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It is time for Clayton Trent, Earl of
Bentley, to take a bride. He knows exactly what he needs and the
type of lady who should become his Countess. His life is orderly,
scandal free and exactly the way it should be until Miss Eleanor
Westin careens into him, upsetting the perfect balance of his
world. She is everything his father said he should not marry. Yet,
he cannot put her from his mind, not even when a decade old scandal
threatens the very foundation of his family.

Miss Eleanor Westin has spent her life in the
country on the brink of poverty and raising her siblings after the
death of her parents until her grandfather finally decides to do
his duty and brings her to London. Eleanor simply wants to find a
gentleman who is willing to take on her family in the bargain. Love
is not even a consideration if she can land security.
Unfortunately, the only gentleman who has made any offer is Lord
Bentley, and he will never do. If only he would stay out of her
dreams so she could forget him and his intoxicating kisses.
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Prologue

 


Bentley Manor, Northeast
Kent, England

September, 1790

 


The lone candle cast larger than life
shadows along the walls of the long dark hall on the nursery floor
of Bentley manor. “Please, take me with you,” the young Clayton
Trent, Viscount Carlyle begged his step-mother, Adele. “I promise
not to be a burden.” His heart pounded within his chest. She
couldn’t leave him. Them. What were he and his brothers to
do?

A gentle smile came to her lovely
face. She brought a hand up and caressed his cheek. “If only I
could, I would.”

“Why can’t you?” He blinked
back tears. She could not take Julia, his baby sister, and leave
them.

“Your father would come
after me.” Her hand dropped to the side. “It is best this way.” She
bent forward and pulled Clay close and held him for but a minute.
He wanted to cling to her pelisse to keep her here. Adele kissed
the top of his head. “Hug your brothers for me and tell them that I
love them, but I can’t stay here any longer.”

Clay glanced up into his step-mother’s
angelic face, tears streamed down her cheeks. Julia, his
half-sister of only two, whimpered. If he pinched her she would cry
and wake the servants, then mother couldn’t go anywhere. He looked
down at the child, thumb in her rosebud mouth, watching him. She
brought a small pudgy fist up and rubbed a clear green eye. The
babe should be in bed, not standing in the corridor at one in the
morning, dressed for a journey. And, he couldn’t hurt Julia, no
matter how much it served his purpose. That was his baby sister.
She was supposed to be his responsibility since he was the oldest
brother.

“But how can I protect
Julia, and you?”

A sad smile came to his step-mother’s
face. “I will protect Julia. It will be easier away from here.” She
caressed his cheek again. “You protect your brothers. They are
going to need you.”

With that she picked up Julia and
walked down the dark servant stairs leading to the kitchen. Clay
trailed after her, not ready to be parted. When she reached the
door leading out of the house, she looked back at him. “Return to
bed. Say a prayer for us and I will for you.” The door closed and
Clay stood in the room for a moment before he raced up to his
chamber. Once there, he leaned by the window and watched her
disappear into the woods.

Surely she wasn’t walking all the way
to town. It was too far. She would come back. She had to come
back.

Clay pulled a chair up and sat at the
window until the orange glow of dawn rose from the earth. His eyes
were dry and scratchy, tears long spent. Adele and Julia never came
back. She had left them and the pain was almost too much to
bear.

He didn’t move though breakfast had
been served and his tutor would arrive in an hour. Clay could not
bring himself to leave the window. What if Mother changed her mind?
He had to be here. He had to watch. What if she needed
them?

At the scratch on the door, Clay
turned as the butler entered. “Your father wishes you in his study
as soon as you are dressed.”

Clay swallowed. Did Father already
know they were gone? Had they come back and he missed the arrival?
He hurried and dressed. Father became very cross if one was tardy
and not knowing what his mood would be today, Clay didn’t
dawdle.

He didn’t want to give his father any
further reason to be angry.

He met his brothers on the stairs on
the way to the study. Jordan, almost two years Clays junior would
turn eight in a week. Beside him was Matthew, age seven and finally
John, soon to be six. The four of them lined up before Father’s
grand, dark mahogany desk, hands folded before them, backs
straight, chins high, in age order as well as height. They looked
like a set of steps from behind, or at least that is what a maid
had once told them.

“They’re dead.” The
pronouncement came without the slightest hint of remorse or
feeling. Cold. Angry.

Clayton stared at his father, trying
to absorb the words. “Who is dead, father?”

“That woman I married, Adele, and her
daughter, Julia.” Venom dripped from his words.

Pain shot through Clay’s heart and his
stomach clenched. It was worse than watching them leave. Why wasn’t
his father more upset, grieving? The man had just lost his wife and
child.

“How father?” Jordan
questioned. Clay glanced at his brother, who was particularly close
to their step-mother. They all were, actually. Clay barely recalled
the woman who gave birth to him and he knew the others did not.
Especially John, since she died of a fever when John was but a week
old.

“Their carriage went over
the side of a bridge?”

Maybe he should have pinched Julia,
then they would have been caught and both would be alive
today.

Matthew sniffed and Father glared at
him. “A man does not cry.”

He watched his brother blink a few
times and tightened his mouth. Matt was but a child of seven,
hardly a man, yet they all learned from an early age what his
father deemed correct behavior from his sons. Crying was not
included in that list.

“Will there be a funeral?”
Jordan asked.

“No. The bodies were
carried down the river. I doubt we will ever find them. They’ve
probably already been swept out to sea.”

How can the man be so unfeeling?
Clay’s chest tightened with buried emotion. He would not show
weakness in front of his father but the idea of baby Julia and
Adele floating, or sinking into the cold, dark water tore him apart
inside.

“I’ll miss Mother,” John
whispered.

Father’s hands slammed down
on the desk, making them jump. Father leaned forward. “That woman
was not your
mother. She was a mistake and we should all be glad to be rid of
her.”

Clay wanted to argue that she wasn’t a
mistake but the best thing to happen to them since their mother
died. Adele was full of love, life, laughter and happiness. She
sang, read to them and played on the lawn. His father just barked
orders and used the switch when he deemed it necessary.

“Poor Julia,” Jordan
muttered.

“Is probably not your
sister either.”

All four sets of eyes widened and Clay
looked back at his father.

“She was probably the
by-blow of a stableman,” his father grumbled. Clay’s face heated.
He recently learned what by-blow stood for, though he was certain
that person was wrong. His mother would not have another man’s
child. It wasn’t possible. Not when she was married to his father
and babies only came from being married. Of that he was certain.
Father was just being mean.

“What is a by-blow?”
Matthew asked.

Father glanced at the boy. “Nothing
you need to concern yourself with.”

Silence followed and Clay had a number
of questions, but none he dared ask. His brothers were equally
silent waiting for Father to continue. They all feared him, and
with good reason. One never knew when his rage would boil. And when
it did, one didn’t want to be in the same room.

Father sneered and tossed back a glass
of brandy. Perhaps he was more upset than he was letting on because
Father never drank in the morning.

“You are dismissed, except
for Clayton.”

Clay’s heart pounded and he stood
waiting while his brothers filed out of the room, closing the door
behind them.

“This should be a lesson to
you son.”

Clay swallowed. Did his father know
about last night, that Clay had watched them leave and said
nothing? “What lesson?”

“There are two types of
women in the world.”

Clay inwardly sighed. He would much
rather receive a lecture than a beating.

“Your mother, God rest her
soul, was a perfect woman; Shy, quiet, and unassuming. She didn’t
speak unless spoken to. She never questioned my authority and did
as she was bid. She waited until I was not busy to speak with me,
and always turned to me for guidance. Furthermore, she did her duty
by providing four perfect sons.” His father poured more liquid into
his glass and took a drink.

“Yes sir.” Clay didn’t know
what else to say.

“In contrast,”

“Adele was the exact
opposite. Beautiful beyond words. Full of life, energy and
passion.” Father scowled at him over the rim of the glass and took
another drink. “I married her for you, all of you. I needed a young
lady to raise my sons, who could keep up with you, and that was my
mistake.”

“I don’t understand.” Adele
was perfect. Clay loved Adele and wanted her back. But, she was
dead and he would never see her again. Tears threatened and he
blinked, willing them away before Father noticed.

“A beautiful woman, full of
laughter, does not make a good wife. She wanted things. She wanted
attention. She wanted to dance, to sing, and have a man in her bed
all hours of the day. The final blow was when she delivered a
worthless daughter.”

Clay’s face heated. He barely
understood what his father meant, but knew enough to wish they were
not having this conversation.

“She wanted to return to
London for the Season, to be with friends, to shop and stroll in
the park.”

“That sounds
fun.”

“It is, for a young girl
without responsibilities.” His father tipped the glass until not
even a drop was left. “A wife must see to her family and husband,
and remain at his estate. They cannot go gallivanting off to London
or Bath whenever it suits them. She even wanted to read about
finances, investing and philosophy.” He poured more liquid into his
goblet from the decanter sitting on the desk. “She thought herself
capable of what only a man can understand. Had I realized that when
we met, I would have never offered for her.”

Clay couldn’t recall Adele ever
leaving the estate, though he heard more arguments than he could
count, begging Father to take her away for just a short
week.

His father pushed back, stood and
glared down at Clay. “She had a poor influence on you, which I
regret most.”

Clay swallowed as his father lifted
the willow switch.

“I know you saw her last
night and asked her not to leave.”

He wanted to run from the room. How
had his father found out?

“I don’t blame you for
wanting her to stay. She coddled you when she should have treated
you like a young man, the heir that you are. It is good she is gone
before she ruined you.” His voice was cold, lifeless as he walked
around to the front of the desk. “I do blame you for not alerting
me.”

“I am sorry, Father. I
thought she would be back.”

“Sorry is not good enough.”
He tapped the switch against his leg. “Let loose your breeches and
bend over.”

 


 





Chapter 1

 


London, April,
1813

 


I am a fraud.
Miss Eleanor Westin took another step back. The
ballroom of the Duke and Duchess of Pranth became more crowded and
noisier with each passing moment. It was a wonder anyone could even
breathe. I do not belong here.
Nor did she have any business dressing in this
manner, wearing a frothy yellow ball gown that cost a small
fortune. While Eleanor had every right to be included in polite
society, her mind and soul were more comfortable amongst the
servant class. Still, she must do what she must and in as short a
time as possible. She needed a husband: a wealthy, kind and
understanding husband. Was there such a gentleman in London? At
least her grandfather’s sudden interest came at the perfect
time.

Her sister Leigh had encouraged this
endeavor, yet Leigh had no idea just how desperate their financial
situation was at the moment. Her grandfather understood, yet he
would not lift a finger to help anyone but Eleanor

Soon, if all went well, she would be
out from under his roof and in the home of another, her family safe
and protected.

The crowd thickened and Eleanor found
herself stepping back further. She glanced down at her gown. The
cost of this garment alone could have fed them for weeks. Oh, how
she prayed this wasn’t a waste. Then again, her grandfather had
provided the wardrobe so Eleanor hadn’t actually spent any of her
limited funds.

Soon, she found herself
pressed against the wall. This will not do
at all. If she were to find a husband, she
shouldn’t be standing in the corner. After she pasted a smile on
her lips, Eleanor began to work her way through the crowd and to
her grandmother’s side where she could be introduced to those who
could help her.

To secure funds, food and shelter.
Actually, the shelter wasn’t a problem. The food and funds however,
were. In return, she would be a wife none could ever
fault.

Eleanor tried to squeeze
between two separate groups of people speaking. If the music would
just start than maybe some of these bodies would take to the dance
floor. She managed through the small gap without an elbow to her
ribs and turned toward her grandparents and right into the hard
wall of a gentleman. Goodness, was he made
of stone? Eleanor stumbled and his hands
grasped her elbows to steady her. Eleanor tilted her head back to
look at the gentleman who saved her from a spill on the parquet
floor, her skin tingling from his touch.

He was frowning and his deep green
eyes narrowed on her.

Oh dear!

“Excuse me.” She muttered,
fighting for breath. Why was her chest so tight and her pulse
racing? It must be from the heat in the room. Perhaps she needed to
step outside and cool off, and take a deep breath.

The gentleman may be
scowling at her but he was the most handsome man she had ever
encountered. Aquiline noise, high cheek bones, dark hair, the
purest green eyes, and firm, frowning lips. Heat radiated from
his body, warming her through their clothing.

“Do watch where you are
going.”

Eleanor stiffened and pulled back,
affronted. How dare he? He was not there a moment ago. “You are the
one who stepped into my path.”

He arched a dark eyebrow. “I was
calming strolling. You are the one who careened through the crowd
without looking where you were going.”

Eleanor gasped. Of all the nerve. “As
I do not have your height, I can’t see nearly as well as you. I do
apologize.” She jerked her elbows from his hands and grasped her
skirt. “If you will excuse me, I promise to watch my step and stay
out of your way.” With a huff, she lifted her chin and marched to
her grandparents. If this is what she expected from the gentlemen
in London, Eleanor wasn’t sure she wanted to marry.

“Where have you been?” Her
grandfather, Earl Stanhope, hissed in her ear from behind. “You are
here to meet a proper gentleman so you can marry and be
settled.”

If her grandfather had actually been
concerned with her future, he would not have waited until she was
four and twenty to bring her in from the country. Eleanor still
didn’t understand his sudden desire to see her wed. In the past she
had gone months with no word from him, even an entire year when she
was eighteen. Why the sudden interest now? She’d asked when she
first arrived but he had only grunted.

“You look lovely, Eleanor,”
her grandmother assured her. “I am sure you will attract any number
of gentlemen.”

Eleanor glanced around the room and
found the likelihood to be very doubtful. She was past the fresh
bloom of youth and closer to the shelf, whereas a number of young
ladies, dressed in the white or pastel gowns, were radiant by
comparison. Those were the ones the eligible gentlemen were paying
attention too, not her.

 


  *

 


Clayton Trent tossed back a
glass of champagne and looked for a footman so he could replace the
empty crystal for a full one. You know
your duty. His father’s deathbed orders
whispered through his mind. Clay would reach three and thirty in a
month and couldn’t put off taking a wife any longer. At least his
step-mother, and his father’s third wife, Rose, was not here to
help. Rose’s idea of the perfect mate and his were completely
different. With his father’s passing in January, she and his
younger sister, Madeline, needed to refrain from public outings
whereas he was forgiven. He was now the Earl of Bentley and of an
age when a man should take a wife, with the duty of producing an
heir and a spare hanging over his head.

Well, if one was to find a bride, this
was the perfect place. Dozens of young ladies danced below. He
focused on the debutants dressed in the palest of colors from a
balcony overlooking the ballroom as society carried on as it had
done for years. He’d had his fill of batting eyelashes, pouty lips
and giggles and wondered if there was a lady in the bunch who could
carry on a simple conversation without flirting.

The newest lady caught his attention
once again. His eyes kept returning to her since their earlier
encounter, and she had rarely left the side of Lord and Lady
Stanhope. Was she a relation or was Lady Stanhope simply sponsoring
her? Not that Clay could guess her age, but the woman was a few
years past what should have been her first season so where had she
come from?

Even from this distance he could see
her brown eyes spark with humor and an easy smile came to her full
lips. Why had he been so rude to her? He was the one who had
stepped into her path. He should have seen her. The top of the
young woman’s head barely came to his chin and no doubt she was
lucky not to have been trampled before their encounter. The
ballroom was a crush and there would certainly be a number of
bruised toes before the night ended. As it was, Clay decided to
remain on the balcony, away from the throng of people
below.

Who was she and should he apologize?
Of course he should, but Clay knew nothing about the woman, except
that his eyes were drawn to her every five minutes. Perhaps it was
the simple contact of their bodies. He hadn’t held a woman in
months and her soft breasts pressed against his chest was an almost
foreign feeling. His body had heated immediately and it took all
his energy to keep his hands at her elbows when he wanted to slide
them up her arms and draw her close.

What had gotten into him? He had never
reacted so quickly to a woman before and he didn’t even know the
lady, yet her warm breath and sweet scent reminded him of
springtime. It had lingered about them and stirred something
within. Almost a longing, and completely unexplainable. Clay
couldn’t even think of a flower the perfume reminded him of, just
that it brought forth fond memories from long ago.

Adele! She smelled like Adele. Clay’s
eyes narrowed on the young woman. In fact, much of her reminded him
of Adele, his father’s second wife. Though he was only a boy of ten
when the woman left, only to be killed, he recalled her as if they
had spoken yesterday.

Not only was the scent the same, but
her easy mannerisms as she spoke, gesturing to make a point or
explain. Gentlemen had surrounded her like moths to a flame. It
wasn’t that she was a beauty, though the young woman was pretty
enough. It was something she projected. Her laugh was quick and
easy and her movements more free than others. The tinkle of her
laughter drifted up toward him and Clay was forced to block out the
memory of the woman who had abandoned four small boys.

Despite his sudden attraction, it was
best to put her from his mind. He knew the heartache his family had
suffered because of a woman like her and he would not repeat past
mistakes.

Clay forced his eyes away and studied
each lady in the room. There had to be someone here he could
consider for his wife. The quicker he was done with his business
the sooner he could get back to running the family estates and
managing their business ventures and investments. It was simply a
matter of priorities and responsibility and as soon as the goal of
finding a wife was accomplished he could focus on the duties that
came with his title.

In the far corner was a
young woman, blond hair piled upon her head, ringlets falling to
her shoulders. Her eyes remained downcast, a slight smile on her
lips. A blush stained her cheeks when Lord Averton said something
to her. Clay racked his brain for a name. Oh yes, Lady Anne
Houghton. This was her second season. She was a young woman who
rarely left the side of one of her parents. Yes, she was the one.
That was the woman he would marry.

 

 





Chapter 2

 


Eleanor settled into the carriage
beside her grandmother. As they moved into traffic Eleanor stifled
a yawn behind her gloved hand. Goodness, she couldn’t continue to
keep these hours. When would she see the children? As it was, she
had to be awake, dressed and on her way to the little house they
rented in five hours.

“You will get used to it,”
her grandmother assured. “I don’t rise before noon during the
Season. It is the only way one can go on.”

Noon? She hadn’t slept that late in years, if ever. Half the day
was gone by that time.

“Listen to your
grandmother. She knows how to go about.”

“Yes, sir,” Eleanor replied
dutifully. Either they forgot, or simply ignored the fact that she
was responsible for her siblings, the very siblings not allowed to
stay in the town home because they weren’t blood relation and were
beneath the earl’s notice.

Anger bubbled up in her and Eleanor
squelched it. Time. All she needed was time. Then she could marry
and be away from this horrible city, and never have to speak with
her grandfather again.

“Tomorrow we have a musical
and another ball,” her grandmother reminded.

Eleanor nodded and tried not to yawn
again. If they were in the carriage much longer she would fall
asleep.

“We have at least two
events every night this week so make sure you don’t overtax
yourself with other, well, um, other matters.”

“You mean my brothers and
sisters,” Eleanor bit out.

“You really should have
left them at home for someone else to watch over,” her grandfather
insisted.

“There is no one else, as
you well know, and they are too young to remain alone.”

“Well, don’t waste all of
your time with them. You need a husband.”

He needn’t remind her. But, was there
a man who would take on four siblings as well as a wife?

 


  *

 


Clayton handed his overcoat, beaver
hat and cane to the butler.

“You have guests, Lord
Bentley.”

At this hour? “Who would
call at midnight?” Clay had left the Pranth’s ball after gaining an
introduction to Lady Anne and sharing a dance. Now all he wanted to
do was crawl in bed to sleep. He spent most of the night watching
Lady Anne and trying not
to watch the young woman beside
Stanhope.

“Your brother.” The butler
frowned.

It must be Jordan.

“And his wife. They have
been here for two hours.”

“Wife?”

“Yes, Lord
Bentley.”

Clayton strode to the parlor. What was
John doing here now? Unless Jordan or Matthew had managed to get
married without telling him.

He stepped inside the room. John, his
youngest brother lounged in a chair beside the fire, cradling a
glass of brandy. His beautiful bride of three months sat in the
opposite seat. She bit her lip and watched him expectantly with her
large blue eyes. He could see why John had been taken with
Elizabeth Whitton. Though he still did not know the particulars,
John had managed to marry into an influential and wealthy family.
There were few with as much power as the Duke of Danby.

“I was wondering if you
were ever going to bother speaking to me again,” Clayton asked. The
two had not spoken in over four years. Not since John went off to
the Continent to do who knows what. John had managed to see father
before he died, and came to the funeral, but the two brothers had
not spoken. His wife had not accompanied John to the house and this
was the first time Clay had actually seen her.

“My wife insisted and is
much put out with me.”

Clayton snorted. “You haven’t been
married all that long and already you are in trouble.”

John grinned at him. “She doesn’t stay
angry long.”

“Are you going to bother to
introduce us?” Really, had John lost all civility and manners
jaunting around France, Italy and Spain?

“Elizabeth, I would like to
introduce you to my brother, Clayton Trent, the Earl of
Bentley.”

She stood, a slight blush coming to
her cheeks and dipped into a quick curtsy. “It is a pleasure to
finally meet you.”

Even if his brother lacked any form of
respectability, Clayton did not. He bowed before her. “Welcome to
the family.”

She settled back into her seat, looked
over at John and narrowed her eyes. He sighed and stood. “My wife
believes I owe you an apology.”

Clayton took a step back. John owed
him, and the family, much more for disappearing and causing their
step-mother and their father to worry for the past four
years.

John walked to the sideboard and
poured a glass of brandy before he handed it to Clayton. “Here,
have a seat. You may need it.”

Clayton took the glass and a deep
breath and did as John suggested. Who knew what his wayward brother
had been up to since they last spoke.

“The reason I went to
France is not what you think,” John began.

“I knew there was a duel
involved.” Clay shook his head in disapproval. “Father must have
kept it quiet.”

John stood and slammed his glass down.
“I told you he wouldn’t listen. Always judging. Just like Father.
Sanctimonious pr—.”

“Jean.”

Clayton focused on Elizabeth. How did
she just address his brother?

“Everything is black and
white to you, isn’t it? Did it ever occur to you that things may
not be as they seem? That there may be something else going on of
which you are not aware? That people are not good or bad, but could
be a little of both?”

“Never mind.” Clay stood.
“I am too tired and don’t wish to repeat the same arguments. For
the record, things and people are exactly as they seem and you are
far more trusting than I.”

“Please.” Elizabeth stood.
“Let him explain.”

Clayton sighed. It was not well done
of him to raise his voice in the presence of John’s
wife.

John took a deep breath. “I would
appreciate it if you would let me explain without comment. When I
am finished, feel free to point out my failures. As father is gone,
someone must, and you are so like him.”

Those words stung. Clay didn’t want to
be like his father, but the man had trained him to be the earl, to
take over the family and know his duty. He didn’t like being so
cold or judgmental, yet that was the only way to manage the estates
and everything around him. Emotional involvement and relationships,
especially with women, lead to strife. And, he had the scars,
inside and out, to prove it. Father had taught him well.

“Very well.” Clayton vowed
to hold his tongue until his brother was finished. If anything, it
would probably be interesting. As trouble followed John most of his
life, or John found trouble, no doubt the past four years had been
eventful. “Go on.” They both settled back into their
seats.

“I was sent to France by
the Home Office.”

Clayton sat forward.
“Pardon?”

“The Home Office,” John
repeated. “While visiting with a friend, who for obvious reasons I
can’t name, I helped him with a puzzle. It turned out to be a code
that he was struggling with.”

Clayton sipped the warm liquid, his
interest engaged. John had always been good with figuring out the
impossible.

“The Home Office learned I
unraveled the code. They reviewed my school transcripts and found
out I am good with languages and asked me to come work for
them.”

Clayton looked from John to Elizabeth
and back again. Could he believe him? Yet, John had never lied to
him before. As much as they disagreed and hadn’t gotten along, his
brother was truthful. “Did Father know?”

“I told him after I
returned.” John took a drink. “He and Rose knew before he
died.”

“Did he forgive you for not
telling him?”

John chuckled.
“Reluctantly.”

“I am assuming you are done
with this, whatever it was you were doing.” He gestured about, not
sure if he should actually use the word spy since John had not
admitted to exactly what he was doing. His brother had a wife now
and needed to be more responsible and what he had been doing was
far too dangerous for a man with responsibilities.

John and his wife shared a
look.

“Actually,” Elizabeth
began, and then paused for a moment. “I am asking you not to tell
anyone what we are sharing with you.”

“Of course.” If anything,
Clay kept secrets.

“And we are not
done.”

“We?” Surely this lovely
woman wasn’t a spy as well. She was the granddaughter of the Duke
of Danby. Someone with such high connections did not become a spy,
especially a lady.

John laughed. “I hope I can remember
this look on your face.”

“You have to admit, it is a
bit hard to believe,” Clay insisted.

“It is,” Elizabeth
agreed.

The import of what John was telling
him began to sink in and Clay drained his glass and stood to refill
it. “Can you divulge where you were, what you were doing, and how
you met your wife?”

“Only because I know you
will never tell.” The brothers’ eyes met and held for a moment.
They may have not gotten along most of their lives but they did
trust the other enough to hold a confidence and protect each
other.

Clay poured more brandy into his glass
than normal and returned to his seat.

“I worked in the stables at
Tuileries.”

The liquid burned his throat when he
coughed. Leave it to John to wait for the perfect moment to tell
him this bit of information. “As in Napoleon’s palace?”

His brother grinned. “The very one,
for the past three years.”

Clay’s mind couldn’t grasp what his
brother was telling him. It was too unbelievable. “How did you meet
your wife?”

“I was a house
maid.”

“At Tuileries?” Clay asked
slowly.

“Yes. For two
years.”

His mind was reeling. Perhaps he
should stop drinking and focus on his brother. Was this a
joke?

“Shortly before Christmas
we were discovered and Lisette and I had to escape
France.”

“Lisette?”

Elizabeth grinned and
shrugged.

“And you?”

“Jean Pierre.”

The chuckle bubbled up. He hadn’t
laughed in a very long time. “I would have loved to have seen you
taking orders and mucking out stalls.”

“I am sure you would,” John
answered dryly.

Elizabeth cleared her throat and John
sighed deeply. “I also have another apology.”

What now? What else could
there be?

“I told Elizabeth about our
family.”

Clayton stiffened. Surely he didn’t
mention their other step-mother and first sister. That was a
scandal not to be mentioned ever. Nobody knew the woman had been
running away from her husband when they were killed.

“I told her I had two
brothers and one sister.”

“You have
three brothers.”

“I know. But, your last
words to me before I left were that I was dead to you. So, you were
dead to me.”

Clayton remembered yelling those words
at John as he marched out the door to go play in Europe. He
regretted them in the days to follow, not that he ever admitted it
to anyone. “I am sorry.”

“So am I.” John glanced at
his wife for but a moment before he focused back on Clay. “But, it
helped. When I wondered what the hell I was doing, during some of
the more dangerous times, I remembered your words, your tone, and
became angry again. I needed to prove to you, to Father and to
myself that I was not an incompetent, useless son.”

That is what Father had bellowed to
John’s retreating back that last day. If only they had known the
truth then.

“I am glad you are home, at
least for now.” In that he was sincere. Until this moment he had
not realized how much he missed having John around, even if they
didn’t get on well. But he couldn’t fault him for what he had been
doing. “Will you be staying in London? There is plenty of room
here.”

“No.” John shook his head.
“We will attend a few balls this week but then we are returning to
the country. Do you mind if we reside at Bentley Manor until we are
sent somewhere else?”

“You are welcome to stay
anywhere. It is your home as well.” A pang of disappointment struck
Clay. It would have been nice to have John and Elizabeth around for
a bit. Maybe now that they had both matured, and he knew the truth
of what his brother had been up to, their relationship wouldn’t be
so strained. Besides, this town home was quiet and lonely. Jordan
kept to his bachelor apartments, even though he could stay here,
and Matthew was traveling until his duties as a vicar in a new
parish begin.

“So, now that you are head
of the family, what are you going to do?”

Unfortunately, John reminded him of
the one problem still hanging over his head and one that needed to
be dealt with, if he could find the right person. “Find a wife, I
suppose.”

“Have you met the paragon
who will become your countess?” John asked with a grin.

The vision of the young woman who
bumped into him flashed through Clay’s mind. He could almost smell
her sweet scent. He blocked the image and concentrated on Lady
Anne. He already knew her character, or thought he did, and she was
everything he wanted. “I am considering courting Lady Anne
Houghton.”

“We made her acquaintance
earlier in the week.” John nodded. “She is lovely.”

Her appearance is not what mattered.
“She is quiet, dutiful to her parents and unassuming. Those are the
qualities I am looking for.”

John raised an eyebrow. He should have
known his younger brother wouldn’t understand. He had married a
spy. But, he also didn’t have the same responsibilities on his
shoulders. Clay couldn’t afford to follow his heart, if he even had
one any longer. No, he must decide on a wife the way he did when
making all decisions. What is best for the family and earldom is
the only thing that matters. And a woman who smelled of springtime
and laughed easily was not it.

 


 





Chapter 3

 


Clayton glanced down at Lady Anne and
tried to convince himself she would make the perfect wife. So far,
she had spoken only when spoken to or to answer a question. Her
eyes were fixed ahead as they walked through Hyde Park, gloved hand
resting lightly on his arm. Her appearance was perfection from her
golden curls, to the unblemished, porcelain complexion. Even the
wind today didn’t muss her hair, as if it didn’t dare touch her
lovely skin or rearrange a cascading curl.

What else could he ask her? They had
already discussed the weather, her favorite flavor of ice at
Gunter’s, and what books she read, which turned out to be none
since she left the schoolroom. “Are you enjoying this
Season?”

“Yes, thank you.” She
tilted her head and looked up at him. “And are you, Lord
Bentley?”

“I find it tiring,” Clay
admitted. “I much prefer the country, but Parliament requires me to
be here.”

Lady Anne nodded and fixed her gaze
forward.

He should be pleased. This is the type
of woman his father repeatedly told him to look for in a wife. But
surely he hadn’t meant the lady should lack all personality. His
step-mother, Rose, had all the qualities a gentleman could want but
she could also carry on a conversation. What would life in the
country be like with Lady Anne? Clayton inwardly groaned. Probably
As quiet as it is now.

But, he didn’t want a wife for
entertainment. He wanted Lady Anne because she would cause no
problems and knew her duty. Maybe when they knew each other well
enough she would converse more. He could only hope.

“Run, run! Yes, that is it!
The wind has it!”

Clayton turned toward the sound of a
woman’s voice. It was the lady who had bumped into him two nights
ago at the Pranth’s ball. He still hadn’t learned her name. She was
with a younger boy. A lad of about ten held the string of a kite
and was running toward him. The boy was so fixated on watching the
sky he didn’t pay attention to where he was going.

“Toby, watch out,” the
young woman cried and took off running toward them.

It was too late. Clayton barely had
time to move Lady Anne out of the way before the lad barreled into
him and almost knocking them both over. Clay steadied him with a
hand on his shoulders.

