady Everly looked as rigid as an icicle, and the younger Everly’s looked fit to freeze, even if only for dramatic effect.
 
   “What would you like to do, Miss Everly? Shall we abandon the park?”
 
   Heather only shrugged.
 
   Fallon withheld a beleaguered sigh. “You know, where I live in Scotland, it gets so cold that a bubble will freeze in the air.”
 
   “That’s preposterous!” Prim giggled.
 
   “Are you calling me a liar?” Fallon said in mock anger.
 
   “I will believe it when I see it.”
 
   “I swear here and now that I will show you a bubble can freeze in midair, Miss Prim.
 
   “Where do you live?” Violet asked.
 
   “About a day’s ride out of Aberdeen.”
 
   “What’s it like?” Prim asked with excitement.
 
   “It’s a tad medieval. For a boy growing up, its paradise.”
 
   “You grew up in Scotland?” This from Lady Everly.
 
   Fallon smiled, he felt the touch of Heather’s eyes on his face, but he didn’t look her way. “Up until the moment I entered England to attend the Endervale house party. I’ve never had a reason to leave until now.” That was met with silence.
 
   “But you don’t have a Scottish burr?” Violet said skeptically.
 
   Fallon grinned, and in the comforting burr that was so natural to him, he replied, “I had a very English tutor.”
 
   There were gasps of delight from the younger Everly’s.
 
   “It will be up to us to show his grace the delights of London. Where should we begin?” Lady Everly smiled.
 
   “Gunter’s,” Violet decreed
 
   “It’s too cold for ices,” Prim argued.
 
   “But not for tea and scones, and we will be seen.”
 
   “That is a wonderful idea, Violet,” Lady Everly agreed. “Driver? Take us to Gunter’s.”
 
    The younger Everly’s clapped in approval as the Landau changed direction. Fallon glanced at Heather from the corner of his eye, but she was studiously looking the opposite direction. A thick blanket covered her legs and kept them from touching. As the Landau turned a corner, Fallon pressed his thigh against hers.
 
   “My apologies.” He smiled at her when she sharply turned to look at him. He retreated, giving her space as she turned away from him again. He almost sighed in defeat, but upon closer inspection, he saw the chase of red up her neck and ears. So she wasn’t immune to him. He had something on which to rebuild their relationship. 
 
   They arrived at Berkeley square and entered Gunter’s Tea Shop. The aroma of sweets filled the air inviting one in further. Fallon was eager for the new experience until he saw the breadth of patrons all turning to look at the new arrivals. Conversation ceased and then started again fevered with interest. A passing waiter directed them to an open table and Fallon chose to sit with his back to the room at large. Heather took the seat he held for her beside him without argument, and he wondered how much effort that took her. She looked content, but far from inviting of his attention. Lady and the younger Everly’s were talking excitedly about the patrons taking great notice of their entrance.
 
   Fallon took a deep breath. He wasn’t used to this kind of attention. He usually spent his days surrounded by the same ten people, people who were like family, like surrogate parents. He did his best to adopt a bored mien, but he could already feel an uncomfortable heat spreading up his neck. The waiter came to serve them, and Lady Everly requested tea for all.
 
   “I’d like to try one of your famous ices.”
 
   “Very good, sir.” The waiter bowed and departed. 
 
   Fallon exhaled. He kept his sweating palms pressed against his thighs.
 
   Heather leaned close and whispered to him, “Is something the matter?”
 
   Fallon was surprised. He hesitantly met her eyes. “I… I’ve never been one to garner much attention. It’s a little disconcerting.” He thought he saw a flicker of sympathy in her eyes, but he couldn’t be sure.
 
   “I see. You’ve already proven your acting skills. Just think of this as another roll to play.”
 
   He frowned, taken aback. She turned her attention to her sisters and completely dismissed him. Did she really think he had been acting? Well, he had pretended to be a steward for the sake of anonymity, but his words, his desires—those were genuine. The thrust of her words went deep. It took him a moment to gather his wits. It was glaringly obvious now how little she really knew him, and perhaps that was the crux of the issue. She didn’t know him, and he didn’t know her. What they had felt before was its own thing, an uncontrollable spark between them. The reality was they were little more than strangers. At that moment, he made it his mission to change that. It wouldn’t be easy, since she was determined to play the martyr, but he would wear her down any way he could.
 
   The tea arrived along with his ice. He sampled the cold delicacy amid stares and smiled in approval. “Lemon heaven on a spoon,” he declared.
 
   He heard the murmur of patrons around him agree with his assessment. A lady approached with her daughter in tow and Fallon stood. Lady Everly introduced him.
 
   “Lady Goodwich, so wonderful to see you. May I introduce his grace, the Eighth Duke of Ablehill.”
 
   “A pleasure, your grace. I present my daughter.” Both mother and daughter curtsied.
 
   Fallon bowed his head to each of them. “The pleasure is mine.”
 
   “We won’t keep you from your tea. I only wanted to say how wonderful it is to see your return to town, Lady Everly.” Lady Goodwich smiled to the girls, her gaze lingering on Heather and then Fallon. She departed and again, all eyes were on their table. Fallon resumed his seat.
 
   “Your name will be all over London within the hour,” Violet announced.
 
   “I beg your pardon?” Fallon said in puzzlement.
 
   “Lady Goodwich is very kind, but she does lack circumspection with her words,” Lady Everly clarified.
 
   “I’m missing something, aren’t I?” He turned to Heather in desperation.
 
   “Her mouth is like a runaway carriage. It careens through the streets spilling gossip like baggage.”
 
   “Ah, I understand now.”
 
   She turned back to her tea, taking her attention away like a bone from a naughty dog. She would probably like that analogy, him being cast as the dog. He desperately wished she would smile at him again. It would be his goal for the immediate future.
 
   They finished their tea and left Gunter’s. They rode back to the townhouse in companionable silence, this time with the top up. Fallon had an appointment with a tailor that evening. He promised he would be back before dinner. This was met with kind smiles from three of the Everly’s. Heather completely ignored him. He left feeling as vulnerable as he had as a boy, ignored by the one person he wanted most.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
   Heather tried to concentrate on the open book in front of her, but all she could think about was Fallon. He had sent his regrets for dinner. At the time, she had been relieved, but now she was obsessing over the reasons why he couldn’t be there. She tried to focus on something else, anything but him, but she was failing miserably. What was he doing? Who was he with? He didn’t seem to enjoy the attention at Gunter’s, but that could change. Once the ton got ahold of him, would he change, too? She groaned as she agonized over her thoughts. She tossed the book away from her and slipped out of bed. Tucking her robe around her, she grabbed her candle, deciding a little exploring might be in order. 
 
   She inched out of her room, chasing the shadows away with the glow of her candle. Passing the rooms of her mother and sisters, she reached the stairs and climbed up to the gallery. A long hall of pictures beckoned, and one by one, she stopped to peer at them. She analyzed each face, growing more puzzled as they gave no hint of familial connection to each other. No two faces were similar in any way. She reached the final pictures before a set of large double doors. This face she recognized. Similar, but different. Harsh where Fallon was kind, dark where Fallon was light.
 
   “Amazing, isn’t it? I am the very image of him.”
 
   Heather jolted in surprise, her candle almost slipping from her hand. “Dear God, might you have warned me?”
 
   “My apologies. I was taking the moment to just watch you, as I lately haven’t had the chance to do, and my wits escaped me.”
 
   Heather tried to steady her hand. She set the candle down on the hall table. He had a way with words. They wove around her in invisible threads and pulled her to him. She resisted. He came to her, and she took pains to control her breathing.
 
   “He once tried to deny his patronage of me after my mother passed. He was a blind fool.”
 
   “That’s horrible,” Heather responded quietly. She was already feeling the tug of his energy, that indescribable urge to draw closer to him whenever he was near.
 
   Fallon shrugged. “That’s when he left, determined to prove my muddied lineage and disinherit me. I was six.”
 
   Heather was speechless. “He tried to disinherit you?”
 
   “Yes, well, that’s what he claimed before he left. I never heard another word until we were notified of his death twenty-nine years later.”
 
   “Who raised you?” 
 
   “The staff. Sturdy clansmen who never cared to follow a single order. They drove away the duke’s steward. Faegan took over affairs, and we carried on, did as we pleased, lived as we pleased.”
 
   “A boy’s paradise.”
 
   “Exactly. Though Mrs. Ferguson made sure I attended my lessons, ate all my spinach, and washed behind my ears.”
 
   “You said you never left Scotland before the party, did you attend school like most boys of nobility?” Heather wondered.
 
   “No. My existence was scarcely known beyond the castle. I was very sick as an infant. Mrs. Ferguson was worried that the duke might send me away. She never asked for a single penny to care for me. She raised me as her own, even made my clothes. Faegan used earnings directly from the land to pay the tutor. I’m practically a savage compared to the gentlemen you are accustomed to.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Heather said in very real sympathy. His past painted a very different picture of the charismatic man she knew before.
 
   “No, I’m sorry. You’re getting a bad deal, Heather. I’m not worthy of you, and I probably never will be.”
 
   Heather was again robbed of speech. She couldn’t summon her anger, not after what he’d just told her. He was doing it again, disarming her with words. She swallowed and tried to wet her tongue enough to speak. “I wouldn’t say that, exactly.”
 
   “Then what would you say?” He pressed.
 
   “I… I don’t know,” she said in aggravation. “This—this pretending isn’t easy for me either.”
 
   “We don’t need to pretend, Heather. We had something between us once,” he said in exasperation.
 
   “No. It was a lie.”
 
   He spun away from her, took a few angry strides, and turned back. “Did you lie? Because I didn’t lie about what I felt.”
 
   “You lied about who you were.”
 
   “I lied about my station. Strip away the title, and I am just Mr. Calder. You said you fell in love with him. I am him.” He stepped closer again, but she was still out of arms reach.
 
   Heather folded her arms over her chest. She remembered those words, she said them in anger, but she had meant them. She had fallen in love with the steward, but now he stood before her as a duke. It felt too good to be true. There was just so much about him she didn’t know. How could she have fallen in love with someone she didn’t know? She felt like the biggest fool.
 
   “I don’t know who he is anymore. Those days were just a dream.” She turned away from him
 
   “A fantasy,” he said as he stepped closer. He wrapped his hands lightly around her shoulders touching, but not holding. Neither moved for a moment. “I’d like to hear you play again.”
 
   Heather remembered that afternoon, the way she longed to be with him. Well, here she was. “This is the most difficult thing I’ve ever had to do.”
 
   Fallon snorted. She felt the whoosh of his breath in her hair. “You were prepared to marry an old man with a black heart.” He turned her, and they both looked up at the picture of his father. “This must be from before I was born, but his eyes look the same as they did when I was a boy. There is no joy in him, Heather, no love. He would have broken you. Maybe I’m not such a bad bargain after all. I want to cherish you. I want to take care of you.”
 
   Heather tucked her head into her chest. Those words again, such sweet promises, but she knew by the lick of heat in her belly that being cherished was not all she was looking for. Her steward had shown her that but would this duke?”
 
   He turned her to face him. “What is it?”
 
   She shook her head and refused to look up. She was afraid there was need in her eyes. Surely, he wouldn’t be able to see it in the dark. He tipped her chin up. She looked into his eyes, little more than shadowed pools. They caught the tiniest flicker from the candle, like a single star in a midnight sky.
 
   She knew he saw it, she knew it deep in her bones. It was inevitable. He lowered his head slowly. He was giving her time to move away, but she couldn’t. Didn’t he know that? She had no power here. Something took over her, and she had no will to deny it. His lips met hers gently, silently asking for permission, begging to be accepted. She didn’t deny him, nor did she invite. She was too afraid, her heart still bruised from the shock of his deception. She couldn’t give him what he wanted. A part of her wanted to, but she was incapable. The anger and hurt were still there, the lack of trust a bitter reminder. His arms came around her, pulling her close. She was arched against him and it felt wonderful, but still she didn’t move. She could neither acquiesce nor deny. 
 
   She remained pliable in his arms, and he didn’t seem to mind. He kissed her deeply, nudging her lips apart and searching the inner cavern of her mouth. Heather wanted to moan. His kiss brought back so many feelings from before. She had clung to him before, begging for more with her body. She could almost see herself doing it again, but she held on to her resolve despite the watery feeling in her knees and the pooling warmth inside her. He brought one hand to the back of her head, holding her as he plundered her mouth deeper, nearly stripping her wits.
 
   She released a breathy gasp as he pulled away, a smile playing about his lips. She hoped he wouldn’t move away too soon, or she might collapse at his feet.
 
   “I have hope, Little Flower. A man with hope is a dangerous thing.”
 
   “What is it you hope for?” she said as she regained her footing and pushed away from him.
 
   “I have hope that one day soon you will return my kisses again. You will beg for them.”
 
   Her mouth dropped open to instantly deny him, but then she clamped it shut and changed her mind. Why should she deny him? He was her fate, no matter how angry she was, or distrustful, he was still going to be her husband, he still rescued her family from the gutters of ruin. Why must it be a battle? He did not own her heart, but he did have her gratitude. 
 
   “I hope that too, Fallon.” She could tell she had surprised him. “But it won’t be tonight. Goodnight.” She turned and walked away. She didn’t look back until she reached the stairs. She glanced back briefly to see if he was watching and stopped. He was staring at the portrait of his father. He looked to be in pain, his fists clenched at his sides. Her mind raced with questions, but before she could take another step, he lifted the candle and blew it out. Heather turned and continued down the stairs as quietly and carefully as she could. What had she just seen?
 
   She made her way back to her room in the dark and climbed into bed. She lay under the coverlet and thought of the way he had looked. Was he still angry with his father? He seemed so confident and assured. Yes, there must be old wounds, but surely, time had healed them? He talked with such joy of Scotland and those who raised him, but was it possible that the desertion of his father still caused him pain? Heather didn’t know what to do. She wanted to ask him, but something told her he would not be forthcoming. The look on his face had been so startling that he had to be hiding something—but what? More lies? He used to be the charismatic and confident Mr. Calder. Now he wanted to prove that he was the same man, only a duke to boot. But, something was very wrong with the way he had looked at his father, and if she were putting the fate of her family in his hands, she needed to find out what it was.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
 
   Sporting new clothing expertly fitted by his new tailor, and looking every inch a ridiculously wealthy duke, Fallon was strolling on Bond Street and pondering the many windows for inspiration for a gift. According to Faegan, a woman’s heart can be softened with fripperies. Fallon didn’t believe Heather was such a woman, but it certainly couldn’t hurt, could it?
 
   He stood before a window display of bonnets and fans, completely at a loss for what to buy. He was so focused on the ribbons and rosettes he didn’t notice the gentlemen who paused next to him.
 
   “It’s disgusting, isn’t it? Why on earth does a bonnet need such adornment?” Rigsby said beside him.
 
   Fallon jumped. “Bloody hell, Lord Rigsby.”
 
   “Just Rigsby will do.”
 
   “Buying off a mistress, Ablehill? Only diamonds will do,” Draven said from his other side. Fallon turned to him with a murderous smile. “I’m of the mind to put your teeth in the back of your throat, Draven.”
 
   “No doubt it’s deserved, but how ‘bout a drink instead.”
 
   “In good time, but I think our friend here needs some help.” Rigsby stepped between the two men and gestured to the window. “I assume you are searching for a gift for your betrothed?”
 
   “You would be right.” Fallon turned back to the window with a sigh.
 
   “Nothing here is going to inspire much…ah, romance, if that’s what you’re aiming for.”
 
   “I just want to see her smile,” Fallon admitted.
 
   “Ah, then let’s go inside, and I will give you some insight into a woman’s soul.” 
 
   Fallon nodded and reluctantly followed Rigsby and Draven inside. He didn’t know what he was getting into, but hopefully, they would not lead him afoul. 
 
   After advising him on his purchases—and what Fallon would consider invaluable knowledge, he let them persuade him to join them at a gentlemen’s club called Whites. They hailed a hackney and shortly arrived at 38 St. James Street. Fallon followed Draven and Rigsby in. In the few days that he has been in London, Fallon noticed a kind of unsettling phenomenon would happen whenever he was announced or introduced. All talk would cease, and then a dull roar of whispers would follow. Whites was no different, only the curious where brave enough to approach. He received many congratulations to his betrothal and observed many calculating smiles. He was relieved when they took a private dining room away from the din of the main room. A waiter brought them snifters of brandy, and they sat and sipped in companionable silence.
 
   “Now that you’ve been ousted from obscurity. I wondered if you would consent to breeding Maxim with a mare of mine,” Draven began.
 
   Fallon gave him a dark look. “I’ve yet to decide whether I should call you out or hang you by your pantaloons in Hyde Park.”
 
   “Come now, can’t we move past it?” Draven said with and innocuous smile. “No harm was done—at least not by me,” he pointed out.
 
   Fallon set his teeth. “You made Heather upset and uncomfortable.”
 
   “He makes all women uncomfortable, but he’s not a bad sort once you get to know him. He can be tolerable,” Rigsby interjected.
 
   “I like to liven things up by playing the villain. It suits me, and I would think most agree. But where would you be without me?” Draven leaned forward. “I know you’re the real duke because of that little story you told about Maxim. I met Wallace at a horse fair in Edinburgh. I had heard rumor of Maxim’s birth and sought him out for my own stables. Imagine my surprise when I’d learned he’d been sold to a duke’s son. At that moment in the drive, it eluded me, but then that fateful morning it all came together perfectly. Even then, the name Ablehill was vague to me. I am an ally, should anyone question your legitimacy.”
 
   “No one can question my right to the inheritance. The old duke left a wide berth in regards to living family that still wished to associate with him.”
 
   “Then I must apologize,” Draven said suddenly. “My behavior was a lark at yours and Miss Everly’s expense. I’m sorry.”
 
   Fallon was surprised but still skeptical. “I accept… for now.”
 
   Draven nodded. “Of course. Trust must be earned.”
 
   “Here, here.” Rigsby lifted his drink and Fallon and Draven followed suite. They each sipped and the tension dissipated.
 
   The conversation moved to calmer topics of races, horses, and boxing. Fallon felt out of his depth having only read about these things in the paper. He’d done very little traveling until now, and even in Scotland, he hadn’t participated in much of the social world for fear of his father’s allegations. He felt like an outsider more than ever. He could look and act like a gentleman, but could he ever be one? Another snifter of brandy soothed his doubts and left him feeling pleasantly warm. 
 
   Draven and Rigsby were quite entertaining. Without even thinking beforehand, he invited them to dinner that very night. They accepted. They left the club and parted ways on the street after Fallon gave them his address. He hailed a hackney and went straight to the townhouse to alert Lady Everly to the addition of two more guests. He hoped she wouldn’t be cross.
 
   She did raise a brow, but then shrugged daintily and claimed Violet and Prim would be delighted to join the throng to even the numbers. By their wide smiles directed at him, they certainly were.
 
   The Everly’s were seated around a tea tray in the drawing room, looking quite at home in his father’s home—or his home, he should think. He liked the vision they presented, especially Heather in a new pink gown that hugged her bosom in the most enchanting way. It made it hard to look away from her. He took the seat Violet offered beside Heather and set the gift boxes on the table. He presented one to Lady Everly.
 
   “For you, my lady. For educating me in my role here. I’d be a bumbling fool without you.” He handed out the others as Lady Everly graciously thanked him and opened her gift. He turned slightly towards Heather as he presented her box, wanting to see her expression as she opened her gift and watched her watch her sisters open theirs. To Lady Everly he gave a crystal bud vase, Prim and Violet both received new silk fans, and to Heather, he gave a pair of luxuriously soft gloves. His gift was seeing her eyes light up whilst watching her sisters. She smiled with true joy, elated by the happiness of her family. She turned to him with that smile and his heart warmed with triumph. 
 
   “How am I to repay you?” she said.
 
   “You’ve already repaid me,” he said quietly amid the chatter of her sisters and mother.
 
   Her eyes twinkled. “I do believe you wished to hear me play again.”
 
   Fallon’s smile broadened. “That I did.”
 
   “Is there a harp in the house?”
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
   “Then we shall have to look.” She stood and he followed. 
 
   “We will return in a moment, Mother.”
 
   “Yes, dear,” her mother chimed pleasantly.
 
   Fallon wondered at the sudden lack of concern over the fact that they were about to leave unchaperoned. He wasn’t about to argue. 
 
   The music room shared a wall with the drawing room, but essentially, they were alone. The room was spotless, but had an air of being entirely untouched, the instruments placed decoratively rather than for use. There was indeed a harp. It was large and ornately carved with elaborate scrollwork and Chinoiserie and gold decoration on the crown. The pillar, neck, and sound box were glossy black enamel.
 
   “How lovely,” Heather said in appreciation. “It’s the finest I’ve ever seen.”
 
   “I’d expect nothing less from a man like the duke.”
 
   Heather turned to face him. She put a hand on his chest and came up on her tip toes to lightly kiss his lips. “Thank you.”
 
   “For what?” 
 
   “For the gifts.” She smiled.
 
   “I didn’t do it for a kiss. I did it for your smile.”
 
   “Then you get both today.” She stepped back.
 
   “And you said you’d play for me,” he reminded her. 
 
   She laughed as she pulled a Chippendale chair from the wall. “Would you mind?” She gestured to the massive harp.
 
   “It would be my pleasure.” Fallon lifted the harp by the pillar and the sound box—not without some effort, and set it before her. She moved into position, and Fallon pulled another chair close to listen.
 
   “What would you like me to play?”
 
   “You know precisely what I want to hear.” He folded his arms over his chest and leaned back in the chair, crossing his ankles.
 
   Heather tried not to stare, but he cut quite a handsome image. He was so long and muscular it made her think of—no, she could not let herself go there. She tore her gaze from him, put her hands on the strings, and began to play. She did not lose herself in the music as she normally did. She was too physically aware of the man sitting nearby. From her peripheral vision, she could see his booted feet, and she could feel his attention on her, but she tried again to resist all thought of him and focus. She struggled through the rest of the chords and finished sloppily. She cringed as she pulled her hands away.
 
   “I’m out of practice.”
 
   “It was beautiful, Heather. You are an accomplished musician.”
 
   “You are too kind.” She stood and he followed suit. Why was she so uncomfortable now? She tried to shake it off, but then he smiled at her again, and she felt a wave of warmth spread throughout her body. 
 
   “We should return.” She hurried from the room and he followed. He didn’t say a word, of that she was thankful. They returned to where her family waited and Heather poured herself another cup of tea. She felt so odd, her thoughts and emotions once again aflutter over his simple act of giving them gifts. It wasn’t the gifts that had pleased her. It was the happiness it brought her sisters and mother, which was the real gift. Little by little, they had watched their things disappear in an effort to pay her father’s debts. Innocuous things, material things of no emotional value, but then there was nothing. One realizes how to appreciate a single pair of gloves, but then mourns as they slowly become frayed and stained, and there are no other gloves to be worn. She could still taste the desperation she would feel as she mended and mended those same gloves praying her luck would change just enough to afford another pair. Even the string and thread she had used was of precious value. 
 
   Thankfully, those times were over.
 
   She released a heavy sigh, inadvertently drawing the attention of the others.
 
   “Is something amiss?” Her mother asked with concern.
 
   “No, I was just thinking of something forlorn. Pay me no mind. It’s of no relevance now.”
 
   Her mother nodded and continued on. She was discussing the preparations for the engagement ball to take place in two weeks.
 
   “Whatever you need, you have only to instruct Faegan, and he will take care of it.” Fallon assured her.
 
   Heather looked down to hide the sudden dampness in her eyes. She had done exactly as she ought. She had procured a comfortable future for her mother and sisters by giving her hand to Fallon. She had prepared for the worst, but now, as her anger faded, and she could see the strain of the past leaving her mother, she felt so lucky. If only she could feel what she had before for him—the wonder, the absolute trust. Perhaps that would come in time, but compared to the future she had prepared herself for, this new future looked much brighter.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Heather joined her family in the drawing room as the first guests arrived. She was delighted to see Anabelle and Hazel again. They took seats further down the room away from their parents and Heather answered all their curious questions about how her engagement came to be.
 
   “Well, that is a relief,” Hazel said emphatically. “To think you would have had to marry an old man…” She shook her head. “Scandal or not, you’ve escaped the hangman’s noose.”
 
   Heather laughed. “I knew my previous circumstances were dreadful, but I never likened them to being sentenced to death. Though I am still a bit nervous of the scandal that may ensue, I too am relieved. He is really a very kind and generous man. I am very grateful.”
 
   Anabelle looked at her oddly. “Just grateful?”
 
   Heather gave her a speaking glance. “Yes, grateful.”
 
   Hazel giggled behind her hand. “Never mind the broad shoulders and handsome face.”
 
   “Hush, Hazel.” But Heather could feel herself blushing. 
 
   New arrivals claimed their attention, and Heather felt a moment of panic when Fallon arrived with Lord Draven and Lord Rigsby. She had known they were coming, and vowed to herself to pay Draven no mind, but now that she saw him, and that arrogant smirk he wore, her confidence faltered. She looked back at Anabelle and Hazel, astonished to find them positively glowering in the direction of the new arrivals.
 
   “Dear lord,” Heather whispered. “What is it?”
 
   “Draven,” Anabelle growled.
 
   Heather nodded. “He’s said awful things to you as well, I suppose?”
 
   Anabelle’s gaze snapped to hers and she flushed. “No, he’s done something far worse.”
 
   Heather’s eyes widened. 
 
   “He told me very boldly that he told Lord Rigsby that he had kissed me. He said it was for my own good.”
 
   “I’m going to skewer him with a fork,” Hazel said vehemently.
 
   “Why would he say such a thing?”
 
   Anabelle simply shrugged, but she was still looking Heather in the eyes and her eyes said something far different. “Oh, dear.” She turned to see the group of gentlemen making their way over. Fallon smiled at her in greeting and introduced the gentlemen. Their reception was so cold that Heather almost expected to see her breath when she laughed nervously at Lord Rigsby’s quip. 
 
   Draven looked completely delighted by the awkwardness. He kept shooting glances at Anabelle, whom studiously kept her full attention on Lord Rigsby.
 
   The tension was somewhat broken by more arrivals. That of the boisterous Pastor Andrews, and Heather’s two cousins, Sir Kenneth and his younger brother Mr. Walters.
 
   Heather stood as she and Fallon were called over to greet Pastor Andrews and her cousins. Heather gave Anabelle a sympathetic glance before leaving.
 
   Fallon leaned close to her as they strolled. “Having one’s tooth dislodged by a kick from a goat is more enjoyable than that moment was.”
 
   Heather smiled. “Speaking from experience?”
 
   “Actually, yes. I was a boy, and the tooth was already loose, but I sported a hoof-shaped bruise on my face for weeks.”
 
   Heather covered her mouth to keep herself from laughing. “How awful!”
 
   “Faegan has a sketch of it. He has countless sketches of me growing up.”
 
   “I’ll have to ask to see one.” She looked up at him. He looked down at her at the same moment, and his eyes were so warm she felt her whole body warm in response. She was a little out of sorts when they reached the other group. Pastor Andrews beamed at her and loudly pronounced her the most beautiful bride to be he’d ever seen. 
 
   “You are positively glowing, my dear.” 
 
   Heather agreed with his assessment. She was sure her skin was the shade of a Maiden Pink flower. 
 
   “Thank you. It has been some time since we last visited.”
 
   “Yes, but having known you since the day you were born, I still see the charming little scamp you used to be.
 
   Heather laughed uncomfortably. Her mother quickly took up the conversational reins, saving Heather from further embarrassment. She let Fallon lead her to a chair, but just as she was about to sit, Cantour announced dinner. Being an informal dinner, they did not line up by station but strolled together to the dining room. Fallon led her to the chair beside his. She took it bashfully, feeling very much the center of attention, but as she looked around as the others took their seats, she was glad to see that the others were not looking at them, and were enjoying their own conversations. She relaxed and determined that she would make every effort to enjoy her meal. Lady Wellsford sat across from her on Fallon’s left and snared him in a conversation about Scotland. Heather looked down the table as other guests took their seats, her cousin, Sir Kenneth, was pulling out a chair for Anabelle and would sit between them, but suddenly, Lord Draven appeared, clapped the man on the shoulder and moved him to another seat, effectively taking his place. Anabelle stared in disgust as Lord Draven took his seat and promptly turned to Heather. “Good evening, Miss Everly. I’m so glad we could further our acquaintance.”
 
   “I have no wish to be acquainted with you,” Heather said it so quietly it was almost inaudible, but she could tell he’d heard her by his answering smile.
 
   “Surely, all can be forgiven. You could say I was instrumental in the coming about of your engagement. You should thank me.”
 
   Heather cast a quick glance at Fallon, but he was engrossed in talk of his home. She looked past Draven to address Anabelle, wholly improper, but it was Draven, so it didn’t matter to her.
 
   “I can make him leave if you wish it.”
 
   “Don’t bother. He will only fabricate some indecent lie to spread around,” Anabelle hissed.
 
   Draven leaned back in his chair and chuckled. “It seems you’re the only one telling tales, Lady Anabelle, for now, Miss Everly knows of our—”
 
   “Lie? Your lie, to be precise?”
 
   There was a boom of laughter suddenly. Pastor Andrews was launching into one of his stories, and his voice carried across the table and then some, casting all other conversations to the shadows.
 
   “You are such an Angel,” was Draven’s only response.
 
   Heather’s brow furrowed in concern as Anabelle and Draven continued to stare at each other. She didn’t know what to do, but Anabelle was doing a poor job of hiding her hostility. Heather picked up her fork and jabbed Draven in the thigh under the table. He yelped. Those nearest turned in concern.
 
   Draven laughed as he turned and gave Heather a very peculiar look before addressing those who had turned to them. “My boot pinched my foot. It is of no consequence.” 
 
   They turned back towards Pastor Andrews.
 
   Draven leaned close to whisper. “Are you mad?”
 
   “Are you? I’m about to be a duchess. How would you like to be cut from society?”
 
   He smiled at her, but he was clearly annoyed. “This is of no business of yours.”
 
   “She is my friend, and you are hurting her on purpose for some lark. That is most definitely my concern.”
 
   His face changed suddenly. “I’ve no intention of hurting her.”
 
   “Look at her,” Heather implored. She nodded towards Anabelle, who was now staring miserably at her plate while Sir Kenneth tried to engage her. “That is hurt. You are playing with her future with such talk.”
 
   He spared Anabelle a glance. “A kiss cannot ruin ones future,” Draven returned testily.
 
   “No, but it can certainly change it,” Heather returned. 
 
   Draven caught her eye and something strange happened. He stared at her almost as if he had some kind of epiphany. His gaze shot to Fallon, and then he withdrew completely. Heather was dumbfounded as he sipped from his wine and began to sample his food as if their entire heated conversation had been a figment of her imagination. She turned to her own food and began to eat. 
 
   For the rest of the courses, their end of the table was rather subdued, but thanks to Pastor Andrews and his ridiculous stories, no one noticed.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16
 
   Their evenings were hectic with parties and balls, and so were most of their afternoons, but on this afternoon, Heather found herself completely free of obligation, and decided a bit of exploring was due. She walked the halls of the townhouse, frowning at the number of portraits that she guessed had no relation at all to the Calder name. She walked through every public room, making a mental note of the things she would like to change. The house needed more color, more light. The furnishings were large and heavy, the colors dark shades that were mostly masculine, but also, slightly depressing. There was nothing inviting about the décor, but perhaps that was because there was nothing inviting about the man who chose the décor. 
 
   An hour later, she reached the end of her exploration. Molly, a housemaid, preceded her into the attic room set aside for storage. She walked across the small room and pushed open the shutters to let the waning afternoon light into the room. Heather entered in trepidation, but the attic wasn’t as spooky as she imagined. One side was stacked with covered furniture. She made a mental note to peek under the Holland covers and see what could be of use. One wall had stacks of cloth covered paintings leaning against it. She eagerly walked towards the paintings lifting one and then another cloth covering to reveal landscapes, Angels looking over children, a couple strolling in a garden. Heather’s smiled broadened as she revealed more and more beautiful paintings far more interesting and cheerful than stodgy portraits. At the end of the row was a chest and Heather kneeled to open it.
 
   It creaked open, and Heather pulled away a cloth to reveal stacks of little miniature portraits. She almost closed the lid in disinterest, but one of the portraits caught her eye with a charming smile. She looked again in astonishment, her hand carefully lifting the portrait into the light. It was a boy, smiling cheerfully with all the exuberance of his age. She recognized him instantly, could easily see in him the man he had become. She smiled back at the portrait and then frowned. She looked down into the chest again, at all the little portraits of Fallon. She pulled more out and lined them up along the outside of the chest by apparent age. There were many of them—fifteen years’ worth, she presumed—as if one were done every year, from a young boy to a young man. But, why were they here? Fallon had mentioned that Faegan had done sketches of him, so perhaps he would know.
 