Large eyes, filled with fear looked up
at Clay. “I am very sorry, sir.”

The young woman rushed over and
stopped before them, her breasts rising and falling with each heavy
breath she took. “I am so very sorry, my lord.”

She glanced up and recognition dawned
on her face. Her brown eyes grew wide and all color left her face
with the exception of two bright spots remaining on her cheeks,
probably from the exertion of her sprint to catch the lad. Ladies
should not be running in the park, especially Hyde Park during the
fashionable hour, regardless of the reason.

The boy looked up at her. They must be
brother and sister. There were too many similarities from the same
eyes to the color of hair and apologetic tilt of their lips. “I
didn’t mean to run into him.”

The young woman put an arm around the
lad’s shoulders and bent to look him in the eye. “I know you
didn’t, but I did warn you to watch where you were going.” While
her tone was firm and chastising, it also held a warmth, love for
the boy.

The boy looked back up at him and the
young woman straightened. “I didn’t hurt you, did I, my
lord?”

As if the lad could. “No, but you
could have someone else, such as Lady Anne, had I not seen
you.”

His face turned scarlet and he glanced
to Clay’s companion. “I am very sorry, my lady. Please forgive
me.”

“I am unharmed.” She
sniffed and looked away.

“You look lovely today,
Lady Anne. I hope we haven’t ruined your stroll.” The woman greeted
cheerfully.

“Thank you, Miss Westin,”
Lady Anne responded in a cool tone.

Ah, so now he had a name at least.
Miss Hoyden would be more appropriate, however.

Lady Anne glanced past Miss Westin and
frowned. “Do you not have a nanny or nursemaid to see to the
children?”

Clay followed her line of vision.
Another boy, perhaps a year or two younger than the one with the
kite, stood not far away under a tree, watching them with a
wide-eyed expression. The coloring was the same so he must be
another relation.

Miss Westins cheeks turned a deeper
pink, but she smiled sweetly. “Not today.” She looked back at the
boy. “Besides, I enjoy spending time with my brothers.”

Lady Anne pursed her lips and didn’t
comment further.

The scene of Miss Westin encouraging
her brother reminded him of the days Adele played with him and his
brothers on the lawn. Clayton missed those parts of his youth. Life
was full of laughter and fun. Then she was gone.

The boy ran to retrieve the kite that
now lay on the ground.

“Might I suggest a place
further into the park where there are not so many pedestrians? I
would hate if someone was hurt.”

Miss Westin stiffened at his tone. He
hadn’t meant to sound harsh and why was it only she who brought out
this side of him?

“I am sorry to have
disturbed you. I will make sure the children are more careful.” She
looked away from him and nodded to Lady Anne. “Good day.” With that
Miss Westin turned and marched back to her siblings. A pang of
jealousy shot through Clay. It was good for the children to run and
have fun, just not amongst society. The last time he behaved like
that was the day before Adele walked out of his life. From that day
forward, as soon as he could sit in a chair again, his father had
kept him in the study, training him for his future, until Clay was
sent away to Eton for his formal education.

Clay placed Lady Anne’s hand back on
his arm and they continued on his stroll. The laughter from Miss
Westin and the children followed them until they were out of
earshot. He wanted to go join them. Forget about responsibility for
just a short time.

The thought froze him for a moment.
Women like that made gentlemen forget their duty. “What do you know
of Miss Westin? She is new to London, is she not?”

Lady Anne stiffened for a moment. Why
such a reaction? Was it disapproval?

“I understand that she is
Lord Stanhope’s granddaughter. She preferred to remain with her
family until her grandfather finally forced her to London so that
he could find her a husband.”

“Her parents are not with
her?”

“They are dead, I
believe.”

Clayton glanced back. Was Miss Westin
responsible for her siblings? Surely not. Stanhope probably took
care of the lot and it was about time Miss Westin did marry. She
had been left alone for far too long. If she had been trained to be
a proper lady, she wouldn’t be acting like such a hoyden
now.

 


  *

 


Of all the people to run into, why did
it have to be that lord of all people? She didn’t even know his
name, but certainly knew his face and disposition. Goodness, did
the man even know how to smile? Did he not know how to have fun? Of
course Toby should have watched where he was going and should not
have run into the gentleman. But really, what harm was done? Nobody
was hurt.

How dare he tell her to take them off
somewhere else. Both he and Lady Anne looked at them as if they
carried the plague. It was truly a shame because she had actually
liked the young women when introduced to her the evening before.
Quiet and shy, but Eleanor hadn’t realized how rigid. Those two
were perfect for each other. Their frowns even matched. Maybe one
day they would marry and produce many frowning children.

No they wouldn’t, because Lady Anne
wouldn’t be around her children. She would have nursemaids and
nannies.

Why was she so angry about something
so unimportant?

“Boys, we need to return to
the house.”

Together, the group turned and made
the long trek back to Cheapside. It was quite a distance, but she
couldn’t afford to pay for a hackney today and the boys didn’t seem
to mind.

Oh, why did she let that gentleman get
under her skin? She didn’t even know him so why should it matter if
he approved of her or not? Though unhappy with the encounter, at
least he hadn’t yelled at Toby, which would have been his right,
she supposed. Toby had practically run him over.

Eleanor shook the thoughts from her
mind when they arrived at the house. Why was she thinking about him
anyway? With any luck, they wouldn’t encounter each other
again.

Mrs. Hartley was just arriving when
Eleanor opened the door. The woman was a Godsend. .

Eleanor was so grateful to have met
the widow shortly after they arrived. Each evening Mrs. Hartley
came and stayed with the children until the morning. It served both
of their purposes. It allowed Mrs. Hartley to be away from her
brother-in-law, a detestable man who drank too much, and gave
Eleanor peace that the children were not alone.

Eleanor hugged each child individually
before moving onto the next. Their time together was always so
short. Today she had only been allowed three hours because her
grandmother had made further demands on her time. Oh, why couldn’t
she find a husband? All she wanted to do was take the children and
go home.

“When will you be back?”
Toby asked, his sad brown eyes looked up at her.

She caressed his cheek. “Tomorrow. And
we will find something fun to do.”

Ethan, the second brother, wrapped his
arms around her legs and squeezed. “I love you.”

Tears sprang to her eyes. “I love you
too.” She pulled away and squatted to look him in the eye. “Now you
be good for Leigh and Mrs. Hartley.

Ethan sniffed. “I will.”

Eleanor ruffled his hair. “Help Leigh
take care of Jamie, too.”

He smiled proudly and nodded his head.
Jamie was only two, the youngest, and even though Ethan was only
eight, he liked the idea that he was able to help and protect his
younger brother.”

With a heavy heart Eleanor walked to
the door. She hated leaving them. It was so unfair. While she
dressed in expensive gowns and attended balls and danced, her
siblings were shut up in this modest dwelling in Cheapside. Eleanor
was fairly certain she would not forgive her grandfather once she
was free of him. But, for the moment, and only until September, he
was her guardian, leaving her little choice. If they weren’t so
broke, near penniless, she would have never agreed to come to
London. But they could not go on as they had. She needed a rich
husband and she didn’t care who he was as long as her family could
remain with her.

 


  *

 


Clayton’s attention was drawn to the
door at the announcement of Lord and Lady Stanhope, and Miss
Westin. She looked radiant this evening with her mahogany tresses
curled gently around her head and a face that glowed with happiness
in the candlelight. She had more color than most debutants. Perhaps
it was because she played in the sun today without shading herself
with a parasol or hat. The light blue gown complimented her
complexion and hair, as well as her figure.

The next family to arrive was Lady
Anne and her parents. The young woman, while pretty in pink, paled
in comparison to Miss Westin. Why couldn’t Miss Westin possess the
demeanor of Lady Anne?

Clayton placed an empty glass on the
tray and made his way to Lady Anne’s side. If he did not claim a
dance now, they would all be taken. Gentleman always clamored to
her side the moment she stepped into the room, and for good reason.
Not only was she lovely, but her dowry would please any man. Not
that Clay needed funds. He was settled enough for this life and the
next generation. By the time he reached her side, the only
remaining dance was a quadrille toward the end of the evening. He
penciled his name in, bowed and turned away.

At that very moment, Miss Westin took
a step back, right onto his left booted foot. With a squeak she
moved away and turned.

“Do you ever watch where
you are going, Miss Westin?”

Color rose to her cheeks. “I am very
sorry, my lord.”

“You’ve met my
granddaughter?” Lord Stanhope inquired.

Clayton forced a pleasant
smile. “No, actually. We bumped into each other at a ball the other
evening.” Collided was a more apt
description.

Lord Stanhope looked between the two.
“Might I present my granddaughter, Miss Eleanor Westin. Eleanor,
this is Lord Bentley.”

She dropped to a quick curtsey and
Clay bowed. Eleanor? The name didn’t quite suit her. It was so
staid for someone with such energy.

“It is a pleasure to meet
you, Lord Bentley.”

“And you, Miss Westin,” he
returned.

He should excuse himself, but could
not make his feet move. What was it about this woman? He couldn’t
keep his eyes off her at the Pranth’s ball, nor last night. Then
today, after their encounter in the park, he spent far too much
time wondering about her and her younger brothers. Nothing good
could come from his interest, so why didn’t he just move
on.

“Might I see your dance
card?” Why was he asking her to dance? They were not suited so this
was simply a waste of time.

A curious frown marred her brow but
she held it out to him anyway. The first dance was not claimed and
he penciled in his name. Perhaps once he danced with Miss Westin he
could put her from his mind.

The strings began to tune in
preparation. Clay offered Miss Westin his arm and led her to the
dance floor. The perplexed look never left her face. Not that he
could blame her. He was perplexed as well. If any couple was ill
suited it was they.

They continued through the motions of
the quadrille not uttering a sound. Other couples were engaged in
animated conversation, Clay was thinking about what to do next. How
long should he court Lady Anne before asking for her hand? Were
there rules he was unaware of? It was a shame she wasn’t as lovely
as Miss Westin. But that glint in Miss Westin’s eyes, as if she
knew secrets no lady should know, made it impossible to consider
her for the position as his countess. He would not repeat his
father’s mistake with his second wife. The pain had been too hard
as a child and he refused to experience it as an adult.

“Are you always so somber,
Lord Bentley?” Miss Westin asked with a hint of humor in her
voice.

Startled, Westin looked down at her.
Such a tiny young woman and he wanted to pull her into the curve of
his arm and protect her from the world. “I prefer to think of
myself as serious.”

 


  *

 


Eleanor was bemused. Never had she met
anyone so stiff and foreboding in her life. Why she agreed to dance
with him she would never know, nor could she begin to guess why he
asked. The man clearly didn’t approve of her.

No, she did know why she agreed. He
was wealthy and titled, just the type of man she was looking for to
wed. But he would never do. He would never take to children as
rambunctious as her siblings. Just look at how he responded today
in the park.

Eleanor had watched Bentley since
their encounter that first night. He was a tall and imposing figure
amongst the crowd. It was impossible not to notice him. He was also
aloof and Eleanor saw him rarely dance, barely smile and never
laugh. It was a shame too. He was handsome enough when he frowned,
dark brows drawn over clear green brooding eyes. How much more
handsome would he be if he smiled? Instead, he preferred to stand
on balconies and look down on the crowd, lording over them as if
they were his minions. Why did Bentley even bother to ask her to
dance?

“Are you always so
seriously somber?” Eleanor couldn’t help but tease the man. Really,
what did he have to worry about? He was an Earl! A wealthy one at
that.

“I am always serious,” Lord
Westin replied. “It is a requirement necessitated by my
responsibilities to society.”

Eleanor fought the giggle bubbling up
her throat. He was so serious about being serious, as well as full
of his own self-importance. Really, the man was asking to be
brought down a peg or two.

“I understand where you
might find humor, Miss Westin. As a young woman, you do not have
the worries on your shoulders as one of my station.”

She almost laughed out loud. If only
he knew. “You know nothing of my circumstance, Lord Bentley. There
are a number of matters I take seriously. However, one must take
what joys life provides and embrace them.”

He arched an eyebrow and looked down
at her. “When you are older, you will hopefully realize that there
are more serious matters to consider than which ball gown one will
wear for the evening, which gentleman one will flirt with, or how
to find the wind for flying a kite.”

The smile fell from her face. He was
rude and arrogant. Add condescending as well. “I assure you, Lord
Bentley, I give little thought to my wardrobe and even less to who
I will encounter. Though you obviously have a very low opinion of
me, or perhaps it is all ladies in general, but there are matters
that I take very seriously and some weigh on my shoulders
constantly.”

A slight condescending smile graced
his lips for a moment. “If that were so, then those difficulties
must be easily put aside as you seem to find enjoyment easily
enough in frivolous pursuits.” The dance ended and he turned to
escort Eleanor back to her grandmother.

“Laughter is necessary in
the world we live in, Lord Westin. Without it, we would surely all
be reduced to tears,” Eleanor murmured just before they joined her
grandmother.

Lord Bentley bowed and took his leave
and Eleanor breathed a sigh of relief. What was he about? Did he
have no enjoyment in his life? It was rather sad,
actually.

So far this Season, her first and
probably only Season, was not going well. She had yet to meet a
candidate who would be a good husband, and also be willing to take
in her entire family. Of course, she hadn’t actually mentioned her
predicament to anyone, but a dance and a few moments of
conversation were usually enough. Bentley was the last person she
would ever consider, though she doubted he would even ask her to
dance again, or grace her with his presence.

If only Drake, Viscount Acker, were
here. He could instruct her on how to go about and could also
introduce her to the right candidates. He was her dearest friend
and would know how to help her.

But Drake wasn’t here. He was
traveling abroad, and Eleanor was unsure of his return. His mother,
Lady Acker, had introduced her to a few gentlemen, but they would
not do. Drake was the one who knew her and what she required. Lady
Acker would not even consider the practical, she was set on making
a love match and Eleanor didn’t have time for such
nonsense.

 


  *

 


Though Clayton didn’t wish to, he
found himself pondering Miss Westin’s words later that evening.
What the devil had she meant about laughter and tears? The woman
was deranged. Of course a lady would view all matters with emotion.
They didn’t have the capacity to view life, and world around them,
with objectivity.

Still, he admired her confidence and
candor. It was refreshing. The conversation wasn’t inane and
weather wasn’t mentioned once. Perhaps it was her age. Miss Westin
was older, by at least three years, than the average debutant, not
that he would be as crass as to ask. Why hadn’t her grandfather
presented her before? Until Miss Westin appeared this year, Clay
had no idea Lord Stanhope even had another granddaughter to marry
off.

It would be easy to get lost in her
soft brown eyes and forget about the demands of his station for a
few moments. But such lapses led to trouble. It had almost ruined
his father and Clayton vowed never to repeat that
mistake.

“What do you think of
Stanhope’s granddaughter?”

Clayton turned to find his brother,
Jordan, standing beside him, along with John.

“Interesting, I suppose.
Why?” Did Jordan have an interest in Miss Westin? His gut tightened
at the thought. Clay couldn’t understand why, unless it was out of
protection for his younger brother. That must be the
reason.

Jordan shrugged. “No reason. I’ve
rarely seen you dance at one of these functions.”

“I do need to think about
finding a wife,” Clay reminded him.

“Miss Westin?” John
grinned. “She is a lovely lady.”

“She won’t do,” Clay
insisted.

The two brothers looked at him
oddly.

“Too outspoken. Too
forward. I suspect she is just like Adele and that will never
do.”

His brother’s stiffened at the mention
of their father’s second wife.

Jordan simply shook his
head sadly and John muttered something about judgmental as he
wandered away. They didn’t understand. Their current, and last
step-mother, was a lovely woman, who never gave his father an ounce
of concern while he was alive. His brothers must not remember Adele
the way he did. His father was very clear about what traits to
avoid while looking for a bride. Remember
son, never marry a woman full of passion, who wants to dance and go
into society. You will never make them happy and they will make you
miserable in the end. A quiet woman who knows her place is the best
wife a man can have. If you want passion, get a
mistress.

But, knowing everything he did, why
was he still drawn to Eleanor Westin? Why did she intrigue him so,
regardless of the fact she would never do?

Jordan stood there studying him. “Do
you even know anything about Miss Westin or has she slighted you
somehow and you judged her without question, like father would
have?”

Being compared to their father didn’t
sit well with Clay. Yes, he had learned much from his father, but
that didn’t mean he wanted to be just like him. For one, he would
never take a switch to his children in a fit of rage.

Jordan lifted a glass of wine from the
tray a footman carried past. “Let me tell you what I
know.”

Jordan always knew the latest gossip.
Of course, Jordan also talked to people. He had the freedom of
doing as he pleased. The benefits of being the spare, and the
ladies adored him, old and young alike.

“When Miss Westin’s father
died, the youngest son of Stanhope, she and her mother retired to
the country. Eventually Miss Westin’s mother remarried and more
children were born. Unfortunately her step-father and mother passed
away, I believe I heard that it was three or four years ago. If
Miss Westin had it her way, she would still be in the country with
her family but as her guardian, Stanhope forced her to London to
find a husband.”

Admiration for Miss Westin sparked in
his chest and Clay turned to study the crowd until his eyes found
her.

Jordan came over to stand beside him.
“In fact, Miss Westin prefers the country.”

Prefers the
country. Perhaps he had been hasty in his
judgment of her after all. Just because she seemed happy, laughed
and ran through parks didn’t mean she would make a poor wife. And,
a woman who preferred to take care of younger siblings instead of
partaking in a Season spoke well of her character.

 


And, she was far more interesting and
prettier than Lady Anne. Perhaps he should reconsider the matter
and Miss Westin.

 





Chapter 4

 


They didn’t
die. Clayton re-read the papers he found
stashed in the back of his father’s desk in their London home. Why
had Father lied to them? Why hadn’t he simply said Adele took Julia
and left?

Sick dread filled him. If society knew
Adele still lived, or at least she had been alive three years ago,
then Father could not have married Rose Chambers a year after
Adele’s supposed death. And, even though the marriage had taken
place, with society looking on, it didn’t make Madeline any less a
bastard.

Clay tossed the papers on the desk and
leaned back. Nobody must ever learn, ever. This would crush Rose
and ruin Madeline. Neither deserved the consequences of what could
happen. As it was, Clay wasn’t even sure he would tell his
brothers, though he was curious as to their thoughts on the
matter.

No. He shook his head and stood before
he walked to the sideboard and poured a glass of whiskey. He needed
to figure out what he was going to do before he mentioned this to
anyone. He settled back behind the desk and reviewed the documents
and the ledger once again. Until six years ago his father had sent
funds to an address in Paris. Is that where Adele and Julia lived?
Did they live there now?

There was only one way to get his
answers. Clay stood and strode for the door. Higgins, the butler
appeared. “Send for the solicitor. I need to see him
immediately.”

Clay slammed the door before the man
could respond and returned to his desk. Too agitated to sit, he
paced the room. Why had father lied? What had become of Adele and
Julia? Where were they now? For years he had been torn between the
feelings of hatred and pain, because that woman had abandoned him,
taking his precious sister with him. Julia was supposed to be his
to protect and watch over. That had been his promise to her on the
day she was born. Then that woman ripped her out of his arms when
she was only two.

Clay pushed his fingers through his
hair. Of course, he now knew they were only humoring a child and he
could have no more protected Julia than a puppy, but at the time,
he took the responsibility with all the seriousness of any young
boy wanting to prove himself to his father.

At first he had been hurt by her
abandonment, betrayed. Over the years his feelings turned to
hatred, all fueled by his father. But, if his father had lied about
them being dead, what else had he lied about? According to Father,
Adele had everything a wife could hope for, but she was never
happy. Nothing could please her and it was her fault the family had
been torn apart. Resentment grew and that was all Clay felt
anymore.

He and Jordan had argued over Adele
for years until they agreed never to discuss it again. Jordan
insisted Clay was remembering wrong and that it was father who
drove Adele away. Was Jordan right? He rubbed his face, wishing his
father were alive simply so he could demand answers.

Father always insisted that he should
have never married Adele. He should have bedded her and left her
alone. It used to sicken him with how his father went on. When Clay
became aware of women, and the comfort and desire one could find in
their arms or between their legs, his father took him aside to
explain, and until he took his dying breath his father continued to
remind him that breeding and decorum mattered. A man marries a
comfortable, pleasant and agreeable woman. He loves and finds
pleasure with a passionate one. Lust is for a mistress and never a
wife. To mix the two will ruin a home.

Father’s passion and lust for Adele
had ruined their family and he would never forgive either of them
for that. Had there not been Julia, Clay may not have ever cared.
But from their ill-formed marriage, he had gained, then lost a
sister and that he lay at Adele’s feet. Had she kept to her place
all would be well.

Then again, if she had, he would have
never had Rose as a mother. There was no sweeter, kinder woman on
earth. And, he wouldn’t have gained another sister in
Madeline.

Rage rose within. He would find Adele
and make sure she never stepped foot in England again. He would not
have her ruining the life Rose and Madeline had in their family and
society. But first, he wanted answers. Why had father lied, and
what else had he kept from them?

 


  *

 


Eleanor burst through the
front door of the home her family resided in. An hour ago an urgent
message had come from Leigh. Benjamin has
spots. He was only five, and had been ill
for the past four days with a slight fever, cough and had
complained of achiness.

But spots? What if it was small pox?
People died from small pox and she could not loose
Benjamin.

She rushed up the stairs, past her
brothers and sisters and stopped beside Benjamin’s bed. His smile
was weak, but he smiled none-the-less. Eleanor placed a hand
against his brow. Poor Ben was warm, but not hot like one suffered
when extremely ill.

Eleanor didn’t see anything out of the
ordinary, other than a weak little boy with bloodshot eyes. Oh, she
should be staying here and taking care of him. Ben may have
recovered by now had she not be dancing the night away. “I don’t
see any bumps.” She pushed open the curtain to let sunlight in to
the room. Her brother scrunched his eyes closed, winced and turned
his head from the light.

“I am sorry, dearest.” She
quickly blocked out the light so Ben wasn’t further
disturbed.

“Look at his stomach and
back,” Leigh instructed from the doorway.

Eleanor pulled down the wool blanket
and lifted his dressing gown. His poor body was covered in a rash.
Is this what small pox looked like? She had never seen a case
before and when someone came down with it back home their mother
had kept them away from the family until they were well
again.

Mrs. Hartley came into the room. “I’ve
sent for the doctor.”

Oh, dear, a
doctor. He would charge her for the visit.
Did she have the funds? It didn’t matter. She would find them
somehow. Benjamin needed a doctor. “Do you think it is small
pox?”

Mrs. Hartley studied the boy. “Doesn’t
look like it to me.”

“Then what do you suppose
it is.”

“Measles.”

Eleanor jumped at the sound of an
older man. When had he come into the room? But there he stood at
the foot of Benjamin’s bed looking at him.

“Are you sure?” She had
measles as a child, but couldn’t remember anything other than
aching and itching. Eleanor was relieved and distraught at the same
time. Small pox was the more serious of the diseases, or so she
believed. Fewer people seemed to die of Measles, but they still
did.

The doctor stepped around her and went
about examining Ben from the top of his head to his toes. When he
was done he gently ruffled the boy’s head and straightened. “He is
a strong lad.”

That was good, wasn’t it? “Then it
isn’t measles?”

“No, it is.”

Her heart sank again and her eyes went
to her youngest sibling. “What can I do?”

“There isn’t much, I am
afraid. Keep the room dark and the boy comfortable. A mixture of a
grain of Dover’s Powder with a bit of syrup each night will help
him sleep comfortably.”

“And, he will be all
right?” Eleanor needed assurances.

The doctor gently smiled at her. “I
cannot give you that guarantee. But, his fever isn’t too hot and he
seems healthy. I think he has a better chance than most who have
survived the disease.”

Relief shot through her.

“Call me if he worsens.”
The doctor gathered his belongings.

“What do I owe you?”
Please, don’t let it be much.

The doctor looked to the older woman
who had been helping with the children. “If Mrs. Hartley would be
so kind as to bake me one of her cakes, that would be payment
enough.”

The woman blushed and looked down. “Of
course I would, Dr. Hubert, and you don’t need to use a sick child
as an excuse to get one.”

Eleanor wanted to laugh with relief.
She didn’t need to pay the doctor out of her precious, quickly
depleting funds and it looked as if Mrs. Hartley had a love
interest. Perhaps Mrs. Hartley would be able to move out of her
brother-in-law’s household soon. But not before they were gone,
hopefully. As selfish as it seemed, Eleanor needed to the woman to
be with the children.

The doctor followed Mrs. Hartley out
of the room and Eleanor turned to Leigh. “Do we have any Dover’s
Powder or syrup?”

Leigh shook her head. “We haven’t
needed it in years. I didn’t think to pack it.”

It is what she feared. “Very well, I
will run to the apothecary. Keep Ben comfortable and the other boys
away from him.” Leigh had also had measles as a child so neither
one of them should contract the disease again. The other boys had
not and she couldn’t risk all of them becoming ill.

Mrs. Hartley just closed the front
door after letting the doctor out when Eleanor came down the
stairs. “I need to go the apothecary.”

“I’ll stay with the
children.”

“You don’t have to…”

“Nonsense. Your grandfather
is going to require you to be home later, as you well
know.”

Eleanor’s heart squeezed. How could
she go about in society while her brother lay in bed above-stairs
with the measles? “I can’t. Not with—”

“—You can and you will,”
Mrs. Hartley interrupted. “First, he won’t give you a choice. And
second—” she opened the door, nearly pushing Eleanor outside, “—you
need to find a husband so you can be with those children all the
time.”

Mrs. Hartley was right. She hated
being away from them, especially now. But, she wouldn’t find a
husband and security for all of them if she remained by the bedside
of a sick child. It was unfair that she had to make the choice, but
there really wasn’t one. “I’ll be back shortly.”

  *

 


Clayton tooled the phaeton through
traffic, wishing he had his carriage, but he had allowed Jordan to
borrow it this morning. He had too much on his mind and wished he
had a driver so he could think about what needed to be done next.
An hour ago the solicitor had left after having confirmed that
Adele and Julia had resided in Paris, though they spent much of the
time traveling all over the continent. What they were doing and who
they were visiting were unknown. When the former Earl of Bentley
had written on Lady Julia’s eighteenth birthday, requesting the
girl return home, mother and daughter had disappeared.

What did his father think to
accomplish by bringing Julia home? Acknowledging her existence
would garner too much attention and far too many questions. What if
society learned Adele never died? Did his father wish to ruin Rose
and Madeline’s life because he wanted a daughter back he had not
seen in sixteen years?

“He wished to marry her off
to Lord Purlingham. The gentleman was looking for a wife and it
would have been advantageous to be linked to the viscount’s
family.”

Clayton’s stomach turned. Purlingham
was sixty-years-old, if a day. How could his father even think to
marry a girl of eighteen off to a man old enough to be her
grandfather? Had Julia returned, Clay wasn’t so certain he would
have allowed such a match.

Apparently his father had tried to
find his wife and child but had been unsuccessful. Purlingham
married another chit and successfully produced the heir he had been
waiting decades for.

Clay wasn’t about to give up so
easily. Until he knew the whereabouts of Adele, he could not rest
easy. What if one day the woman showed up in London and announced
who she was? That would be a scandal he did not want to face, nor
did he want Madeline or Rose to have to suffer. Decision made, Clay
drove to Bow Street with the intent of hiring a runner to
investigate. Instead of entering the building, he never moved from
the seat of his phaeton. What if he couldn’t trust them? What if
they weren’t discreet? One word said to the wrong person and the
family shame would make its way through society like a fire in a
barn full of hay.

He could only share this with someone
he completely trusted. Someone who had the skills to investigate.
Clay pulled back into drive and drove around without any real
direction trying to come up with a solution and finally settled on
John, his younger brother and spy. And he was also recently of
Paris. Maybe John had connections and could find Adele before
anyone learned the truth.

Traffic was heavy this afternoon and
Clayton pulled up on the reigns, waiting for the carts ahead to
move out of the way.

Glancing around at the many
pedestrians shopping, he saw her. What was Miss Westin doing here?
He looked for the Stanhope carriage, but did not see it parked
anywhere, nor did Miss Westin have a companion with her. At the
moment, she stood outside counting coins before she tossed them
into her reticule. Curiosity pulled at him and Clay drove the
phaeton to the curb, stopping before her.

“Good day, Miss Westin.” He
tipped his top hat when she looked up.

“Lord Bentley.” Surprise
lit her worried face and she looked around.

A boy came forward to hold the horses
and Clay jumped down and sauntered over to Miss Westin.

She was far from her grandfather’s
home in Mayfair. Clay read the sign above the door of the shop she
had just exited. An apothecary. “Is someone ill?” That would
explain her worried frown and near agitated state.

“My brother,” she answered
with haste. “If you will excuse me, I must get back to
him.”

Why was Miss Westin alone and why
hadn’t a servant been sent for the medicine?

“Let me drive
you?”

“No, that isn’t necessary.
It is not far.”

Not far?
It would take at least an hour for her to walk
back to Mayfair.

“Is your carriage close?”
Maybe it was out of sight. The streets were crowded
today.

“I do not have one,” she
answered. “Really, I must go.”

Clay placed a hand on her elbow when
she turned to walk away. “Let me drive you.”

She stopped and glanced up at him,
biting her lower lip. Why the concern? He had the phaeton and it
was perfectly acceptable to ride about in one unchaperoned. “No, it
is not necessary, but I thank you.”

Clay wouldn’t relinquish her arm. Miss
Westin was disturbed. Was her brother so gravely ill? “I
insist.”

She searched his eyes then sighed.
“Very well.”

Had he been so rude to her in the past
she did not wish to spend any time with him? He knew the answer in
his own mind before he finished the question.

Yes. He had been unfair to her, a
matter he wished to right. Clay assisted her into the seat and
tossed a few coins to the lad who held his horses before settling
in beside her. He pulled the phaeton into traffic toward
Mayfair.

“No,” Miss Westin objected.
“It is the other direction.”

“Pardon?”

“My siblings, they do not
live with my grandparents.” She glanced around. “Turn right at the
next corner.”

Clayton did as she requested. “Why, if
I may be so bold to ask?”

Her jaw hardened for a moment and he
wondered if she were going to answer. “Because they are no blood
relation to them,” she bit out.

“He does not help support
them?”

A bitter laugh came out. “Why should
he? No, they are my responsibility and nobody else’s.” Tears sprang
to her eyes and she quickly looked away. “I am sorry. It has been a
trying day.”

“Of course.”

She directed him to stop before a
modest two-story home in the heart of Cheapside, and hopped out of
the Phaeton before he could come around and assist her. That was no
action any lady should take and he was rewarded with a glimpse of
nicely turned ankles and a shapely calf. Clay hurried around and
met her at the stoop. “Thank you for giving me a lift.”

“Is there anything else I
can do? Summon a doctor perhaps.” Her vulnerability pulled at him.
She was too young to have the responsibility of a family without a
gentleman to see to their needs. For years he had not liked
Stanhope and his miserly ways. All the man cared about was his
position in society and that his peers were not over-burdened. He
gave little thought and no care to anyone he considered beneath
him. Apparently, Miss Westin’s siblings fell into that
category.