   Heather left the attic in determined strides. Faegan was not in the house, but Cantour said he would return shortly. Heather thanked him and went to her room. She paced the rug in front of her bed and pondered the reasons for the portraits. Was it possible the duke had asked for them? Who painted them? Did Fallon know of their existence? She had so many questions and no one to answer them. Fallon would not be coming to dinner tonight. Her mother had encouraged him to seek other suitable interests while in town. That was all well and good, except her questions were burrowing a hole in her patience, and she had no one to appease her. She groaned in exasperation and gave up for a moment to change for dinner. 
 
   A half hour passed, and she was heading downstairs to meet her family in the dining room. As she reached the landing, Cantour approached.
 
   “Mr. Faegan is awaiting you in the drawing room, Miss Everly.”
 
   “Thank you, Cantour. Please tell my mother I shall be a moment,” Heather said in relief as she skipped down the stairs and hurried to the drawing room. Faegan stood as she entered, but she waved him to sit and took a chair beside him. He looked a bit unsettled.
 
   “You wished to see me?”
 
   “Yes, I have a matter to ask you about, but don’t have much time, so I will get straight to the point.” Heather panted before taking a moment to catch her breath. “I was in the attic with Molly and I came across a chest of miniature portraits of Fal—er, his grace. Do you know where they came from and why they are here?”
 
   Now Mr. Faegan looked supremely uncomfortable. He swallowed and pulled at the neck of his tie. “Well, you see, it was my way of trying to convince the duke to be a proper father. I sent them to him for many years, but gave up after no attempt to see the boy was made.”
 
   “Does Fallon know?” Heather gave up pretenses. It was confusing to talk about the duke when Fallon was now the duke.
 
   Mr. Faegan blanched. “No. He would be terribly irate if he found out.”
 
   Heather frowned in puzzlement. “But who painted the portraits then? How could he not know?”
 
   “I did. I painted them from the many sketches I drew of him. It wasn’t right of his father to just ignore him like that. Children need to know they are cared for, and that someone cares enough to celebrate their life. That’s why I drew the sketches. I did my best to make him feel cared for.”
 
   Heather was speechless. She felt a swell of emotion for Fallon and the lonely boy he must have been, and for the man before her who had tried to fill the role of father for him. “Thank you, Mr. Faegan. Why didn’t you tell him about the portraits when you first started doing them?”
 
   “It’s a funny thing, miss. From the moment the duke walked out on his son, that boy was determined to go his own way, to be his own man. He had a fierce heart even for a little scamp.”
 
   “But he didn’t do it on his own, did he. He had you, and he had Mrs. Ferguson.” Heather smiled fondly. “Thank you.”
 
   Mr. Faegan went scarlet in the cheeks. His eyes looked a tad bright. “It was nothing. He’s a good lad, and now he has everything he deserves.”
 
   Heather reached out and squeezed his hand. “Thank you for telling me. I won’t keep you any longer.”
 
   He looked up at her with a frown. “Will you tell him? I feel as though I’ve betrayed him.”
 
   “You did what you thought was best. I don’t know if I will tell him, or if it is even my place to tell him. He talks about his father so rarely, but there seems to still be something there, some kind of wound.”
 
   “I know what you mean. If there is anyone who can heal him, I know it is you.”
 
   Heather was taken aback by that. She wanted to ask what he meant exactly, but didn’t have the courage. “Thank you,” she said sheepishly. She stood and bid him goodnight. Her previous questions replaced by other questions. She wasn’t sure she was ready for the answer, so she let it go as she arrived at the dining room and joined her mother and sisters.
 
   “What took you so long? I’m famished, but Mother said we had to wait.” Violet spooned more fish into her mouth.
 
   Heather looked over at her half empty plate. “You survived. I had to speak with Mr. Faegan about pictures in the attic. I want to take all the frowning aristocrats of unknown origins down, and hang some of the nice landscapes I found up there.”
 
   “What a wonderful idea. This house could use a feminine touch.” Her mother smiled approvingly
 
   “Where is our knight in shining armor anyhow? He promised to tell me about the ghost of the Sheepshead Moore.” Prim sighed in disappointment.
 
   “Mother advised him to find more interests in town. He can’t spend all his time mooning over Heather.”
 
   “Violet!” Heather and her mother said in unison.
 
   Violet jumped and looked back and forth between the two. “Now that was scary.”
 
   “That’s enough, Violet.” Lady Everly continued, “I simply encouraged his grace to take advantage of all the town has to offer a gentleman of his means. He could use a little town bronze.”
 
   Heather didn’t like the sound of that.
 
   “What entails town bronzing?” Prim asked.
 
   Lady Everly shrugged. “I don’t rightly know, but Lord Rigsby will lead the way. I would guess cards at Whites, a boxing match or two, a little gambling—responsibly, of course. Ablehill has a good head on his shoulders.”
 
   “On very broad shoulders,” Violet added. Prim giggled.
 
   Heather threw her sister a reprimanding glare, though she quite agreed with her sister’s assessment. Fallon had a very pleasing physique. He was tall and strong. She could feel it every time his arms came around her, and she heartily enjoyed it. Most men of her acquaintance did not compare to him. He was so different from the men she knew, so much more vibrant and giving. He was one of a kind, and he was going to be hers. 
 
   Heather took a sip of her water, afraid her less than innocent musings would become apparent in the color of her cheeks.
 
   “He isn’t scrawny like most gentlemen, though neither are Lord Draven and Lord Rigsby.”
 
   “These are not appropriate opinions for a girl your age, Violet,” her mother admonished.
 
   “Why not? I am well aware that I will be judged on my looks first and foremost when I come out. It’s only fair and reasonable that women do the same.”
 
   Lady Everly only rolled her eyes heavenward and took a sip of her wine.
 
   “Lord Rigsby is nice and quite funny,” Prim added, delighted by the scandalous conversation. “And Lord Draven—”
 
   “Is a scoundrel,” Heather intervened. “Do not set your cap for him, or any man like him.”
 
   “I’m not setting my cap for anyone. They will be much too old for me by the time I am of marriageable age, but he does look dreamy, in a villainous sort of way.”
 
   Heather rolled her eyes. “What sort of man would you wish to marry?”
 
   “A man just like Mr. Calder—I mean, his grace. A nice man with exquisite looks and a title.”
 
   “The measure of a man is not his title, little Primrose. Whether he is a mere mister or a duke, we all recognized what an exceptional person he was, barring the misstep of fibbing about his identity.” Lady Everly intoned wisely.
 
   Heather wanted to snort. Now her mother viewed it as a mere fib? It still rankled Heather when she thought of that moment, but she pushed it away. After all, things were going quite nicely, and holding onto a grudge would only ruin it. She preferred to focus on the positive things now, like his nice broad shoulders, and his teasing smile when they seemed to share the same thought and caught each other’s eye. She liked the way his hand felt on her back when he guided her through a crowded room. She could feel the heat of his palm and the press of every fingertip. She liked when he leaned close to hear her better or to share a private remark. It felt intimate, and it always made her yearn for a kiss.
 
   There had been few opportunities for kisses in the past evenings. Fallon remained rigidly proper at all functions. Heather appreciated his efforts when society was waiting for the scent of scandal, but she missed being close to him, she missed the press of his body against hers. She sighed. Now she wished he were here and not off with Rigsby and Draven. She was shocked to realize that if he were, she would be planning a way to get him alone. 
 
   Dinner carried on. Heather remained lost in her thoughts while her sisters filled the air with remarks and barbs to earn reproving glances from their mother. Heather laughed and enjoyed it, giving into their baiting occasionally. She’d missed nights like these, time that was just theirs when they could be themselves. Again, she remembered that this too was because of Fallon. If not for him, they would not be this happy. Heather smiled at that thought. She was happy, she realized, they all were. Her heart swelled with the feeling, and she was almost brought to tears. Her mother caught her eye, as if they had been sharing thoughts, and Heather raised her glass to her mother, and her mother did the same. At that moment, the last of Heather’s reservations evaporated. She couldn’t ask for anything more than what she already had.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17
 
   A few mornings later, Heather was surprised to find she was home alone. Her mother had taken her sisters to their final fittings. Heather’s wardrobe was already finished with only a couple of dresses due to arrive any day. She was about to return to her room for a lazy hour of reading when the front door opened and a familiar masculine voice was heard. Her nerves instantly came alive, and she rushed to the railing to look into the foyer. It was Fallon, and Cantour was informing him that the young ladies of the house were presently out, which was not correct, but would work perfectly for her purposes. Fallon looked disappointed, but then proceeded to tell Cantour he would be in the Study.
 
   Heather wanted to dance in excitement. Fallon moved up the stairs and Heather moved back and out of sight. She grimaced when she saw Cantour following Fallon and ducked into the Library. She could hear the rumble of their voices, and then thankfully, Cantour departed. Heather waited a moment more as Cantour passed through the hall and down the stairs. There were butterflies dancing in her stomach, but this was an opportunity for them to be alone that could not be missed. She tiptoed out of the Library and waited in the doorway of the Study. Fallon, with his back to the door, was looking through papers on the desk. He had already removed his coat and thrown it over a chair. Heather admired the way his waistcoat pulled across his broad back. She took a steadying breath and knocked on the jam.
 
   “I have all that I require presently, thank you.” He stopped as he turned his head and caught sight of her. He straightened. “Heather? Did you just return?” He smiled in welcome.
 
   “I never left.” She strolled into the room. “My mother and sisters are doing final fittings. My presence wasn’t necessary.”
 
   Something flashed through his eyes, and Heather hoped it meant his mind had wandered in the same direction as hers.
 
   “We’re alone?”
 
   “It would seem so if you don’t count the legion of servants you employ.”
 
   He walked to her, resting his hands on her hips and looking down at her, then his face blanked. “Contour will return any moment with a lunch tray.”
 
   Heather’s hopes fell. “Oh.”
 
   “Would you care to dine with me?”
 
   “That might be crossing a line. He thinks I’m not here, and even though we are betrothed, we shouldn’t be alone together like this.”
 
   “But,” he trailed his fingers up and down her arm, “I’ve been dying to be alone with you.”
 
   Heather felt her heart stumble into a quicker rhythm. “I have, too.”
 
   She saw his pupils dilate as he looked down at her. 
 
    “What do you suggest?”
 
   “I’ll wait in the Library until he is gone.” Excitement shivered through her.
 
   “I’ll tell him I don’t wish to be disturbed for two hours.” 
 
   Heather nodded. She wanted to giggle madly but resisted. She quickly retreated, relishing the slide of his hands down her sides as she pulled away. Once again in the Library, she grinned like a fool. What would they do for two whole hours? She was thrilled to find out. She didn’t have to wait long. The rattle of a tray could be heard ascending the stairs, and it was only a few minutes more before Cantour departed. Heather peeked from behind the Library door until Cantour was out of sight. She tiptoed back to the Study, and Fallon was waiting by the door.
 
   “I hope you’re hungry, this sandwich is large enough for two of me.”
 
   “I already ate,” Heather said regretfully as she let him take her hand and lead her to the chairs before the desk. They both sat and awkwardness descended.
 
   “Please eat,” Heather urged when he made no move toward the plate.
 
   “It feels rude.”
 
   “It’s not a bother.” She assured him
 
   He took a tentative bite, and then ate with gusto. “I guess I was famished.” 
 
   Heather smiled and stood to look about the room. It was just like the others, except that the curtains were thrown open to emit sunshine. The painting above the mantel was a hunting scene, a reprieve from the endless walls of sour faces throughout the house.
 
   Heather peeked over her shoulder at him and smiled. He was devouring his meal. She couldn’t have eaten if she wanted to—she was far too nervous. She made a slow circle of the room and returned to her seat at the desk. Fallon was wiping his mouth with a napkin. He took a sip of what looked to be lemonade.
 
   “Satisfied?”
 
   “Not even remotely,” he said gruffly.
 
   Heather glanced at the empty plate. “Do you want to ring Cantour for more? I can wait in the Library.”
 
   He stood slowly and extended a hand to her. She gave him her hand and pulled her to her feet, his arms sliding around her. I’m famished, Heather. For you.” He dipped his head and took her lips. Heather rose up on her tiptoes, eager to show that this time she would do much more than coldly accept his kiss. She looped her arms around his neck and opened her mouth. She wanted to taste him as she did before, to feel the magic of his kisses again.
 
   He didn’t deny her. His tongue swooped in and met hers. They teased and caressed each other with their tongues, their hands holding tightly to each other. Fallon lifted her off her feet and walked to the large chair by the fireplace. He scooped one arm under her legs and sat, holding her against him with her bottom nestled into his groin.
 
   Heather had no complaints. She twisted at the waist to keep kissing him and she loved the tingling fire she felt every time she pressed her breasts against his chest. There was always something new to be felt when she was with him. He had one hand curved around her hip and making slow circles to her derriere. He squeezed firmly. It was possessive and exciting. She wanted to moan with abandon, but she didn’t yet have the confidence to completely let go. She focused instead on the exploration of his mouth and on the silkiness of his hair sliding between her fingers.
 
   Fallon prayed Heather wouldn’t be spooked by his ardor. Her curves felt heavenly curled up against him, and he knew she would soon feel the evidence of his desire. He couldn’t get enough of touching her, the arch of her back, and the curve of her hips. He wanted more, he wanted bare skin under his hands, but he knew he couldn’t go that far. Having her completely naked under him would have to wait until their wedding night. 
 
   However, that didn’t mean he couldn’t further her experience with passion little by little. Perhaps it would even help prepare her for their wedding night. He’d heard stories of women approaching the marriage bed blind to the art of lovemaking, their heads filled with old wives tales and fears. Fallon was no Casanova, but he had enough experience to understand what pleased a woman, and how important her enjoyment was to the overall success of the act. And this was Heather—his Heather. He wanted her to feel no fear, no reservations. He wanted her to want him as much as he wanted her.
 
   His need startled him at times. He never thought he would feel like this, especially given the unorthodox circumstances that brought them together. But when he was away from her, she was all he thought about, and when he was near her, he was never close enough, not until she was in his arms. It was unsettling.
 
   She squirmed against him and he became achingly hard. She had to be aware of her effect on him by now, but she wasn’t pulling away, she was kissing him eagerly. To think that only a little time ago she barely looked at him. It was time to press for more, to widen the scope of her desire. 
 
   With one arm around her to keep her delicious body against him, his other hand slid to her ankle and under the hem of her dress. He wrapped his fingers around her ankle, not wanting to startle her. She didn’t flinch or pull away, so he slipped his hand higher, slowly following the line of her leg until he reached her thigh. This time she did squirm. She pulled her mouth from his and their eyes met.
 
   “Your skin is as soft as flower petals.”
 
   Her cheeks bloomed to a deeper shade of pink.
 
   “I want to touch you, Heather. May I touch you?”
 
   She nodded and licked her lips. 
 
   He began to gather her skirts in his hands. She felt his hands gently touch her thighs, the folds of her skirt now squished between them disguising the proof of his own desire. Slowly but deliberately, he walked his fingers toward her center until his fingers touched springy curls. 
 
   She looked down and closed her eyes. He touched his forehead to hers, and even though theirs eyes did not meet, she felt connected to him.
 
   His fingers dipped into her folds lightly, then more confidently, and Heather released a breathy sigh. It was a bit overwhelming at first, but also, exhilarating. She boldly parted her legs further, giving him permission to explore her more. 
 
   He did, his fingers playing in the sudden dampness, her most private and mysterious place. Heather gasped again. She’d had no idea she could feel like this, that this was what it was like to be intimate with a man. He massaged her, her flesh becoming sensitive—wetter still, as he finally touched her most sacred of places, a place that was a secret even to her. He softly touched the entrance to her body, using her own moisture to ease his touch and fan the flames of her arousal. He slid one finger in all the way to his knuckle and Heather bucked unexpectedly. She wasn’t prepared for the intrusion. It was both awkward and exciting. He cupped her, using the one finger to slowly penetrate her over and over and his thumb to massage the sensitive hood of her sex.
 
   Heather felt odd. She felt feverish from head to toe. Something felt like it was building inside her, but she didn’t know what it was. She began to respond to the thrust of his fingers, her body driving her to move in time, which was both satisfying and unsatisfying. He increased the tempo and pressure, pushing her towards an inevitable limit. She squeezed her eyes shut, stars bursting behind her eyelids as a wave of hot sensation consumed her and a cry thrust itself from her throat. Her strength left her, her legs suddenly as weak as ribbons. He held her tightly and lightly kissed her lips. Her eyes fluttered opened. “What was that?” she said breathlessly.
 
   “A taste of ecstasy, little flower.” 
 
   Heather recovered slowly after their intimacy. Her blush felt permanent now, but he didn’t question her or make her feel uncomfortable. He held her for a little while longer and then they both stood to stretch their legs. Heather was glad to have her strength back, but her body still felt like she’d spent hours in a hot bath and couldn’t be bothered with strenuous movement. Her smile was also making permanent residence on her face.
 
   “What should we do now?”
 
   Heather shrugged. A nap sounded divine. Out of the blue, she remembered the portraits in the attic. Should she show him? She was a little afraid to after what Mr. Faegan had said, but he deserved to know, didn’t he?
 
   “I want to show you something,” she began. “I did a little exploring and I found something I think you should see.”
 
   He looked cautious. “All right… Lead the way.”
 
   They took the back stairs up to the attic. For whatever reason, Heather wasn’t concerned about being seen, but the house was quiet as a mouse, and they didn’t cross paths with anyone. She found the attic room easily and they entered. Adjusting the shutters for more light, she approached the chest and opened it. Fallon followed, kneeling behind her, and looking over her shoulder.
 
   She pushed the cloth out of the way and held up a small portrait in the light for him to see.
 
   “That’s me?” he exclaimed.
 
   “At various ages, it appears.” She set the first portrait aside and retrieved another. She lined up a few in the lid of the trunk for him to see.
 
   “But why are they here? Who did these?” He demanded angrily. He stood, looking at two of the portraits.
 
   Heather stood anxiously. “Mr. Faegan did.”
 
   Fallon frowned. “Faegan? Why—” His frown twisted into a furious scowl. “My father—he sent them to my father for some sentimental fool hearted attempt to reconcile that selfish wretch with a lonely boy. Is that it?” He dropped the portraits. Heather jumped as they clattered across the floor. Fallon fled the attic, his feet thundering down the stairs. Heather was frozen in place during his display of rage, but then scrambled after him. She found him in the gallery, standing before the portrait of his father, his expression blacker than she’s ever seen. She could hear the footfalls of others coming.
 
   “Fallon,” she called out to him. She knew he would not want people to see him like this—she didn’t want him to be seen like this.
 
   “I don’t need you,” his voice rumbled darkly. 
 
   Heather was struck by his words, but he didn’t even look at her—his eyes remained on his father.
 
   “No boy needs a father like you. I will banish you from every part of me, and you will rot in hell knowing that everything good in my life is my doing, despite the wounds you gave me, despite you trying to exile me from my rightful existence. You tried and you failed, you bastard.”
 
   He ripped the picture from the wall.
 
   Heather covered her mouth with her hands. He threw the picture to the floor with such strength, the heavy gilt frame splintered into pieces. Fallon ripped the canvas cloth from the frame and tore it in half. He tossed the pieces away in disgust, his chest heaving.
 
   Heather could feel the presence of spectators behind them, but she was afraid to move, afraid to say anything that might set him off. He was like a wild animal, cornered and injured. He looked up abruptly, looking at all of them with apathy. He pivoted and vanished behind the large double doors of the master suite.
 
   Heather was afraid to turn and face the speculative audience. Cantour saved her, ordering everyone to return to their duties. 
 
   “Allen, clean up that rubbish,” he directed with distaste.
 
   His words jolted Heather from her shock. “Take them all down,” she commanded. “None of them means anything to his grace. They will be replaced with family portraits over time.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am, right away.” Cantour snapped his fingers and two more footmen appeared and began to pull portraits from the wall.
 
   Heather advanced on the double doors hesitantly. She put her hand on the handle, afraid she was not wanted, but it saddened her to think of him being alone. She knocked on the door and waited, but there was only silence. She turned the handle slowly. The door opened easily despite its size. She slipped inside and closed the door behind her. She waited just on the other side, leaning against the door. The room was shrouded in darkness, only small beams of light defying the heavy curtains where they parted and claiming streaks of carpet. One fell across the bed and it was at the foot that she found Fallon standing. His broad shoulders slumped as his head bent. 
 
   “Fallon?” Heather crept forward. He didn’t respond. She approached slowly, not afraid of him, but of his rejection. He so clearly needed someone to care for him, someone to lean on. She wanted to be that person. She reached his side and took his hand. It was limp in hers. She looked up into his face and the despair she saw there was like a knife to her gut. “Fallon, look at me,” she begged. She squeezed his hand, but he didn’t respond. He looked away. Heather stepped in front of him, wrapping her arms around his chest. “Please don’t shut me out.”
 
   “I’m not fit company right now,” he uttered.
 
   “That’s all right. I still want to be here with you.”
 
   Finally, he looked at her. One hand came to her waist, and then, as if something unlocked inside him, his arms swallowed her against him. He buried his face in her neck. He took a deep breath, his exhale hot against her skin. Heather almost wept with relief. “I didn’t mean to upset you like that. I’m so sorry, but I thought you should know.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter anymore, Heather. The past is dead and buried.”
 
   Heather wished that were true, but his reaction to the portraits proved otherwise. He was still hurting, and she couldn’t stand it.
 
   “I’ve asked Cantour to remove all the nameless portraits.” Her words were muffled against his chest, but she continued anyway. “We will replace them with people who matter.”
 
   He didn’t respond. His hands were moving roughly over her back and… did her dress feel looser? She tried to look at his face, but he turned his head and caught her lips in a searing kiss. His hand slipped inside the open back of her dress. His hand was so hot against her skin she gasped. He pushed it lower, stressing the seams where her dress pulled across her shoulders and at the back closure.
 
   “It will tear.” She pleaded. 
 
   This was unknown territory, but she wasn’t going to refuse him, not if she could make him feel better. He released his arms and moved back enough to push her dress down over her shoulders. Heather didn’t stop him. The desolation was gone from his features, but he still looked troubled. She pulled her arms from the sleeves and the dress slid to her feet. She stepped out of it and kicked it away. She shivered with uncertainty. He cupped one breast and then the other. He was engrossed in her body, his eyes intensely focused on the doings of his hands.
 
   “I want to lay you down on the bed.”
 
   Heather bit her lip and nodded. She let him lift her and set her on the high bed and she scooted back. He followed her, settling beside her, one hand casually brushing the shoulder of her chemise down. She obliged him by pulling her arm free. The same action was completed on the other side and she anxiously awaited his next move. He pulled the chemise down over her breasts, revealing them to him. Heather felt a hot flush of color spread over her skin. The air was cold, her nipples furled into little buds. She couldn’t help feeling a little embarrassed, but as she watched him watching her, it subsided. He looked mesmerized, reverent even. It made her feel womanly and bold. She exhaled the last of her reservations and set her mind to accepting whatever caresses he gave her. She trusted him in this. He would never hurt her.
 
   His hands were so warm when they gently touched her. His fingertips skated over her skin lightly, and then he cupped her breasts again. Skin to skin was a completely new world of sensation for Heather. His palms were lightly calloused, as were the pads of his fingers. The scratchy ridges gave her goose bumps as his hands slid over her skin. He leaned over her and set his lips to her skin. Little licks of fire followed his lips as he moved over her. He kissed her breast, taking the peak into his mouth. Heather bit her lip, holding back a cry of surprise. She felt a pinch of pain as he suckled her, but it was quickly soothed by his swirling tongue. She was dizzy now, her breath coming in short pants.
 
   He moved to the other breasts and the delicious torture was the same. She was pulling at him now, her legs squirming and squeezing together in an effort to appease her body’s new hunger. He seemed to know exactly what she needed. He pulled up her chemise, his fingers knowingly dipping in between her thighs, sliding roughly against that sensitive pearl that caused sparks to fly through her body with a single touch. His fingers were the match, and she, the waiting tinder, until he touched her enough to set her on fire.
 
   “Please, Fallon,” she begged him. She pressed herself against his hand, anxiously searching for that release. She could feel the ridge of his own arousal against her side and all of a sudden, she wanted to touch him, too. She didn’t have the courage to just reach for him, so she started with his shoulders, pressing her fingers into the firm muscle. She massaged and squeezed her way to his chest, curious to know what his bare chest would feel like under her hands. She fumbled with the buttons of his waistcoat and then his cravat. Next she slipped open a few buttons of his shirt. She glided her hand in and gasped with delight. His skin was wickedly hot, his chest dusted with hair. She wanted to feel him against her sensitive nipples, to press herself to him. She undid the rest of his buttons and spread his shirt wide.
 
   He chuckled. “What busy little hands you have.”
 
   She looked up at him and smiled as her desire filled her with womanly confidence. “I could say the same of you.” She slid her hand down his chest to his hips and then over the swell of his manhood. He groaned in answer and thrust into her hand.
 
   “Oh, Heather. We are heading into dangerous territory.” But he didn’t pull away. He covered more of her body with his. 
 
   Heather turned towards him pressing her breasts against his chest and moaning in delight. “I need you, Fallon.”
 
   He grunted painfully. “We can’t do this. We can’t risk it.” 
 
   He tried to roll away, but Heather grabbed his head and brought his lips to hers. They kissed hungrily, tongues dueling for control. He rolled again, this time on top of her, supporting his weight on his forearms at her sides. It was a mistake. He was now nestled between her thighs. 
 
   Heather’s eyes shot open. His hardness was now pressed against her and it was better than anything she had previously felt. She parted her legs more, and he settled more firmly. She squirmed against him, the pressure and friction so intoxicating she couldn’t stop herself. It was too much and not enough. The pressure felt so good it was almost painful. Her head was spiraling, a tight tension filling her body until it was so taught she snapped and cried out, explosions of pleasure rocketing through her nerves.
 
   She couldn’t move anymore, her strength had been leeched from her body. This time she knew what had happened though the sensation was still astonishing to experience. Her eyes closed, and she felt Fallon brush strands of hair from her mouth.
 
   “You’re a firecracker of passion, little flower. How am I to resist you?” But as he said the words, he moved away from her, only keeping his arms around her as he hugged her to his side.
 
   “I’m sorry, Fallon.” Heather opened her eyes and looked up at him. “I feel selfish now.” Twice now, she had been the only one to take pleasure from their intimacy. He was so giving and all she did was take.
 
   “Don’t ever be sorry. Seeing you come apart in my arms is enough for now.” He kissed her forehead. 
 
   Heather looked down at her exposed body, she blushed as she tried to right her clothing and to sit up. Her ardor was cooling and the implications of their time alone were glaringly apparent. They had been alone in a bedroom for God knows how long. Any moment, her mother could come knocking.
 
   “I suppose the servants will guess what we’ve been doing,” she said with some alarm.
 
   “They won’t talk. Not about us. We’re betrothed, and we will be married in two weeks’ time,” he assured her, but then his expression changed to one of bitterness. “I suspect they like us a far cry better than my father. He never treated anyone with respect,” he bit off.
 
   Heather was silent as she finished dressing. He helped her button the back of her dress, but though his hands were gentle, she could feel the tension in him again. She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t want him to explode with anger as he did before and ruin the moment. She wanted to cherish what they had just experienced together.
 
   “We should head down. My mother could return any moment.”
 
   He looked pensive. “I should leave then. I can return later for dinner and finish my work in the Study then.”
 
   Heather looked around the room, spotting a clock on the mantle. That afternoon had disappeared. “You are escorting us to the Gareth Musicale tonight. Dinner will be earlier than usual. Stay, I’ll hide in my room and pretend I never knew you were here.” She stood and pulled him to his feet. He looked melancholy, and she didn’t like it one bit.
 
   “Please?”
 
   He looked at her then and wrapped his arms around her. He kissed her languidly and then sighed as he pulled away. “If that is what you want, I’ll stay.”
 
   “Of course, it’s what I want.”
 
   “There is also the rubbish in the hall to be dealt with.”
 
   “Cantour took care of it.” Heather reassured and tugged him towards the door. She opened it slowly, but the hall was empty, the wall cleared of the portraits. She blushed again. To think footmen had been working while they were in here… She wouldn’t be able to look at them again without coloring. They hurried down the hall stopping at the stairs. 
 
   “I’ll take the back stairs to my room.”
 
   “Don’t ever feel ashamed of what we share, Heather.”
 
   “I’m not ashamed,” she said quickly, “I just feel awkward knowing that the whole house knows what we were doing.”
 
   Fallon chuckled and squeezed her hand. “They don’t know exactly what we were doing, and apart from you and your sisters, no one in this house is innocent, not even the irreproachable Cantour.”
 
   Heather could feel her cheeks burning. “I’m not innocent, not anymore.”
 
   “Little flower, you are still very much an innocent… for now, at least,” he said wickedly.
 
   Heather covered her hot cheeks with her hands and half-heartedly glared at him. “I had no idea you were a rake.”
 
   “I didn’t either, until I met you.” 
 
   She didn’t answer him. She spun on her heel and retreated towards the back stairs. He smiled as he watched her go, feeling very much like a rake, and like a man with more blessings than he could count. He turned and loped down the stairs. He wasn’t afraid of the servants talking, not when he paid them well and treated them exceptionally well. Where he grew up, servants were more like family, and they all worked together. He didn’t see these people as family per se, but he did trust them. Respect and fair wages go a long way toward loyalty. He may be a duke, but they all entered and will leave this earth the same way. That’s what Faegan had taught him as a boy.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18
 
   Heather dreamily lathered her arms and hummed to herself. It was the night of her engagement ball, a night that she would have thought would make her anxious, but instead, she was oddly calm, content even. Everything was perfect. She smiled to herself. Her mother and sisters were happy, she was happy, and she was fairly certain Fallon was happy. He wasn’t the brooding sort, so that wasn’t a stretch. The only times he looked remotely affected by anything was when his father was mentioned. It rarely happens, and only when being introduced to a new acquaintance who by chance knew something of his father. Fallon always handled it well, but he always grew somber afterwards.
 
   It was a bitter reminder that he was still a wounded little boy in some regards. Heather needed to do something about it. He had saved her, so it was only right she return the favor. But how? She had no experience in this. She thought about the afternoon in the master suite. He had needed her then, and she’d let him seek comfort in her. Was that all it would take? No, that was too easy. He needed to forgive his father and let it go. Let the dead be dead. They had so much to look forward to now, and so much to hope for in the future. 
 
   She sank lower in the steaming water. Gwen, Heather’s new ladies maid, arrived and helped her wash and rinse her hair. Heather continued to ponder Fallon as she dried herself and wrapped herself in her dressing gown to dry her hair in front of the fire. Gwen stayed to help her untangle her unruly hair. Once dry, Heather moved to the vanity and Gwen began to dress her hair. Heather never enjoyed this part of preparing for a ball. Her hair never wanted to be smooth and neat. Hours later—it seemed, her hair was elegantly coiled on her head. Her scalp felt sore from the tugging, but Heather was pleased with the results. She glanced at the clock. It was definitely time to dress and appear downstairs. She mentally put the problem of the old duke in the back of her mind. Tonight was about her and Fallon, and she would not let thoughts of the old duke ruin their evening. If only every guest knew to forget all mention of him, as well.
 
   Heather stood before the cheval mirror and inspected her appearance. She was more than pleased. Her gown was dyed to match her eyes, a difficult feat, but the end result was stunning. Her skin looked luminescent, and her eyes glowed with the deep happiness she felt. There was nothing more she could possibly want, nothing more than she could hope for. If it were not for Fallon, Heather didn’t know where her family would be at this moment, what kind of hardships they would have to endure. The weight of that fear was gone now, and in its place, Heather felt profound gratitude. More than gratitude, there was so much more than that. She couldn’t explain all the feelings that rose within her when she thought of him. He had given her so much more than security. He had given her hope again, smiles, laughter, and showed her the passion she didn’t know she was capable of feeling. She wanted him to feel the same, to give him the joy he had given her. How could she do that? She pondered her own feelings, the warmth that spread through her heart when they peaked. Was this love? She looked at her own reflection, but there were no answers there. Could she have Fallon in love with Fallon as she had thought she did when he was only Mr. Calder? It had seemed so hopeless then, falling for a man she could not have, but now it was different. She did have him. She had all that was Mr. Calder and her wealthy duke, both rolled into one wonderful and handsome man. That gave her pause. Unexpectedly, she felt that something had to go wrong. Nothing was this perfect. She grimaced at her reflection and turned away. 
 
   Not tonight. This night was going to be perfect. Surely perfection could be attained for just one evening? Everything else could wait until tomorrow. Heather would make sure of it. 
 
   She thanked Gwen for her talented assistance and joined her mother downstairs. Fallon had not yet arrived, but her mother assured her he would be there any moment. They would have an informal family dinner, just the five of them, and then they would take their places for the arrival of the first guests.
 
   Heather thought her mother looked stunning wrapped in emerald green satin. She was sporting diamond earrings Heather hadn’t seen before. Lady Everly showed her the card that accompanied them when they arrived that morning.
 