A grateful smile formed on her lips.
“A doctor has already seen him, but I thank you for the
offer.”

“I’ll come in and wait. You
shouldn’t return to Mayfair this late on your own.”

“That is very kind of you,
Lord Bentley, but it is not wise. Benjamin has the measles and I
would hate for you to become ill.”

Clay tried to remember if he ever had
that illness but could not recall. Miss Westin was right. It was
best that he wait out here.

“Thank you again for the
assistance.” Turning away from him she entered the humble abode and
closed the door.

He should return home but couldn’t
bring himself to leave. The evening was progressing and if Miss
Westin was determined to walk home tonight, it would be dark before
she was half-way there. London was much too dangerous for an
unaccompanied lady to walk about. His meeting with John would just
have to wait because he wasn’t leaving here without Miss
Westin.

 


 





Chapter 5

 


Eleanor did her best to make Ben
comfortable. He was tucked into bed and fell asleep shortly after
she had given him the Dover’s Powder.

“You should go,” Leigh
insisted.

“I can’t leave him. What if
something were to happen?”

“I will send word, I
promise,” Mrs. Hartley insisted. “If you stay, you risk angering
your grandfather, and you won’t find a husband sitting
here.”

Eleanor glanced back down at Benjamin.
He was resting peacefully. “It doesn’t seem right.”

“It isn’t right but you
have little choice. His lordship has given you none,” Mrs. Hartley
insisted angrily.

In that she was correct. Eleanor
needed to concentrate on finding a husband. Then she would never
need to leave the children again, if she found a husband who would
allow them in the home. Or, at least he would allow her to support
them, even if they could not live together. “Very well.” She picked
up her reticule. “Promise to send word if Benjamin worsens or
anything happens.”

“I promise.” Leigh hugged
her.

Eleanor trudged down the stairs and to
the front door. She would be late but didn’t care. Though she
didn’t relish walking through London in the dark, she had little
choice. Part of the funds she needed for the hackney were spent on
the Dover’s Powder, but she wouldn’t have denied Benjamin medicine
regardless.

She stepped outside to find Lord
Bentley leaning against the side of his Phaeton, waiting for her.
What was he still doing here? It was kind of him to render
assistance earlier, and she would have rejected it if she hadn’t
been in a hurry to get back. She never expected him to remain
waiting.

He came forward and offered his arm.
“I couldn’t let you take a hackney this late.”

“I was going to
walk.”

“All the more reason I am
glad I waited.” He assisted her up into the conveyance.

“It is very kind of you,
but unnecessary. I am sure you had other matters to attend to than
waiting for me.”

A smile pulled at his lips. She had
been right. He was far more handsome when he smiled.

“I could not leave you to
make it back to Mayfair on your own. It is far too
dangerous.”

This was a side of Lord Bentley she
had not seen. “Thank you.”

He clicked the reigns and pulled out
into the street. “Why don’t you have a maid with you?”

It was a reasonable question. A lady
wasn’t supposed to leave the house without one. “Because I have to
sneak away, if you must know.”

His head pivoted and an eyebrow shot
up. “Pardon?”

“I learned early on that if
I made my destination known, my grandparents came up with a reason
for me to remain with them. They don’t feel it is necessary for me
to visit my family as often as I do. So, I leave when I have the
chance. A lady’s maid would alert them before I could be
gone.”

Lord Bentley chuckled. “While I admire
your ingenuity, it is dangerous for a lady to go about alone in
London.”

“I do what I must,” Eleanor
bit out. She would not be censured. She didn’t care what risks she
took to see her family.

“How is your
brother?”

“Resting.” She glanced back
one more time to make sure Leigh or Mrs. Hartley were not coming
after her. “I hate to leave him.”

“Is it serious?” The
concern in his voice was almost her undoing, but Eleanor held tight
to her emotions.

“It seems to be a minor
case, but I will worry until he is on the mend.”

“If you wish to stay with
him I can take you back and deliver a note to your
grandfather.”

Oh, if only that were possible. “I am
not allowed. Grandfather insists I attend functions and reside
under his roof. He would be furious, if you must know.”

“If it is any consolation,
I’ve never liked your grandfather.”

Eleanor chuckled at the honesty.
“Neither do I. But, as he is my guardian, I am left with little
choice.”

“If you wish, I can bring
you by tomorrow, so you can check on him.”

The kindness was her undoing and tears
sprang to her eyes. “I should have let them stay in the country.
Benjamin wouldn’t be sick if I had.”

“Nonsense, Miss Westin. I
suspect you would have worried more, whether anyone became ill or
not.”

He spoke the truth. She would have
gone mad wondering how they were getting along without her. They’d
never gone a day without being with each other. She could not have
stood weeks of not being around them.

They arrived before her grandfather’s
townhouse. “About tomorrow—”

“That is very kind of you,”
Eleanor stopped him before he could finish. “But I never know when
I can get away. Some days it is a near impossibility and others,
the visits are early morning or late in the afternoon. I would not
have you disturbing your schedule to accommodate my uncertain
one.”

He simply nodded and she was surprised
the disappointment that came over her. What did she expect? Lord
Bentley was far too busy to wait around until she was free. Yet, it
was very kind of him to ask.

“Are you going out this
evening?”

“Yes,” she answered,
dreading the night ahead. “We are expected at the Hamilton’s
ball.”

He smiled. “Then I shall see you
there.”

 


  *

 


Eleanor closed her eyes and allowed
the cool breeze from the open windows to wash over her heated skin.
A headache was forming at the base of her skull, creeping up from
her neck and would soon spread throughout her head, or so she
feared. But, she couldn’t stand here with her eyes closed, wishing
everyone would go away, or that she could go home and be with Ben.
She would be at this event for a few more hours at least and she
would force herself through it.

Straightening she looked around at the
throng of people milling about between the dances. To her left, her
grandmother gossiped with her friends. To the right, a group of
gentlemen discussed the Health and Morals of Apprentices Act that
passed some ten years ago. While it was a good plan, there was
nothing in place to insure the employers followed the law.
Regardless, the topic was certainly more interesting than her
grandmother’s conversation. Eleanor took a step closer to listen.
Lord Bentley was part of the group and she was curious of his
opinions. Until this afternoon, she would have never considered him
a caring gentleman. But, he had assisted her when she sincerely
needed his help. Maybe she had misjudged him.

“While I agree that working
conditions still need improvement in a number of the textile
mills,” He glanced over and looked at her, a slight tilt to his
lips, “I fail to see the necessity of education.” Bentley
finished.

She pursed her lips
together and looked away. She was not part of the conversation and
should not eavesdrop, especially since it would most likely make
her angry. She should have known, despite his kindness today that
Bentley thought like most gentlemen of his class. They were
privileged and had no concept of what the poor faced each day. But
her grandmother was still gossiping and Eleanor couldn’t stand to
listen to another on dit
about some poor soul the ton had decided to fillet this
evening.

Without looking Eleanor continued to
listen to the gentlemen. She knew all too well that her own
siblings could face the same fate as so many others if she was not
successful in her goal. Besides, ladies did not participate in such
conversations, she had learned, especially at a societal event.
These gentlemen must feel truly passionate about their positions or
they would not even be discussing it in the ballroom. There was
rumor of a new bill being drafted to address what some perceived to
be weaknesses in an earlier Act.

“You do not agree, Miss
Westin?” Bentley asked.

Startled at being addressed, Eleanor
looked over at the group. All six gentlemen were looking at her.
Bentley watched her with an eyebrow raised in question.

“How can education harm
anyone, my lord?” She returned.

“What good is education of
the poor?” His lips quirked as if he found her question amusing.
“They will still work in the same factories, marry other workers
from the factories, and produce further workers for the factories.
Where is education needed?”

It was odd. He wasn’t being
condescending as she first believed, but almost debating her.
Gentlemen didn’t debate with ladies so what was he about? “Perhaps
some would prefer to better their lives.” Eleanor fought to keep
her tone conversational and careful of not letting him pull her
into this argument.

“Do you think it is
possible for the poor and common to rise above their
station?”

The man was pompous and
insufferable.

Or was he? “There are other venues for
the poor to make a living outside of the factories, my lord,” she
bit out. “Some may wish to live further out in the country, working
on farms, or in shops. An education would help them find a better
position that would not force them to be stuck in a dark, musty
building for twelve to sixteen hours a day.”

“While I admire your
forward thinking, where would the manufacturers be if all the
educated workers left for greener pastures? Who then would work in
the factories?”

“Are you being
intentionally obtuse, Lord Bentley?” She tilted her head to study
him. “Of course not everyone will take the opportunity provided
them. However, there will be some who wish for more, and who are we
to deny them?”

“There will always be poor,
Miss Westin. If only half of those educated chose greener pastures
then the poor in the country would increase and there would not be
enough work for everyone. Would you have the entire country suffer
as those in the city?”

Her face heated in anger but she tried
to keep her tone civil. “It has been ten years since the Act was
passed. As the poor in the city didn’t migrate to the country
immediately, I fail to see why it should be a concern
now.”

 


  *

 


He shouldn’t goad her, but what was he
to do? Her body was tense this evening and her face drawn. Of
course she worried about her brother, but there was nothing either
of them could do about it at the moment. Miss Westin stirred
something in him that he couldn’t understand. Never had a lady
argued with him, and Clay finally admitted to himself, he had
enjoyed this debate with Miss Westin. If anything, time with her
would never be dull, unlike Lady Anne. “Would you care for a stroll
about the room, Miss Westin?”

She straightened, a question on her
brow. It probably did seem rather odd to her since they just spent
the better part of fifteen minutes arguing.

“Go on, dear,” Lady
Stanhope insisted.

“Thank you, Lord Bentley.”
Miss Westin settled her hand on his sleeve and instead of strolling
the room they walked out into the cool evening. Others stood in
small groupings within view of the house. He led her down the
steps, further away. It wasn’t that he wished to risk her
reputation; he simply wanted to be away from the throng of people
for a short bit.

“I would like to apologize,
Miss Westin.”

Her head snapped up. “For what, Lord
Bentley?”

“Our first encounter.” He
bit back a smile. “It was my fault. I should have seen you and did
not.”

Her face flushed. “I should have also
been watching, not that I could see through the mass of
people.”

Clay chuckled. “As you said, you do
not have my height.” They stopped beside a tree, out of earshot of
others outside. “I was also terse in the park.”

“Tobias practically ran you
over,” she admitted with a shy smile. “He got carried
away.”

“He is a boy.” Clay
shrugged. “It happens.” At least it is allowed to happen to other
boys. Not for his childhood, however. While his brothers played at
pirates and knights on the estate, he had been holed up with his
father. It was no kind of childhood and he envied his brothers for
the freedom they had. Well, two of them had freedom, Jordan and
John. Poor Matthew had been made to study more than the rest and
Father insisted he achieve a pious attitude if he were to be a good
vicar. Did Matthew resent their father as much as he?

“We have found a smaller
park to play in, away from people.”

Clay sighed. “It is probably best
since most of society do not take well to careening
children.”

“So I’ve learned,” she
muttered under her breath, yet Clay heard her.

“I am not one of them.” He
felt the need to assure her.

She raised a brow and looked up as if
not believing him.

“As long as no innocent
bystanders are hurt,” he added. Had he not been there, Lady Anne
could have easily been knocked to the ground and injured. “Children
should be allowed to run, play, and yell. Heaven knows it isn’t
allowed when we are adults.” He leaned in to whisper. “Unless you
are a young woman chasing down a wayward brother flying a
kite.”

Heat radiated from her skin, but it
was too dark to tell if she was blushing.

“I should have considered
my actions in such a public place.”

“No harm was done, Miss
Westin.” He patted her hand. “And for the record, I believe
everyone should be allowed an education regardless of their place
in the world or economic status.”

Her chin came up and a sweet smile
spread across her full lips. What would it be like to kiss Miss
Westin?

“That is good to know, Lord
Bentley. Then I can assume you only wished to argue with me,
perhaps embarrass me before your friends.”

“Hardly, Miss Westin.” He
placed a hand over his heart. “If you must know, I was trying to
think of a way to converse with you, and you were
listening.”

She looked away and bit her lip. “I
had hoped not to be obvious.”

“You weren’t,” he turned
and continued walking further into the garden. “Only to me, but
that is because I can’t help myself but to watch you.”

She blinked in surprise.

“You are still worried
about your brother?” He asked in a quiet tone.

“Yes,” she
sighed.

“I thought as much when I
saw you standing, not really speaking with anyone.”

“So you chose to bring me
into your argument,” she demanded.

“Debate, Miss
Westin.”

She pursed her lips and he wanted
nothing more than to make them soften. Miss Westin should smile
often, but right now they were firm and she looked as if she were
trying to decide exactly what to say back. Instead of waiting, Clay
did the one thing he longed to do since bringing her out here. He
placed a finger under her chin and brought his lips to
hers.

Miss Westin stiffened, then relaxed.
After a moment she was returning the kiss. He should pull away and
escort her back into the house. He was not a man to kiss innocent
young women in gardens. That was Jordan’s job. Yet, he couldn’t
bring himself to make the break. Her lips were sweet, her scent
intoxicating. Snaking a hand around her waist he brought her close
to his body and traced the seam of her lips. She opened and he
plunged. Desire shot to his groin. He should have known it would be
like this. Unable to get her out of his mind, or keep from looking
at her at every venue, he knew her kiss would be delicious as he
anticipated.

A small hand came to his shoulder and
she clutched him tightly. He deepened the kiss and she allowed it.
His body heated and he throbbed with desire. He needed to stop this
now before he found himself ruining the woman. She had enough
worries without him adding to them.

Slowly he drew away and looked down at
her. Miss Westin’s eyes slowly opened and looked into his. They
widened and she gasped, stepping away from his embrace. “Whatever
came over me?”

He grinned. “Hopefully the same thing
that came over me.”

“Really, Lord Westin,
please don’t think poorly of me. I’ve, well, not, it is just that…”

He chuckled and placed her hand back
on his arm. “I understand.”

He should return her to the ballroom,
or at least to an area where there were more guests about.
Unfortunately, he could not enter a completely lit area until his
desire for her waned a bit. Not that he could explain his condition
to her. All Clay could do was walk slowly back and hope the
coolness of the night dampened his ardor.

 


  *

 


Eleanor fell back in her bed and
stared up at the canopy. This day was unlike anything she had ever
encountered. First Benjamin came down with the measles, and since
no messages had arrived, Eleanor could only assume he had not
worsened and prayed for a quick recovery.

Then there was the unexpected kindness
of Lord Bentley. Truly, she never thought he would be the type of
gentleman to help her out unexpectedly as he had. And then there
was that kiss. She rolled over and sighed. Such a kiss. She had
only been kissed once, and that was by Drake. His had been short
and left no emotion behind. Whereas Lord Bentley’s sent heat
flowing through her veins and longing throbbed deep in her belly.
She had never experienced anything like it before.

Why had he kissed her? It was so
unexpected. Until today, she was fairly certain he didn’t even like
her. What was he about? Did she want to know?

Yes.

He already knew of her family and had
still pulled her into conversation, walked with her in the garden,
and finally, had delivered the most delicious kiss anyone could
ever receive. Was he set on courting her or just being kind? Oh she
wished she knew, but it was too soon to get her hopes up. Just
because he showed her attention today did not mean he was
considering her for a more important position in his life. She must
just wait and see what the next few days would bring.

However, if he did want to kiss her
again, Eleanor was certain she would not object.

 


 





Chapter 6

 


Clay glanced up when John stepped into
the room. “Could you close the door?”

John did as asked and sauntered over
to the desk and took a seat. “I haven’t been summoned to this room
in a very long time. Pray tell, what have I done?”

Clay sat back. “Nothing that I am
aware of.”

John glanced around and grimaced and
Clay didn’t blame him. When in London this was where their father
worked, and the only time any of the boys were in here was to be
punished. The room did not hold pleasant memories, but he couldn’t
very well relocate the library, nor could he work in the sitting
room. “I threw out all of the switches and boards.” He
grinned.

“Thank goodness.” John
relaxed and looked back at Clay. “Is something on your
mind?”

“Do you still have contacts
in Paris?”

John sat forward and tilted his head.
“Why?”

Clay picked up the documents he had
found and handed them to John. While his brother read, Clay poured
each of them a cup of coffee. A few moments later John whistled.
“They never died?”

“No. I questioned the
solicitor.” He handed John a cup and relayed what he had
learned.

“Why do you want to find
them now?”

“What if Adele decides to
return? When society finds out she is not dead and there was no
divorce, then Rose’s marriage is invalidated and that would leave
Madeline a—.”

“Bastard,” John answered
for him and threw the documents on the desk. “This is just like
something Father would do.” He stood and began to pace. “To think,
we have a sister out there. Who knows what kind of life she has
had.”

“That isn’t the point,”
Clay argued.

“The hell it isn’t. I don’t
care about Adele, but I do care about a sister we thought was
dead.”

Clay should care about Julia too, but
all he could think of was the scandal and the harm to his
step-mother and Madeline.

“Did father think nobody
would ask questions if he had brought Julia back here?”

John’s agitation was rising. It was no
different than the reaction Clay has suffered upon learning the
news. He stopped in front of the desk again. “What did Jordan
say?”

“I haven’t told
him.”

“What?” John pushed his
fingers through his hair. “Our brothers have a right to
know.”

“I agree. I only just
learned of this two days ago and it has taken me that long to
become used to the idea.”

John sank back in the chair. “If I can
locate her in Paris, then what?”

Clay clenched his jaw, anticipating
that John would not like his decision. “I want to make sure she
stays out of London. Out of England. I will not have her ruining
Rose and Madeline’s life.”

“Agreed.”

Clay straightened. He had expected
John to want a reunion, for things to be made right within the
family.

“At least until Madeline is
married. It is a shame we can’t see Julia again, and see what type
of woman she became though.”

“She is probably married,
and possibly with children of her own. She would be four and twenty
now.”

John nodded. “Who knows what story
Adele told her. We shouldn’t upset her life either.”

“But, you will still try to
locate Adele.”

John grinned. “Consider it
done.”

 


  *

 


Eleanor straightened from Benjamin’s
bed. He was still feverish and complained of itching and achiness,
but there was nothing they could do. She and Mrs. Hartley tried to
make him as comfortable as possible and Eleanor slipped out when he
drifted off to sleep.

When she came down the stairs Mrs.
Hartley was peeking out through the curtains.

“Whatever are you watching
for?”

“I was seeing if that bloke
was out there again.” The woman grinned.

“You mean Lord
Bentley?”

“Who was he?” Leigh asked.
“He is so handsome and waited the longest time for you.”

What could she say about Lord Bentley?
She certainly couldn’t mention that kiss. Her face heated just
thinking about it. “I met him at a ball and he was kind enough to
assist me yesterday, that is all.”

Mrs. Hartley narrowed her eyes and
nodded her head. Goodness, that woman was far too
perceptive.

“Is he courting you?” Leigh
persisted in her questions.

“No, he is not.”

“But…”

“I wouldn’t mind if he did.
There, are you happy now?”

Leigh grinned widely. “I hope it is
so. Then we can all be together again.”

Tears sprang to Eleanor’s eyes. She
would like nothing better than for them to be all under the same
roof. She just wasn’t sure if it was going to be Lord Bentley who
put them there.

 


  *

 


Never one to make rash decisions,
Clayton continued to call on Lady Anne but the more he was in the
presence Miss Westin, the more he compared the two ladies. If
Father were picking his bride, it would be Lady Anne without
question, and the betrothal would already be announced. But, Father
was dead and Clay was the person who would need to live with the
woman for the rest of his life. No matter how many times he tried
to pull Lady Anne into a conversation on any topic, other than the
weather, plays or operas, she had nothing to say. Did she have no
opinions? And, if she uttered the words “If you believe so” one
more time he was going to break something. It was one thing to
marry a pleasant woman who was agreeable. But, he didn’t want a
wife that would simply accept what he told her.

Whereas with Miss Westin, she had far
too many opinions for one woman, but at least her conversations
were lively. And, she would bring joy to the household and their
children would not be ignored or regulated to the care of
nannies.

He couldn’t envision Miss Westin not
being involved with her children.

Clay also dwelled far too much on the
prospect of having her beneath him and enjoying the very activity
that would create children. He envisioned Miss Westin with her lips
parted in passion, nipples tight in arousal, thighs clutching his
hips, rising to meet him as he thrust, carrying them higher and
over the brink. While a man should not lust after his wife, he
should at least find the idea of bedding her palatable, shouldn’t
he?

From his place by an open door he
watched both ladies as they waltzed past with other partners. Yet,
wasn’t Lady Anne the type of woman he was supposed to marry so past
mistakes weren’t repeated? He turned and stalked out onto a balcony
and into the cool of the night and tried to envision a future with
Lady Anne. No demands, no arguments, no opinions. When he came to
her bed she would probably lay silent and still as he lifted her
gown and got the deed over with as quickly as possible, and praying
for an heir so it didn’t happen too often. He could not imagine in
an spark of passion from Lady Anne. The two times he attempted to
kiss her she had stiffened and turned her cheek. And, it wasn’t on
account of propriety, but Clay got the distinct impression she did
not want to be touched. Did he really want that for a
marriage?

Clay pivoted and looked into the
ballroom. No. He didn’t. His eyes strayed to Miss Westin. He
already desired her and knew that if they married, there was a
chance he would spend more time in her bed than out of it. That
would not do for a marriage, either.

Currently she was standing with
Jordan. He said something and she laughed. Jordan had an easy charm
and ladies were always falling in love with him. Clay’s gut
tightened. He didn’t want Miss Westin in love with his brother and
he most certainly did not want Jordan in love with Miss
Westin.

Why did Jordan have such an easy way
about him? Was it simply because he was a second son? Despite being
brothers only a year and a half apart, they had been raised
differently. Father concentrated on Clayton, making sure he knew
the importance of his future, the type of earl to be and the type
of woman to make his countess.

But, he wasn’t his father. Yet, did he
risk marrying a woman who had an easy laugh, who was happy and ran
in parks? A woman he lusted after?

No. He turned his back on the room and
stared out into the dark garden. There was a reason he needed to
marry someone who was sweet, kind and biddable. It was necessary
for his peace of mind and peace within the household.

Yet why was it Miss Westin who invaded
his dreams at night? He barely knew her, yet she was in his
thoughts when he least expected it.

Perhaps if he found a lady more
suitable to be his wife than Lady Anne, he could forget the hoyden
across the room. Yes. That was it. He simply needed to find a more
suitable lady. With those thoughts, Clayton returned to the
ballroom and began to look once again for the lady to become his
countess.

The perfect candidate stood not far
away. She wasn’t titled and came from a humble background. Clay
racked his brain for a name. Oh, yes, Miss Audrey Montgomery. She
was a lovely lady with golden hair and soft brown eyes. Her smile
was radiant and she was at ease with herself.

Clayton pulled away from the wall and
sauntered over for an introduction. She wasn’t as lovely as Miss
Westin, but prettier than Lady Anne. Her figure wasn’t as full as
Miss Westin, yet she wasn’t overly thin as Lady Anne. And, while
she wasn’t outgoing as the woman who plagued his thoughts, Miss
Montgomery did converse often, and outside of her chaperones
earshot. Yes, she seemed to just what he needed.

There were five other gentlemen in her
company at the moment and Clay begged an introduction from the
young woman’s uncle, Lord Everston.

She smiled shyly and dipped into a
curtsey. “It is an honor, Lord Bentley.”

Clay bowed. “Might I have a
dance?”

She held her dance card out to him and
Clay had it in his fingers but a moment before Jordan was at his
side, yanking it from his hands.

“Of all the nerve,” Miss
Montgomery hissed.

Jordan grinned, unrepentant and
penciled his name in the one and only dance left available, which
happened to be the last waltz of the evening. He grinned and handed
it back to Clay. “Sorry, old chap, she doesn’t have any dances left
for you.”

Clay arched a brow at his brother.
This was quite out of character for Jordan.

“I have no objection to
crossing out Mr. Trent’s name and adding yours, Lord Bentley.” She
shot Jordan a look that could kill. “Especially since I already
rejected Mr. Trent’s offer to dance earlier this
evening.”

Something was going on between these
two and Clay was not about to step into the middle. “I will leave
that honor to my brother, Miss Montgomery.”

“Brother?”

“My younger brother, who
apparently needs to still learn some manners.”

Jordan didn’t even flinch. Instead, he
executed a courtly bow to Miss Montgomery. “I will count the
minutes until we waltz.”

She gritted her teeth and forced a
smile.

Clay bowed and walked away, Jordan at
his side.

“Do me a favor,” Jordan
said low. “Cross Miss Montgomery off of your list of potential
wives.”

Clay looked at his brother. “You wish
her for yourself?”

A slight blush came to Jordan’s cheeks
and he glanced about. This was a very interesting turn of events.
He’d never seen his brother blush before.

“Truthfully, I don’t know.
The woman has practically cut me each time I’ve tried to dance or
talk to her. It is really quite disconcerting. I have no idea what
she has against me. She doesn’t even know me.”

“Perhaps your reputation
proceeds and she has already decided against you.”

Jordan stepped back rather affronted.
“That is not very fair, now is it?”

Clayton could only laugh. “Perhaps you
should change your ways if you wish for a respectable young lady
like Miss Montgomery to want your company.”

Jordan frowned. “I am not sure I wish
to go to that extreme.”

“Then perhaps you don’t
really desire a dance with Miss Montgomery.” Clayton turned on his
heel and walked away from his brother. Regardless of whether Jordan
got his dance or not, Clay would not approach Miss Montgomery
again. She may be a lovely lady and perhaps perfect for his
purpose, but Jordan had already set his sights on her and no lady
was worth the bother if she pitted brother against
brother.

But this also left him with
the problem of finding another lady whom he could consider for his
wife. As he scanned the room his eyes lit on Miss Westin once
again. Damn and blast. Why was she always where he did not want her to be, pulling
him to her as a bee to flower? He had to end this infatuation he
had with her or it would be his downfall.

Maybe he should simply make her not
like him. That should be simple enough. Then he could avoid her and
the danger she posed to his sanity and life.

  *

 


Eleanor tried not to frown when she
noted Lord Bentley walking toward her, a stern look upon his face.
The man was a conundrum. She used to believe that the Lord put
people in your life for a purpose. For the life of her, she could
not begin to understand what Lord Bentley’s purpose could be,
unless the Lord thought to provide her with irritation. First, he
was rude and pompous but lately it seemed as though he was courting
her, and was rather pleasant to be around. Yet, now he looked at
her as if would sooner bite her head off than dance. After his
short visit this afternoon, she had begun to anticipate a
courtship.

She quickly shook the thoughts away. A
walk around a ballroom, tea in the afternoon and a few dances did
not truly qualify as a courtship. If it did, then she was being
courted by almost a dozen men. Besides, he now bore a look that she
was the last person he wished to speak with.

His appearance alone did put her other
suitors to shame. Oh, they all were attractive enough. It was just
that Lord Bentley’s dark hair, green, penetrating eyes and strong
jaw added an essence the others lacked. Of course, it could also be
his height, broad shoulders and the ability to choose fabrics for
his coats that flattered his coloring. Eleanor shook herself again.
She was positive Bentley gave no thought to such frivolities of his
wardrobe. He paid servants to see to that unimportant task. She
just wished she could understand why she was attracted to him above
all others when he had the least pleasant personality. Not that he
was unlikeable, or at least not lately, but he certainly didn’t try
to charm, flirt or flatter. In fact, it would seem almost odd
coming from him.

He paused before her and bowed. “I
believe this is our dance, Miss Westin.”

She took his offered arm and allowed
him to lead her out with the other couples. Any warmth she had
glimpsed over the last two days was gone and he treated this moment
no differently than one would a business venture. Or, what she
assumed business ventures were like. They were at a ball. He should
be enjoying himself, not look as if he was about to partake in a
most distasteful act.

“Why are you so somber,
Lord Westin?”

“Probably the same reason
you are so frivolous. The difference in our gender,” he
countered.

Her lips had quirked with a smile.
“Oh, you see I don’t view everything in such a manner.” She
attempted to sound serious. “One certainly can’t consider you
frivolous. You take yourself much too seriously.”

She knew she risked angering him by
making such a statement but Eleanor was beyond caring and she
didn’t try and guard her words where Lord Bentley was concerned. He
was far too hard to understand with his constantly altering moods.
Besides, he had everything he could wish for in life, yet he found
no joy in his blessings. Yes, he had troubles she didn’t doubt. He
was a peer, with responsibilities that he took more seriously than
anyone else she had ever encountered. One of the few traits she did
admire in him.

Westin remained silent until the dance
ended and began to escort her back to Lady Stanhope. He stopped
halfway and turned to Eleanor. “I shall take my leave of you Miss
Westin.” With a nod of his head Lord Bentley turned and stalked
away.

Eleanor was left staring after him. He
was a waste of time and she refused to let him affect her further.
She would never understand that particular gentleman. His
personality changed with the wind.

 


  *

 


Clay rose early to ride in
the park with thoughts of Miss Westin forefront in his mind. He was
beyond rude last evening. Why did she bring out the worst in him?
Why couldn’t she be the same as all other ladies of the
ton seeking a husband,
one he could view with indifference? Why did she have to be
beautiful, intelligent and make him want things he knew better than
to want? Why did she have the power to make him long to taste her
lips again?

Knowing that he couldn’t be with her
angered him and the next thing he knew he was insulting the woman.
The more he wanted her, the more frustrated he became, and he ended
up biting the head off of anyone he spoke to. This was not the way
to go about. He needed to find a lady that he didn’t long to throw
on her back and have his way with every time he laid eyes on her.
Nor could he pursue a lady such as Lady Anne, who didn’t even tempt
him to kiss her, let alone toss up her skirts. He needed to find a
woman whom he could desire, but at the appropriate times and
locations, such as a bed chamber at night, and not in the middle of
a ballroom or the center of Hyde Park.

He should stay away from Miss Westin.
If this is how much she got under his skin when they barely knew
one another and had only shared one kiss, how much havoc would she
wreak on his life if he courted her, or worse, married her? That
would not do.

A man lusts after a
mistress, not his own wife. It ruins a marriage.
His father’s words continued to haunt him. But
Clayton paid heed to that advice. Of his father’s three marriages,
the two that were happy were marriages where his father had
not lost his heart, or
his sanity.

Clayton needed to break from Miss
Westin. If peace of mind was what he wanted in a marriage then Miss
Westin was the last woman he should marry. If only he could stop
wanting her. It would be easier to put her from his mind if she
didn’t visit his dreams each night.

Clay blew out a frustrated breath.
Lust. He lusted after Miss Westin and wanted her in his bed. The
only way he would earn that privilege is if he married
her.