    
 
   To the most wonderful, soon to be mother-in-law in the world. I am honored to be your future son.
 
   Ablehill
 
    
 
   Heather knew what such a note meant to her mother. She felt the sting of tears and took a deep breath. “He’s too good to be true, isn’t he?” She gave her mother a watery smile.
 
   “Never question good fortune, no matter how fleeting, but I do believe him to be a good man. There is always some darkness to light. It’s necessary, but we must always look for the light and appreciate it.”
 
   Heather wanted to be soothed by her mother’s words. “You speak of balance.”
 
   “Yes. Fallon is kind and generous. I think his darkness lies in his past and his feelings about his father. Those feelings may prevent him from seeking a true connection with others. What kind of marriage do you want, Heather? He may clothe you in fine fabrics and jewels, but deny you access to his heart. Which do you desire most?”
 
   Heather nodded in understanding, but really, she was stymied. Her mother had never used the word desire with her, and it now held so much more meaning. Her mother was speaking of love, a marriage based on love. Heather was startled by the realization. She had sought a marriage of convenience, but now, there was the possibility of love… if, as her mother had implied, she could defeat his darkness.
 
   The evening felt heavier somehow, the air charged with expectation. Fallon’s arrival did little to dim it, though he was a cheerful distraction. Heather sensed nervous energy about him and took his hand as they walked into the dining room.
 
   “Are you all right?”
 
   “I’m nervous,” he admitted sheepishly.
 
   “So am I, but we must make an effort to enjoy ourselves.”
 
   He squeezed her hand. “I know I will enjoy dancing with you.” 
 
   Heather bit back a knowing smile. “And I you.” 
 
   They took their seats while Violet and Prim filled the air with unsubtle displeasure about not being allowed to attend the ball. Lady Everly patiently reminded them that there would be no shortage of parties in their future. Fallon distracted them with tales of raucous clan gatherings in the highlands and the kidnappings of brides. Entertained, the two stopped whining long enough for everyone to enjoy their dinner before being banished to their rooms. Heather knew they would be spying on the guests from the top of the stairs most of the evening.
 
   As a trio, they took their place at the door to the ballroom as the first guest arrived. Heather was a bundle of nerves in the beginning, but soon, the greetings grew tedious, and it actually served to calm her. Fallon looked implacably calm throughout, which boosted her own confidence that the evening would go well. They joined their guests in the ballroom and Heather gratefully accepted a glass of lemonade from a footman. Her throat was parched after all the greeting and smiling. 
 
   Heather and Fallon would lead the first dance. The musicians were ready, instruments tuned, and all that was needed was to signal Cantour. Her mother came to her side and kissed her cheek. “Are you ready?”
 
   Heather smiled. “As I will ever be.”
 
   “Good.” Lady Everly signaled Cantour, and the musicians began to play.
 
   Fallon bowed low to her. “Miss Everly.”
 
   Heather laughed as she took his hand. “I’m not a queen. That was absurd.”
 
   “You will be my queen,” he bent and whispered into her ear. 
 
   She fought a blush but did not win. She was sure she was the picture of a blushing bride-to-be as they took their place on the dance floor. All eyes were on them as they began the dance before other couples joined in. Heather was relieved when they were no longer the center of attention. When they finished, she was out of breath but giddy with joy. She was greeted at the edge of the dance floor by familiar and friendly faces.
 
   “You look radiant,” Anabelle gushed and hugged her swiftly.
 
   “Thank you, as do you.”
 
   “You two make quite a stunning pair,” Lucy added. She was dressed in pale pink and looked deceivingly docile. “You dance very well, Mr. Calder,” Lucy teased.
 
   Fallon laughed. “My apologies for deceiving you all.”
 
   “All is forgiven,” Hazel assured. “You rescued Heather like a knight in shining armor.”
 
   Heather almost laughed in disbelief as Fallon reddened under Hazels praise. 
 
   “I’m not as gallant as all that. There were no dragons to battle.”
 
   The ladies laughed, all smitten by him, and Heather could not blame them. Fallon, with his effortless charm and confidence, dressed in evening blacks, was everything a girl could want in a future husband. And through some strange collision of destiny, he would now be hers. He excused himself to greet a new acquaintance, and Heather sighed blissfully as he strode away.
 
   “Careful,” Lucy warned. “Being too happy results in little wings sprouting from your feet and carrying you away into the clouds.”
 
   Heather swatted at her playfully. “I’ve no wish to be anywhere, but exactly where I stand, but… he is too perfect, isn’t he?” Her smile faltered.
 
   “No,” Thea responded. “He’s too tall for my taste.”
 
   Heather looked at her in disbelief.
 
   Thea shrugged. “You looked worried.”
 
   “She should be. No one is perfect. Can you not find any fault at all?”
 
   “Well?” Heather didn’t know what to say.
 
   The girls looked at each other with concern. They drifted to the side of the room to talk more privately.
 
   “What is it?” Anabelle asked.
 
   “It all feels too good to be true. I want tonight to be perfect, and I want to believe that we will really be this happy, but how can that be? I feel like something bad has to happen.”
 
   “Like what?” Lucy demanded.
 
   Heather shrugged despondently. “I don’t know.”
 
   “There has been talk, but nothing damning. By the wedding, it should all blow over,” Anabelle assured her.
 
   “He must have some flaws you’ve noticed. Men are riddled with flaws.” Lucy set her hands on her hips.
 
   “Well… he does have some residual anger over his father.” 
 
   “Let us not forget pretending to be a steward,” Thea added
 
   Heather blushed. “Yes—that. He had his reasons. I don’t fully understand them yet, but it did have something to do with his father.”
 
   Four sets of eyes looked at her expectantly. Heather couldn’t tell them, though. It felt like a betrayal. “It’s not my past to tell. You will have to accept that.”
 
   “Well, there you have it,” Anabelle said. “You will have to help him deal with his past.”
 
   “But I don’t know how.” Heather exclaimed.
 
   “Neither do we. This is the imperfection you needed to have in order to accept all the things that are good. You will have to find a way to deal with it,” Lucy decreed, showing wisdom far beyond her years. “That isn’t going to happen tonight, so let’s drink some champagne, dance until our feet ache and enjoy this night. You are the first of us to be married, Heather, so let’s celebrate!”
 
   Heather smiled appreciatively at Lucy while the others cheered in agreement. She let them pull her towards the refreshment table and set her worries aside. It was good to have a friend like Lucy.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Three glasses later, Fallon found her next to her mother, fanning her cheeks. They were sore from smiling and the room was sweltering.
 
   “How have you managed?” she asked. He looked none the worse for wear.
 
   “I’ve had good conversations and tedious conversations. Lord Hubert is our nearest neighbor I’ve learned and he has terrible gout. My horse is famous across London and can have any dam he pleases—oh, and Rigsby claims to be in love with an opera singer.”
 
   Lucy poked her head between them. “Last week it was a ballet dancer. Next week it will be an actress.”
 
   “Good to know. I won’t plan on attending his wedding anytime soon.” Fallon winked at her. “I beat Draven soundly at cards. I’d thought Lady Anabelle would like that.”
 
   “She’d like you to dislocate his jaw,” Heather droned, “but you’re much too civilized for such things.”
 
   “She should do it herself,” Lucy added with a slight sway despite being seated in a chair.
 
   Heather gave her an admonishing look. “It’s time you drank some lemonade.”
 
   “I will see to it,” Fallon agreed and went to fetch a glass.
 
   “Likable fel-low, he is,” Lucy hiccupped, “but I prefer champagne, and champagne prefers me.”
 
   “I’d prefer you able to sit still, which you can’t. It’s as if a blustering wind has caught you and only you.”
 
   “That’s pure nonsense, Heather. You’ve had too much champagne. I’ll tell you this… I couldn’t love a man like him. He is for you. I want a man with a little danger. A man who has seen something other than his own reflection as his valet ties his cravat. I want a man to challenge me.” 
 
   “He has seen more than his own reflection,” Heather said defensively.
 
   “Please don’t take offense. His grace is a rare gem, and he certainly saw you clearly enough to snatch you up, but his type is not for me. I need… a different man.”
 
   Heather frowned at Lucy in puzzlement. “Do you mean a soldier?”
 
   “No, well, perhaps, but someone different than all these worthless men... someone alive inside.” Lucy gestured to the room at large.
 
   Heather didn’t know what to say. Fallon returned with the lemonade and Lucy took it with thanks and gulped it down. “Oh, no,” she said abruptly.
 
   As if summoned from thin air, her brother appeared. “I’ve told you repeatedly, you can’t handle your drinks. Mother will have a fit if she sees you like this.”
 
   “Mother will have a fit when I tarnish the floor.”
 
   “Bloody hell.” He yanked up by her arm and headed for the terrace doors.
 
   Heather and Fallon shared a look of concern before following. They hesitated at the doors. The cold air was a crisp relief. Lucy was bent over some bushes, and Rigsby was patting her back.
 
   “Poor thing,” Heather murmured.
 
   “It was her own doing.” Fallon chuckled. “Come now, I believe this is my dance.” He pulled her away from the doors, and onto the dance floor. It was a waltz. He slid his hand to her back and enveloped her other hand with his. “I made a special request.”
 
   The music began and Heather couldn’t breathe. He began to move them, a slow revolution to a haunting melody of which only she knew the meaning. She was going to cry, she was sure of it. Here, in front of everyone, and it felt like every eye in the room was upon them, but at the same time, she felt they were alone. Only they knew the importance of the music, of everything that it meant. She blinked away thick tears and smiled at him. There was a swelling of joy in her heart, a profound sense of completion. Somehow, in searching for a way to rescue her family, she found him, or perhaps he found her, but either way, there was completeness now. No matter what tragedies came, or minor misfortune, he would be her constant—he would be her anchor. She loved him, all of a sudden she knew it with everything in her—she loved him. Not because of his title, or because he saved them from her father’s debilitating debts, but because of this moment, and every moment he seemed to create just for her. For his understanding, his acceptance, and the way he just knew her… he just knew everything that she was, more so than she.
 
   Fallon couldn’t look away from her. She glowed. Little tears sparkled in her lashes like diamonds, though she tried to blink them away. They were tears of joy, he knew, joy he felt as well. He underestimated the effect of his little surprise, even on himself. Holding her now as the music transported them, blocking out everyone around them, he had to resist pulling her closer. Only he understood what it meant to her—meant to them. This music encapsulated all that was between them, and all that could be. A fantasy no more, a reality—their reality and it was only limited by time. There would never be enough time, enough holding and kissing, enough lovemaking for a lifetime. Love. Invisible sparks showered over his skin. It was illuminating. Love—he’d never considered love. He loved Heather. Like seeing lightning strike the ground, it was startling and awe-inspiring. From this moment on, he would never be the same. It was as certain as his next breath, his next turn. He loved her, and the more he thought about it, the more he realized he’d probably loved her since the moment he set eyes on her—hell, since the moment he read her letter.
 
   The music came to a close and they whirled to a halt. Fallon couldn’t let her go. There was no possibility. He’d give anything to be alone with her right now. He settled for resting her hand on his arm and covering it with his. Her eyes were still sparkling at him, looking at him with such wonder. The urge to kiss her was overwhelming. 
 
   “Perhaps we should check on Lady Lucy?” he said aloud.
 
   Heather nodded. He took her to the doors, closed once again. He pulled one open and handed her through. He closed the door behind them. Lucy and Rigsby were not in sight, and he didn’t expect them to be.
 
   “This way.” He took her hand and pulled her away from the doors, to a shadowed corner of the terrace.
 
   “Fallon, I think they’ve returned to the ballroom,” Heather spoke.
 
   “I don’t care where they’ve gone as long as they are not here. I need to kiss you.” He pulled her close.
 
   “Oh,” Heather said in surprise, and then she stepped into him. “I need to kiss you, too.” She reached up to pull his head to hers and hungry lips met. It was a desperate and daring kiss, their time dwindling by the second. As soon as it began, it had to be over and they pulled away. Clouds of breath filled the air between them. Heather was warm despite the frigid air, her heart pounding with want. “Are you staying here tonight?” she queried unexpectedly.
 
   “No, but I will be here until every last guest leaves, perhaps longer.” One side of his mouth curved up. “Why?”
 
   Heather licked her lips. “Come to my room.”
 
   He stiffened. The wall of his chest under her hands turning to stone and the swell of his manhood was suddenly very apparent. “Heather…”
 
   “Fallon…” she returned cheekily.
 
   “Believe me when I say I want nothing more than to do exactly that, but we mustn’t. I already put your family at risk with my antics at the house party. I will not be the cause of more rumors.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “No, little flower—God, I’m as daft as a one-eyed chicken, how could I say no?” he groaned.
 
   Heather laughed. “Then you will?”
 
   He shook his head. “No. On our wedding night, I will lay you down on our marriage bed, and then we will have our fill.”
 
   Heather released a heavy sigh. She was burning for him. “Why must you be so respectable?”
 
   He chuckled and turned her back towards the doors. “I’m suffering too, Heather, but our patience will have its rewards.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 19
 
   The weather was warming. Heather and her sisters gladly took to the park to feel the warmth of the blooming spring sun and fresh air. The park was full of likeminded others, all looking for some light exercise and an opportunity to be seen. The season was well under way, the streets filled with carriages, and sidewalks crowded with bobbing bonnets as the women shopped for fripperies and the men took to their clubs. 
 
   Prim had brought a kite, another gift from Fallon, and Violet was petitioning for a turn. Heather watched them with amusement as their mother looked on and chatted with the other matrons parked along the road while their children socialized. 
 
   “Let me show you, Prim. I’m a master kite flyer,” Violet argued.
 
   “You haven’t flown a kite before either. How are you a master flyer?” Prim retorted.
 
   “It’s a natural talent, I assure you.”
 
   Prim glared at her sister. “If you break my kite, I will have you drawn and quartered.” She handed over the spool unenthusiastically.
 
   Violet grinned at her. “I commend your imagination. I swear I won’t break it.” Violet took the spool eagerly and whooped as she ran with it. The kite arced and dived erratically, zipping through the air like a bird fighting against a tether. 
 
   Heather called out to her sister, reminding her that she should not be running amok in a public park. Violet slowed reluctantly and strolled back with a pout.
 
   “You’ve given it too much string,” Prim directed.
 
   Violet ignored her. The kite had settled and floated majestically far above them. “I told you I was better at it than you.
 
   “Then get your own kite,” Prim bit off.
 
   “I like this one. It has fetching red ribbons.”
 
   “Ablehill gave it to me and I want it back.” Prim tried to snatch the spool form Violet’s hands. Violet jerked it out of reach.
 
   “I’m not finished, Prim. Don’t be impertinent.”
 
   “You’re going to break it. Give it back,” Prim urged.
 
   “Violet, Prim, please remember your surroundings and behave accordingly,” Heather admonished.
 
   “She’s going to break it!” Prim cried.
 
   Heather sighed wearily. “Violet, give it back. You’ve had your turn.”
 
   Violet pursed her lips. “Fine.” She pushed the spool into Prim’s hands angrily. The kite arced and dove, heading straight for a group of gentlemen. 
 
   The kite pegged one gentleman straight in the back of the head and the girls froze. The gentleman was not felled by the kite, thankfully, but he did grab the back of his head and then bent to pick up the offending kite. He picked up the string and followed it all the way back to the trio of guilty statues. 
 
   Prim abruptly shoved the spool back in Violet’s arms as the gentleman strolled over.
 
   “I believe this belongs to you?”
 
   “Please accept our sincerest apology,” Heather spoke up. “It’s the first time we’ve flown a kite.” 
 
   He looked at them peculiarly, his eyes touching on them one at a time. “Apology accepted, though I wish to hear it from the guilty party.
 
   Prim looked to Violet. “She did it.”
 
   “I did not. I gave it back to you,” Violet hissed.
 
   “You thrust it at me. I had no control of it.”
 
   “Exactly, you were the last to touch it.”
 
   Prim turned a bright shade of red as she glared hatred at her sister and tears began to pool in her eyes. 
 
   Violet sighed in defeat. “It was me, my lord. I hit you with the kite, albeit accidentally.” She looked up at him. “I’m sorry.”
 
   He smiled at her. “Apology accepted.” 
 
   Heather watched as a strange change came over Violet. Violet gave him a coy smile. She blushed prettily and then looked away demurely. 
 
   Well done, Heather thought. She inspected the gentleman more carefully. His hair was unfashionably long and unkempt, almost as if his only care to it had been to run his fingers through it after climbing out of bed. His clothes, on the other hand, were of exceptional quality. He looked to be a disreputable young lord. A rake, who was now eyeing her sister with interest.
 