 


  *

 


Eleanor gave the ballroom one last
glance as her grandmother oversaw the servants place candles and
flowers. For two weeks she had attended functions yet she had not
met one possible candidate. She refused to consider Lord Bentley as
a potential husband. He was far too hard to understand, and his
moods changed too quickly. She doubted the elusive gentleman she
should marry would be here tonight either. Suitors were not the
problem. They flocked to her house daily. The problem was none of
them, well, suited. Only Bentley added to her evenings. Drat that
man. He should simply disappear so she could concentrate on what
was important: finding a husband who would not drive her to
Bedlam.

Why was she attracted to him? None of
it made sense to her. She never had a clear idea on the type of
gentleman she would like to marry one day, but she was fairly
certain it wasn’t someone as staid as Bentley. So why did she wish
he would kiss her again?

A clocked chimed down the hall and
pulled her from her thoughts.

She raced out the door. She was in
such a hurry that she barely remembered her cloak. Eleanor
chastised herself all the way down the steps to the waiting
hackney. She should not have stopped to help with some of the
preparations for the ball. What would the children think? She saw
them very little as it was and guilt engulfed her for not being
with Benjamin through this illness. All she could hope for was
their forgiveness.

 


  *

 


Clay halted his horse when he saw the
lady of his thoughts emerge from her grandfather’s home. She
hurried to the corner and entered a common hackney. Had Benjamin
worsened? Had her other brother caught the disease? Clay should
just continue on, but he found himself trailing after the hackney.
Someone should be there if Miss Westin needed
assistance.

He had a tight schedule today which
didn’t involve following a young miss. It would be the first time
since he was ten and four that he dismissed his plans on a mere
whim. The last time he had done so he had received a rather
unpleasant beating from his father. Well, his father was no longer
alive and for the first time in a very long time Clay followed his
own desires.

Miss Westin had just paid the hackney
and walked toward the door when a boy of no more than two came
running out with his arms up to be held.

“Mama, mama,” he
cried.

Miss Westin stopped and leaned down to
pick him up, carefully balancing the packages. “Oh Jamie, you
mustn’t call me that,” she chastised and gave a quick glance around
to see if anyone was about before she entered the house.

Clay sat in the shadows, shocked rage
poured through his body. So, Miss Westin was a mother. An unwed
mother at that. He knew she wasn’t a widow. That status would have
been noted in society. It wasn’t possible the lad was another
brother. Jordan had said her parents died at least three years ago
and Clay would bet the horse he was sitting upon that the boy was
no older than two.

This enlightenment
certainly added a new perspective to matters. Obviously the lady
was no innocent. That being the case, perhaps he and Miss Westin
could come to an agreement pleasing to them both. Perhaps a
relationship of short duration would be just the thing to remove
her from his mind. Finally he would be able to deal with the lust
he had for her and set about finding a proper wife.

What bothered him most was the
admonishment to the child not to call her mother. She was no
different than Adele and he should have stuck with his original
judgment of her. His instincts had never been wrong before.
Regardless, it didn’t lessen the lust, which he could now
address.

 





Chapter 7

 


Eleanor was not enjoying herself
tonight. Far from it. She could still hear Jamie crying long after
she had returned to her grandfather’s home. He was too young to
understand why she should be gone so long, and so often, or that
she wasn’t his mother. She needed to find a husband soon. Tonight,
if at all possible. Who would have thought it could be so difficult
in London?

The laughter and heat finally drove
her to the garden for fresh air. It was unwise, which she knew, but
she couldn’t get Jamie’s tear streaked face out of her mind and
Benjamin’s fever still hadn’t completely broken. She should not be
here. She should be with her family and it was impossible to
pretend all was right with the world.

“Have your suitors finally
become too overwhelming, Miss Westin?” Lord Bentley asked from the
shadows.

Startled, she turned toward him. She
wanted to be alone and not knowing his mood, she wasn’t so certain
she wanted to be around Bentley at the moment. Eleanor turned to
leave but was brought up short when he stepped into the light of
the lamp. It wasn’t his presence that surprised Eleanor but the odd
quirk of his mouth that could almost resemble a smile. She had seen
it so rarely. And his eyes were a darker green than usual as he
watched her with an intensity the warmed her from the
inside.

“I confess I have too much
weighing on my mind to find much enjoyment this evening,” she said
evenly. What was he about? Was this another of his many moods she
had not yet seen?

“What brings you to London
now, may I ask? I would estimate your coming out should have been
some three or four years ago.”

Eleanor stiffened before she answered
“It was inconvenient, if not impossible. And not that it is any of
your concern. My introduction to society should have been five
years ago.”

Bentley looked at her oddly. Was he
trying to come up with a comment to remind her of her inferiority,
or was he going to be considerate and pleasant again? Regardless,
she lacked the patience for his ever changing personalities. “If
your mathematic skills are troubling you, I am four and twenty.
Practically on the shelf, I suppose.”

“Why come to London
now?”

“Why does any young,
unattached lady come to London during the Season?”

“A husband of course.” His
lips quirked.

“Not just any husband. A
wealthy husband.” Eleanor waited for his reaction.

His hands clasped her waist and he
drew her against his body. She could feel his breath on her cheek.
Memories of his kiss flooded her mind. Her pulse quickened in
anticipation. She flattened her hands against his chest. Before she
could ask what he was doing, his head swept down and kissed her
with a passion she never would have believed him capable
of.

Bentley lifted his head. “We both
desire and should not deny our attraction for each
other.”

Eleanor didn’t get a chance to comment
because his lips were on hers again. It was true. She did desire
him and his kiss did queer things to her body. How could such an
inconsistent and confusing man kiss so wonderfully? If she didn’t
end this soon she would be lost.

Bentley broke the kiss, yet pulled her
tight. It was impossible to be any closer. “Marriage is such a
permanent union. A woman of your charms could certainly appreciate
opportunities in other, rewarding relationships,” he whispered in
her ear, his cheek pressed against to hers.

What he was saying? This was all very
confusing. Eleanor pulled back to look at him. Lord Westin was
actually smiling. He was very handsome when he smiled. “Marriage
offers security a single state lacks.”

“Though the security is
temporary, other types of unions could be extremely profitable. I
doubt you would be alone long between relationships.” He bent to
kiss her nape. Shivers slid down her spine. It was impossible to
concentrate on what he was saying while her body succumbed to so
many delicious sensations. They were talking about marriage, but he
wasn’t offering. Her clouded memory tried to make sense of his
words. “How can there be any security in courtship?”

“Miss Westin,” Bentley
kissed the other side of her neck. “You and I both know I am not
proposing courtship.”

“You are not proposing
marriage either.” Eleanor looked into his green eyes. It was slowly
dawning on her what he was suggesting. She was too shocked to be
outraged.

“No, of course not.” His
lids dropped and seemed to focus on her lips. “However, I do desire
you with an intensity that surprises even me. You are free to name
your terms. When we tire of one another, I’ll give you a
substantial settlement and we will both go our separate
ways.”

“How dare you suggest…”
She trailed off not sure of the proper terms.

“I suggest because I know
you are not the innocent society believes you to be. You may be
able to fool them, but as you well know your husband would learn
the truth on your wedding night.”

She had never been so outraged or
insulted in her life. “Yes. He would,” she stated with all the
dignity she could muster.

“Then why don’t you save
yourself the pain and humiliation and agree my alternative has much
more promise.”

If she could get her hands freed she
would slap Lord Clayton Bentley. Instead, he bent and took her lips
once again before she could protest.

“Bentley, I demand an
explanation immediately for this display with my
granddaughter.”

Both Eleanor and Westin stiffened at
being caught. Bentley pulled away and turned to Stanhope. “Your
granddaughter and I were just discussing future events.”

“I should say there is
certainly a future to discuss and I expect you to present yourself
before me tomorrow at eleven. Is that understood?”

 


  *

 


Eleanor paced in the front parlor. She
couldn’t believe this was happening. Lord Bentley had what she
needed most. Financial security. He was the absolute last man she
could marry. Who was he to judge her, and whatever possessed him to
believe she wasn’t innocent?

Goodness! Even she knew, lacking the
basic understanding, that it took much more than a kiss to take
ones innocence. He had implied that she had already lain with a man
outside of wedlock. She should marry him out of spite, just to
prove him wrong. But she wanted more from a marriage. She didn’t
plan on, or even hope for love, but revenge and force would be
worse than any type of union.

As tempting as the wealth he brought,
Eleanor couldn’t go along with her grandfather’s plan to force a
marriage. Bentley didn’t like her and he had few redeeming
qualities. He probably wouldn’t even let her keep her family close.
To save them all from being miserable for the rest of their lives,
she would reject him. Surely the kiss in the garden hadn’t ruined
her so completely that another man wouldn’t offer.

 


  *

 


Clay rehearsed his speech over and
over in his mind. He had stepped into the very trap his father
warned of, and all because of lust. Now, he just needed to release
himself before they exchanged vows. On the other hand, what exactly
could Stanhope force? Even if Stanhope knew nothing of Miss
Westin’s child, all Clay needed to do was tell the man, then he
would see there was no need that the two marry to protect her
reputation. However, honor demanded that Clay not discredit her in
such a manner. He simply wanted to get out of this marriage and go
on his own way, and forget he ever met Miss Eleanor
Westin.

If she did not agree that they did not
suit he would threaten to expose the child. Even she knew that
would ruin her beyond all redemption, or she wouldn’t be hiding the
child, but it would also bring scandal to his name. He and his
father had fought for years to remain above reproach. The family
reputation was already in danger because of Adele, and Jordan
skirted propriety more than he cared to count. Clay didn’t need to
add further damage and needed to bring this potential betrothal to
quiet end.

As he suspected, Miss Westin waited
for him. Clay had expected a triumphant smile as she thought she
was getting a wealthy husband. Instead her worried features greeted
him. He dismissed her concerns from his mind and decided to forgo
pleasantries as well. “We should discuss your grandfather’s
probable plans.”

“Yes, we should.” Miss
Westin remained in the center of the room where she had been when
he arrived.

“You know I had no wish to
marry. I told you as much last night.”

“Before you insulted me,”
she finished for him.

“I only spoke the truth.
There is no use in denying it.”

“What truth?” She asked him
in a raised voice.

“I know of Jamie. The boy
who calls you mama.” Clay wanted to waste no more time with her
denials of lost innocence.

Her expression changed to surprise and
confusion. “Jamie? What do you know of Jamie?”

“That you are his mother.
Having never been wed, the simple evidence of a child puts your
virtue in question.”

Her face brightened, nostrils flared
and her chin went up. “How dare you insult me or Jamie in such a
manner!”

Clay grew impatient. Her overemotional
state was irritating. The task was distasteful enough as it was.
“How much?”

“How much for
what?”

“How much to end this
farce. My honor and family name prohibit me from ruining you in the
eyes of the ton.
I also wish to avoid a scandal.”

All color now drained from her face
and Miss Westin sank into a chair. She bit her lip and studied him.
Clay was pleased he had taken her off guard and waited for the
answer to show how mercenary she truly was.

“How much are you willing
to pay to rid yourself of me?” She asked in a hateful
tone.

“Ten thousand pounds.” It
was approximately half the amount he anticipated spending on a
mistress. He would have needed to find her a townhome, horses, a
carriage at her disposal, servants, wardrobe and jewelry. The cost
could have actually run much higher. Instead of buying pleasure he
would purchase a scandal free existence. His father would have
approved.

Miss Westin fell back in her chair.
There was a look of pure astonishment on her face.

“I would also ask that you
leave London. I am not sure if anyone knows what occurred last
night but your departure will silent the gossipmongers, especially
if your grandfather offers a reasonable explanation.”

For several moments Miss Westin didn’t
move or speak. She only stared at him, her mouth slightly agape as
if in shock. He was certain this was not what she had expected, but
it was the best alternative. He hoped she saw it that way as well.
After a moment she stood and approached. Her hand held out to him.
“I accept your terms on the condition you never mention Jamie to
anyone.”

Clay nodded his head. He had been
prepared to bargain higher but she gave in quickly enough. Now this
distasteful business was behind them. “My solicitor will be by this
afternoon.”

 


  *

 


With that he left the house and
Eleanor sank onto the settee. She couldn’t believe what had just
happened. At first she had been angered and intended to set him
free on principal.

That was before he had so strongly
insulted her once again. Fate had turned out differently and she
needed the funds. How did he learn about Jamie? Jamie hadn’t been
in the park nor had Bentley come into the home where her family
resided. And, how in the world had he jumped to the conclusion that
Jamie was her son?

Was it wrong to take the
money? What if no one knew and I swore never to tell a soul of the
kiss? But grandfather knows and he demanded Bentley do the right
thing. With the funds, I can leave London and return with my family
to the country.

Surely she had heard incorrectly. That
sum would clear their debt and leave a bit to live on for a short
time, if she were frugal.

Though Eleanor now detested Lord
Bentley more than ever before, at this moment she could also kiss
him. He had just solved all her problems and she didn’t even have
to enter into a loveless marriage to obtain what she
needed.

A smile pulled at her lips and she
jumped up to go to her room and pack. She and her family would
return home as soon as Benjamin was well enough to travel. Besides,
her grandparents would be glad to see her go. Grandfather already
complained the Season had not worked out as he planned and the
thought of Bentley in the family made his stomach churn.

 


 





Chapter 8

 


July, 1813

 


The last three months had been the
most peaceful Eleanor had known in a very long time. The debts of
her stepfather were paid and the remainder of the funds from
Bentley were set aside for the future. Most of the new London
clothing had been remade into more suitable dresses. A few gowns
were held back in the event she found herself at another societal
gathering, though few such entertainments occurred in Monmouth.
Several of the ball gowns that she had not worn were purchased by
the local dressmaker along with the matching shoes. All in all
their financial troubles seemed to be behind them.

Yet, Eleanor did not alter how they
lived. She still took in mending to put food on the table so she
wouldn’t have to touch their savings. Leigh cleaned the vicarage
and taught the younger children in the village on Sunday
afternoons. Eleanor also continued with piano lessons two
afternoons a week. The earning were enough to see to the family’s
needs, especially now that the debt was no longer a
concern.

The only mar in her life were her
dreams, or perhaps better put, nightmares. Why did Lord Bentley’s
face continue to appear when in her dreams? She wished she could
put the man from her mind awake and asleep.

 


  *

 


Clay thought that when Miss Westin
left London he would soon forget her. Such had not been the case.
She appeared in his thoughts when he least expected it and too
often in his dreams at night. This obsession was not something he
had any experience with. He was too disciplined in his work and to
his title that nothing should ever interfere with his schedule.
Yet, this young lady possessed him somehow. Lady Anne had seemed
even duller after Miss Westin left and Clay completely gave up
considering her for a wife. And as much as he tried, not one lady
made him want to even think about marriage, let alone courtship.
So, the Season ended without a betrothal and he returned to his
country estate.

He had been positive he would forget
her there, yet Miss Westin followed him regardless of how involved
he was with estate business. Why? He couldn’t begin to guess. He
knew her for what she was; a conniving young woman set to trap a
rich gentleman into marriage before he knew what was
happening

Hadn’t she taken his money quickly
enough?

Still, he was attracted to
her, still lusted after her and there appeared to be no escape.
Perhaps if he could locate her, enjoy the charms, his obsession
would come to an end and he could once again put his mind to
finding a proper wife. It was that reason he had returned to London only a
month after he had left. The loneliness of the country drove him
insane along with his unreasonable obsession. Clay hoped something
in London would distract him. There certainly had to be more
charming and agreeable ladies available. How could he desire a
woman who was so conniving?

“Bentley, can I believe my
eyes? Who would have thought you would be in London after the
Season ended?”

The laughing voice brought Clay from
his brooding thoughts and he turned his head to see who was
addressing him. A genuine smile broke on his lips and Clay stood to
greet his long-time friend. “Acker, it is good to see
you.”

“It is good to be home.”
Viscount Acker settled into a chair across from Clay.

“Did you enjoy your
travels?”

“I am not fond of the sea,”
Acker groaned before ordering a drink.

“When did you
return?”

“Almost a week ago. I am
leaving for the country tomorrow. Mother is finally allowing me to
go but doesn’t care to join me.”

“Why should she? Lady
Acker’s friends are here and from what I observe, still thick as
thieves.”

“I didn’t know you would be
in London. Or I would have sent the invitation to your
townhouse.”

“What
invitation?”

“I am having a house party,
beginning in a week.”

“You only just returned?”
Acker had never been one to throw a party.

“Yes, I know.” He laughed.
“I found myself missing my friends while I was away.”

Clay mulled over the idea. A house
party in the country might be exactly what he needed.

“Why don’t you join me now?
We can get caught up before the others join us.”

“Leave
tomorrow?”

Acker laughed. “Oh, I had forgotten
your rigid schedule. I do hope you can get away in a few days
however.”

Clay studied him. In truth, his
schedule was open, another problem he lay at the feet of Miss
Eleanor Westin. Because of her haunting, he had accomplished little
over the last weeks and failed to plan for anything. This, of
course, explained his presence in Boodles’ this afternoon.
“Actually Acker, I am entirely free. What time shall we
leave?”

Acker’s mouth dropped open in
surprise. “Mother said I have changed. Apparently, I am not the
only one.”

 


  *

 


Clay had forgotten how long the trip
from London could be, but glad he had come.

He had enjoyed a peaceful nights rest
in one of Acker’s many guest chambers. Besides, he had intended on
making a trip to this county to check on one of his mills. He would
be able to do that while staying with his friend. Acker talked of
his travels and kept Clay’s mind occupied during their long ride
and he found he hardly thought of Miss Westin at all. A complete
change of scene at an estate he had not visited before, was exactly
what he needed to bring his life back in focus. He lifted a cup of
tea and looked down. In fact, the breakfast before him was the most
delicious meal he had eaten in weeks. Yes, this was exactly what he
had needed.

“I am going to ride after
breakfast. Care to join me?” Acker offered

The thought of riding across the
valleys he had seen sounded pleasurable indeed. “Yes, I
would.”

“I will be making one
visit.”

“Oh, to whom?

 


“Someone I have missed very
much.” Acker smiled.

Clay’s lips quirked. A lady? “Perhaps
I shouldn’t intrude on your reunion.”

Acker laughed. “A lady, yes, but not
the type you infer. This particular lady happens to be a very dear
friend.”

Clay had forgotten Acker had a female
friend and couldn’t for the life of him recall her name. That
wasn’t what led him to accompany Acker. It was the unbelievable
thought that a gentleman and a lady could be close friends, and
only friends

Clay was too cynical to believe in the
possibility so he had to see it for himself.

The ride lasted only five minutes
before Acker turned down a shaded drive. Behind the trees stood a
two story home in sad need of repair. Flowers grew in front and he
could see a stable to the side. Acker dismounted and paused to
listen before he turned and smiled at Clay. “She is in the back.
Come and meet Elle.”

He reluctantly followed. Elle, yes
that was the name he had forgotten. He rounded the house to view
the lady himself and stopped. Eleanor. She hadn’t noticed either of
them as she was intent on hanging laundry on a line strung from the
stable to a tree at the corner of the house. Clay stepped back into
the shadows.

Acker was so focused on seeing her
that he didn’t even notice that his friend did not follow. “Elle,”
he called when he was close enough for her to hear.

Miss Westin had been bent over the
basket when she heard her name. She glanced up and stilled
momentarily before a smile formed on her face. She dropped the wet
laundry and ran to Acker. “Drake, you’re home.”

Clay watched Miss Westin embrace
Acker, who hugged her close, lifted and twirled her around before
setting her back on the around. Such familiarity had him wondering
if Acker was Jamie’s father.

“How have you been?” Acker
finally asked. “I’ve missed you.”

Miss Westin’s smile was bright. “I’ve
been well.” She hugged him again. “Oh, it is so good to see
you.”

“Mama?” A child pulled on
her skirt. Still smiling, she looked down and picked Jamie
up.

“Ah, Jamie.” Acker
grinned.

Did Acker father
Jamie?

Acker studied the lad. “He is the very
image of James.”

Miss Westin’s smile faltered. “Yes, he
is.”

It was a relief to know Acker hadn’t
fathered the child. If he had, then Clay’s own pursuit of the lady
would have been impossible. Besides, now that he had found her, he
had no wish to hide away. This first meeting would be awkward, but
the sooner they got past it the quicker they could come to an
understanding.

“Elle, I have a friend with
me.” Acker stepped aside for Clay.

All color drained from Miss Westin’s
face. “Lord Bentley.” Her tone could have frozen the sun. She
curtseyed before him stiffly and awkwardly since she was still
holding Jamie.

“Miss Westin,” Clay
returned, bowing to her.

Acker glanced between them. “I see you
two are acquainted.”

“It is hardly worth
mentioning.” Miss Westin placed Jamie on the ground and spoke to
the child. “Go inside, Jamie.”

The child happily ran off and Miss
Westin stood to face the gentlemen.

“I remember each of our
encounters quite clearly,” Clay offered.

“I didn’t say they were not
recalled, simply that they were of no significance.”

It was clear that she did not care for
him. Or perhaps she was still angry. He would have to go a long way
in softening her opinion of him if he was to finally put an end to
his desire for her.

“Obviously you didn’t make
a favorable impression on my friend, Bentley?” Acker attempted to
lighten the mood.

Miss Westin didn’t give him a chance
to reply. “I am surprised you would have such an ill-humored
friend, Drake.”

“As you will recall, Miss
Westin, serious was the correct description.”

She raised an eyebrow in surprise. He
hadn’t taken the bait to insult her once again. “Ah yes. Forgive
me.” She smiled and turned her attention to Acker. “Please forgive
me for not having time to visit.” She walked over to the laundry
and picked up the basket. “I have a number of frivolous pursuits to
attend to.” Turning on her heal, Miss Westin marched into the house
and slammed the door behind her.

Acker looked at Clayton oddly.
“Frivolous?”

Clay groaned. “I believe I called her
frivolous on more than one occasion.” He well understood the insult
now. The lady was not as she had appeared in London. Either she was
mistress of this modest home with no servants for help or she was
one of the servants. On that account he had been wrong. If this was
her life prior to and subsequent London then he could well
understand her gaiety at the balls and routs. Still, it didn’t
change the fact that she was not the innocent, privileged woman she
had presented to society.

Why did her grandfather allow her to
live in this manner? He knew Stanhope stored every quid, but even
these living conditions were a bit much for him. And, why didn’t
she live with her grandfather. When her family resided in modest
dwellings in London, he assumed they all resided in better
accommodations in the country. Stanhope should at least see that
his granddaughter wasn’t living in a place about to crumble about
her ears. Had Stanhope learned of the child and sent her
packing?

Despite her circumstances, Acker
thought highly of Miss Westin, had known her for years, and Clay
would have to tread carefully if he were to woo her into becoming
his mistress.

 


 





Chapter 9

 


Eleanor leaned her back against the
door, dropped the basket at her feet and let the tears fall. For so
long she had waited for Drake to come home. She needed to confide
in him and ask his advice. Now Bentley had ruined even that for
her. Was there no end to that man’s interference in her life? She
had thought to leave him behind in London. Oh, she had tried but
the miserable man had haunted her even here, before his physical
appearance. She knew his character too well, insultingly well,
which kept her contempt for him alive. It was good she felt this
way or she would still be reliving the kiss and his strong hands on
her waist. How could she enjoy the physical so well when she
disliked the man so very much?

It was much later in the afternoon
when Drake returned. Eleanor was kneading bread when he appeared in
her kitchen doorway. She offered him a sad smile. “I am so sorry
for my behavior earlier.”

Drake walked into the kitchen and
settled at the table as he had done so many times in the past. She
long ago gave up trying to make him visit with her in the parlor,
over tea and cakes, as was expected when a titled neighbor came to
call. “I’ll forget the incident if you explain your reaction to
Bentley. Somehow I don’t think insignificant encounters justify the
greetings I witnessed.”

Just the thought of the man had Elle
kneading the dough harder than necessary.

“Why don’t you let me do
that, Elle,” Leigh offered as she came in the room. “I’m sure you
and Lord Acker would like to visit.”

Drake glanced to the younger sister
and gave her a grateful smile, which she returned before bending
and giving him a hug. “We are all glad you have
returned.”

Once they were settled outside Eleanor
began to relax. “Why didn’t you bring Lord Judgment with
you?”

Drake barked out laughter. “He really
got under your skin didn’t he?”

“I have never been so
insulted by anyone in my life.”

Drake reached over and grabbed he
hand. “Tell me all. Leave nothing out.”

So, Elle told him everything. It was
painless until she got to the part involving Jamie. “I don’t know
how he learned of Jamie, but however he did, Lord Advocate didn’t
bother to learn the facts.”

“How so?”

“He assumed Jamie is my
son.”

“Didn’t you explain the
truth?” Drake asked.

Elle took a deep breath. “At first I
didn’t understand what he believed. That night in the garden, he
alluded to, very properly, that my lack of virtue made it
impossible to marry anyone in society.”

Drake stiffened.

“He did however offer a
more, temporary, yet lucrative choice.”

Drake stood and yelled, “He wanted you
to be his mistress?”

“Shush, the children will
overhear,” Elle admonished.

“I’m sorry.” Drake lowered
his voice and settled back in his set. “Did you at least explain
why that was not an option?”

Eleanor simply shrugged her shoulders.
“I wasn’t exactly given a chance. He had been kissing me, and I am
embarrassed to say that my mind was a bit muddled. I didn’t
understand what he was suggesting right away.”

Drake leaned forward. “Let me
understand this. You were at a ball, at your grandfather’s home, in
the garden with dozens of people about?”

“Yes, of course none were
around us at that moment.” Why was this detail so important to
Drake?

“Go on. What happened
next?”

“Grandfather found us and
demanded Lord Insolent do the right thing.”

Drake’s lips quirked.

“Anyway, by the following
morning the impact of what had occurred hit me full
force.”

“I don’t doubt
that.”

“I was prepared to release
him from any obligation. It wasn’t right that he should be stuck
with me for life because of a silly kiss. It wasn’t as if I were
truly ruined.”

“Was it just a silly kiss?”
Drake asked with meaning.

Eleanor’s face heated and she quickly
moved on with her story. “Before I could release him with dignity,
Lord Presumptuous began telling me how he knew of my son and how he
didn’t wish to be linked with scandal. Before I recovered from my
sudden motherhood, Lord Affluent offered me ten thousand pounds to
leave London and not force a betrothal.”

“You took the money.” Drake
laughed.

“Of course I did. If Lord
Morality deemed it necessary to get rid of me without possessing
all of the facts then why shouldn’t I profit from the encounter.”
Elle defended. “Besides, Lord Solomon could afford it and it was
more than enough to pay off my step-father’s debts, which was my
only reason for being in that horrific town in the first
place.”

“You could have pushed for
marriage. Bentley would have gone through with it.” Drake
suggested.

“I was partly
tempted.”

“Revenge?” He asked with a
smile.

Eleanor returned the smile, not able
to help herself. “I would dearly love to have revenge, but his
money was better.”

Drake barked out laughter before he
reached over and captured her hand. “Elle, I could help you solve
all your problems.”

She smiled at him softly. “Thank you,
but my answer remains no. Marriage between us would be a disaster
and I cannot accept charity from anyone. My family is my
responsibility.”

“Still, I had to
ask.”

“I know. Now you can rest
easy knowing you tried to set a wrong right.” How many times had
they had this same conversation? At least a dozen after her mother
died and before he had decided to travel. Drake hadn’t believed a
marriage between them would be so bad but she was wiser in pointing
out their feelings for the other. In order to prove her wrong Drake
had actually kissed her once. That had been a miserable failure
that provided no pleasure for either of them. It was more awkward
than anything else

“Why don’t you tell Bentley
the truth about Jamie?”

Elle shook her head. “He doesn’t
deserve the truth since he didn’t bother to seek it in the first
place.”

“There are reasons he may
have formed the decision he did, Elle. I have known him since we
were at Eton.”

“It makes no difference and
I would ask you tell him nothing. He has judged me so let his
verdict stand. I don’t care one way or the other what he thinks of
me.”

“Very well, but I think you
are wrong.”

 


  *

 


Adam Culver joined Drake and Clay that
evening for a game of billiards. He was another close friend of
Drakes’ that Clay had not met.

He was much younger. The man couldn’t
have been above twenty years. Clayton wanted to broach the subject
of Miss Westin to Drake, but struggled to find the words and ask
the delicate questions. And he certainly could not do that now with
Culver present.

“Have you been to see Elle
since your return?”

Acker picked up his glass and Clayton
aimed his cue.

“Yes, this
afternoon.”

He missed. Had Acker gone back after
they left? What had she told him?

Acker picked up the cue for his
turn.

“Hasn’t Jamie grown?”
Culver asked and Acker missed the cue ball.

Clay looked at Culver oddly. Was he
the father? The coloring was right and it was possible there was a
small resemblance. “Is Jamie a relation to you?” Clay
asked.

Culver was quick to answer. “My
nephew, actually. I am his only adult living male relative and feel
it is my duty to see to his care,” the young man announced in a
tone that was an odd combination of pride and
depression.

Clay altered his opinion of Miss
Westin, slightly. With the father deceased there was no one to
stand in his way. Could it be possible that she had fallen in love,
anticipated the vows then her beloved killed? It was plausible.
Still, the fact that she would act in such a manner spoke of her
character. A true lady of breeding waited for her wedding night
regardless of temptation.

It was Clay’s turn again and he set
the cue to strike.

“Did you ask her to marry
you again, Acker?”

Clay missed once more. What was wrong
with him? He usually was an excellent player, as was Acker. He
simply needed to concentrate more. But how could he when Miss
Westin was the topic of conversation and what was this about Acker
marrying Miss Westin? If Acker was interested, then he would
surrender. No lady was worth ruining a friendship over, yet it
galled him to have to give her up just yet.

Acker picked up his cue. “She turned
me down, again.”

Clay straightened. “You have asked
Miss Westin for her hand in marriage, on more than one
occasion?”

Acker looked up and met his eyes.
“Yes.”

Culver laughed and refilled his glass.
“Acker has offered marriage more times than I can count. It is the
only way he can help relieve the financial burden she is under
since Elle is too proud to take money.”

Acker missed his own shot.

She didn’t hesitate to take
mine. Clay approached the table for his
turn. “Why did she turn you down?”

“We wouldn’t suit.” Acker
answered simply. “Our mothers were cousins and they visited often.
Despite the age difference while growing up, Elle and I formed a
close bond.” He looked over at Clay. “I am very protective of
her.”

Clay missed his shot again.

Acker landed the ball in the pocket.
Rarely had Acker beat him at this game, but tonight he just might,
for Clay couldn’t concentrate. Not while learning these interesting
facts about Miss Westin. Acker missed his next shot and muttered a
curse under his breath.

“Did she tell you of her
Season in London?” Culver asked.

Clay connected with the cue ball, but
with enough force to send it flying from the table. He was
beginning to wish Culver would leave. If he hadn’t hoped for
information regarding Miss Westin he would quit the
game.

Acker lined up his shot. After sinking
the ball he looked up and directly at Clay. “Yes. She revealed a
number of interesting stories this afternoon.”

“I say, good shot Acker.”
Culver applauded.

The next shot Acker missed and once
again relinquished the table to Clay.

“It appears her grandfather
released some of her inheritance.” Culver continued to make
conversation.

Acker had to walk past Clay and looked
him dead in the eye. “Is that how she came into the
funds?”

Culver shrugged. “It was what we all
assumed, not that anyone would ask of course.”

Clay barely bothered trying on his
next shot. The game was lost and apparently Miss Westin had told
all to Acker. How soon before the man confronted him? Perhaps he
should leave the room now and pack his bags, or ready his pistol.
Without bothering to take his turn, Clay laid the stick on the
table. “This game is lost. Why don’t you challenge
Culver?”

Culver eagerly took up the opportunity
and Clay stood back while Acker methodically and intentionally lost
three games to Culver. When Culver took his winnings and left, Clay
had to ask. “Why did you throw the games?”

“He feels he should
contribute to Jamie’s upbringing.”

“He supports the child with
gambling?”

“Rushing to judgment,
Bentley?” Acker’s voice was cold and Clay was reminded that his
friend was angry.

“Excuse me. Perhaps an
explanation would help me understand.”

Acker sighed and refilled their
glasses. “Culver is impoverished, to put it mildly. Elle has an
idea that times are difficult but not the truth of the
matter.”

Clay nodded his head in
understanding.

“Elle will accept help from
Culver because he is an uncle, but not charity from me. Culver has
no funds to help so we play billiards, or cards, until Culver has
won a modest amount to give to Elle.”

“Why the ruse? Why not
simply give it to the man?”

“So Culver can look Elle in
the eye and tell her he had a run of good luck.”

The men lapsed into silence. Clay was
reluctant to broach the subject of Acker’s conversation with Miss
Westin but, he also didn’t like things being left
unsaid.

“You have turned into your
father,” Acker accused after a moment.

It was no secret Acker had disliked
the former Lord Bentley, but Acker didn’t understand his father’s
motives. “Is that what you believe?”

“From where I stand it is
fairly clear. Everything was black and white to your father. It
appears to be the same for you.”

Clay refused to go on the defense.
“The facts speak for themselves. Even you should be able to
understand my position.”

Acker stood silently for a moment and
looked down at him. “Where Elle is concerned the area is grey. I
had half a mind to call you out for the insulting offer you made
but that would only upset Elle. I would ask, however, that perhaps
you should try actually learning about her before judging so
harshly.”

“I don’t feel I’ve been
harsh.” Clay defended himself.

Acker studied Clay and then walked to
the put the cue away before going to the door. “The world is grey
my friend and it is time you started looking beyond the obstacles
your father set before you.” With that, Acker quit the
room.

Clay wasn’t sure what to make of the
man’s words. He had expected Acker to ask him to leave or call him
out. Not his odd conversation.

 





Chapter 10

 


Eleanor glanced up from weeding the
kitchen garden to find Drake walking toward her. What was he doing
here? Didn’t he have guests arriving soon?

“I really think you should
tell him the truth.”

She stiffened. “Why?”

“Because I think he has a
right to know.”

Eleanor stood and brushed the dirt
from her hands. “He has a right to nothing. He judged me without
facts, and based only on assumption.”

Drake grinned at her. “I can see you
are still angry.”

Eleanor threw up her hands. “Of
course, I am still angry. My virtue has never been brought into
question before.”

Drake stepped forward and grabbed one
of her hands. “All the more reason to tell him the
truth.”

“Why? What would it
change?”

“For one, he would feel
horrible,” he said with a devilish smile.

Eleanor jerked her hand
back and went about gathering the dying weeds recently yanked from
the garden plot. “I don’t care about that. Besides what could come
of it now? Either he would demand the money back, which I cannot
pay,” she said over her shoulder. “Or, he would feel honor bound to
marry me, which would never do. I couldn’t imagine being married to
a man like him. He is so narrow minded, judgmental,
condescending.”

“Fine.” Drake blew out an
exacerbated breath.

“And, you won’t tell him
either.” Her eyes bore into his.

“I promise, but could you
do me a favor?’

She hitched an eyebrow at him and
crossed her arms over her chest.

“I just want you to be nice
to Bentley when you see him.”

She narrowed her eyes at Drake. He was
asking a lot of her.

“You don’t know him like I
do.”

“Nor am I sure I care
to.”

“If you would just tell him
the truth about Jamie things could be different.”

“A man who rushes to
judgment as quickly as he doesn’t deserve the truth.”

“There is something else
going on, but I can’t figure it out.”

“Don’t waste your time.
That gentleman has more moods than a chameleon has colors. I am
still surprised you are friends with someone like him.”

Sadness reflected in Drake’s eyes. “He
may be a wealthy lord, but it has not been easy for him. You have
made him act out of character. I think his heart may be
thawing.”

“Hah.”

“I know he insulted you
terribly and as your friend I should call him out.”

Eleanor stiffened. “No. Don’t do
something so foolish.” The thought of Drake facing Bentley in the
dawn on some green lawn somewhere sent terror through her veins.
She would die if something happened to Drake on account of her.
And, she didn’t want Bentley shot either. As much as she resented
him for his insult, he didn’t deserve to die. And, she could tell
him the truth. But it still galled her that he jumped to
conclusions without asking questions. Until he asked directly, she
wasn’t about to enlighten him.

“Had he kissed you before
that night?”

Eleanor’s face heated, remembering
their first encounter. She had hoped for Bentley then.

“Your blush is enough of an
answer.” Drake grinned. “Bentley has never kissed a
woman.”

Eleanor snorted.

“He has never kissed an
unattached miss in a public venue.” Drake emphasized. “He is too
controlled. The fact that he kissed you, twice, is interesting in
itself.”

“How so?” Did she want to
know? Oh, why was she even curious? He was a dreadful man and she
wanted nothing to do with him.

“He likes you more than he
wishes and it has upset the balance of his well-organized
life.”

“Oh, Drake, you always want
to see the best in people.”

His face hardened. “No, you don’t want
him to know the truth about you and there are things about him you
don’t know either. His father was a difficult man and very hard on
Bentley. Just give him another chance, or at least just be nice
until the week is over.”

Eleanor studied Drake. If he was
asking this of her, even after Bentley had insulted her, there was
something more to the man. Not that she cared, but she would do as
Drake asked. It was only for a few days and then that man would be
gone.

 


  *

 


“Elle has agreed to join
the festivities this week.”

Clay glanced up from his seat when
Acker walked in the room.

“She has promised not to
gouge your eyes out.”

Clayton grinned. This was perfect. He
would make amends and then see if they couldn’t come to some
agreement. Not that he would mention his plans to Acker. Despite
her fall from virtue, Acker still thought highly of Miss
Westin.

“You must promise me not to
insult her again. She means a great deal to me and I would hate to
have our friendship ruined as well.”

So, if he managed to get Miss Westin
into his bed, he could lose one of the few true friends he had. Was
bedding Miss Westin worth the risk? He studied Acker. What the man
didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. Clay was fairly certain, despite how
close the two were, that Miss Westin would not tell Acker of any
arrangement she and Clay made. “I will be on my best
behavior.”

“I want you to also
promise, or admit that you may have misjudged her.”

Bentley arched an eyebrow.

“Maybe ask her about her
family instead of jumping to conclusions.”

What was there to ask? The child is
two and Miss Westins mother died some three years ago. Surely they
weren’t trying to pass the boy off as another brother? “I will
speak with Miss Westin.” He would woo her like he had never wooed a
lady before. Not that he had any experience in such a matter. Now
he wished he would have paid more attention to Jordan. He had an
easy way with ladies and Clayton needed some of that skill if he
was going to make things right with Miss Westin so that they could
come to a mutually satisfactory agreement.

 


  *

 


Eleanor stared at her reflection, glad
that she had given into Leigh on this one count. Had she followed
her own prerogative she would have nothing to wear to the
festivities at Acker Hall. When Eleanor had been prepared to remake
or sell all of her London wardrobe it was Leigh who had insisted
she hold some gowns back, just in case. Eleanor had hated the waste
but was now glad for it. That left her with only one difficulty to
overcome.

How she allowed Drake to talk her into
this madness she didn’t know. Nevertheless, after their discussion
a few days earlier she had promised to be nice to Lord Bentley. She
doubted her opinion would be altered but Drake had asked it of her
and she wasn’t about to be the one who spoiled the festivities.
Lord Glum could do that all on his own.

The guests were milling about on the
grounds when Eleanor arrived. Acker escorted her about and
introduced her. Most she had met in London and was enjoying
becoming reacquainted with. That was until Lord Bentley approached
and asked her to accompany him on a stroll through the gardens. Her
first instinct was to reject him but before she could utter a word,
Acker squeezed her elbow reminding her of her blasted
promise.

Once they were away from the others,
Bentley spoke. “I would ask that we begin anew, Miss
Westin.”

She looked up at him
skeptically.

He hurried to continue. “I regret any
insult in London.”

“Any or every?” She was not
going to make the apology any easier for him.

“I judged your character
without getting to know you. I would like to repair that
error.”

“Why?” She wasn’t sure she
trusted his motives.

“Because Acker thinks
highly of you and I value his opinion.”

Elle’s lips quirked. “Did Drake make
you promise to be nice as he did me?”

Bentley returned her smile. “No. He
made me promise not to insult you again.”

Eleanor turned to face forward. “I
see.”

He stopped, causing Elle to halt as
well and look up at him. “Because Acker thinks so highly of you,
and I came to like you in London. I would like to know you better
and hope to alter your opinion of me as well.”

She should tell him that she had only
promised to be nice but Drake did consider this man a friend.
Probably one of Bentley’s few redeeming qualities. She owed it to
Acker to get to know the man. “Very well, for Drake’s
sake.”

Eleanor and Lord Bentley spent no more
time talking that day, much to Elle’s relief. She had promised to
be nice but that didn’t mean she had to go out of her way to seek
the man out. In fact, spending time with Bentley was the very last
thing she wanted to do. It wasn’t her dislike for the man that was
the problem. It was her attraction, despite how she felt about him
that bothered her most. How could she like a man who had insulted
her so deeply, and made such improper advances? It was because of
those dratted kisses. She had thought that with time she would
forget or at least get over them. Unfortunately, it was not to be
because the moment he offered her his arm, Eleanor’s heart had
begun to pound. Even when she was coolly speaking to him, her mind
was recalling how his lips, hands and body next to hers had felt.
Thank goodness no one could read her thoughts, especially Bentley,
or he would believe her to be the wanton he had accused her of
being.

 


  *

 


Clay felt he had finally made positive
strides with Miss Westin that first day of Acker’s party. Though
cool, if not frosty in her address, she had still agreed to allow
them to become better acquainted. There was nothing he would rather
do either.

The feel of her lips upon his was
branded into his mind and how well she fit against him. However,
for the moment it was probably best not to dwell on the aspect of
her soft form. Why torture himself unduly until she agreed to be
his mistress?

First, he would chop away
at the wall she had erected, in self-preservation no doubt. Not
that he could blame her. He had been judgmental and rude in London.
Her fall from virtue was no excuse for him to treat her with any
less respect. It wasn’t as if she were a member of the demimonde.
If that were the case her grandfather would never have introduced
her into society. No, Bentley was beginning to suspect that Miss
Westin had probably made one mistake in trusting the wrong man. The
result was a tarnished reputation and Jamie. Both had unbelievably
been kept a secret from the ton,
which was a remarkable feat in itself.

Everything he had come to learn about
the lady herself, including the connection with his own good
friend, had Clay intrigued. She had an inner strength one rarely
saw in one of her gender and station and he was sincerely anxious
to know her better. It would make their future relationship all the
more enjoyable. Furthermore, the devotion to her family was
unquestionable. It was a shame she wasn’t a virtuous
lady.

She may have made a wonderful countess
and brought warmth back into Bentley Manor. Not that Rose and
Madeline didn’t bring their share, but it wasn’t the happy place he
remembered from childhood and the older he became the more he
wanted it back.

 


  *

 


Clay had been standing at the back of
the parlor, speaking to acquaintances yet facing the door so he
wouldn’t miss her arrival. A small smile formed on his lips when
she stepped into the room. Her mahogany hair was pulled up and
behind her head and misbehaving curls framed her face. Today she
wore a creamy yellow dress that complimented her rosy complexion.
Miss Westin was also determined, if her ramrod spine and defiant
tilt of her chin were any indication. Oh, she had a lively smile
for those who greeted her but Clay knew invisible armor had been
donned and he hoped he was the reason. If so, then her
consideration of him was moving along more quickly than he had
dreamed. Or, she dreaded speaking with him, her hate running deeper
than he feared. Either way, he would soften her toward
him.

Slowly, so as not to be obvious of his
intentions, Clayton circled the room until he nonchalantly appeared
at her side. If possible, Miss Westin stiffened more at his
approach.

The group of guests were readying
themselves for a walk to the lake where the servants would provide
a picnic luncheon. Those who were adventurous intended to take the
boats out.

“Good afternoon, Miss
Westin.”

Her smile was tight and he suspected
she clenched her teeth as well. He lifted her hand. “You look
lovely today.” He bent and kissed the back. Miss Westin snatched
her hand away so quickly one would have thought he bit her. Had she
pulled back any quicker, Miss Westin would have been cutting him
direct but Clay didn’t mind. The fact that physical contact with
him, no matter how innocent, affected her spoke volumes. He smiled
politely, ignoring her rude actions, knowing triumph was in the
near future.

If anyone noticed the overly quick
withdrawal of her hand, no one said a word though an eyebrow or two
seemed to raise. Clay could read the speculation behind those
experienced with society and its rules. They were now probably
speculating as to the curious relationship between himself and Miss
Westin. He had danced with her often before her disappearance and
the guests at Acker’s home were the type who would remember that
detail. Though Clay hated to be the source of gossip, this served
his purpose. Not one of the gentlemen would approach her with
intentions if they believed he had staked a claim.

They didn’t need to know he wasn’t
pursuing her for marriage. It would serve no purpose if her
reputation was damaged. If they knew what he knew, they wouldn’t
consider her as a potential wife either.

 


  *

 


Eleanor wasn’t sure exactly how it
occurred, but she soon found herself quite alone in a small boat
rowing around the lake with Bentley. Of course it was Bentley who
rowed, smiling at Eleanor while she remained beneath her parasol,
far from reclining. She half believed Drake set them up, given the
odd smile on his face as he pushed them off, apologizing that the
remaining boat could hold only two.

“I believe he is determined
we become friends.” Bentley rowed further into the lake and away
from the other boats.

“It is what I suspected as
well.” Eleanor stared past him and not at his broad shoulders and
arms as they strained to row.

She couldn’t help but admire the
material stretched over his arms. She shifted her eyes back to lake
beyond him.

“I am rather glad for the
opportunity to speak in private. I would like to apologize for my
error in judgment.”

This statement brought Eleanor alert.
Had he found out the truth after all? “Which truth might that be,
Lord Westin?”

He grinned at her. “For calling you
frivolous.”

“What makes you believe
that I am not?” She asked with narrowed eyes.

“I did witness you hanging
laundry, did I not?”

Most other young ladies would have
been embarrassed but Eleanor was not ashamed of the way she and her
family lived, or that her day consisted of several domestic duties
that would be performed by servants in the homes of the rest of
Drake’s guests. “An impoverished person can’t be frivolous?” She
lifted her eyebrow with the question and bit back a
smile.

“No, I am sure they can be.
It appears you are not however. I judged you wrongly in
London.”

“I am sure that I was the
only single lady of my age who had a house and family to return to
and take care of.” She wasn’t going to make his apology easy,
especially since he still believed Jamie was her son.

“I, in turn, misled you as
well.”

“But I never misled you,
Lord Bentley. You assumed all on your own.” Eleanor smiled sweetly.
Bentley slightly colored. Had she embarrassed him? How delightful.
She didn’t think it was possible.

“I did intentionally
mislead you and would like to rectify the matter.”

“Let me guess, you are not
nearly as somber as you would have others believe.” Eleanor
couldn’t help herself for she had never seen him truly
uncomfortable and she was going to enjoy every moment.

“No, Miss Westin.” Bentley
frowned at her. “I am a most somber and serious gentleman, I can
assure you.” If his lips hadn’t slightly quirked at the end of his
statement she might have believed him. Perhaps Lord Bentley wasn’t
as bad as she believed. After all, he had formed an opinion based
on what she had shown in society. He too could be hiding his true
personality from society as well. Was it worth pondering
though?

“Then pray, tell me. What
did you mislead me on?” She leaned forward, elbows upon her knees
as if he was about the make the largest revelation she had ever
before heard.

Instead of answering, Bentley brought
the boat into a shallow cove where willow tree branches brushed the
water’s surface. Stepping out, he held out a hand to assist Eleanor
before pulling the boat onto the grass further. He then offered her
his arm. Eleanor simply raised an eyebrow. Had she been wrong about
him? Bentley had intentionally rowed away from the others and now
they were virtually alone on this small strip of beach and she
began to have misgivings. What was he about?

His eyebrow seemed to arch higher, as
if daring her to take his elbow so they could walk. Was he testing
her somehow, to see if she was the fallen woman he believed her to
be? Not that it mattered. It wasn’t as if she was ever going to
marry anyway so what could it hurt? Placing her hand on his sleeve
they turned to walk along the shore of the lake. They were quite
out in the open. Any one of the other boats could go by at any time
and would see that nothing untoward was occurring.

“I admired your opinions
and straightforwardness in our arguments in London,” he
stated.

Eleanor wasn’t expecting the
compliment.

“No one has ever spoken to
me the way you did,” he continued.

Elle looked up at him
skeptically.

“Did you know your eyes
darkened, a small frown would play between your eyes and your
cheeks would heighten in color each time you were displeased,
especially when we debated education of the poor?”

“I did not.”

“You are quite lovely in
your anger, Miss Westin.”

“I am so pleased you found
enjoyment in baiting me.” Her tone turned icy. Two compliments. She
would not let him sway her.

“See, even now you are not
trusting me and I know that look of indignation too
well.”

“Why are you telling me
this?” Eleanor turned to look straight ahead so he couldn’t see the
emotions in her eyes.

“Because I don’t wish for
you to think me the ogre I appeared to be in London.”

“Ha. I find that hard to
believe as you played the part so well.” Eleanor retorted, pleased
with her reply.

“I told you I own two
separate mills.”

She turned to look at him this time.
“Yes.” She recalled well his opinions on how workers were to be
treated.

“I bought them a few years
ago. The first thing I did was add more windows, and several other
improvements for safety.”

“How do I know you are
telling me the truth?” She asked, not really trusting him and not
sure of his motives for telling her this.

“I would be happy to give
you a tour. It is only a short ride from here.”

“In the
country?”

“Yes. The air is better
quality and we don’t have to ship the raw wool as far. I would like
to show it to you so you can see that I am telling the
truth.”

“Perhaps.” Would he offer
if it weren’t true?

“Only male orphans work in
the mill.”

“Do you not wish to employ
female orphans?” He couldn’t be that good.

“Yes, of course I do, but
they work in the kitchens and laundry.” Westin shrugged. “Our work
days are ten hours long and only five on Saturday.”

“Why only Saturday?” Elle
wished she wasn’t so interested. She did not want to be interested
in anything he had to say.

“Orphan boys should have
play time as well as any other boy, don’t you think?” He looked
down at her.

“And the girls?” Perhaps
they weren’t given an opportunity to play.

“They are free Saturday
mornings, while the boys are working. They return to work when it
is time to get the evening meal, about the time the boys are
released from their chores.”

“Ah.” Elle stated. “You
wish to keep them separated.”

“Not at all.” Bentley
insisted. “It just works best this way.”

“What of education?” She
had to ask

“They are all required to
attend church services on Sunday. Only illness is an excuse to be
absent. Then, they spend the rest of the day in study.”

“I admire your forward
thinking, Lord Bentley. If more lords thought as you, life would be
better for many.”

He turned and stopped before her, a
smile on his lips. Before Eleanor could comprehend what he was
about, his lips were on hers.

 


 





Chapter 11

 


If they were not on a beach, out in
the open, he would drag her off somewhere private, and seduce her
until she cried out his name. Why did he want her so badly? No
woman had ever threatened his self-control, but all Clay could
think about was lifting her skirts and sinking into her moist heat.
Lust was a strong emotion and he was lucky to have not experienced
it so strongly before now. Who knows what mistakes he could have
made as a younger man.

Eleanor pulled away from him before he
could deepen the kiss. Turning, she walked away. “I would like to
thank you as well, since we are being honest.”

Clay slowly strolled behind her. Now
was not the time to press his suit. It would take some wooing and
courtship to bring Miss Westin to his bed and he didn’t doubt that
it would be well worth the effort. “I can’t image what you are
referring to, so may I ask exactly why you feel the need to thank
me.”

“I went to London to obtain
a wealthy husband.”

“Again, why are you
thanking me?” He asked with a smile as he stopped before
her.

“I didn’t really want one,
but I felt I no longer had a choice.” Miss Westin sighed. “I could
no longer manage my step-father’s debts and was concerned with how
my family would survive. So,” she shrugged. “The only option
remaining open was marriage.”

“My offer freed you from
the need to marry?” He asked for clarification.

“No, your payment released
me and I was able to leave London and return home.”

Inwardly he cringed at the tone of her
voice and reference to payment. Still, they were talking, which was
helpful to his cause. “Then I am glad I could be of some service.”
What else could he say?

A smile formed on her face. “I was
very angry with you that morning. I probably still am and shouldn’t
admit this, but I can’t seem to help myself.”

“Are you afraid I will
judge harshly? I assure you that I will not.”

Miss Westin actually chuckled.
“Actually, I was thinking you would feel more like a
fool.”

Clay raised an eyebrow. Had she duped
him somehow? Was this yet another trap?

“I had every intention of
releasing you that morning. I knew what my grandfather would insist
upon, and I waited to reassure you that I wanted nothing from you
and that you needn’t feel any obligation to marry me.”

“You never indicated as
much.” She would have been a fool to do so and Miss Westin was no
fool. Was she playing a game and could he trust her? It didn’t
matter. He wanted her regardless. Having her in his bed was
becoming as important as eating and breathing.

“Exactly when did you give
me the chance before flinging insults about me and Jamie?” She
lifted a challenging eyebrow.

Clay paused, recalling the
conversation. No, he had never given her a chance to say a word. He
had simply demanded and ordered and she had capitulated. “If that
was your intention, you took the money quickly enough.”

She shrugged. “You had angered me and
I thought it justified at the moment. It also freed me.”

Clay felt the pull of a smile. “Yet
you took the money.” He reminded her.

“I needed the money and it
is an amount that you probably haven’t even missed.” She glanced
down. “You wish repayment?”

He chuckled this time. In the end he
knew she would cost him much more and she was well worth the price.
“No. It is my own fault for not allowing you to speak
first.”

Her face and shoulders relaxed. He had
seen her home and knew how she lived and had probably spent every
shilling already. How could he justify asking for it back? Besides,
he had gotten out of the betrothal with half of what he was willing
to pay. Of course he would never tell her that, for fear of adding
additional insult. It was best forgotten at this
juncture.

“Shall we return to the
others?” Miss Westin asked as she began walking back to the
boat.

“In a moment.”

She turned to look at him.

“Now that we have
established that I insulted and you profited to benefit your
family, I would like to start anew.”

Miss Westin quirked an eyebrow at
him.

“Again.” He
bowed.

Clay couldn’t blame her for not
trusting him, given his behavior toward her in London, but he would
show her he could be a decent man, and an indulgent protector. He
held out his hand, deciding to proceed cautiously. “For Acker’s
sake.”

Miss Westin studied him for a moment
before offering her hand. “For Drake.”

Though he would like to pull her to
him and kiss her again, Clayton refrained. In good time she would
be his.

 


  *

 


When Eleanor arrived the following
day, the party was preparing for departure. Some were going into
town to see what the shops had to offer. Another group wished to
explore the ruins and picnic at the base of a long ago castle. Lord
Bentley stood by a curricle as if waiting. Instinctively she knew
it was for her. Eleanor had no desire to venture into the town she
knew so well, especially on the arm of Lord Bentley. There would be
too much speculation in a town this small. Nor did she particularly
wish to frolic among the ruins. Already she had been gone for two
days, maybe she should return home. Heaven knew there were enough
chores to do.

“Elle,” Drake called as he
came forward. “Bentley has been good enough to offer a seat to you
as all the other conveyances are full to overflowing.”

“How very kind of him,”
Eleanor remarked dryly. “However, Lord Bentley can feel free to
offer the seat to another lady. I have no wish to visit either
attraction today.”

“I won’t be joining the
others either, Miss Westin.” He bowed before her. “As I mentioned
yesterday, I own a mill not far away and thought we would take this
opportunity to visit.”

“I see.” She nodded her
head. “I admire that you would take time from your leisure to see
to business.” She wasn’t lying for it was the truth. Few took such
a serious interest in their properties and it was one of the few
things she did admire about Bentley.

“I will bid you good day
then.” She smiled and began to turn away. Besides the work waiting
at home, she could use a day without Lord Bentley, who was
beginning to become likeable for more than just his
kisses.

“I had hoped you would join
me.”

“You don’t need me to help
inspect your mill.” I don’t need to spend
the day alone with you. Who would have
thought after London she would actually begin to enjoy his company.
Perhaps if he refrained from kissing her senseless she could hold
on to her anger. But his lips caused a riot in her body, and with
her emotions. He would be gone soon and she already spent enough
time thinking about his lips. She did not need to think any more
about the man who would be gone from the area in a week and she
would never see again.

“No, I don’t,” he agreed.
“However, I would like to show you that all mills employing orphans
are not so bad.”

Eleanor looked at him, trying to
decide. Why did he wish to show her something good about himself?
Did he still wish to make her his mistress? On the other hand, this
offer could solely be for Drake’s sake. Then again, Bentley lived a
privileged life. Maybe to him adding a few windows was enough.
“Very well. I will be glad to join you.”

Once they were on the road he began
explaining more about the mill. “There is still more I would like
to do yet.”

He knows how I feel about
the deplorable conditions orphans are forced to live with and now
he is going to begin making excuses.

“The younger ones are not
the problem. It is the ones approaching adulthood that are a
concern.”

This is not what she
expected.

“The boys know only the
mill, but they have the right to be out on their own with a home of
their own.”

Eleanor had not thought of this. When
she thought of orphans, she thought of small children. Why didn’t
she ever give consideration to the fact that children do grow up?
What did the older ones do when they reached the age of
majority?

“Most have years before
they need to begin to worry about a future but one young man,
Peter, is the oldest at twenty. He is an industrious worker and has
been acting as a supervisor for some years.”

“If he is content, why the
concern?” Eleanor found herself asking.

“Because he is a man and
should be able to support himself better. Right now the wages are
not enough, but I will be able to increase them in a year or
two.”

“Is there a better position
you can offer?” She asked.

“There is only the manager
of operations. That position was filled a few years ago when I
first purchased the property. I would hate to remove him from his
position for another.” He mused out loud.

“I am sure an answer will
come to you,” Eleanor offered optimistically and she truly felt he
would find a solution. Perhaps Bentley wasn’t as bad as she once
believed. Quickly Eleanor shook the thought from her mind. She must
not soften to the man. He insulted her and tried to make her his
mistress. Except for his concern for the young man, he was really
no different than who he was in London. She would continue to
remember him that way and withhold further judgment until she saw
the mill.

They turned down a shady drive. A sign
at the side of the road indicated they had arrived at the mill.
Inwardly Eleanor braced herself for what she would find. The plight
of orphans had always weighed heavy on her mind. She had been a
lucky one. Her siblings could have ended up worse, had it not been
for this gentleman beside her. That thought alone chilled her as a
reminder of how she had come into those funds.

The first building that come into view
was a beautiful, four story home. The lawns were will manicured and
small gardens graced the landscape. Had she not known better, she
would have thought this was the home of a wealthy
landowner.

“Where is the mill?” She
found herself asking.

“It is in the back, along
the river.” Bentley pulled up to the house.

A young man of possibly twelve came
from the stables to hold the horses.

“Good afternoon, Lord
Bentley.” The lad, dressed in an oversized coat that fell long and
with sleeves that covered his hands, addressed him with a toothy
grin.

“Good afternoon, Wesley.”
Bentley returned. “Please take care of the horses. I believe I will
be here until the afternoon.”

Eleanor was about to inquire if Wesley
was also an orphan, and if so, why he wasn’t also in the mill.
Bentley answered the before she could ask.

“Wesley lost his hand as a
child. He was used as a chimney sweep. The sleeve of his coat
caught fire. I found him before he could die of his injuries but
his hand had to be amputated. His employer had simply left him in
the alley after the flames were extinguished, determining that the
boy was of no use to him any longer.”

How absolutely
horrible. “How did you come across him?”
Surely Lord Bentley didn’t often venture into places like Cheapside
or worse, Seven Dials.

“He was cleaning my chimney
when it occurred,” he offered grimly. “One needs two hands for mill
work and he appears to be happy with the horses.”

Eleanor didn’t question further.
Perhaps Lord Bentley wasn’t as ignorant as she had assumed. Still,
he couldn’t begin to comprehend what it would feel like to wonder
where your next meal would come from or to be so cold you didn’t
think you would ever be warm again. Eleanor had come close, but she
also knew her life was luxury compared to others.

The front door was opened by a plump,
graying lady. Cheerfully she greeted him. She would make a
wonderful grandmother for someone.

“Lord Bentley, it is a
pleasure to see you again. We are so glad you have come.” She
smiled and stepped back so Bentley and Eleanor could
enter.

“Good afternoon, Mrs.
Nevil.” Bentley smiled warmly. Eleanor didn’t think it was
possible, but the man seemed happy to be addressing this
servant.

“May I introduce Miss
Eleanor Westin? She would like to inspect these
holdings.”

“Welcome, Miss Westin.” The
woman bobbed. “Shall I serve tea in the parlor?”

“No. I think we will go
straight to the mill and join the others for the midday
meal.”

“Very good, Sir, Miss
Westin.” She curtseyed again before exiting.

Bentley led Eleanor down a long
hallway. Besides the staircase, doors led to a parlor, library,
office and dining room, all left open for anyone to peek in. At the
end of the hallway was a set of glass doors that led to a rather
large terrace with several tables and chairs. A stone path led down
a slope toward a building that Eleanor assumed was the
mill.

Several windows were open at the top
of the structure as well as the lower. Not only was the building
receiving fresh air but an abundance of light. The windows alone
had to have cost Bentley a small fortune.

As they approached the mill Eleanor
was surprised by the near silence. Weren’t several looms operating
usually loud when put in an open space? Bentley paused and tilted
his head, as if he too were listening. And odd look of concern came
over his face. As they drew closer, the distinct sounds of a child
crying and an angry voice could be heard. Bentley stiffened and
stalked forward, leaving Eleanor to follow behind.