   “Thank you for being so gracious—”
 
   He put a hand up to silence her. Heather stiffened.
 
   “I change my mind. I challenge you to a duel. He flamboyantly removed his glove and threw it to the ground. “I demand to know the name of my opponent.”
 
   “Oh, dear.” Heather panicked.
 
   Violet straightened confidently. “Miss Violet Everly.”
 
   “Name your second, Miss Everly.” His lips twitched.
 
   “Miss Primrose Everly.” Violet absently waved at her sister.
 
   “You surprise me.” He briefly looked in Heather’s direction.
 
   “She will wed the duke of Ablehill in two weeks. Dueling is beneath duchesses.” This was followed by laughter. Heather was startled to see his group of friends was now joining them. This was getting far out of hand. 
 
   “My congratulations.” He nodded to Heather.
 
   “And may I know the name of my opponent?” Violet boldly asked.
 
   “Violet!” Heather whispered angrily. The gentleman was clearly having fun at their expense, but things were bordering on scandalous.
 
   He bowed and rose. “Lord Weirick Andrews, at your service.”
 
   “Thank you for your gracious understanding,” Heather rushed to say, “but we must be going.”
 
   “Pity that.” He handed the kite to Violet. “I look forward to our duel.” He winked at her.” 
 
   Heather pulled Violet and Prim away by the elbows. Violet kept stealing looks back. They reached the landau and Heather looked back to see that the mysterious Lord Andrews was still watching them.
 
   “Well done, Violet. Now all of London will know you are a coquette.”
 
   “I am not,” Violet denied.
 
   “What’s this about coquettes?” Their mother asked with a frown.
 
   “I’m dreading her come out. You should have seen how she encouraged him. He challenged her to a duel just so he could learn her name.” Heather fumed as she plopped into her seat and twitched her skirts into place.
 
   Lady Everly pinned Violet with a stern glare. “Just what was this gentleman’s name?”
 
   “Lord Weirick Andrews,” Violet answered cheerfully.
 
   “Well, I’m not familiar with that name. We shall look him up and see if he is worth dueling with.”
 
   “He’s still watching us.” Prim giggled. 
 
   “Ignore him. Clever gentlemen love a challenge.” Lady Everly smiled as she turned her back to him, urging Prim, and especially Violet, to do the same.
 
   Heather rolled her eyes in exasperation.
 
   “Lady Everly.” A voice called out. They looked at each other in confusion and then at their surroundings. A gentleman was striding across the lawn, adamantly waving at them in an obscene manner. Heather wished they could be on their way, but the street was crowded and there was no avenue for a quick escape.
 
   He was breathing hard when he reached them. Leaning on the side of the landau to catch his breath before he spoke, Violet slid away from him in distaste.
 
   “Lady Everly, I wish to speak with you about a grave matter.”
 
   “Sir, accosting us in the park is hardly the way to go about it,” Lady Everly said sternly.
 
   “My apologies, but I thought you should know post haste that your daughters marriage to the duke of Ablehill is an unwise endeavor for he is not who he claims to be.”
 
   Heather felt a cold unease wash over her. Her mother looked fit to box the man’s ears.
 
   “Sir, I suggest you take it up with the duke himself. Driver, we must leave at once,” she barked. The driver snapped the reins and the landau lurched. It was a jerky and perilous exodus, but they escaped the park unscathed. 
 
   They disembarked quickly once they reached the townhouse and Lady Everly instructed Cantour to send for Mr. Faegan and his grace. Mr. Faegan was in residence, so Cantour had him in the drawing room in the blink of an eye. Heather hadn’t said one word. All she could think of was the moment she had found out he was a duke and not Mr. Calder. The anger, the humiliation, and the terrifying uncertainty. She couldn’t do it again. She had given her heart to him.
 
   “What does this mean?” Violet asked timidly.
 
   “It means nothing until we speak with Mr. Faegan,” Lady Everly assured. “Take Heather to her room, she’s upset.”
 
   “My lady?” Faegan arrived in the hall.
 
   “I must speak with you urgently, Mr. Faegan. Cantour, a pot of tea, please.”
 
   “Yes, my lady.” Cantour moved along and Violet tried to tug Heather up the stairs.
 
   “No. I need to hear what he has to say,” Heather said defiantly.
 
   Violet stared at her, and then nodded. “The music room.” 
 
   Heather followed Violet to the music room where she was surprised to learn there was a connecting door. Violet opened it just a hair, but her mother’s alarmed voice could be easily heard.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 20
 
   “Why would he make such a claim, Faegan? Why is he coming forward now?”
 
   “My lady, it is not true. I’ve known his grace since the moment he came screaming into this world. I knew his mother since she was a girl. There is ample proof of his graces birth and the marriage of his parents, but ‘tis all in Scotland.”
 
   “Who is this man?”
 
   “I don’t rightly know. The old duke cut all ties with his family. He had a brother, but that’s about all I know.”
 
   “We need this proof just in case he has the gumption to take his claim to the courts.”
 
   Cantour arrived with tea. “The gentleman in question has arrived with a card asking to see his grace. He is waiting outside.
 
   Lady Everly took the card from the tray. “Mr. Bell,” she said with a grimace. “Please inform him the duke is not at home.”
 
   “Yes, my lady.” 
 
   “That is all we can do for now. I must check on Heather. She looked quite upset when we left the park.”
 
   “Yes, my lady. I’ll begin preparations for returning to Scotland.”
 
   “But not before his grace addresses Mr. Bell. We’ll want to hear exactly what he has to say.”
 
   “Yes, my lady.”
 
   There was a commotion in the hall. Heather and Violet shared a glance and tiptoed to the doorway of the music room. There were masculine voices arguing, and Cantour ushering everyone to the drawing room. Violet and Heather rushed back to the other door.
 
    “I demand to know the reason for this intrusion before I lay you out,” Fallon growled.
 
   Mr. Bell stammered. “Tis my good fortune you arrived, Mr. Calder, so this matter can be corrected immediately.”
 
   Everyone took offense except Fallon. “What matter?”
 
   Mr. Bell was scrunching his hat in his hands, but he looked irately back at Fallon. “The matter of your devious inheritance. I have it on good authority that the previous Duke of Ablehill’s son died as a boy. My father, the duke’s nephew, told me so.”
 
   Fallon spread his arms wide. “It would appear you are wrong, Mr. Bell. I am alive and well. I did suffer from illness as a boy, but I regained my health.”
 
   “So you say,” Mr. Bell sneered. “I took the liberty of informing your betrothed that marriage to you would be—”
 
   Fallon lunged for Mr. Bell and grabbed him by the lapels of his coat. He lifted him off his feet. “You accosted my soon to be wife with your lies?”
 
   “Yes, he did,” Lady Everly affirmed. 
 
   Fallon shook him like a doll and then dropped him. Mr. Bell landed with a thud turning beet red, the thin strand of hair combed over his bald pate flopping. “This is an outrage.” He stood and dusted his derriere. “I will take this to the courts. You are a fraud.”
 
   “Remove this rubbish, Cantour.”
 
   “Yes, your grace.” Cantour snapped and a brawny footman stepped forward, taking Mr. Bell roughly by the arm.
 
   “Wait,” Draven spoke up. “I am Viscount Draven. I can testify that he is who he says he is.”
 
   “And why should I trust you?” Mr. Bell sneered as he struggled against the footman’s hold.
 
   Draven stiffened. “I am a gentleman. My word is my honor. You, sir, are no one. Take your case to the courts, but they will come to nothing but embarrassment against the word of a duke and a viscount.” 
 
   “We will see about that,” Mr. Bell exclaimed as he was dragged from the drawing room.
 
   Fallon turned to Lady Everly and took her hands. “I swear on my life I am who I say I am.”
 
   She nodded hesitantly. “It’s Heather who will need to be reassured. She’s taken quite a shock.”
 
   Fallon clenched his jaw and strode from the room. He was about to reach the stairs when Heather ran out of the music room.
 
   “Fallon,” she called to him.
 
   He froze. Turning towards her, he approached her slowly. He reached for her hands and held them against his heart. “I swear to you, I haven’t lied.”
 
   Violet followed her out and paused behind her. A small audience had gathered outside the drawing room as well.
 
   “Miss Violet,” Draven drawled, “is that a new dress? I’d be delighted to see it in the light of the drawing room.”
 
   Violet hesitated, and then acquiesced to his obvious ploy to give her sister and her betrothed some privacy. The others followed them into the drawing room and curious servants departed.
 
   “I believe you, Fallon.” Heather reached up and touched his face. 
 
   He brought her against him. “I’m sorry this has happened. Whatever evidence he has won’t stand against my birth certificate and marriage certificate of my parents. Even the doctor that cared for me as a boy is still alive. I won’t let him hurt you.”
 
   “It isn’t me he is trying to hurt, it’s you.”
 
   “But he embarrassed you in public today,” Fallon insisted. “I couldn’t care less what he says about or does to me.”
 
   “I promise I’ll survive.” Heather smiled.
 
   “We were so worried about the events of the house party causing scandal, and now this,” he continued. “I will never forgive myself if a word of slander is said against you.”
 
   “Hush, Fallon. We will weather whatever storm comes our way.”
 
   He pressed his forehead to hers. “I will protect you no matter what.”
 
   She kissed him lightly. “I trust you.” 
 
   He pulled away with a groan. “I should speak to Faegan about what’s to be done.”
 
   Heather followed him to the drawing room and they all sat and took tea. She was surprised by Draven’s presence, but couldn’t find her usual contempt for him after he had defended Fallon. She thanked Draven for his help and her mother invited him to stay for dinner.
 
   “I will leave for Scotland immediately. By boat, I can reach the castle in under a week and will seek Dr. Logan. He’s getting on in age, but his son has taken over, and he will know where all the appropriate records are kept. The marriage certificate is another matter. The old steward may have it somewhere other than the castle,” Faegan said. 
 
   “My parent’s marriage isn’t in doubt. He thinks I died as a boy—as my father wished,” Fallon added bitterly.
 
   Heather slipped her hand in his. They now sat beside each other on the sofa. She hated the pain she saw in his eyes. Surely, an emotional wound was being re-opened all over again.
 
   “We will consider this a minor inconvenience and continue as we mean to go on. We’ve still a wedding to prepare for,” Heather’s mother declared with a firm nod.
 
    If her mother wasn’t worried about Mr. Bell’s claims, then Heather wasn’t either, but it was the way Fallon looked, like a lost little boy, that worried her. She wanted to hold him, comfort him in any way he’d let her, but she couldn’t just now. She will take a cue from her mother and act equally as confident that all would be well instead.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 21
 
   The following morning at breakfast, her mother reported that Faegan had departed before dawn. Heather wished she found the news reassuring, but didn’t. Fallon had been distant the rest of the evening before, during, and after dinner. It troubled her that he was pulling away when they should be closer than ever. He did not come to breakfast, which wasn’t unusual, but she wished to see him, to feel assured that he was as confident as they were, or at least to show him that she had every faith in him.
 
   Her mother tried to distract her with gossip, but Heather could feel the tension in the air, the strain of yet another hurdle in their future. She needed Fallon. He always made her feel stronger, better. She excused herself after a few bites of her eggs and wandered the halls. 
 
   She found herself in the music room, blinking at the bright sunlight shining through the windows and remembering the events of yesterday. She pinched the bridge of her nose and tried to push the thoughts away. Spying the harp, she pulled a chair from the wall and sat. She strummed aimlessly at first, but soon found herself playing the chords that resonated in her heart. She should tell him she is in love with him. Perhaps that would prove her faith in him. If he had her love, would that heal the wounds his father had left as well? She was scared to say it, unsure of his response. She knew he cared for her. He was very caring in his words and touches. But, did that equate to love? Her heart hurt just thinking of it. What if she told him, and he said nothing in return? It would be humiliating. 
 
   She closed her eyes, her fingers unfaltering, and the movements now as easy as breathing. She felt the swelling urge to cry, and she did not stop it. She was alone. She could let a little of herself go. It felt necessary, a release of the awful tension that had been sitting inside her. Her tears fell in hot rivulets down the curve of her cheeks. She let them have their way, leaving salty stains on her bodice, sleeves, and lap. They eased on their own, and she felt better, stronger even. The weight was lessened. She was still hurt and confused, but she could breathe easier now, and her thoughts were clearer. She felt lighter as she finished the song, determined even.
 
   She left the music room and returned to her room. She wasn’t going to spend the day moping. She needed to speak with him, to tell him how she felt, but she also wanted to give him time. He was obviously hurting too, and she didn’t need to add to his burdens. She was sure she would see him at some point today, if not at lunch or for tea, then it would be tonight for dinner and a play. They had been invited to join Anabelle and Hazel’s family in their box. There wouldn’t be time to talk then, but surely, she could convince him to come inside for just a moment. It would be late, and they would be alone.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Heather’s plan did not come to fruition. She wanted to pout petulantly when Fallon sent his excuses, but refrained. She would be joining Anabelle’s family alone. She took care with her appearance anyway, her clothing like armor against any looks that might be cast her way. 
 
   She squeezed in beside Hazel when their carriage arrived and pasted a smile to her face. Nothing fueled rumors more than a melancholy expression. She wasn’t sure there were rumors, but given Mr. Bells behavior in view of all of Hyde Park, she wanted to be on the offensive.
 
   Anabelle and Hazel were cheerful. They had her genuinely smiling by the time they arrived at the theatre. Following the stout figure of their father, the three girls linked elbow to elbow to fight their way through the crowds into the theatre. Once in their box, there was room to breathe, and Heather settled into her seat to enjoy herself and not think about Fallon for the duration of the play.
 
   She succeeded for the most part, except when she would spot a gentleman with his shade of hair or similar height. She mentally shrugged. She did her best. Anabelle and Hazel were none the wiser of her pensive mood. At intermission, they stood to stretch their legs. Heather was nosily observing the other patrons when a note arrived for her. She read it in confusion and then excused herself to the hall.
 
   “To what do I owe this pleasure?” she said testily, perhaps more so than he deserved.
 
   “I thought to see how you’re fairing given the latest incident,” Draven drawled.
 
   “Oh.” Heather felt guilty now. “I’m fairing…”She shrugged. She didn’t want to admit to being miserable.
 
   “You’ve nothing to worry about, you know. Mr. Bell will be easily disproven.”
 
   “It’s not Mr. Bell I’m worried about.” Heather found it odd that she was about to confide in Draven of all people, but somehow, he had weaseled his way into an odd friendship with Fallon, and that meant her, too. “I’m worried about Fallon.”
 
   “Is something amiss?” Anabelle appeared from behind the curtain leading to the box. She spotted Draven and visibly stiffened. Heather likened it to a cat spotting a dog.
 
   “Lord Draven came to speak with me about Fallon. They’ve become well acquainted of late.” Heather looked back and forth between Draven and Anabelle with growing puzzlement. There was an odd tension between the two. They were simply staring at each other, Anabelle with a mixture of curiosity and hostility, and him with… well, Heather wasn’t exactly sure.
 
   “What could you possibly have in common?” Anabelle questioned.
 
   “Horse breeding for one. I also introduced him to my lawyer today over a personal matter.”
 
   “I beg your pardon?” Heather put her hand on his arm. “What personal matter?”
 
   He looked at Anabelle awkwardly.
 
   “You can speak freely in front of her. I trust her completely.”
 
   He shrugged. “We are going to do our own investigating of this Mr. Bell. For all he claims Ablehill to be a fraud, he could very well be a fraud himself. I’ve heard of it in similar scams.”
 
   Heather put her hands over her mouth. Of course, Mr. Bell could be the one who is the fraud and Fallon just a target. But, why didn’t he tell her this himself? Why was he confiding in Draven and not her? All of a sudden, she was angry all over again. And as she looked at Draven, who was getting increasingly closer to Fallon, she felt a tinge of jealousy. Why he, and not her? 
 
   “I’m not following. Is something the matter?” Anabelle looked at her with worry.
 
   “You tell her. You seem to know more than I do anyhow,” Heather muttered bitterly
 
   Draven’s eyebrows shot up. He rattled off the details to Anabelle, who was surprisingly no longer glaring at him.
 
   “Why are you involved?” she asked.
 
   “I was riding with Ablehill when a groom fetched us from the park. I suppose I didn’t need to accompany him, but I was curious. It just so happens I am able to assist the situation. Though I didn’t put it all together when I was initially introduced to him, I had heard of the Duke of Ablehill’s son long before he came to England. We have a mutual interest in horses, and his horse and the breeder he was bought from are very well known.” 
 
   She pressed her lips together and looked at Heather. “How strong you’ve been this evening. I never would have suspected a thing.”
 
   “I wasn’t trying to hide it, only not have to deal with it for the evening.” 
 
   “I understand. We should return now, or my father will wonder what has become of us.” Anabelle hesitated and sent a glance towards Draven. “Goodnight, Lord Draven.” She disappeared behind the curtain.
 
   “I feel as though I upset you,” he murmured.
 
   “You didn’t upset me. You’ve been very informative. The whole situation is just… upsetting.”
 
   “I think I understand.” He nodded. “Good evening, Miss Everly.” He parted from her, disappearing around the curve of the hall. 
 
   Heather was afraid he really did understand. She found that unsettling. Though he portrayed himself as a careless rogue, he was showing a far kinder side.
 
   “It’s troubling, isn’t it?”
 
   Anabelle’s voice spooked her. Heather turned to find Anabelle’s face poking out from behind the curtain. It was almost comical.
 
   “Every time I think I have his measure, he does something unexpected. Is it all an illusion or is he like one of those lizards that can change its color to match its surroundings?”
 
   Heather hid a speculative glance. “You truly wish to know?”
 
   Anabelle avoided the question. “Intermission is almost over, come sit.” She retreated behind the curtain.
 
   Heather decided not to press it just yet and returned to her seat, but her mind had already come to an alarming conclusion.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 22
 
   Two days later, the showdown Heather was looking for arrived. Fallon was here, according to Violet, who had come to fetch her. She waited a quarter hour longer before finally descending the stairs. He met her in the hall, looking calm but reserved. He was unfazed by her tardiness.
 
   Fallon watched Heather as she descended the stairs. She hadn’t seen him, but he took every precious second he had to watch her. His heart was heavy. His stomach felt like rocks had replaced his vital organs. He hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep, all because of that damn Mr. Bell, Franklin Bell, he had learned so far. He wished time would slow so he could watch her a little longer. As it stood, it looked as though his time was going to run out, his hopes of having a life with her, a home and family, dwindled by the second. Would she be angry or relieved? She cared for him, he was sure of it. She would not have let him take liberties otherwise, and would not have accepted those liberties so eagerly. Heather was as genuine as the sun. There was nothing false about her, nothing devious or manipulative. He would remember her touch for the rest of his days, even when he was a wrinkled old man.
 
   The question burning in his mind, the question that ate at him—consumed him since the moment he woke after that fateful night… would she still marry him? He’d already risked losing her once by not being honest about who he was, and now, his identity was in question again. He wanted to curse the skies like a heathen. He wasn’t even sure he could let her walk away, but as much as it tore him apart, he had to do it for her. If she wanted to go, he would let her. He couldn’t back out of the engagement. The humiliation would never leave her. However, she could cry off, and he wouldn’t be able to stop her. In fact, it was probably the best thing for her.
 
   “We should talk privately,” he said without preamble.
 
   Heather hesitated, her palms instantly becoming damp. “There is a morning room down the hall.” She turned away and he followed her. Her stomach fluttered anxiously. Why, she didn’t know, but the way he was behaving set her nerves on edge. This wasn’t the Fallon she knew. He was acting so strange. Something must be terribly wrong. Perhaps Mr. Bell was who he said he was or maybe he is set to destroy their reputation. Or worse yet, perhaps he was a dangerous criminal.
 
   They reached the morning room, a drab little room with very little furnishing or color. It was obvious the room had been ignored during the old dukes remodeling of the house. It featured one sofa, a padded chair, and a small side table. Heather took the sofa while Fallon remained standing.
 
   “If I knew this was going to happen, I never would have dragged you into this.”
 
   “You didn’t drag me into anything,” Heather returned.
 
   “The last thing I ever wanted to do was put you and your family at risk.”
 
   “At risk of what exactly?”
 
   “Scandal, gossip, any sort of difficulty, really.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “I just want you to know that I am profoundly sorry.”
 
   Heather didn’t understand a word of what he was saying. “Have you found something? I don’t understand where any of this is coming from.”
 
   “I’m trying to protect you, Heather. Even if it means I can’t have you.”
 
   At this, she was sure her heart stopped. It painfully started thumping again, and it took her a moment to find her tongue. He got down on one knee before her and took her hand.
 
   “Do you understand what I’m saying?”
 
   “No! You’re not being clear at all. What did Draven’s lawyer say?”
 
   Fallon frowned. “How did you know—never mind. He said our suspicion is valid and he will look into it. He has every hope that Mr. Bell’s claims will come to naught.”
 
   Heather sighed in relief. “Oh, thank god. It will all be put to rest then. I wish you would have told me yourself. I had to find out from Draven at the theatre, and still I didn’t hear from you.”
 
   Fallon frowned more, his brow creasing. “He said we should anticipate the papers getting ahold of the situation. They will more than likely drag me through the mud just to sell their newspapers. It will be a sensation, a huge scandal.”
 
   “If it reaches the papers?”
 
   “Heather, it pains me to say this, but I’ve been thinking about what is best for you and your family. If you wish to break our betrothal, I will understand. I could dower you and your sisters, and I would give your mother a generous settlement so you could move on comfortably. The clothes, the gifts—they are all yours. You can even stay here as long as you like, and I will remain at the hotel, or more than likely, return to Scotland.”
 
   “I—” She couldn’t find the words. It felt as though her throat was closing. She stood abruptly, yanking her hand from his. She couldn’t breathe. Every breath she took was painful and not enough to give her air. She turned and ran, the only thing she seemed capable of doing.
 
   She reached her room, barely able to see through the tears. She should have stayed, she should have said any number of things, but she ran like a coward. She collapsed on her bed and sobbed. She loved him. She had wanted him more than she had ever wanted anything, and now he was trying to throw her over. All over the stupid notion that he was doing it for her own good. 
 
   Damn him!
 
    She pounded the bed with her fist. Their wedding was less than two weeks away, and he wanted her to cry off. Couldn’t he see how much she cared for him, how much she wanted to be his wife? He was willing to give it all up over the threat of scandal? 
 
   She sobbed until her throat hurt—until no sound emerged, and her chest jerked in silence. Once there was nothing left, she drew her first full breath, her lungs and heart aching. She wiped at her puffy eyes, not caring if she streaked her sleeves with tears and mucus. She pulled a pillow into her chest and hugged it tightly. It was a poor excuse for a hug, but it was all she had. She didn’t want to see another living person for the rest of the day.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   It was well after twilight when Heather moved to sit up. In her bolt from the parlor, she had failed to give him an answer. She could have said the right thing at that very moment, but she didn’t. She had been so dumbfounded and heartbroken she had possibly missed her single opportunity to set him straight. What would she do if her mother had accepted his offer on her behalf? 
 
   Somehow, her family had to know, because no one disturbed her except a maid with a dinner tray. She briefly wondered if he had spoken with her mother. What would her mother say? She slipped from the bed and peeked out of her door. The tray was still there, so she lifted it and brought it to the small table near her window. She wasn’t the least bit hungry, but her throat was parched. She sipped from the glass of water and tempted herself with a bite of a roll. She set it down and returned to her bed, leaving the glass of water within reach on the nightstand.
 
    Her head was throbbing. She closed her eyes, not bothering to even light a candle or to change. She wanted this day to be a nightmare, to wake up tomorrow and find that there was no Mr. Bell, there was no talk in the parlor, and perhaps it would even be her wedding day. The tears started all over again. She didn’t think she had any left. This time there was no sobbing. Her tears fell quietly while she snuggled into a pillow and somehow, without even realizing it, she fell asleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 23
 
   Fallon was in a dark mood, darker than any he had experienced before. He sat in the dark in his hotel room, the glass of Brandy he’d poured hours before dangling tenuously from his hand. He felt like a failure, like everything his father said he would become.
 
   For the life of him, he didn’t understand why Lady Everly had refused the notion of crying off. He had been very generous in the settlement amount, but no. She said it wouldn’t be what Heather would want. Everly’s stand by their word. It felt like an insult.
 
   But Heather hadn’t said anything. She had run from him, as she had before, too afraid of what she needed to say to him. 
 
   At least, that’s what he suspected. So, she couldn’t pull the trigger. Well, that was fine. He would do it for her. He sat up and looked around. It was pitch black everywhere except where the weak light filtered through the shutters of his windows. He stood groggily, finding his way to his dressing room and filling a basin with cold water. He splashed some on his face, rubbing his eyes vigorously. He undressed and washed before forgoing his new ducal attire for the comfort and familiarity of his old clothes. They were clean and pressed, thankfully. His new valet took some convincing to keep them. He stepped into his worn boots that were more comfortable than the buckle shoes he wore of late and left his room. The lobby was almost empty. The doorman barely spared him a glance as he left. He hailed a hackney outside and gave him his address. It was late, almost eleven, he saw when he past the grandfather clock in the hotel lobby. He wasn’t sure Heather would be home, but he didn’t think her or her mother would be in the mood for parties presently.
 
   The house was dark when he stepped out and paid the coachman. He climbed the steps and used his key to let himself in. All was quiet inside, no candle left burning. He assumed that meant that everyone was here and were likely sleeping. He was careful to not make any noise as he climbed the stairs, taking slow, even steps to anticipate the creaks. He made it to Heather’s floor and slowly traversed the hall to her door. He tried the knob. It was open. He hesitated… What if he frightened her and she screamed? He let go of the handle and instead, he scratched at the door. He didn’t think she would hear, and he debated about his next move, but then he heard soft footfalls and the handle turned. 
 
   “What is it?” She peaked from the door. There was a soft glow from a candle behind her.
 
   “I didn’t want to frighten you, but we need to speak, preferably privately, where we will not be disturbed.”
 
   Her eyes widened at the sound of his voice. “Fallon? What are you doing here?”
 
   “Just come with me, Heather.”
 
   She looked wary, but she left his view and returned in a dressing gown. “I’m not sure there is a place here where we won’t be heard at this time of night.”
 
   “The master suite is the farthest room from both servants and your family. “I know… it may be uncomfortable, but it’s the only place I could think of.”
 
   She nodded and slipped out of her room. She closed the door softly, and Fallon led the way. They reached the gallery, still devoid of paintings. Fallon opened the large doors and waved Heather in. He found candles and matches, and then lit a small fire in the hearth. Heather took a chair by the fireplace and sat, tucking her feet under her gown.
 
   “I’m sorry I have disturbed you at such an hour, but this couldn’t wait any longer.” He took a seat across from her, watching the firelight dance over her profile. Keeping his distance was best. If he touched her, he wouldn’t be able to stop himself from kissing her.
 
   “You’ve gone to great lengths to say what you came here to say, so go on.” She didn’t look at him.
 
   Fallon watched her for a moment longer, his chest aching with the force of his emotions and his heart beating heavily behind his ribs. He didn’t know where to begin, or even how to begin. His thoughts fought to become orderly. He sat in the high-backed chair, uncomfortably tense, and eager to be closer to her. He wasn’t sure he knew the words to convey all that he felt. He took a deep breath, preparing to tell her all the things he wished for her so that she would know he was only thinking of her needs. He opened his mouth. His tongue felt like a stone. He closed it and swallowed, then cleared his throat. He tried again, but a sudden thought came to him, and all of a sudden, he knew exactly how he wanted to begin. It was perhaps the single most important thing he would ever say to her.
 
   “I love you.”
 
   The words feel into the space between them. The only immediate answer came from the fire as it popped. She still didn’t look at him, but her bottom lip was trembling, and her eyes were shining in the firelight.
 
   “Heather, I love you. I want you to know that before I say anything else.” He leaned forward in the chair to see her reaction, but it wasn’t enough. He slipped to the floor before her chair. He was on his knees before her now, but he could see her face completely. She closed her eyes, a tear made a valiant escape down the curve of her cheek. He reached up with one finger and caught it.
 
   “All I want is what is best for you. Despite how I feel, I am going to call off the wedding.” The words were much harder to say than he had anticipated. It felt so terribly wrong, like he was missing a limb from his body, and he had no recollection of where it had gone.
 
   Heather moaned in distress and covered her face, and then she lurched forward and buried her face in his neck. She wept against his hot skin. “No. I don’t accept this.”
 
   Fallon was struggling to remain in control. He hadn’t shed a tear since he was a boy, but he was perilously close now. “No?”
 
   Heather pulled away enough to look into his eyes. “I love you.” She emphasized each word. “I won’t let you walk away simply because you’re afraid of causing us more scandal. I’m tired of being afraid, Fallon. I’m tired of living this tenuous life based on the opinion of others. None of it matters to me anymore. I want you more than anything.”
 
   “Heather…” Her name was like gravel across his throat. It took all his restraint to not crush her against him.
 
   “We will marry with all the pomp and fuss my mother has orchestrated. To hell with Mr. Bell, to hell with anyone who dares to whisper unkindly about us.”
 
   “Oh, God, Heather.” He wrapped his arms around her and she slipped off the chair, joining him on the floor. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”
 
   “I do. I’m not letting you go.” She rained kisses over his face and neck.
 
   “I thought you were angry with me. I thought you were too afraid to admit that you should cry off.”
 
   “I was angry, and perhaps a little afraid, but only because you had changed so suddenly. You grew distant when we should have gotten closer. We are already a family, the five of us, and you were just slipping away, preparing to walk away.”
 
   “I was trying to protect you.”
 
   “I am stronger with you. Together, no one can hurt us, not even if your father rose from the grave to stop us.”
 
   Fallon rested his head against her chest and took a deep breath. “I wouldn’t put it past him.”
 
   “You defeated my dragon, let me defeat yours, oh valiant knight.” She tilted his face up to look at him, stealing a quick kiss. “It’s time to let him go. The past is the past and its time you left it where it belongs… behind you. He may have left a hole in you, but I promise to fill it with memories of us, and memories of our children. You can let it all go now.”
 
   He kissed her abruptly, roughly, and with such need, it stole her breath. She clung to him tightly, taking needed air through her nose and kissing him back with everything she had in her. She said her peace, and he had said his, but he hadn’t said all that he should have. She pushed against his chest and broke the kiss.
 
   He was panting, his eyes wild with passion. “What is it?”
 
   “In one week, I am walking down the aisle of St. Georges. Will you be standing there to meet me?”
 
   “Nothing on this earth can stop me now.” He took her lips again and stood with her in his arms.
 
   Pure, unadulterated joy bloomed like a wild rose within her, and with it, tears of happiness fell unhindered. He carried her to the bed and set her down. She watched him, mopping her eyes with the sleeve of her dressing robe as he pulled off his jacket and shirt. New feelings awoke inside her. Passion and liquid hot desire pooled low in her belly as she lovingly caressed his bare chest with her eyes. She couldn’t wait to press her bare breasts against him again. She reached for the tie of her robe.
 
   “No, let me.” His hands replaced hers, slowly opening one side and then the other. She was almost shaking with anticipation as he pulled the robe down to her hips. She wiggled her arms from the sleeves and waited. His hands moved to the tie of her nightgown, slowly unraveling the bow and stretching the drawstring neck loose until it slipped over one shoulder. He stopped to touch that shoulder, his fingers light as they coasted over the curve and then back to slip under the neckline. She inhaled in excitement. He loosened the neck some more and pulled it down, freeing her other shoulder and the nightgown fell to her hips. 
 
   His eyes consumed her. She felt burned wherever they touched. He climbed up onto the bed and urged her further back. She moved out of her gathered clothing and lay back against the pillows completely naked.
 
   “You are so beautiful,” he expressed with awe. His hand reached up to cup her breast and Heather turned towards him. She was eager to be close to him, to feel the fire of desire singing through her veins. He smiled down at her as she nuzzled closer, moving his hand to curve around her hip to her back. She slipped her arms around him, pulling him even closer, sighing with delight as the coarse hairs covering his chest abraded her nipples. 
 
   “Don’t stop this time,” she begged. “Whatever happens, we will marry. I will never belong to anyone but you.”
 
   He turned his face into her neck and breathed deeply. “You don’t know what you’re doing to me, little flower.”
 
   “Take me, Fallon,” she urged.
 
   He turned his head and caught her lips, kissing her hungrily, using his lips and tongue to convey his need. He clutched her bottom, thrusting his hardness against her.
 
   “Yes,” she moaned.
 
   He reached between her thighs, tenderly touching her velvet flesh. She was already damp with need, ready for him. He groaned. How could he ever hold back now? There was no going back, she loved him, and he confessed his love to her. Whatever happened now, they would face it together. 
 
   She squirmed against him, her hips bucking and searching for the delicious friction. She knew what she wanted, how glorious the completion felt.
 
   “Slow down, little flower,” he soothed. He dipped his fingers inside her, knowingly exploring and pushing her further this time, readying her. She moaned against his mouth, breaking the kiss to pant against his neck as he tortured her with caresses. 
 