Without pause Bentley threw the door
open and marched inside. Eleanor hurried after him, only to run
into his back when he stopped suddenly. Bending around his wide
shoulders, she tried to see what had caused him to stiffen so. She
could almost feel anger pouring off of him. Then she saw what he
had and wanted to cry out, but held her tongue. But if Bentley
didn’t remedy this situation correctly and quickly, she
would.

 


 





Chapter 12

 


Mr. Thomason had come highly
recommended but he was lucky Clay held control of his anger because
his hands itched to do the man serious harm.

“What is the meaning of
this?” He kept his tone low, calm, yet threatening. If it were just
Thomason, he would thrash the man within an inch of his life, but
he didn’t want to exhibit the same volatile and violent actions of
that man in front of the boys.

Mr. Thomason turned. “Good afternoon,
Lord Bentley. As you can see, a little discipline is being carried
out.” He gestured with his left hand. His right held a willow
switch. Even though it had been years since he had felt to sting of
the switch, the sight made his blood run cold. Crouched before
Thomason was a boy no older than seven. His back was striped and
bloody. A few whimpers escaped.

“I have been very clear
that this form of disciple will not
be tolerated.” Bentley reminded
coldly.

“I tend to disagree and you
will too when you see the damage this young whelp has
done.”

The boy let his head drop and his
shoulders shook as he began to cry anew.

“Show me,” Clay
ordered.

The manager led him to a stack of
fresh wool, ready for weaving. Blue die had been spilled, possibly
ruining the entire sack.

“Not minding what he was
doing and ruined it all.”

Clay took only a moment to inspect, to
rein in his anger further. He abhorred violence but wondered if the
boy shouldn’t be punished. The lot of it would need to be tossed.
He turned back to the boy, Isaac, still curled up on the floor but
his eyes watched him with concern. Clayton knew the pain the boy
suffered and knelt down beside him. “Is this true? Did you spill
the die?” He kept his tone soft and calm. The lad was already
frightened half to death.

His eyes remained large and round as
she swallowed. “Yes, sir.”

“Were you playing and not
minding your work?”

“No, sir. My hand. It was
hurting mighty fierce. I tried to hold on, but I lost my grip.”
Tears welled up in his eyes. “I am sorry. I didn’t mean it, sir.
Truly, I didn’t.”

Clay smiled softly. “I am sure you
didn’t.” He ruffled the lad’s hair. “Why was your hand hurting? Was
the bucket of die too heavy for you to carry?”

The boys’ eyes first went to Mr.
Thomason who glared at him, as if he wished to beat him further.
They then sought out another. Peter smiled and nodded encouragement
to the boy.

The lad produced his right hand,
neatly bandaged, though fresh blood stained it at the base of his
thumb. Clay removed white cloth to better inspect the wound. Miss
Westin gasped at the sight. A horrible gash ran along the inside of
his hand, just below where his thumb was attached. Any deeper and
he would have lost his thumb.

“How did you hurt your
hand, Isaac?” Clay asked.

“It was my fault, Lord
Bentley.” A gangly boy of approximately four and ten stepped
forward.

Clayton glanced up at him. “Explain,
Theo.”

“Yesterday I was carrying a
bag of wool. I put it down foolishly in the aisle to help Simon
untangle some threads. When Isaac came along, he didn’t see the
bundle and tripped. His hand caught on the moving yarn.”

“That batch had to be
destroyed as well.” Thompson offered, now glaring at Theo. “Too
much blood. Ruined it.”

Bentley ignored the man for fear he
would kill Thomason if he didn’t focus on the boys.

“Were you punished?” Clay
asked.

“Yes, sir.” The boy
answered, standing straight, looking ahead and not at anyone in
particular.

“Take off your shirt and
turn around.”

Again Peter nodded encouragement to
the young man.

Theo slowly turned and raised his
shirt enough for Bentley to inspect his back. It was marred with
red welts and broken skin, just beginning to scab, similar to those
on young Isaac.

“Thank you.” Clayton stood.
“Please take Isaac up to Mrs. Nevil and see that both of your
injuries are well tended. Have her send for the doctor to look at
Isaac’s hand.” He glared over at Thomason. “At least she will
follow my orders.”

The older helped the younger out and
supported him as they made their way toward the house.”

“If I may, Lord Bentley.”
Peter stepped forward.

“No you may not,” Thomason
barked at the young man.

“Yes, you may, Peter.”
Clayton glared at Thomason.

“Theo dropped the bundling
because David got tangled in the thread and would have been injured
had Theo not come to his aid. I know we are not to leave it in the
aisles, but Theo was only trying to help.”

Bentley nodded his head in
understanding.

“He was derelict in his
duties,” Thomason argued.

“I have had enough from
you.” Clayton turned on the man. “If you are wise, you would hold
your tongue.” He turned back to Peter.

“I begged Thomason to give
Isaac a day off but he refused.”

Clayton looked around at the group of
young men. They were hard workers and not one had been a
troublemaker. Each had been disciplined on occasion. After all,
boys would be boys, but never this harshly. A Saturday afternoon
doing chores while the others played usually brought them back into
line. He was sickened by what he had walked into and further
sickened that Miss Westin had seen it as well. But, that was not
the problem at hand. Thomason was.

“You said David was in
danger at the looms? Which David?”

“It was I, sir.” A small
voice came from behind him. It was young David, who couldn’t have
been over five years old.

“What were you doing at the
looms? Aren’t you supposed to sort the wool?” This boy could barely
see what he was doing, let alone do the required task. The boy
pointed a finger at Thomason. “He made me.”

“You little brat. You’re
lucky you have a job. Otherwise you would be pinching purses.”
Thomason started toward the boy, willow switch raised in his right
hand. The lad quickly escaped to hide behind the bigger
boys.

Clayton glared at Thomason. “You shall
return to your quarters. I will call you when I wish to speak with
you.”

“Allow me to explain and
you will understand.”

“You will have your
chance,” Clay assured him coldly. “At this moment however, I am
much too angry to stomach the sight of you.”

“Peter, please join me in
my office.” He looked at the group. “The rest of you, toss the
ruined wool and then wash up for the meal. You’re finished for the
day. Apparently there are matters that need to be sorted
out.”

He marched out in silence, leaving
Miss Westin to trail behind. He should show her more consideration,
but rage boiled in his veins. He had never been moved to violence
before and it took every ounce of strength he had not to strike
Thomason. Had he hit him once, Clayton was afraid he wouldn’t stop
before the man was dead. He clenched and unclenched his fists, and
kept his jaw locked for fear what words might fly out of his mouth.
He would not curse in front of the children or Miss Westin. He was
always in control, never lost his temper, other than when he argued
with John. This was an entirely new experience. When they reached
the house Bentley paused and waited for Miss Westin to catch up to
him. “I apologize.”

She simply nodded, her mouth set,
brows furrowed with concern.

“Would you please wait for
me in the parlor?”

“Of course.” She touched
his hand for but a moment then walked past. Her delicate fingers
had an odd calming effect and Bentley could finally take a
breath.

 


  *

 


Eleanor stopped in the parlor and
looked around. The sound of a door shutting down the hall brought
her out of the room. She would love to know what was being said but
not as much as she would like to hear the audience with Thomason.
If that man didn’t lose his job then she would never speak to
Bentley again.

Who was she fooling? Eleanor returned
to the room and sank down onto the settee. The manager may get a
dressing down but would not lose his job. It was the way of the
world for orphans. She could only hope he thought twice before
taking a switch to one of them again.

The doctor arrived while she was still
waiting. Though she hadn’t been invited, she followed the older man
into the kitchen. Though the boy’s backs had been tended to, the
hand was beyond Mrs. Nevil’s expertise.

“It will need to be
stitched.” Dr. Morway was saying after he cleaned the wound.
Eleanor knew him as he also tended her family when ill and
injured.

Isaac’s eyes grew large and terrified.
Eleanor couldn’t stand it and stepped forward.

“It is not so bad, Isaac.”
She sat down next to him. “It will hurt a little, I won’t lie to
you, but nothing in comparison to what mean old Thomason has
done.”

“Really?” The boy searched
her eyes for reassurance.

“Truly.” Eleanor rolled up
her sleeve. She then exposed her inner arm to the child. “See this?
I fell off of a fence when I was about your age. Dr. Morway put in
a dozen stitches.” She glanced at the older man when he chuckled.
“Do you know how many that is?”

“Twelve,” Isaac answered
proudly.

“Yes. See, I am now fine,
so you will be too.”

“Will I have a scar, like
you?” He asked in admiration.

“Probably.” Having younger
brothers Eleanor was well versed in how their young minds worked.
“And anyone who sees it will know how tough you are.”

His eyes sought out Theo. “Is it
true?”

The older boy smiled indulgently. “Of
course it is true. But, if it is too fierce of a scar I will have
to get one myself or everyone will think you are tougher than
me.”

The boy burst into giggles as if that
was the silliest thing he had ever heard before promptly producing
his hand to the doctor. Eleanor took the boy’s other hand knowing
that as soon as the needle pricked his skin, he wouldn’t be
giggling any longer. She wished to put an arm around his small
shoulders and give him comfort but was afraid she would only cause
more discomfort if she touched his back.

 


  *

 


Clayton was still livid
when he left his meeting with Peter and more so after his encounter
with Thomason. The man would never set a foot on his land again. He
got the pay he was due up to the moment Clay stepped into the mill
and not a shilling more, or a reference. An apology to Miss Westin
was on his lips when he stepped into the parlor, but she was gone.
Had she left? She was very strong in her beliefs of how mills
should be run and children treated and witnessed almost the worst
of humanity today. At my
mill. She may never speak to him
again.

He stepped outside and Wesley came
running. “Did you want your horse and phaeton, Lord
Bentley?”

“Not just yet.” Clay looked
around. “Did Miss Westin leave?”

“She didn’t come out of the
house.”

Relief shot through him and he
returned inside. Voiced carried from the back of the house and he
made his way through the dining room to see what was going on. He
found her in the kitchen proudly displaying a scar on her inner arm
he had never noticed before. He remained silent in the doorway as
Dr. Morway stitched Isaac’s hand while Miss Westin kept the boy
entertained with stories. If only she were virtuous he could
consider marriage. Unfortunately, that was not possible. His
countess must be beyond reproach and a bastard child was not part
of the image he and his family must continue to present to society,
assuming the truth never came out about Madeline. But that was
different. Rose believed her husband a widower when they married.
It wasn’t the same.

 


  *

 


Clayton glanced over at Eleanor. They
had left following the afternoon meal with the children. It had
been pleasant given the circumstances, but he needed to speak with
her about the ugliness of what they encountered at the mill. “I
apologize for what you witnessed.”

“You didn’t
know.”

It didn’t matter whether he knew or
not. He was responsible for hiring the man. “Thomason has been
fired and has already vacated.”

“Are you going to advertise
for a replacement? I am sure someone in town would be happy for the
position.”

“I don’t need to.” He
grinned down at her. “I offered the job to Peter.

 


  *

 


“Peter assured me that
Thomason had only been using the whip for the past month or so. I
know he hadn’t been when I was there two months back. Everything
seemed to have been going well then.”

Eleanor appreciated his honesty and
wondered if he was trying to make excuses, to take the blame off of
himself.

“Why weren’t you informed
by Mrs. Nevil or someone else?” She asked pointedly. Who knows what
damage that man could have done had Bentley not wanted to impress
her with how he ran his own mills.

“Mrs. Nevil assured me that
a letter was posted. I never received it,” Bentley explained.
“Peter told me that Thomason had caught him writing a letter to me,
and had it destroyed. Then he would not allow him to contact me.
They had both thought Mrs. Nevil’s missive had gotten
through.”

“Could Thomason have
removed it from the post?” Perhaps Bentley was without blame. If
two employees thought it right to inform him and trusted in his
reaction, then perhaps she was judging him harshly.

“That is what we surmised,”
Bentley answered. “Still, I hold myself to blame. The man was
turned out with no references and if anyone asks about him, I will
not be kind in my assessment.”

“I am afraid that his form
of punishment is preferred by many,” Eleanor stated sadly as they
pulled in front of the manor.

“Unfortunately, I have to
agree with you.”

After entering the house, Eleanor
begged off for the rest of the day to return home. Not only did she
need to see to the children, but she had much to think on. Lord
Bentley was a contradiction. What she had seen today was the
complete opposite of what she had witnessed in London, especially
his treatment of her. She could feel herself softening toward the
man and she could not afford to think kindly of him. Hadn’t he once
offered her a position as his mistress?

Had he been concerned with her virtue,
he would have waited for a maid to accompany them, though they were
in an open conveyance instead of a closed carriage. Her error had
been not considering the option until it was too late.

Why should she? She didn’t have a maid
and it wasn’t as if she ever accompanied a gentleman anywhere in
the country, other than Drake, but he didn’t count. Everyone knew
they were more like brother and sister than anything
else.

Eleanor needed to be home with her
family, seeing to the chores and putting her mind into the right
perspective. She did not need to be around Bentley, enjoying the
house party where she might forget who she is and where she truly
belonged.

 


 





Chapter 13

 


Would he ever get Miss Westin alone
again? From the moment she entered the parlor earlier in the day,
she had stayed with one group of young ladies or another. Whenever
he approached, she moved on to a separate gathering. It was enough
to drive him bloody mad. Was she intentionally trying to avoid him?
They had made headway yesterday so what had transpired in the
interim?

Her group moved through the double
doors out into the gardens. Clay pulled away from the wall and
stopped inside, looking out the window. The ladies settled in
chairs beneath a tree and continued their conversation. Eleanor
nodded her head and walked away. Clay waited to see where she went.
Would she return to the house, or move further into the
gardens.

When she disappeared, lost in the
shrubbery, he waited a few moments. It would not do to bring
attention by going after her immediately. First, he did not wish to
ruin her reputation amongst Acker’s friends and second, he didn’t
wish to become a topic of the many gossipmongers.

Slowly he strolled down the steps and
nodded to the young women and continued on. It was an effort, but
he kept his pace slow and casual, glancing around as if he had no
other purpose than a walk through the gardens. The moment Clay
entered the same path as Miss Westin and no longer in sight of
those seated, he straightened, stopped and looked around. Where had
she gone? A few feet in front of him the path forked. Which way did
she go? Each path would take him along either side of a small inlet
of the lake. To the right was where the boats were docked. To the
left, a small summer house overlooked the water, which he noticed
when they were out on the lake the other day. He continued on the
path that would take him away from the boats.

The summer house was set upon a small
hill beneath a canopy of trees. Afternoon sunlight filtered through
the leaves and dotted the ground and structure. The windows were
opened toward the lake to catch the breeze and light curtains
danced in the wind. It was a pleasant place to recline in the heat
of the day. Clay walked up the two steps and inside the building. A
bed was placed against a far wall. On the opposite, a chaise
lounge, two chairs and a small table were arranged for
conversation. Eleanor reclined on the chaise, her eyes closed, arm
resting against her forehead. Was she ill?

His foot scraped against the floor and
Eleanor’s head jerked up, eyes open, alarm etched on her brow. Her
features softened when she recognized him and she sat forward,
bringing her feet to the floor.

“What are you doing
here?”

“I followed you.” He
grinned.

She straightened and stood. “What if
someone would have seen you?”

Clay stepped forward. He was not about
to let her escape him. “I was careful in my timing so that nobody
would be suspicious.”

She narrowed her eyes at
him.

“After our encounter in
London, do you think I wish to trap you?”

Eleanor crossed her arms over her
ample breasts. “That still doesn’t explain why you followed
me.”

“I’ve barely been given the
opportunity to speak with you today.”

“There are plenty of others
to offer entertainment.”

“We promised Acker we would
be nice to one another.”

“That does not mean I must
go out of my way to converse with you.”

What would it take to make her want
him as much as he wanted her? Of course, perhaps she did want him,
but was better at denying those needs. Still, why didn’t she wish
to spend time with him when all he could think about was being with
her? “You are the only person at this gathering who interests
me.”

She arched a brow and the corner of
her mouth tipped as if she didn’t believe him.

“It is the truth.” Clay
placed a hand over his heart. “How many times do I need to
apologize?”

Eleanor shook her head and sank back
down onto the chaise. “It is not necessary. It is behind
us.”

Clay sighed and sauntered forward
before he settled next to her. Eleanor stiffened.

“I do like you and find you
extremely attractive. So much so I think of little
else.”

“I do find your words hard
to believe.”

As anything he could say wouldn’t
convince her, Clay chose action instead. Clasping her chin gently,
he held her in place and took her lips with his. They were alone
out here and in the perfect setting for seduction.

 


  *

 


Eleanor relaxed, enjoying his
attention. Why not take something for herself? It wasn’t as if she
would ever marry. Not that she had any intention of giving up her
virtue, but she was entitled to some enjoyment, even
pleasure.

Clay traced the seam of her lips and
Eleanor opened for him. He plunged and desire shot through her
body. On their own accord, Eleanor’s arms snaked around his neck
and held him close, taking all he had to give. When she touched her
tongue to his, he moaned and his kiss became harder and his hand
moved to the back of her head while the other clasped her waist.
Elle was barely aware of falling backwards until she was reclined
against the cushioned arm. Clay’s lips didn’t let up. Her pulse
raged in her ears and her heart beat a frantic tattoo. If this was
her reaction to one kiss, what could happen to her if she
experienced any of the other unknown pleasures men and women shared
together?

His lips moved from her mouth and
trailed across her jaw, to her neck and down to her collar bone. A
moment ago her dress was confining, too tight, but suddenly it felt
loose. Had he undone the back? Did it matter? It was much too hot
to remain clothed.

She should stop this.

It felt too wonderful. I
will stop him in a minute.

The sleeve of her gown was slid down
her arm until her gown was below her breasts with only her chemise
to cover her nakedness.

Yes, she should stop him before this
went too far, but what would he do next?

Clay’s mouth bent and took one
puckered nipple into his mouth. Pure desire and longing shot to her
private areas. She began to throb and that area became warm, damp
and achy. What was he doing to her?

While his mouth devoured one breast
the other pushed her chemise down, exposing her completely to him.
Clay sat back and moved the material so that both breasts were
exposed. Heat infused her face and Eleanor wanted to cover herself.
The admiration and desire she saw in his eyes stopped
her.

“More beautiful than I
imagined.”

Before she could respond, Clay lowered
his head and took the other bud in his mouth, nipping and sucking
until Eleanor thought she would scream from the
pleasure.

This was not right. She should stop
him now before it was too late, if it wasn’t already. He didn’t
believe her chaste and he would never believe her after allowing
him these liberties, but Elle couldn’t find the will to stop
him.

Her body pulsed with need and desire
and Elle fought the current to reality. This had to stop now before
someone came across them and before she was completely
ruined.

Clay moved a hand down her leg and
began pulling her dress up, inch by inch. She ached to be touched
in her most private area, but she couldn’t allow it. No. She had to
stop.

Pushing against his shoulders she
fought for control and breath.

Clay lifted up and looked at
her.

“I can’t. Please.
No.”

Clay stilled all motion and stared at
her. His eyes, a deeper green than before stared into hers. “I want
you, Eleanor.”

His voice was rough with need and sent
delicious chills down her spine.

She wanted him too, she wanted to
scream. “I can’t.” It was all she could manage through her closed
throat.

Clay sighed and smoothed her dress
back down her legs. When he moved away, Eleanor sat up and pulled
her chemise and dress so that it covered her body before presenting
her back to Clay. He fastened her dress quickly then moved his arms
about her belly and pulled her back against him before he kissed
her neck. Elle groaned and let her head fall forward.

“This is wrong.” She
removed his hands from around her waist and stood.

Clay came to his feet. “Is it so wrong
with two people who want each other as badly as we?”

There was no mistaking the bulge in
his breeches and for a moment, Elle was tempted to find out exactly
what it looked like and how it felt. Her face burned with the
thought and she whipped away from him.

“It is wrong, as well you
know.”

He came up from behind and placed his
hands on her shoulders. “I want you, and right or wrong does not
change that.”

“It matters to
me.”

Without a backward glance she moved to
the door.

“Think on what we could be
to each other. Think about the passion we’ve barely scraped the
surface of.”

Eleanor paused at the door but did not
look back. She would go mad if she relived what happened. It would
only make her long for more. If Clayton were honorable in his
attentions she would throw caution to the wind. But, she knew
better than to think he had a change of heart or found respect for
her. He wanted her as his mistress for however long it lasted and
would never consider her for a more permanent role in his
life.

This reminder helped cooled her heated
veins. She may die never knowing a man’s touch or the beauty of
what could be shared between a man and a woman, but she would
rather die a virgin than be any man’s mistress.

“Good day, Lord
Bentley.”

Eleanor stepped outside and turned for
home. She couldn’t return to the party. No doubt her hair was
mussed. She glanced down to note the several wrinkles in her gown.
If she returned now there would be too much speculation on what she
had been about. Besides, she needed to get away from here. Away
from Bentley. She had to remember how he had treated her in London
and never allow herself to be alone with him again.

Stepping onto the path she turned
toward home. It was not far, and actually much shorter than taking
the road. In a few moments she would be inside her house and safe
from the likes of Lord Bentley.

 


  *

 


Clay stepped outside and watched her
walk away. He couldn’t return to the party yet. Not until his body
had relaxed. He had been so close to making Elle his, and he knew
with a few well-placed kisses and touches she would have succumbed.
But, she told him no and he had to honor her wishes. Hopefully she
was in the same state as he. One could not be heated with need and
not find release. Perhaps only a few more seductions and then she
would be his.

He turned toward the main house
instead of following her. With any luck, he would be ready to
escort her back inside when she emerged on the opposite
path.

Another group of gentlemen and ladies
were seated outside when he returned. He took a vacant seat and
attempted to participate in the conversation. As the minutes turned
into an hour, Elle had not returned.

Was she lost?

No, she grew up in the
area.

Was she avoiding him?

Perhaps.

As the sky darkened he tried not to
worry but he had half a mind to go find her.

“Has anyone seen Miss
Westin?” Acker asked as he came outside.

“She walked down the path
hours ago,” a young lady offered.

Acker frowned. “Did anyone else see
her?”

Clay looked around and those in the
group simply shook their head or shrugged their shoulders. “I came
across her while I was out. She was by the summer house, walking
away.”

Acker narrowed his eyes on Clay. “Did
she say anything?”

She said plenty, but Clay knew better
than to relay the conversation to Acker, especially in front of a
group of gossips. “I had the impression she didn’t wish to
talk.”

“She must have gone on
home. I will send someone to make sure.”

“Home, from there?” Another
questioned.

“Our land joins not far
from the summer house. It is a very short walk from there if that
is what she decided to do.”

Clay knew instinctively Elle had gone
home and would not be back until tomorrow. He had driven her away.
Or perhaps, frightened her? Was she alarmed by their passion or
trying to gain control? He would learn soon enough tomorrow. And if
luck were his, he would be given another opportunity at seduction.
How many times would it take before she allowed herself to become
his?

Hopefully not long. The party would
end in four days and Clay would not leave without having completely
and thoroughly seduced Eleanor.

 


 


 





Chapter 14

 


Elle was humming as she washed the
breakfast dishes. The day was sunny and warm. Soon she would be
leaving for Acker Hall. She was actually looking forward to seeing
Bentley and the thought brought a chuckle. A week ago the mere
thought of him made her irrationally angry. Would he attempt to
kiss her today? She would let him, of course. They were too
enjoyable to turn down. She may even allow him other liberties.
After all, this may be the only chance she ever has to experience
such attention from a gentleman. However, he would not get all that
he hoped for.

She wasn’t a fool. Even though he had
not come out and said anything, the man was set on seduction. He
still believed her to be an unwed mother and free to pursue for his
own pleasure. She would let him. He could use all the charm he
possessed but in the end, he would leave having gained nothing. It
wasn’t any less than he deserved. Even if she was what he believed
her to be, that didn’t give him the right to assume she was
available to become his mistress. Yes, it was nice to have a little
revenge on the mighty Bentley, especially when she enjoyed it so
much.

“Elle,” Leigh called form
the doorway. “Mr. Barnes is here and would like to speak with
you.”

Eleanor dried her hands on a towel and
made her way to the front parlor.

“Mr. Barnes, it is a
pleasure to see you,” Elle stated as she entered the room. Hosea
Barnes was one of the wealthiest men in the area and Eleanor
couldn’t imagine why he was calling, especially so
early.

Mr. Barnes stood as she entered,
holding his hat in hands.

“Miss Westin,” he
acknowledged and cleared his throat. “I realize this is a delicate
matter but my wife insisted I finally call on you.”

“What is the matter?” Fear
built in her belly. Had the boys been into mischief again? She
hadn’t been around enough lately to watch them.

“You have paid off the
creditors, you see, and my wife and I were wondering when we would
be paid.”

Eleanor stiffened. “I wasn’t aware my
step-father owed you as well.”

The man seemed to be relieved that she
had not ignored the debt.

“I loaned James funds over
the years. As collateral, he put up the deed to this house.” The
man withdrew documents from his pocket to hand to her.

Eleanor took them, afraid to read the
words.

“A list of the loans is
attached to the back, all signed by your step-father.”

She flipped to the back page, read the
figures and sank into the chair. One thousand pounds.

“I don’t have this much
money.” She finally looked up at him.

“You got the money for your
other debts. I am sure your grandfather will give you
more.”

“I don’t believe he will.”
She had let everyone assume her money had been part of her
inheritance. The truth was too humiliating. She never dreamed the
ruse would come back on her. What was she to do now? There was no
inheritance.

“Well, I hope you are
wrong. Mrs. Barnes insists on payment.”

Eleanor felt herself grow pale.
“When?”

“I am allowed to give you
one month or you will need to vacate the property.”

“One month?” It wasn’t
enough time.

“I’m sorry, but these debts
have been carried a very long time. I didn’t even charge interest.”
Mr. Barnes explained.

“I understand.” Eleanor
stood. “I’ll do my best to obtain the funds in time.”

She waited until she heard the front
door close and sank back down into the chair. Where was she going
to get the rest of the money? She only had five hundred saved. She
could write her grandfather, but she had written before, several
times, and he wouldn’t part with a shilling if it were to help the
family. His answers were always the same. “Let Adam Culver worry
about them. They are his niece and nephew and his responsibility.”
In his opinion, Elle should live at the family estate where she
belonged and make a good marriage. That had been his answer for the
past two years and she didn’t expect it to change now. She should
just be thankful he didn’t make her live there. As her guardian, he
had every right to pull her from her family and force her to reside
with him. Thank goodness his interest in her was limited and
fleeting.

Eleanor straightened when there was
another knock at the door. Her stomach clenched. What if this was
another creditor? What if her step-fathered owed even more than she
was aware? She thought these days were behind them.

Relief shot through her at the sound
of Drake’s voice. He walked into the parlor and stopped short.
“Elle, what is wrong. You are quite pale. Are you feeling
well?”

Eleanor offered a smile, but she knew
it was weak. “Mr. Barnes just left.”

“Yes, I noticed him ride
off.” Drake shut the door behind him and walked to Eleanor’s
side.

“I just learned he holds
the mortgage to the house. My step-fathered owed him a thousand
pounds and when I didn’t pay him, as I did everyone else, he came
asking for the funds.” Tears sprang to her eyes and Eleanor sat
down once again. Her legs were too weak to hold her. Where would
she get the money?

“Do you have anything left
from London?”

“Only five hundred, which I
hoped to save for emergencies.”

Drake settled beside her. “I will give
you the rest.”

Eleanor straightened and took his
hand. “No. I cannot. I will not.”

“Elle, you can’t lose the
house.”

She sighed. They would be in a worse
pickle with nowhere to live. “He has given me a month. If I cannot
find the funds in time, I will let you know.”

Drake squeezed her hand. “Very
well.”

Eleanor could accept his offer, but
she hated to be indebted to him and who knew when or if she would
ever be able to pay him back. Her step-father borrowing from
acquaintances was what brought her to this situation and she wasn’t
about to repeat his mistakes, or have her family forever owing
money to someone. Society may prefer to live in that state, and not
care. But she could not. Drake always insisted that it was a gift.
But Elle couldn’t take the charity. She would not have that between
them. There had to be another way to come up with the
money.

“Why are you here? You have
a houseful of guests.”

“You left without a word
yesterday. I was concerned. Bentley didn’t upset you did
he?”

Eleanor glanced away when her face
grew warm remembering those moments in the summer house. Bentley
had certainly not upset her. “I grew tired and needed to come
home.”

He clasped her hand. “Are you
certain?”

Eleanor turned back to him and smiled.
“Yes.”

 


  *

 


Clay glanced at the clock beside the
door. It was already four in the afternoon, yet Eleanor hadn’t made
an appearance. Was she not going to show? Had yesterday upset her?
No, she seemed to have enjoyed herself, and could have experienced
even more if she would have only given in to her
passion.

He turned away and stalked outside.
Had her passion scared her? Maybe she hadn’t experienced it before.
If she had been in love with Jamie’s father, engaged to be married,
perhaps she allowed him the liberties, but found no joy in the
mating. Eleanor deserved to know passion and experience blinding
releases. If she would just give him a chance, he would show her
how wonderful it could be.

But, she wasn’t here.

Maybe it was the children. Had one of
them become ill or been injured? He dearly hoped that wasn’t the
case. Eleanor had too much to worry about and carried far too much
on her gentle shoulders. Eleanor needed someone to take care of her
and he was offering just that. Who knew how long their relationship
could last? Some men kept mistresses for years and after the taste
he experienced yesterday, Clay was fairly certain he would not be
tiring of Eleanor for a very long time.

Frustrated he stuck his hands in his
pockets and paced, not sure what to do with himself. He could join
the others getting ready to take a ride, but what if she arrived
and he was not here? No, he couldn’t leave.

Some guests were going to walk to the
lake and try their hand at fishing. While it kept him outside, what
if she came down the other path? No, he couldn’t do anything that
required him to be away from the house. Not until she arrived and
he was assured all was well with her.

Damn! Where the hell was
she?

Clay stopped and looked
around. When had he become the type of gentleman who waited on a
lady, or any woman for that matter? He had always laughed at the
men who couldn’t stand to be parted from their wives, betrothed, or
even mistress. They claimed to be in love, and Clay was
certainly not in
love. There was no such thing.

Lust. He was in lust and as soon as he
bedded Miss Westin, his world would be set to rights again. So,
where the hell was she?

Clay turned just in time to see
Eleanor emerge from the path and relief shot through him. He took a
step in her direction but was brought up short. Worry marred her
brow and her face was pale, completely devoid of all color. What
had happened?

He rushed forward and her eyes lifted
to his. They were almost lifeless, as if she were defeated. This
was not how his Elle should look.

“May I have a word with
you?”

“Of course.” He offered her
arm.

Eleanor took it and glanced around.
“Where is everyone?”

“Fishing, riding, playing
games.”

She simply nodded and they began to
stroll toward the summer house. “How does it work?”

Clay hadn’t the foggiest of what she
was talking about. “How does it work?”

“Being a mistress.” She
glanced up at him. “I am assuming your offer still
stands.”

Victory shot through him and his body
began to harden with anticipation. Perhaps she was pale because she
feared his reaction to her offer.

“You would be my lover,
exclusively.”

She nodded.

“I would set you up in a
townhouse in London, arrange for servants, a carriage, clothing and
jewelry on occasion.”

Eleanor sighed and her shoulders
slumped. “That won’t work.”

He just offered her an existence far
more pleasant than the way she lived. What more could she
want?

“I can’t be away from the
children.”

“You could bring them with
you.”

She bit her lower lip as if pondering
the idea before she shook her head.

“I will not be your
mistress and reside in the same house with the children. I would
not shame them in that manner and ruin them as well as
myself.”

Clay wanted to point out that the fact
she had a child out of wedlock already brought censure to the
family, but held his tongue.

She stopped and looked up at him
again. “Perhaps an agreement, of short duration, while you are
here.”

“That is only a few more
days,” he argued. “But, I could stay on, though Acker will
wonder.”

Her eyes widened. “He can never, ever
suspect.”

“Very well.”

He patted her hand and they continued
on the path.

“If you remained for a week
or two and I visited with you each night, what would, I mean, how
would it benefit me?”

Her face turned a lovely shade of red.
If she were an experienced courtesan, the topic of payment would
not be so uncomfortable. He liked that she was new to the game and
he would be her first true lover. She may have been bedded, but
Clay was willing to bet she had not been shown pleasure. Her
reactions were too innocent yesterday for there to have been much
experience. “I would be very generous. And, the more pleased I am,
the more generous I could be.”

Eleanor went back to biting her lip.
In truth, he wasn’t sure how much he would pay for a week or two.
When one was considering a mistress, one thought in months or
possibly a year. Not in days.
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Eleanor wished he would name a price
but she couldn’t bring herself to come out and ask. She could only
pray generous meant enough to get them out of debt. Or, enough that
added to five hundred she had saved it would satisfy Mr. Barnes
until she could raise the rest.

They continued in silence and Eleanor
once again mentally went over her other options. There was nothing
left of value in the house to sell. She had scoured it from top to
bottom this morning and asking Drake was her absolutely last
option. His friendship meant more to her than anything outside of
her family and she would not have debt between them.

“What if you remained for a
month?” Surely that would be plenty of time to raise most of what
she needed.

“I can’t remain here that
long. I have an estate to run.”

She had forgotten. Clayton
did have obligations, though most in the ton didn’t behave as if they
did.

“But, we could take a week
and visit my home. There we could continue to be
lovers.”

“I couldn’t leave the
children?”

“Not even for a week? I am
sure Acker would see to them.”

“And how would I explain
where I was going.” Drake must never learn of this. She wouldn’t be
able to face his disappointment. This could likely ruin their
friendship much quicker than borrowing the funds.

Clayton stopped and turned her toward
him. “Why don’t we see how we get on and take it one week at a
time?”

Eleanor studied him. He did have a
point. What if he tired of her that quickly?

No, she squashed the thought. She had
to keep him well-pleasured until he left and pray that he was
generous. If only she knew what to do to keep him satisfied. Her
stomach churned. She had no idea what to do and hopefully he
wouldn’t complain about her lack of experience.

“Very well. A week and we
shall see what happens.”

Clayton grinned and pulled her close.
“You have no idea how badly I want you.”

His lips found hers and despite her
nervous and worried state, Eleanor melted into him. Clay had a way
of making her want to forget there were troubles or that she was a
virtuous young woman. However, after tonight, she would no longer
have that claim.

He pulled away for the moment. “Shall
I come to you tonight?”

“Not my house.” Goodness.
What would her siblings think? The boys were too young to
understand, but Leigh was not.

“Where? My
room?”

That was worse. What if Drake or
anyone else saw her going in and leaving his room? “The summer
house?”

He grinned. “When? Now?”

Eleanor’s face heated. “Not now,” she
hissed. “Tonight, around nine. After I have put the boys to
bed.”

“Tonight it is.” He bent
and kissed her once again, searing her soul. The very one she would
lose tonight.

 


 





Chapter 15

 


Eleanor pulled the hood of her cape up
over her head, picked up the satchel and stepped from the back of
her house. What was she doing? Her stomach knotted, making her
almost ill. What if he were disappointed? What if she gave the only
thing left of value tonight and he wished not to
continue?

Thank goodness she had not told him
the truth. If he had even suspected her virgin state, Bentley would
never have agreed. Or, she assumed he wouldn’t have. Prior to his
accusations about Jamie, he had behaved the gentleman.

Rude, but a gentleman none-the-less.
His belief of her fallen state changed all of that.

The full moon dappled the path through
the leaves of the trees lining the path. With each step her pulse
increased and her hands shook. One would think she was going to the
gallows instead of sacrificing her maidenhead.

Ahead of her the summer house came
into sight. It was dark against the backdrop of the forest. A sigh
of relief escaped. She intentionally told him thirty minutes later
than when she planned to arrive. Elle wanted those few precious
moments to prepare for what was to come. Not that she knew
specifically what to prepare for.

She placed the satchel on the floor
just inside the door and removed her cloak. The cool breeze
pinpricked her skin. She wore nothing but a nightgown beneath her
cloak. It was one of the five her grandmother ordered after seeing
her threadbare night rails when she arrived in London. She had
slept in these gowns while in Town, but they had been put away upon
her return to the country. There was no need to sleep in such fine,
soft linen. Nor were the adornments of ribbons and lace necessary
for a goodnight’s sleep. Yet, after making her decision to become
Bentley’s mistress, she had pulled the gowns from the trunk to air
them for the nights to come.

Her room in London had been warm and
she hadn’t realized how impractical this material was until she
stood in the center of a breezy summer house. Then again, the
purpose for being here wasn’t to wear the gown at all. Thank
goodness it was night or one could be able to see directly through
the thin material. Yet, there was enough light from the moon that
she could make out the furniture. Perhaps she would not light the
candles. Were they necessary? The encounter would be certainly less
embarrassing in the dark. Bentley was not as familiar with the
summer house. She and Drake had spent a number of hours here to
escape the heat of the summer and she could negotiate the room easy
enough without the light. But as much as she may wish for darkness,
it was not fair to Bentley. It would do her no good if he were
injured.

Not that she would wish injury on him
regardless. Elle was feeling a bit selfish at the moment and now
that she had decided to take this drastic step, he needed to be in
a position to cooperate.

Bending, she grasped the handle of the
satchel and moved it to a chair before she withdrew candles and
flint. Elle moved about the room placing them on tables so that the
room would be fully illuminated when Bentley arrived. When she was
finished, Elle looked to the bed and her stomach clenched once
again. Should she turn it down or wait?

Before she could make a decision she
heard the scrape of a boot on the wooden step and Elle forced a
fist against her mouth to keep from vomiting. Surely brides didn’t
feel this way on their wedding night so why was she so
frightened?
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The summer house came into view and
more candles were lit as he drew near. Eleanor had beaten him here.
Had that been her intention? Did she wish to prepare the place? It
wasn’t necessary. All they really needed was a comfortable bed, or
even the chaise would do if it had been necessary.

All evening his nerves had been on
edge in anticipation. He had hoped to arrive before her, and
prepare the place to bring her the most comfort. Had that been her
intent as well? It didn’t matter. This first encounter could
possibly be awkward, as most first meetings were, but soon enough
they would be comfortable with the other.

He pushed the door open and stepped
into the room. The air left his lungs in one swoosh he hardened at
the sight of her. Even in his most fanciful fantasies Eleanor did
not look this delicious. Her dark curls cascaded down her back and
over one shoulder. A full breast strained against her gown, nipple
hard. Was she cold or already anticipating their mating? The night
rail fell to the floor, but was thin enough that he could make out
the indent of her waist and dark triangle at her thighs. Delicate
toes peeked out from beneath the white material.

He had thought to move slowly, enjoy
this first encounter, but Clay wasn’t sure how much his body could
withstand before he exploded. He hadn’t been this close to release,
without physical contact with a woman since he was a lad of ten and
five. If he didn’t get control over his body now, it could end
quite embarrassingly for him.

Clay took a step forward, his eyes
took in her body once again. “You are more beautiful than I
imagined.”

She sighed and her shoulders relaxed.
Had she feared he would reject her? As it was, Clay wasn’t sure he
would ever get enough of her.

As he continued forward, he removed
his coat and tossed it somewhere on the floor. Next he loosened his
neck clothe and dragged it over his head. His clothing was much too
confining and he needed to be free so he could feel her skin next
to his.

He paused and settled into a chair and
lifted his foot. Before he could remove his boot, Eleanor rushed
forward and knelt before him. “Let me.”

She took one, pulled and set it aside.
Clay offered the other and glimpsed down the gape in the neck of
her gown, his mouth salivating, wanting to feast on one bud and
then the next. Eleanor placed the boot next to the other and stood.
He stood and worked the buttons of his waistcoat before opening it,
and pulling it from his shoulders. He tugged the shirt from his
breeches and pulled it over his head, tossing it so it landed near
the vicinity of his other clothing. Or at least he assumed it did,
as he was not looking. His eyes were too busy feasting on
Eleanor.

Her deep brown eyes lifted to his,
wide and unsure. She had nothing to worry about. Already she was
more than he anticipated. With a groan, Clay pulled her tight
against his body and bent to devour her lips with his. Eleanor
relaxed and grasped his shoulders, kissing him back with as much
passion as he felt. His breeches became more uncomfortable with
each passing moment and he scooped Eleanor up in his arms and
carried her to the bed. Once he had her gown off of her glorious
body, he would not want to wait. Turning his back, he loosened and
pulled down his breeches before kicking them aside and sat back
down on the bed and drawing her into his arms. He would go out of
his mind if he wasn’t in her soon.

Clay pushed the sleeves over her
shoulders and freed her arms while he trailed kisses along her jaw
and neck. Her breaths were little pants and she arched into him as
one hand grasped and molded her perfect globe. His mouth continued
kissing, licking and nipping until he came to an erect peak and
gently sucked it into his mouth while pushing the gown down and
free from her body. Now she was as naked as he and they could enjoy
one another to their heart’s content.

Her nails bit into his shoulders and
her moans became more frequent each time he moved from one breast
to the other. If she was this responsive now, how would she react
when he touched her lower? A grinned pulled at his lips. Or kissed
her there?

Clay shifted, moving further down her
body, one hand caressing her inner thigh, circling higher until her
curls brushed the top of his fingers and he moved to settle between
her shapely legs. Eleanor stiffened and seemed to hold her breath.
Did she think he would take her now? Had it been so unpleasant
before that she thought to prepare herself? Clay slipped his
fingers between the folds, damp with anticipation. He tried to push
through her opening with one finger, but she was tighter than any
woman he had ever encountered. To take her now would bring her no
pleasure and possibly pain. Whoever had lain with Eleanor before
had done her a great disservice by terrifying her. All the more
reason to bring her to climax before he had his own
pleasure.

Shifting, he moved lower and placed
his hands under her buttocks, and brought her to his
mouth.

“What are you
doing?”

Clay glanced up and winked. “Relax and
enjoy. I want to taste you.”

Her eyes and mouth were wide with
shock. His tongue darted out, finding her nub. Eleanor hissed and
fell back. Clay feasted like he never had before, the nub swelling
beneath his tongue with each stroke, her body loosening, opening,
and finally allowing him to stretch her. Her fingers dug into his
scalp as her moans became louder. If she didn’t come soon he was
going to spill his seed on the bed without the pleasure of having
her body surrounding him. He had never had this much difficulty
keeping control. Lovemaking in the past had always been natural,
methodical and he could always control his release until the right
moment. But not with Eleanor. She was driving him to the brink. Is
this what lust did to a man?

“Let go. Don’t fight
it.”

As if on his command she stiffened,
crying out as her body convulsed. He couldn’t wait. He should allow
her a moment to recover but he was ready to burst.

Clay came over Eleanor and probed her
tight entrance. He prepared her as much as he could but she was
excruciatingly tight. If he didn’t know better he would think she
was a virgin. As that was not possible, her encounters must have
been few, and a very long time ago.

He pushed further, stretching and
pulling back. His control was at its limit. He needed to be in her,
feel her moist heat envelope him, and plunge as deep as he could
before he withdrew. He would not come inside her. Not until he had
the chance to ride into town for sheaths. Eleanor had been left
with a child once before and he would not leave her with a second
one.

He drew back and plunged into her
depths. Eleanor screeched and Clayton lost all control and he was
shaken with the most intense and instantaneous release of his life.
He was too late to pull back now and he rode the waves of passion
until he was drained. Collapsing he rolled to his side. “Bloody
hell.”
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Eleanor lay on her back and stared at
the ceiling. Her emotions and thoughts were a jumble. Goodness.
That was certainly more than she ever dreamed. Aside from that bit
of pain in the end, it had been the most pleasurable experience of
her life. Was it always like that? Did gentlemen make a habit of
kissing ladies there? Her face heated with the remembrance. Well,
she certainly couldn’t ask anyone.

She would never be the same after
tonight and it had nothing to do with no longer being a virgin.
Clayton had introduced her to sensations she never dreamed existed.
Even if she didn’t have enough funds when this was over, she
couldn’t regret what she would experience.

Eventually her heartbeat slowed and
body cooled. She turned her head to look at Clay. He hadn’t said
anything else. What was he thinking? Was he disappointed? Had she
displeased him, or was he simply still recovering as she. Had he
felt the same explosion within his body?

His face was hard, his jaw tight. Oh
dear.

Abruptly he sat and turned his back to
her. What had she done? Eleanor grasped the coverlet and pulled it
over her body.

He bent and grabbed his breeches from
the floor before he stood and pulled them on, giving Eleanor a
glimpse at his sculpted buttocks.

He then strode across the floor and
yanked on one boot and then the other, not saying a word. She had
thought they would remain here a bit longer, though she wasn’t sure
what more they could do, but she had not anticipated this cold
indifference.

He marched around the room, gathering
his clothing and yanking them on his body. Eleanor clutched the
coverlet to her chin, trying not to panic. Her heart raced for a
different reason now. Was their agreement at an end? Was he
finished with her already?

Once dressed, cravat hanging loosely
around his neck, Clayton turned and stared at her. “This is not
what I bargained for.”

A chill ran through her body at his
words.

He took a purse from the inside of his
coat pocket and tossed it on the table. “Our original agreement is
at an end.”

A cry lodged in her throat and Elle
brought a fist to her lips, to keep the sound inside.

“A gentleman expects
more experience from a mistress.” He strode for the door and Elle fought the waves of nausea
rising from within. “I hope you are happy with what you’ve gained
from this encounter.”

Clayton left the room and Elle jerked
at the slam of the door. A moment later tears streamed down her
face. “What have I done?”

 


 





Chapter 16

 


Elle pulled herself from bed in the
summer house. The sun would be up soon and she must return home
before the children woke. Slowly and methodically she dressed, and
then packed the candles, long since spent, into the bag. She
glanced back at the rumpled bed and her stomach clenched. She
closed her eyes for a moment to fight back even more tears. She’d
cried enough but she could not leave the room in this state.
Placing the bag on the floor she marched to the bed and ripped off
the soiled sheets and made the bed up to make it look like nothing
was amiss. She would wash the linen and return it later, not that
she expected anyone to notice they were missing.

She glanced at the purse Clayton had
tossed on the table. She had stared at it after he left, wondering
how much it held and if she wanted it after all. To take the money
branded her a whore, but hadn’t she already decided to become one
when she made the bargain with Bentley? Why was the thought of
taking the money this way so distasteful now?

As much as she wanted and needed the
money, she couldn’t make herself take the purse. She was certain to
regret it in the days to come, but she couldn’t bring herself to
take the payment. Doing so would make what happened with Bentley
all the worst somehow.

Shoving the sheets into the satchel
Eleanor left the summer house without a backward glance.

Birds were chirping and going about
the morning as she opened the back door of her home. The sounds
were once cheery, but not today. Nobody had risen and she quietly
made her way up the stairs, careful to avoid places on the steps
that creaked. Entering her room she closed the door silently behind
her and dropped the satchel. Exhaustion pulled at every part of her
being but doubted she would be able to sleep. All she needed to do
was keep busy and try to find a way to raise the rest of the money.
There had to be something she hadn’t thought of. Perhaps she could
appeal to her grandfather for a loan, but pride stood in the
way.

That blasted pride again. Look what it
had gotten her so far. If she thought it would do any good she
would write her grandfather, but she already knew the answer. He
would not give her a farthing if it would go to helping her family
so she must think of something else. As much as she hated to,
perhaps it was time to appeal to Drake.

After hiding the bag in the armoire
and hanging her cape on a hook, Elle settled at her small desk and
penned a letter to Drake and to meet with him after his guests left
to discuss the possibility of a loan. Just penning the words made
her nauseous but what else was she to do? She couldn’t lose her
home. All she could do was pray she could pay him back as quickly
as possible so that the loan didn’t stand between their friendship.
Her step-father taking loans had gotten them into this mess in the
first place and she was not about to repeat his habits.

She read over the letter
one last time, hoping he would understand why she could not return
to the party. Bentley’s handsome face came to mind and as much as
she wanted to hate him, she could not. He had expected a woman of
experience and she had done nothing to disabuse him of that
fact. What if he felt responsible for or
thought himself the person who ruined her? Bentley was honorable. What if he got some fool notion in his
head?

No, he wouldn’t. They’d made a
bargain. It was a bargain that he had terminated almost
immediately, but not before the irreparable damage was done. But,
it had been her choice, her proposition, and she had nobody to
blame but herself. It just hurt how cruelly she’d been
discarded.

Elle picked up the sand to dust the
letter, but stopped.

But, what if he decided he owed her an
obligation?

Elle dipped the pin into
the inkwell and added Please inform Lord
Bentley that I do not wish for him to call on me or seek me out
ever again. I have no wish to see him.

Drake may wonder, but he could ask
Bentley about it if he felt so inclined. Whatever excuse he gave
she would go along with because Bentley would certainly not tell
Drake the truth, unless he wished to face a pistol at
dawn.
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Clay dressed carefully the following
morning. He had slept little, if at all. His mind was still reeling
from the revelation that Eleanor was, or had been, a virgin until
last night. He had handled the entire situation badly. Very badly
indeed. He could still see the stricken look on her face after he
had thrown the money on the table and informed her that the
previously agreed arrangement was no longer possible. Even she must
understand that he was now obligated to do right by her. He had no
choice but to marry her. A gentleman does not ruin a respectable
woman without consequence.

He stared at his face in the mirror
and pushed his fingers through his hair, trying to make some order
out of ends sticking out in all directions. How he managed to get
into this mess he would never understand. So like his father,
judging, condemning and now tied to her for life. It didn’t matter
that he desired her in his life and should be pleased that his
growing attachment for her could continue without the taint of an
illicit affair. But he couldn’t get past the fact that she had lied
to him. At any point in their relationship she could have told him
that Jamie was not her natural son, but not once had she said a
word and had allowed him to believe the worst of her. What kind of
woman would do that? Anyone else would have been quick to deny such
condemning assumptions, but she had held her tongue and now look at
where it had gotten both of them.

As soon as he had started kissing and
caressing her he knew that one night would not be enough. Now it
appeared he would have her for a lifetime. Yet, there was so much
he didn’t know about her. Of course now he knew why her grandfather
had finally provided a season. She was as pure as any other young
woman being presented. Or, had been, until he’d ruined her, in the
most incredible moment of his entire life.

He could still feel her tremble with
what he’d thought had been desire. How much had been fear? Eleanor
had taken a huge chance last night with her virtue. No, she had
known what she was doing and had been the one to suggest the union.
Why? She hadn’t wanted a house in London, nor jewels. In fact, she
had almost decided against the entire suggestion until he assured
her there were other ways she would be rewarded. Surely the money
he had given her in London had paid any debts. How could the earl
allow his granddaughter to live in the run down house with no
servants? The entire situation baffled him and he would find out
the truth. Today. He had a right to know everything he was getting
in the bargain, which apparently included Jamie, two other
brothers, and an unsupportive grandfather. In fact, Clay had half a
mind to confront the man, but decided to wait until he had all
facts.

Clay turned away from the mirror once
he’d brushed everything into place. What was Eleanor thinking this
morning? He should not have stomped out on her as he had. It had
been childish but he was so shocked at discovering that she was a
virgin, he hadn’t known how to act. Had it been on their wedding
night, he would have been prepared and expectant. But she had just
agreed to be his mistress and one did not expect a mistress to be a
virgin.

Damn, he yanked on his boots, he
shouldn’t have just left her sitting there, horrified by her
actions and horrified by his response. He would have to make it up
to her, and he would. But, not until he had his own answers first.
With those thoughts in mind he strode from his room. Following
breakfast, he would find a way to get her alone. They had much to
discuss.

Eleanor wasn’t at breakfast, but Clay
wasn’t surprised. She normally didn’t make an appearance until
early afternoon. He had a few hours to wait and he needed this time
to prepare for their conversation. As the meal was ending a footman
handed a note to Acker that he read with a frown. He sat it aside
before he spoke. “Miss Westin will not be joining us again. There
are some pressing matters which she must attend to.” Clay met
Acker’s eyes, but the man said nothing more, though Clay could
swear he saw accusation. Perhaps it was his guilty conscious. As
soon as the others began to leave for morning activities he would
ride to her home and demand an explanation.

It was not to be. As soon as he exited
the dining room Acker was at his side. “Join me in the library.” It
wasn’t a request but more of a demand.

“I hope you don’t intend on
paying a call to Eleanor,” Acker stated once the door was closed
behind them.

“That had been my
intention.” What had she put in her note? “Why?”

“Because she specifically
stated that she did not wish to see you.” Acker crossed his arms
over his chest and glared at Clay. “Why?”

“It is none of your
concern.”

“I beg to differ. This is
not like Elle. If she were tired, or did have other matters to
attend to, she would have simply left her note as that. Instead she
added that she never wants to see you again. Why would that
be?”

“It is a private matter
between Miss Westin and myself.” Clay would not tell his friend the
truth. He at least owed that to Eleanor.

“Then I cannot allow you to
see her.”

Short of having a brawl with Acker to
get out of the house, Clay decided that perhaps it was in
everyone’s best interest to wait, for now. “Very well, then perhaps
you could answer a few questions for me.”

Acker sank into the chair. “I’ll
answer what I can.”

“Who is Jamie?”

Acker tilted his head to the side and
studied him. “You no longer believe Jamie is her son?”

“No, and why didn’t you
tell me in the first place? I thought we were friends.”

Acker shrugged. “It wasn’t my place to
tell. Elle said that because you had made your judgment of her that
you didn’t deserve to know the truth. She was very angry at the
time.”

“For good
reason.”

“That I never doubted for a
moment,” Acker agreed. “Why do you ask now?”

“Because nothing adds up.
Her grandfather is bloody rich, yet look at where she lives, with
three boys. It was easy to assume that Jamie was her son due to
circumstances.”

“Circumstantial evidence
often leads to trouble, does it not,” Acker stated with a hint of a
sarcastic smile.

Clay ignored the statement. “Tell me
who Jamie is and why he lives with Miss Westin. He can’t be over
two years of age and I was told her parents died three years ago.
And, why does she live in such a rundown home with no servants?”
Clay sank into a chair across from Acker.

Acker rose and poured a brandy for
each of them before he returned to his seat. “Elle’s mother married
Stanhope’s youngest son. None in the family were pleased with the
match.”

“Why is that?” Clay had
accepted the brandy, though he had yet to drink. Instead he held
onto it for security, afraid he would need it in the
end.

“They met during a summer
gathering at this house. Elle’s mother was the daughter of our
local magistrate. Though a gentleman, he was far beneath the earl
and his family.”

Clay nodded.

“Elle’s father died when
she was five-years-old. The family treated Elle’s mother coolly and
came close to cutting her direct in polite society. Of course,
Eleanor was loved and adored. When her mother tired of the
treatment, she and Elle retired to her former home. Her father
passed away a short time later so for a few years it was only the
two of them.”

Clayton nodded, wishing Acker would
hurry up with the story. “When Elle was eight her mother remarried
and he moved into the home Elle still resides in. Once this action
was taken, the Earl cut off any support with the exception of a few
pounds a month for Elle.”

“That is hardly fair. At
least he could have seen his granddaughter was better cared for,”
Clay argued.

“He would have seen her
educated and dressed in the finest clothing had Elle’s mother let
her go to live with her grandparents, but she didn’t want to lose
her daughter.”

“No woman would.” The night
he last saw Adele holding onto Julia’s hand flashed through his
mind. She refused to be parted from her daughter as well. Yet,
there was no reason she had to leave, abandoning Clay and his
brothers.

“In truth, the only reason
her mother took the funds in the first place was for Eleanor alone.
Now that she was married, she wanted nothing from her former
in-laws. In fact, everyone was quite happy in the house until
Elle’s step-father died three years ago. Her mother died six months
later, shortly after giving birth to Jamie.”

“Jamie is a
step-brother.”

“Elle is the only mother he
has ever known, which is why he calls her by that name. She has
tried to discourage him but he is too young to understand. All the
other small children have a mama so Elle must be his.”

Clay clearly recalled the day he had
first seen the child with his arms open and up calling to Eleanor.
He had judged her immediately for abandoning her son. How many
other matters had he been wrong about? And, Jordan was the one who
told me her parents had been dead for four years. Why hadn’t he
confirmed this bit of information? Why had he blindly assumed the
worst?

“Besides Jamie, Elle has
had the responsibility of her other four siblings.”

“Four? I thought there were
only three boys?”

Acker grinned and shook his head. “You
really need to learn to ask questions and confirm facts before you
start assuming.”

Clay’s face heated. It galled him that
he was more like his father than he realized. How much harm had he
done because of his assumptions and judgments? “Tell me about
them.”

“Leigh is her only sister,
and fourteen. Tobias is ten, Ethan is eight, Benjamin is five, I
believe, and Jamie will be three at the end of summer.”

Clay sipped the fiery liquid, not
caring that it was still early in the day. The answers only brought
more questions. “Why did her grandfather pick now to give her a
season? Did Eleanor want one earlier?”

Acker shrugged. “We don’t know. He
never said. Stanhope simply issued the command and Elle had to
obey.” He took a drink. “She reaches her majority in September and
won’t have to do his bidding ever again after that.”

Clay pushed his fingers through his
hair. She had far too many responsibilities to shoulder alone at
her age. The house looked as if it could collapse at any moment,
and boys that age grew out of their clothing fast and would soon be
eating her out of house and home. No wonder she took his money
quickly enough. How had they survived until now?

He straightened. And what prompted her
to suddenly accept this offer to become his mistress?

His stomach clenched. She needed more
money. Something else must have happened for Elle to believe she
had no other choice but to give up her virtue. If he’d learned
anything, Elle would do anything to take care of her family, even
if it meant selling her body. But how to ask Acker without letting
on about what had occurred between he and Elle.

“Elle seemed upset
yesterday,” he began and picked his words carefully. “She even
mentioned that blasted proposal I made in London.” His face heated,
ashamed he had treated her so poorly and assumed the worst of
her.

Acker hitched a brow. “Is that why she
doesn’t wish to ever see you again?”

“We argued.” Clay wouldn’t
tell Acker anything further. First, he wouldn’t shame Elle in such
a way and second, he had no desire to face his friend at a dawn
appointment. “Has something occurred where she needs more
funds?”

Acker relaxed back in his seat. “Her
step-father had a number of debts. None of them from the usual sort
our London friends face from things such as gambling, woman and
drink. No, they are honest debts from family, home, poor economy in
this area. Elle’s biggest fear is that she won’t be able to take
care of her family and the boys will be sent to workhouses. Her
grandfather has suggested that option on more than one occasion.
Elle refuses to abandon her family and is determined to keep
everyone together.”

No wonder she was so adamant about the
conditions in the mills. Had she feared the children would actually
end up there one day? Good Lord, what pressure she must have been
under.

“I don’t mean to be crass,
but I gave her a substantial sum in London. Has it not been enough
to help?”

Acker stood to refill his glass. “Oh
it was enough at the time.”

“At the time, were the
debts so large she could not meet them all?”

“Yes and no.” Acker sighed,
settling back in the chair. “Elle paid all the debts she was aware
of and put the rest aside for emergencies and continued to live in
the same style as before, using other means to bring funds into the
home from teaching piano, taking in mending, and that sort of
thing.”

“What debt did she not know
of?” Clay stood and also helped himself to more brandy.

“Apparently a gentleman
holds the deed to the house. Her step-father used it as collateral
for a loan. That debt is due at the end of the month or Elle and
the children lose their home.”

Clay took a gulp of the burning liquid
and sat. His conversation with her yesterday became so clear. Of
course she wouldn’t want to be pampered with servants, a nice house
and jewels around her neck. She’d simply taken the only option left
available to her. Elle had sold her body for the sake of her
family, to keep a roof over their head.

He had judged her so, so wrongly. Elle
was nothing like Adele. Elle sacrificed her virtue so her family
would not suffer. If only she would have told him. Everything would
be so different, if only she had told him the truth.

Would he have listened? Perhaps not in
the beginning, but certainly he would have later, especially after
he had seen her home. He should have known things didn’t add up but
his own pride and arrogance had gotten in the way. He needed to fix
matters. He had to do right by her.

Despite what she had done for
financial security and that she had lied to him about her
circumstances, Clay couldn’t think of any other woman, or person he
respected more at this moment. How could he have been so
blind?

 


 





Chapter 17

 


Elle began to relax as the
day grew long. Thank goodness Clayton had not come to call. She
could not face him or the humiliation now, so soon, if ever. The
house party would be over in a few days and she would meet with
Drake to draw up some form of contract. As the house would be hers
once she reached her majority, she would use it as collateral. At
least she knew Drake would not evict her and the children and in
time she would be able to pay him back. Resolved that everything
would work out, Elle had put her thoughts to the afternoon meal
with she heard a carriage outside. Please,
don’t let it be Bentley.

Tobias rushed into the kitchen. “Lady
Acker has come to call.”

Elle took a deep breath and blew it
out. She wasn’t expecting Drake’s mother to return until after the
house party had concluded, and she really didn’t want to face the
all too perceptive woman right now.

“Could you please inform
Lady Acker that I need to finish preparing dinner and that I will
call on her tomorrow.”

“That won’t be
necessary.”

Elle turned to find Lady Acker
standing in the door of her kitchen. Good gracious.

“Lady Acker. Did you enjoy
London?”

The woman waved a hand, “It was the
same as always, though you disappeared rather quickly.” She pulled
a chair out and sat.

“Shall we go into the
parlor?” She could not have the countess sitting in her kitchen, of
all places.”

Lady Acker dismissed her with another
wave of her hand and looked around. “I like your kitchen. It
reminds me of the home I grew up in. Many hours were spent cooking
and chatting in our kitchen.”

Elle gaped at her.