   She was so wet and slick, as ready as she would ever be. He reached for the placket of his breeches, efficiently unbuttoning them and pulling them down over his hips. He wiggled free of them, kicking them off the bed. His erection sprang free, hot, and engorged with unspent lust. He lifted her leg over his hip, nudging her wet folds in tormented anticipation. “How much do you know about the act of love?”
 
   She shook her head in the negative, her fingernails digging into his shoulder blades. “I know only what you’ve shown me.”
 
   Fallon bit back an oath and clenched his teeth. He wanted nothing more than to drive into her. He was so erect it was almost painful. “My body was made for you, Heather, and yours for me. We will fit together like a lock and key. It will hurt at first, but it will go way as long as you are enjoying it. You have to tell me if it hurts too much. Your pleasure is paramount. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes, please, Fallon,” she cried.
 
   He stroked his manhood against her some more, coating himself with her natural lubrication. He teased the entrance of her body, sliding against it first and then entering just the slightest. He played this game until he was sweating and nearly shaking with restraint. She was bucking against him, chasing him with her hips.
 
   “I love you, Heather,” he moaned as he thrust deeper inside her, slowly at first until he met resistance. He pulled out just a little, thrusting again to let her become accustomed to the sensation. He eased his way further, meeting her maidenhead, forcing it to give just a tad.
 
   Heather moaned in frustration. “Please, this feels… odd.”
 
   He almost laughed. “Patience. Now is the time for patience. I’m going to thrust all the way home now. This is the part that will hurt. Are you ready?”
 
   She nodded agitatedly.
 
   Fallon rolled them until she was fully on her back and he supported his weight on his elbows. He pulled back almost all the way, and then flexed his spine. He thrust powerfully, surging through her maidenhead until he was fully seated within her. She squeaked a little and lay still beneath him. Fallon held himself still, waiting for her muscles to relax around him.
 
   “Are you all right?”
 
   Her face was tense, but she nodded yes.
 
   “Relax if you can so I can make it better.”
 
   She took a deep breath, relaxing her face and hands and then the rest of her body.
 
   Fallon slowly moved, just enough to stimulate the sensitive nub in the folds of her womanhood. He pulled her legs up around his waist and moved again, this time setting a slow, easy rhythm. She still didn’t move, but neither did she look to be in pain. He kept his pace, rubbing that sensitive nub, using it to reawaken her passion. He bent and kissed her, relieved when her lips responded to his. He put one hand under her buttocks to move her with him. 
 
   Heather picked up the rhythm and her hips answered him. The sting was ebbing, the burning giving way to a pleasant heat. The more she moved, the better it felt. She kissed him back eagerly, the coals of her need roaring to life and the pressure of his groin against hers the only appeasement. The pressure grew as the chase for pleasure eclipsed any discomfort. She was fighting for that fire again, moaning and gasping against his mouth, her body rigid in its search for satisfaction. 
 
   Fallon began to thrust harder and faster, and Heather moved with him. “Oh, God, Heather,” he groaned, praying she would find release soon.
 
   She answered his prayer. 
 
   Heather felt the wave of pleasure crash over her without warning. She cried out, all of the sudden weak and lethargic. She couldn’t move. She didn’t want to move.
 
   Fallon followed her over the edge, thrusting one last time as he found release, and spent himself inside her. He collapsed to the side of her, careful not to crush her.
 
   They both lay there breathing, their huffs and pants the only sound in the room.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 24
 
   Fallon found the apartment just as his new lawyer’s hired runner had described. It was not in the best part of London, which confirmed his suspicions of Mr. Bell. Though evidence so far suggested he was, indeed, his cousin, he didn’t feel any familial connection. Mr. Bell, who should actually be Mr. Calder, had burned any kindness Fallon otherwise may have shown him. What he wished to do was knock his teeth out, but the man was old and probably troubled financially. 
 
   Fallon knocked forcefully on the door. There was scuffling and cursing from the other side before the door was yanked open.
 
   “What is it?” Mr. Bell scowled at the intruder and hurriedly patted down his combed over hair. His face blanked when he actually took note of who stood before him.
 
   “May I come in?” Fallon said politely, but with little kindness.
 
   “What do you want? Do you think you can come here and threaten me?”
 
   “If I wish to, yes.” Fallon pushed the door open and brushed past him. The room was little better than the hall. Dust settled on things that were rarely touched, and what did see use was cluttered with papers and clothing.
 
   Mr. Bell scuttled to his desk and snatched up quill and paper.
 
   “What are you doing?” Fallon asked in puzzlement.
 
   “I’m going to record everything you say to be used in court.”
 
   Fallon sighed heavily and looked heavenward. “Do what you wish. I’ve come to speak to you man to man. We are, after all, family.”
 
   “That remains to be seen.” Mr. Bell scribbled furiously.
 
   “Why is it you don’t use the Calder surname?” Fallon asked curiously.
 
   “I’ve had better luck as a Bell. The Calder name is cursed.”
 
   Fallon snorted. “I could almost believe that. What was your father like?”
 
   Mr. Bell sneered at him. “A cold bastard. Are you fishing for information to make your lies more plausible?”
 
   “I’ve no need to lie. The marriage of my parents was never in question, was it? You believe I died as a boy?”
 
   “That’s what my own father said. It was one of the only letters he ever received from the duke, his only brother.”
 
   “While I hate to disappoint you, and I assure you, I disappointed my father with this revelation, but I am very much alive. It’s true I was ill as a boy, weak lungs from birth, but after my father wished for my death and departed with the idea that it was only a matter of time, I recovered. Dr. Logan is the family doctor, and he can attest to my birth, my history of illness, and my recovery.”
 
   “I won’t trust any witness you pay to give credit to your tales. I know what I was told. I was there when my father received the letter.”
 
   “Do you have this letter?” Fallon queried.
 
   “I dare not let you lay hands on it. You will try to destroy it.”
 
   “But you have this letter?” Fallon pressed.
 
   Mr. Bell’s neck reddened. “I’m not telling you anything.”
 
   “I’ll take that as a no then. How about record of my death? A certificate perhaps? Did you attend my funeral?”
 
   “Enough!” Mr. Bell hollered. “You won’t persuade me to turn aside while you pilfer what is rightfully mine.”
 
   “Rightfully?” Fallon lost his patience. He advanced on Mr. Bell until he had him backed against his filthy desk. He towered over him. “I’ve spent my entire life fighting for the mere right to live. My own father tried to deny me, but by God, I overcame his death sentence. You will fail, Mr. Bell. My father may have wanted me to die, he may have even claimed I did, but I stand before you now and I tell you this. I conquered his dire predictions, and I will conquer you.”
 
   Fallon jumped back just as Mr. Bell whipped his arm in front of him, a letter opener clench in his fist.
 
   “You back away now. I won’t be cowed by you.”
 
   Fallon straightened his coat, keeping his eye on the letter opener. “There is no convincing you to see reason. I will take my leave, and we will let the courts handle the matter, if they will even consider such a fruitless case. Good day, Mr. Bell, and for God’s sake get a maid to clean this place up.” Fallon threw a purse of coins at his feet. “Consider is a consolation prize, cousin.” He turned to leave, his sense heightened in case Mr. Bell decided murder could further his cause. Fallon pulled the door closed behind him, but Mr. Bell never moved from the desk.
 
   He was due to meet Heather for tea, and he had a tin of comfits for Prim and Violet. He liked the idea of little sisters, though they couldn’t be considered little. All too soon, he would be meeting with potential suitors, denying requests for their hands. Mr. Bell had no place in his life. Whenever Faegan returned with his records, he would take all responsibility for dealings with Mr. Bell. Fallon had better things to do, like doting on his mother-in-law and new sisters, bedding his wife, and ensuring they produced a house full of children over the next decade. 
 
   If the Calder name was cursed, Fallon was going to break it with sheer strength of will. No more single sons and frigid fathers. He would climb trees with his sons, play dolls with his daughters, and never let his wife forget for a moment that she is the single most beautiful woman in the world. 
 
   According to Heather, he could conquer dragons. Curses are nothing compared to dragons.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The scent of roses filled St. Georges until it was almost overbearing. Heather stood at the altar, Fallon beside her, and pledged her troth to him for the rest of her days. After a long ceremony, and many prayers, they were pronounced husband and wife. They did not kiss, her mother decreed it too sensational, and there was enough sensation surrounding them already. The applause was almost deafening, but Heather was all smiles as Fallon escorted her down the aisle and outside to the waiting carriage—equally overbearingly covered with roses. 
 
   Fallon stood on the steps of the carriage and tossed coins into the air to the crowd that had gathered. Heather laughed. He looked quite at home in his place as duke now, especially when he was giving his wealth away. She pulled him inside the coach and he pulled the door shut. Alone at last, she pulled him to her lips and he obliged her with a wicked kiss.
 
   Heather felt starved for him after a week of fittings. Each time she did see him, they were never alone, and her mother seemed inordinately determined to chaperone their every meeting. Not that it would make any difference now, but her mother didn’t know that.
 
   They consumed each other with kisses in the carriage, the melee of curious onlookers and waiting carriages ensuring they had lots of time for dalliance before reaching the townhouse. Fallon wasted no time divesting her of her veil, and stretching the limits of her heavily beaded bodice to expose one of her breasts. He worshiped her nipple with his tongue, a cacophony of moans and cries erupting from her. She delivered her own torture, climbing into his lap and using boldly clever fingers to undo the buttons of his pantaloons to reach his manhood. He was engorged and throbbing already.
 
   “Heather, we don’t have time.”
 
   “Yes, we do. You can tell the driver to take the long way.”
 
   “I will not consummate our marriage in a carriage.” He growled playfully.
 
   “We’ve already consummated our marriage in a bed,” Heather reminded him.
 
   He groaned as her hand squeezed him down his length. “It’s too soon. You’re body isn’t accustomed to me yet.”
 
   “My body was made for you.” She nipped at his bottom lip.
 
   “Is this the way our marriage will be? Me always giving in to you?”
 
   She smiled seductively, relishing the power she had over him. “I think that sounds like a wonderful marriage.”
 
   “Minx.” He pulled at her gown, her absurdly long train a bane. He finally freed her legs and pulled them apart to straddle his lap. Heather had already worked his erection free of his pantaloons.
 
   “I don’t know what to do,” she admitted. She was still a novice, after all.
 
   He gripped her waist, his hands large enough to almost encircle her. He lifted her above him until the head of his manhood touched her core. She adjusted her knee’s, giving her leverage. She placed her hands on his shoulders. “And now?”
 
   She was already slick and hot, her body almost burning him. He lowered her slowly, giving her time to shift and adjust. She gasped as he entered her fully.
 
   “Oh, my.” She breathed.
 
   “You’re in control now, Heather. You have all the power in this position.” His voice was strained.
 
   Heather liked the sound of that. She moved tentatively at first, trying to find a movement that felt right for both him and her. She found a pace that suited her, a gentle rocking that made warmth spread through her limbs and little sparks of pleasure between her legs. Fallon had his head back against the squabs, his eyes closed. She could tell he was engrossed by the intense pressure of his hands as he squeezed her hips with each movement. Her fever was growing quickly, the sparks turning to a blaze that threatened to consume her. She didn’t fight it. She cried out, shaking with release, her legs instantly turning to water.
 
   Fallon took over the tempo and thrust hard into her, pumping over and over until he groaned her name and found his own completion, clutching her hips to his groin with one hand and one steely arm wrapped around her.
 
   Their lovemaking may have been rushed and spontaneous, but Heather never felt closer to him. She could feel the pulse of his heart between her thighs. It matched her own pounding heart. 
 
   She reluctantly roused herself, suddenly self-conscious that they were moving in the carriage. She slid from him and righted her clothes. He did the same.
 
   “Will it always be like this?”
 
   “Until we’re too old to lift our heads.” Fallon sighed as he pulled her head to his shoulder and kissed her forehead. “I will never stop wanting you.”
 
   “I love you,” she whispered. She didn’t know why but she felt teary.
 
   “I love you.” He tipped her chin up and kissed her one last time before the carriage rolled to a stop.
 
   “I don’t want to go in there. I want to go straight to bed.” Heather pouted.
 
   “It will be over before you know it, and then we will be in bed. We can stay there for a week if you like.”
 
   “No, I want you to take me to Scotland. I want to see where you grew up.”
 
   He smiled at that. “Really?”
 
   “Yes, I want our children to be born there.”
 
   He pulled her tighter against his side. “You have no idea how much that means to me. How did I ever get lucky enough to find you?”
 
   “I believe I found you. It was me who wrote a letter to you, after all.”
 
   He chuckled. “You’re right. You will always be right.”
 
   Heather had stolen a quick kiss before the door opened. Light seemed to blind them at first, but then, Fallon stepped out and handed Heather down. A crowd had gathered in the streets of the townhouse as well, but Fallon recognized a smiling familiar face waiting at the top of the steps.
 
   “Dr. Logan?”
 
   “And son,” a younger version stepped out from behind him followed by Faegan.
 
   “I’ve brought you a wedding present.” Faegan grinned ear to ear.
 
   “It seems I’m to declare you alive and fit to inherit, though you seem to have done all right for yerself,” Dr. Logan quipped.
 
   He had very little hair left, but what was left was as red as the setting sun and as wiry as goat’s hair.
 
   “Well, curse my bleeding eyes,” Fallon said with a thick burr.
 
   That caused the old man to splinter into laughter.
 
   Fallon turned to Heather “I present to you, the irascible Dr. Logan.” Fallon laughed. “Dr. Logan, my wife, the Duchess of Ablehill.”
 
   Fallon escorted her up the steps. “Please, call me Heather.” She took the doctor’s hand.
 
   “I can see you’ve got a bit of scot in you—all the best duchess’ do, mind you.”
 
   Heather laughed. She liked him immensely already. She was introduced to the younger Dr. Logan, who was as charming as his father was. They took the little reunion to the drawing room where Faegan assured them that all the proof they needed was in order on paper, and in person with the help of Dr. Logan and his son. It would be more than enough. Heather wasn’t worried. She was more terrified of surviving the monstrosity of a wedding breakfast her mother had planned than the threat of Mr. Bell. 
 
   She had Fallon by her side, and she knew Anabelle, Hazel, Lucy, Dorothea, and her other friends would be there to keep her sane. She was more blessed than she could have ever dreamed. All of a sudden she thought of their song. Her love with Fallon had indeed been almost a fantasy, but now it was reality, a desperate and daring dream come true.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~The End~
 
    
 
    
 
   Thank you for reading Desperate and Daring! This is the first book in the Desperate and Daring Series that will total 10 when completed. Coming next, the series continues with Lady Anabelle and Lord Draven in Belle of the Ball. Watch out for its Fall 2014 release date!
 
   Fun Fact!
 
   The song Heather plays on the harp for Fallon is Quasi una Fantasia (Almost a Fantasy) by Beethoven, composed in 1801. This song is more commonly known as Moonlight Sonata. It came by that name in 1836 when German music critic, Ludwig Rellstab, wrote that the song reminded him of moonlight reflected off Lake Lucerne. Moonlight Sonata has since become the “official” unofficial title.
 
   When Beethoven composed Quasi una Fantasia, he dedicated it to one of his pupils, Countess Giulietta Guicciardi. They feel in love after their first few lessons and it is believed that he proposed to her, but she was forbidden from marrying him. 
 
   Source: http://classicalmusic.about.com/od/onestopbeethoven/a/moonlightsonata.htm
 
   


 
   
  
 

Reader’s checklist
 
   
 
   Thank you for reading Desperate and Daring! I hope you enjoyed it. If you did, please help other readers find this book by:
 
   1.  Writing a review! Reviews sell books and book sales keep writers writing.
 
   2. Friending me on Facebook and liking 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.
 
   
 
   
  
 

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 our fur babies. It is my dream to be at home with my son, 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!
 
    
 
   Visit me at http://www.ejqbooks.com for upcoming news and excerpts.
 
   
  
 

Dedication
 
   To Stephanie Laurens.
 
   If it wasn't for your Cynster Series, I might not be an author today, writing my own stories, inspired by the love and passion you penned so well. Devils Bride opened up a whole new part of me I didn't know was there. To have and to hold is significant to me, not from my own wedding vows, but specifically because of that book, and Devils love for Honoria.
 
    
 
   
  
 

Copyright
 
   Copyright 2014 Ella J. Quince
 
   http://www.ejqbooks.com
 
   ALL RIGHTS RESERVED
 
    
 
   No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner without written permission, with the exception of brief quotations for use in critical articles and reviews.
 
    
 
   This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, places, and events are the product of this author’s imagination and being used fictitiously.
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