Lady Acker chuckled. “I have a
confession.” She grinned. “I wasn’t always a lady, but a poor
vicar’s oldest daughter. There were eight of us.”

Eleanor had always assumed
Lady Acker came from society and made a match within the
ton. She turned away and
filled the tea kettle and set it on the stove.

“I didn’t know you would be
returning so soon.” Elle wiped her hands on a towel and gathered
cups, saucers and tea.

The woman sighed. “I haven’t yet
arrived home. I just learned my son was having a house party and
thought to stop here for a refreshing cup of tea before facing
whomever Drake has invited.”

Elle smiled and took a seat across
from Lady Acker. “The guests are not that daunting.”

“If that is true then why
aren’t you there instead of here?” The lady eyed her
skeptically.

Elle looked down, unable to meet her
eye. “I am tired that is all. I have spent the last four days at
Drake’s gathering and couldn’t let things go here.”

Lady Acker eyed her closely, but
didn’t ask what was so important that needed to be done now.
Instead she asked further questions. “Who are my son’s
guests?”

Elle rattled of all the names, ending
with Lord Clayton Bentley.

“Ah yes, I should have
expected him to be present. He and Drake have been such good
friends since Eton.”

“Yes, that is what I have
been told,” Elle murmured and stood to remove the kettle and poured
the hot water into a teapot.

“You made his acquaintance
in London, did you not, dear?” Lady Acker asked
searchingly.

“Ah, yes I did.”

“He is such a handsome man.
It is a shame he is so like his father.”

“How so?” Elle settled into
her seat again and poured Lady Acker a cup of tea. She hoped her
curiosity wasn’t obvious.

Lady Acker frowned. “The man was a
judgmental, hypocritical prig.”

“That sounds accurate.”
Elle immediately wished she could take back her words. The last
thing she needed was Lady Acker becoming suspicious about her
relationship with Clayton.

“Did he insult you dear? He
will apologize if he has.”

“No,” Elle quickly
answered, leaning forward. “I don’t want you to say a word to him.
It was not so much as an insult but he was quick to assume Jamie
was my son, without the benefit of marriage, without inquiring
otherwise.”

Lady Acker’s eyes opened in shock
before she narrowed them. “Did he make an improper
proposition?”

The very last thing Elle wanted to do
was tell her the truth. “It doesn’t matter. I would rather just let
matters rest and forget his existence if you do not
mind.”

“What aren’t you telling
me?” Lady Acker insisted.

“Nothing, please just let
it go.”

The woman pursed her lips and after a
moment nodded her head.

 


  *

 


Within an hour of leaving his meeting
with Acker, Clay sent a letter to his man of business with
instructions to look into Eleanor’s financial situation and see
that all debts were paid in full immediately. The mortgage had
surprised her and he wanted to make sure she didn’t become aware of
any further debts. When he came to her and offered marriage, he
wanted it to be because she wished to marry him and not because it
would solve her family’s financial burdens. If he had not been so
blind and stupid they probably would have been married by now,
without a serious care in the world. He had taken that from her in
London and last night he had taken the option from her permanently.
He refused to let his sins ruin her financially as well.

Who was he kidding? He would have to
go a lot further in convincing Eleanor to become his wife than
paying a few debts. No doubt she hated him at this very moment and
he didn’t blame her. But how should he go about convincing her they
belonged together and somehow make her like him? He hoped for love
one day, but would settle for any fond emotion at this
point.

If necessary, he would continue to
help her financially as if she were his mistress without any of the
benefits. It was the very least he could do. He wished he had seen
the truth in the beginning. His admiration for her was
unparalleled.

Unfortunately, that option was
probably gone, though he would still try. She was everything he had
ever sought in a wife and now he may have completely destroyed all
hope in having her.

Just as he was standing to leave the
room Lady Acker announced herself. Acker welcomed his mother
warmly, as did Clay. Her greeting to him was as frosty as a January
morning. She shut the door behind her and turned a glare on
Clay.

“Sit down young man. You
and I have a few things to discuss.” She turned toward her son.
“Pour me a brandy. I have never been as angry as I am now.” She
turned back to Clay. “If you were younger I would take you over my
knee. If I were a man I would call you out. Since neither option is
available I am going to tell you what I should have told you years
ago.”

Stunned, Clay sank back into his
chair. What did she know? He had never seen Lady Acker angry and he
wasn’t about to cross her now. At this moment she was as
frightening as some of his former schoolmasters.

“I had hoped you would have
inherited some of the decency from your mother, or
Adele.”

Clay sat forward. “I barely remember
my mother and Adele died.”

“I remember them both
vividly and I can’t blame Adele for running away.”

Clay’s heart ceased for a moment. What
did Lady Acker know of the matter? The whole world had been told
Adele’s carriage went over a bridge. Nobody had ever let on that
they knew she’d left the family with Julia.

“Your father poisoned your
mind against her and your heart against any decent, respectable
lady.”

“Not the decent and
respectable ones.” Clay argued.

The lady harrumphed and sat in a
chair, brandy in hand. “I suppose your father blamed Adele for
leaving and not himself.”

“My mother’s carriage went
off a bridge killing both her and my sister, Julia,” Clayton said
evenly. Lady Acker could not possibly know they were running away,
could she?

She arched an eyebrow. “You didn’t
know she was leaving your father at the time?”

How did the woman know
that?

A small smile came to her face. “Ah,
you did know. I can see it in your eyes.”

Damn and blast. The woman was far too
perceptive.

Acker arched a brow at him in
question, but said nothing.

“She was on her way to see
me, with Julia. She could not live with your father any longer. Not
after what happened.”

Acker slipped into a chair beside his
mother. This was a family secret and he wasn’t sure how he felt
about his friend knowing this truth. Yet, he couldn’t very well ask
Acker to leave. Instead, Clay said nothing. Perhaps the woman
didn’t know as much as she thought.

She sighed and took a drink. “Adele
adored and loved you and your brothers.”

Clay snorted. Sometimes the pain of
her leaving was as fresh as it was the night she left.

“Did you notice that the
beatings from your father were less after he married
her?”

He’d never told anyone of his father’s
punishments. It was rarely even mentioned when it was just he and
his brothers. But upon reflection, his father had hit him less,
until she was gone. Then it happened more often than ever before.
Until he married Rose.

“She used to argue fiercely
with your father over the discipline and often, suffered physically
for it. She once told me that she could handle being struck if it
kept him from taking the switch to one of you.”

Her words chilled him to the bone.
“Father had struck Adele?” It never occurred to him that father
would strike his wife. Had he hit his mother or Rose?

“That isn’t what drove her
away though.” She leveled her eyes on Clayton. “He took the switch
to Julia.”

Anger surged through his veins. Julia
was only two when they left. What reason could he have had for
striking her? He wanted to deny the fact his father would do such a
thing, but his brothers had been hit that young, and father thought
even less of females.

“Good God,” Acker mumbled.
Clay had forgotten he was even in the room for a moment.

“How do you know this?”
Clay asked slowly. “How well did you know Adele?”

“Adele and I made our
coming out together and became fast friends. I married at the end
of my first season, which was a complete surprise since I didn’t
believe I should have even been in London.” She laughed. “I was the
daughter of a poor vicar but my uncle, the Marquess Shelton, made
sure each of us had as many seasons as it took to be
married.”

“I still miss uncle. His
son is not half the Marquess his father was,” Acker
mused.

“Go on,” Clay prompted. He
didn’t really care about the family history right now. He wanted to
know what else Lady Acker knew of Adele.

“Adele was in her seventh
season, and had already put herself on the shelf, not really
wishing to marry anyone because everyone she had met was so
stifling. At the age of five and twenty she had given up meeting
anyone she wished to spend the rest of her life with.” A wistful
look came to Lady Acker’s face and she looked past Clay, as if she
was revisiting another time. “I remember the first time she
encountered you boys.” She looked at Clay. “You were in the park.
It was early, not at all a fashionable time, but Adele and I wished
to visit and stroll. It struck us odd because you weren’t playing,
but watching other children who were allowed to run, yell, and fly
kites.”

They hadn’t been allowed to play. Not
until Adele.

“Adele learned what she
could of you boys and when she learned your father was a widower,
set out to gain an introduction to him.”

A smile pulled at Clay’s lips. He
remembered the first time his father met Adele. They were in the
park again and she was trying to teach them a game. Even then the
two had argued, but his father had also fallen in love. Or, at
least lust. His father didn’t believe in love. The days that Adele
was with them were the happiest for Clay and his
brothers.

“All was well at first
until the following spring when he informed her that attending the
Season was no longer necessary and there was no need for her to
even leave the estate. Her duty was to his sons and any future
heirs.”

“I recall their
arguments.”

“She was also appalled that
he struck you with a switch, and for minor infractions.”

He had hit them for everything from
failing to get good marks at school to leaving crumbs on the
table.

Lady Acker took another drink. “Adele
tried to shield you boys, and often took the punishment, as I
said.”

Just the thought of his father
striking a woman made him ill.

“Then he struck
Julia.”

Clay tensed. “I didn’t
know.”

Lady Acker smiled gently. “She didn’t
want you to know for fear of what you would do.”

Clay would have gone to his father, as
he had when John, the youngest was struck. They had horrible fights
when he was young, until he began to fear the punishments too much,
and learned to be just what father expected so they didn’t have to
suffer more than necessary.

“So she left?”

Lady Acker shook her head. “Not the
first time.”

“How many times?” Clay
asked quietly, afraid to hear the answer.

“The second time was
because Julia was crying too much.” Tears came to Lady Acker’s
eyes. “Adele wrote me that morning and said she was leaving that
night because she could not live in that house and stand by while
her husband took a switch to a two-year-old child. She was coming
to me and then would make plans to disappear.”

Clay still wished Adele would not have
left them, but how can he fault her now?

“She was afraid you would
find out too,” Lady Acker added. “She knew how protective you were
of Julia and was afraid of what you would do.”

Clay nodded. “Why are you telling me
this now?”

The woman straightened and glared at
him. “Because, I just came from visiting with Miss Westin. I know
all about your proposition to her in London and what you
believe.”

“I was wrong, and I
apologized.”

“It doesn’t matter. What
matters is you have viewed women in the same manner as your father.
You are quick to judge, quick to punish.”

Clay stood. “I have never punished
anyone.”

“Not with a switch, but
easily with words and behavior.”

He sank back into his seat. She was
right. He was a bloody, judgmental bastard. Much more like his
father than he ever wanted to be.

“I had hopes for you and
Miss Westin in London. She deserves better, but I thought she would
be the best person for you.”

In that Lady Acker was
correct.

“You need someone like
Eleanor in your life.”

Not only needed, but wanted. Eleanor
had the ability to make him forget his troubles and concern. She
made him long for lust and passion within a marriage. He wanted to
be free of the chains that bound him to propriety and caused him to
judge others by standards far too high for anyone to meet. He
wanted her so he could bury any remnants of his father that
remained in his life for good. He wanted to feel like he did when
Adele was with them. He wanted his children to know that carefree
happiness. He wanted someone to take care of. He wanted a purpose
other than running his estates and making more money than a person
could spend. And, the only person who could make that happen was
Eleanor. No other woman ever came close.

“I know.”

Surprise lit on Acker’s
face.

Lady Acker planted a fist on the arm
of the chair. “Well, what do you intend to do about it?”

“Marry her, if I can ever
manage to get her to speak to me again.”

“Was your argument so bad
yesterday?” Acker prodded.

Clay grimaced. If only his friend
knew, and thank goodness he didn’t. “It was bad enough. And as
usual, I was the one in the wrong.”

“I ask again, what do you
plan to do about it?” Lady Acker demanded.

“I am really not sure.” He
stood and began to pace. “I will give her a day or two and maybe
then she will relent and see me.”

“Just don’t take too long.”
She wagged a finger at him.

Clay chuckled. “I won’t. But I want to
take care of a few matters first. I don’t want her marrying me
because it will solve her family’s financial difficulties. I need
to figure out how to convince her to marry me because she wants
to.”

Both Acker and his mother
nodded.

“I will take my leave of
you. I am going to be gone for a few days, until the party is over,
and when I return, I hope Miss Westin will grant me an audience.”
Clay turned toward the door.

Just as his hand touched the doorknob
Lady Acker spoke.

“One more thing,
Bentley.”

He turned to look at her.

“Adele and Julia didn’t die
that night.”

He closed his eyes and leaned back
against the door. His biggest fear was the world finding out the
truth. “I know. I recently learned of that myself.”

Her eyebrows arched.

“Do you know where they
might be?”

She shook her head. “I only received
one letter from her, months later. She and Julia were in Paris and
didn’t expect to ever return to England. It was her goodbye to
me.”

Clay sighed. “Father lost track of
them when Julia turned ten and eight.” He strode back over.
“Please, do not say a word of this to anyone.”

Lady Acker smirked. “If I was going to
say anything I would have by now. Besides, the damage this could do
to your step-mother and Madeline would be horrendous. It is best if
some matters remained buried in the past.”

Relief shot through him. “Thank you,
Lady Acker.”

“Thank me by winning Miss
Westin.”

For the first time that day Clay felt
like laughing and hope surged. If Lady Acker and her son were
supportive, surely he could win Eleanor. He just had to convince
her to accept him, somehow.

 


 





Chapter 18

 


Elle had never been
not at home to anyone
before in her life, but for the past five days those were the words
she asked Leigh to say to Lord Bentley. She couldn’t face him,
especially not knowing why he wished to see her.

She inched the curtain back from her
front bedchamber window and watched as he mounted his horse.
Somehow he must have sensed her presence because he straightened
and then looked straight up at her. Their eyes met and for a moment
she wanted to open the window and yell down to him to wait. But she
was afraid. What if their meeting was a cold business arrangement
to continue what she had started? She couldn’t endure going to his
bed again and being left cold when he had seen to his need. Until
that moment, their joining had been the most incredible moment of
her life. Elle never dreamed that making love could be so
fulfilling, or that a woman could experience such powerful
magnificent explosions in her body. She wasn’t even sure what they
were called and feared she would never experience such again. But
even if she was tempted, she couldn’t risk her heart only to have
it trampled on and discarded the moment he was done. That had cut
her to the quick. How did mistresses endure being treated in such a
way night after night? Were their hearts made of steel?

Elle knew she should close the curtain
and turn her back on him, but her body had a will of its own and
her eyes remained locked on him.

A slow, sensual smile came to Clay’s
face, as if he knew she had been thinking about their joining. He
raised his fingers to her lips and blew her a kiss before he bowed
his head and rode away. Goodness. What had he meant by that action?
Did he wish to continue their affair?

Her body hummed and came alive with
the thought of being with him again, until the reminder of the
rejection to come cooled her.

It was a chance to raise funds for her
family, but at what cost to her soul? No, she had already lost too
much to Lord Bentley, her heart included, and she wanted it back.
Spending more time with him would make it impossible to ever regain
what she’d foolishly given away.

With a huff she spun from the window
and yanked the curtains closed. How could she possibly love that
man? He was a horrible person to deliver the most delicious kisses.
He was judgmental and arrogant, but truly cared about the poor and
orphaned children in society. He was lofty and fit amongst his
peers easily, yet he was a good friend to Drake, whom she adored
and trusted above anyone else. Why was that man such a
conundrum?

Despite all of the things she did not
like about him, there was deep rooted goodness in Clayton. She
glimpsed it too often and knew it flowed deep with him. It was
probably the reason she fell in love with him. It made no sense
that she would love a gentleman such as he, but she did. Her mother
often told her that we don’t get to choose who we love, but our
heart makes the choice for us, whether it is for the best or not.
Her heart chose Bentley, but it would also be destroyed if she let
him into her life. Though she should meet with him and find out why
he was coming to call, she knew it would hurt too much if he wished
continue their illicit association, nor did she want anything more
permanent because he was honorable, if that was his intention. It
was easier to not speak to or see him again. She simply needed to
forget him and move on with her life. It was safer and today she
would meet with Drake and settle the question of a loan. Then she
would see to her family and pretend she never met Lord
Bentley.

Someone knocked on the front door and
Eleanor rushed back to the window, heart pounding. Had Clayton
returned? Below was the familiar gig of Mr. Barnes. Her throat
constricted. The month was not up. What was he doing here now? Were
there further debts? She turned and raced toward the stairs, afraid
of what she would learn next. Yet, it was better to know now so she
would have an accurate amount to name when she and Drake
met.

Leigh was opening the door when Elle
reached the threshold. The man held papers in his hand. “I’ve come
to deliver your deed.”

Elle gapped. “I beg your
pardon?”

“It is all yours.” He
grinned. “I didn’t think you could pay off the debt but it was
taken care of this morning and for that I thank you.”

Had Drake looked into the matter
already, without discussing it with her first?

“I knew if you asked your
grandfather he would be of assistance.”

Elle blinked up at him.
“Grandfather?”

The man shrugged. “I assumed it was
your grandfather’s man of business. Came all the way from London
and inquired about your debts and paid each one in
full.”

“Debts?” Were there more
than the mortgage that she didn’t know about?

Mr. Barnes dismissed her with a wave
of his hand. “There were a few that some of the merchants were
going to forgive, knowing how difficult it is for you and the
children.”

Elle grasped the stair
railing.

“You seem surprised, Miss
Westin? Is anything wrong?”

She couldn’t tell him she’d borrowed
the money from Drake. That was to remain a secret. Though everyone
in the town knew they were close friends, she didn’t want to start
speculation on their relationship since he had apparently arranged
to pay more than she realized. “I am just surprised he took care of
the matter so quickly. I thought it would be another week or
two.”

The man grinned. “Well, everything has
been paid in full and you don’t have another worry, Miss
Westin.”

He nodded and left her house. Elle
sank down on the steps of the landing. She was out of debt, in
truth this time. Well, except for what she owed Drake and that
would bother her until it was paid in full. But at least she didn’t
owe everyone else in town.

She needed to thank him and get a full
accounting, but she couldn’t go there. Not with Bentley still
visiting. Instead, she sent Ethan with a note asking Drake to call
on her.

An hour later he stepped into her
parlor and Elle ran and hugged him, placing a kiss on his cheek.
“Thank you.”

Drake pulled back, an amused
expression on his face. “You are welcome, but to what do I owed
this gratitude?”

“My debts. You paid all my
debts, even the ones I was still unaware of.”

His brows creased. “I haven’t done any
such thing.”

Elle pulled away. “But, I sent you a
note and asked for a loan. I was going to visit when Bentley was
gone, but he still hasn’t left.”

“I would have happily given
you the loan, but I was waiting to discuss it with you, since I
intended to make it a gift.”

Dread filled her belly. “You didn’t
pay Mr. Barnes?”

“No.”

Elle sank onto the settee. “Then who
did because I know it wasn’t my grandfather.”

Drake put his hands behind his back
and rocked on his heels. “I take it you haven’t spoken with Bentley
on any of the days he has come to call.”

A cold sweat broke out on her brow.
“No. He was turned away each time.”

“Perhaps you may wish to
send word to him.”

“Why?” She already knew the
answer, but needed to be certain.

“I suspect he may have paid
the debts, though I don’t know for certain.”

She couldn’t believe Bentley had paid
everything? How did he even know about the mortgage? Had Drake told
him?

She shook her head, it didn’t matter.
What mattered now was what she needed to do. Of course he would
expect her not to renege on their agreement. But she needed to know
positively first. Though she couldn’t imagine who else would have
paid them. If he had, now that he had paid her bills, she must
become his mistress in truth. A thrill shot through her, knowing
she would experience that all consuming passion again, but it was
tampered down with dread of coupling with him for payment. He saw
her nothing more than a whore and really, wasn’t that what she had
become? “When you return home, could you ask him to call on
me?”

“He left.”

Her head shot up. Bentley was in front
of her house not an hour ago. Where could he have gone so
quickly?

“He didn’t say but
indicated he would return in a week or sooner.”

Should she try and find
him?

No. It was better to wait, give
herself time to harden her heart before they were intimate again.
If Drake was right, she had a week to accomplish her
goal.

“When he returns, let him
know that I would like to speak with him.”

 


  *

 


Clay glanced around the mill. In the
short time that passed since he was last here improvements had
already been made. The boys laughed and talked, yet they remained
hard at work. Completely different from the scene he last walked in
on last time. And why shouldn’t the lads be allowed to enjoy
themselves? Just because they were working, didn’t mean they
shouldn’t be allowed to talk, or sing. If only he had known what
Thomason was about he would have let the man go months ago. But he
hadn’t known. Just like there was much he didn’t know with regard
to others in his life, such as his brother, John, and Eleanor. How
many other people had he judged harshly, or simply accepted they
were doing as he expected.

Clay pushed his fingers through his
hair and left the mill before walking back toward the main house.
He had Mrs. Nevil make up his room. He had only slept in it four
times since he purchased the mill, but he would take up residence
and live here for however long it took for Eleanor to speak with
him again. Acker’s house would have been more convenient, but the
man asked too many questions, and Clay couldn’t stay there
indefinitely. Besides, there was work to be done at the mill so he
would remain here and visit Eleanor until she spoke with him. It
wasn’t much of a plan, but it would work.

As for his estate, he had a secretary
and estate manager. They could take care of matters for a while,
though he sent word where he could be reached in an emergency. Clay
chuckled and grinned. His father probably just rolled over in his
grave at the thought of someone else, not even a family member,
being put in charge of the vast holdings. And since this was
something his father never would have done, Clay was all the more
happy with the decision. In fact, he planned on going out of his
way to make the exact opposite decision of whatever he believed his
father would decide. Only then he could become a better man.
Hopefully one worthy of Eleanor.

No doubt his father had never found
himself in this position. He would have continued to keep Eleanor,
Elle, as a mistress given her actions before marriage. Clay vowed
never to touch her again until she became his wife. Then he would
spend every waking hour making up to her for all the wrongs he had
delivered, and spend every night convincing her of his
love.

He stopped just short of the door
leading into the house. Love? Where had that word come
from?

He sank onto one of the garden bench
seats by the roses. Did he love Miss Westin? Eleanor?

He admired her, respected her, lusted
after her, but love?

Could he live without her?
Yes

Did he want to live without her?
No

What of the children? Was he willing
to take on her entire family to have her?

Yes.

Did he love her?

It was a distinct
possibility.

He needed to be certain. Even though
he told Acker he wouldn’t visit Eleanor for a week, he had still
intended on riding there each day.

On second thought, perhaps he should
wait after all. At least a day or two while he examined his
feelings. How much more could his pride take? She had denied him
access to her home several days in a row now. Maybe he would wait a
day or two, let her think about him, or so he hoped she would, and
visit her again later in the week. With any luck, she would grant
him an audience. If not, perhaps he would simply not leave until
she did.

 


 





Chapter 19

 


Lord Stanhope looked around Elle’s
parlor and sniffed disdainfully. “I can’t believe you live in this
manner,” he stated after taking a seat.

Elle clinched her hands tightly
together on her lap. Why was he here, and what did he want? “We are
happy here, Grandfather.”

“I am certain you are,” he
acknowledged condescendingly. “That will all change soon
enough.”

“How so?” Elle was afraid
of what he had planned. She only had to do his bidding for one
short month, until September fifteenth, when she reached her
majority, and would finally be free of the man. Other than the one,
short season, and purchasing all the trappings a lady needed to be
presented, he had done nothing else for her or her family. It was a
little too late to show an interest now.

“After your sudden
departure from London a number of well-connected bachelors inquired
about your disappearance.”

It had never occurred to Elle that
gentlemen would note her absence.

“I had told them you had
gone to the country to rest. That seemed to put them off until your
recent appearance at Acker’s party.”

“I only visited a few days.
I find it difficult to imagine anyone would be so interested in
me.” Where was this leading?

“Your appearance in public
now makes it impossible for me to ignore the fact that I owe you a
duty as the daughter of my youngest son, despite the woman he
married.”

The disrespectful attitude toward her
mother immediately put Elle on the defense. “Never fear,
Grandfather, I give you permission to ignore the fact that I exist
and will not bother you again.”

“If only it were that
simple.” He sighed. “Now society knows who you are and thus I must
do my duty as expected.”

“You owe me nothing.” Elle
assured him.

He ignored her. “I’ve received no less
than four offers for your hand. Had you not been so foolish as to
deny Bentley this would all be unnecessary.”

Who wanted to marry her? Of course it
didn’t matter, she was simply curious. She couldn’t recall spending
much time with any one gentleman, except Bentley of course. None of
the guests at Acker’s seemed to indicate they were interested in a
courtship with her, so who were these four gentlemen. “I have no
wish to marry. My family must come first.”

This brought a scowl to
Lord Stanhope’s face. “I am family as well and must see to
your best interests. I
am still your guardian.”

“Perhaps if you had been a
little more helpful when I was struggling I would consider your
help.”

“Don’t be insolent girl,”
he barked and slapped the arm of the chair and Elle jumped. “Do you
think I want society reminded of my son’s poor marriage? Besides,
your mother remarried and her other brats are none of my
concern.”

Anger shot through her and Elle stood.
“Those brats are my sister and brothers, Sir.”

Lord Stanhope cleared his throat and
softened his features. “I apologize, Eleanor. It has been a long
trip. Let me simply tell you my plans.”

With reluctance Elle returned to her
seat. She would be a fool to throw him out if there was a way he
could help. Additional funds would be welcomed because then she
could see to the roof, and repaint the house. So many things she
wanted to do to make this place more habitable, but the funds were
never there. Or, she could see that the boys were educated better.
Maybe send them to school. There was so much she could do with a
little extra money so she bit her tongue and mentally vowed to be
pleasant to her grandfather.

“I’ve looked into your
financial situation. You were not in a position to reject any man
of good fortune.”

Elle stilled. Had her grandfather paid
the debt instead of Bentley? Elle couldn’t decide if she was
relieved or not. If Bentley had paid the debts, then it was the
perfect excuse to return to his bed. But if he hadn’t, but her
grandfather had instead, why had Bentley kept trying to visit her?
He had made it clear there was nothing further between them. “Are
you the one who paid the mortgage?”

Her grandfather’s eyebrows shot up in
surprise. Perhaps he hadn’t.

“Mortgage?” He
coughed.

“I recently learned a man
of business from London paid my debts. I don’t know who, they
wouldn’t say.”

“Yes, um, well, you weren’t
supposed to know.”

Her grandfather was finally looking
out for the family. “Thank you.”

“It was nothing.” He
dismissed with a wave of his hand. “After a lengthy interview with
each of your suitors I have decided to grant Lord Wilkes permission
to marry you.”

Elle blanched. She could barely recall
who Lord Wilkes was and she certainly had no desire to marry him.
The few times she had danced with him, he made her feel
uncomfortable. It wasn’t anything she could put her finger on, just
that she wanted to avoid him whenever possible. “I don’t wish to
marry. I need to see to the children.” She reminded her
grandfather.

He dismissed her concern with a wave
of his hand. “The children will be taken care of.”

Elle narrowed her eyes. “Will Lord
Wilkes be willing to take them in?”

Lord Stanhope laughed. “No dear. He
wishes to begin the marriage without such intrusions. I will see
that the children are seen to.”

Elle wanted the children with her.
Especially Jamie since he was so young. He would never understand
why she was gone. “How?”

“Leigh will be sent to a
girl’s school to finish her education. I will take the boys and
settle them at the country estate in Yorkshire and bring in tutors
until they can attend Eton.”

“Is Lord Wilkes’ estate
close by and will I be able to visit them?” Perhaps her
grandfather’s plan had merit. She would miss them terribly, but he
was giving them opportunities she had only dreamed about but knew
were impossible. “Of course. Neither Wilkes or I am a
monster.”

He hadn’t answered the question about
the estate. “Where would Lord Wilkes and I live?”

“His estate is in
Wales.”

That was too far away.

As if her grandfather read her
thoughts, he continued. “It is not as far as it sounds. You will
see the children at least a couple of times a year.”

Could she stand to see them so little?
Her heart constricted with pain. It would be unbearable. But, she
couldn’t offer them all the things grandfather was now willing to.
Once she was through with her education, Leigh might have the
opportunity to make a good marriage. It was better than anything
she could hope for now. And the boys, to be educated at Eton! They
would never have a worry. They would never have to live like this
again, or worry about how they would feed their families because
they would have a good life, with professions that would keep a
roof over their heads and food on the table. If she turned down her
grandfather’s offer it would be simply because she was too selfish
to be parted from them. If her family had a chance at a better
life, who was she to stand in their way. All she had to do was
marry Lord Wilkes and their future was set.

Dread crept into her belly. He may not
want her when he learned what she had done. She couldn’t marry Lord
Wilkes without telling him the truth. A gentleman expected a chaste
wife. She hadn’t told Clay about her virtue and look how that
ended. No, she must start off her relationship with Wilkes
honestly. If he chose to cry off, it was for the better, though she
would hate to see the children lose this opportunity. However, from
what her grandfather said, he wasn’t the only man who wished to
marry her so perhaps there was one gentleman who would over look
this slight flaw in his future bride.

Still, this decision was too important
to make quickly. “May I have some time to think on
this?”

He smiled gently at her. “Of course,
Eleanor. Lord Wilkes arrives tomorrow to speak with you
directly.”

“Lord Wilkes is coming
here?” She hated the sudden squeak in her voice. Surely there was
more time than a day to prepare.

“Yes, my dear. He is so
enamored with you that he insisted on visiting in case you rejected
the proposal.”

If he felt so strongly, perhaps he
would accept her soiled state. It also gave her a chance to speak
with him before making her decision. “Very well, I will look to
furthering our acquaintance when we meet.”

Her grandfather stood. “Now, do you
have a spare room that I might use?”

Elle gaped at him. He wanted to stay
here? “There is a nice inn in town.”

He shook his head. “If I am to take
the children to the estate, I should spend time with them here,
with you, to get to know them better.”

It would give her peace of mind,
knowing she was not sending the children off with someone who was a
stranger to them. And, she would be able to see how they got on
with one another. Elle stood. “I’ll have my parent’s room prepared
for you. There are two rooms off the kitchen your driver and valet
can use.”

She exited the room before he could
say anything else. Mama’s room had not been opened since they had
cleaned it following her death. Several times she had considered
moving into the larger chamber, but couldn’t bring herself to, so
they simply closed the door and it hadn’t been opened in almost
three years.

Dust covered everything and the linens
would need to be washed, as well as the curtains taken down and
beaten. She and Leigh set to the task and by the time the floors
were scrubbed and the room habitable again, it was time to prepare
dinner. She should see to the servant’s rooms but there simply
wasn’t enough time.

The day was exhausting but the thought
of her brothers being with her grandfather wasn’t so worrisome.
Often she looked out the window to find him sitting or walking with
one of her younger brothers. They were of an age where they should
have the benefit of a gentleman’s influence. Maybe this was for the
best.

“I am not sure I want to go
away to a school,” Leigh muttered as she picked up the bucket of
soiled water and mop.

Elle sighed. “I don’t want you to go
either, but this is a wonderful opportunity and we will spend time
together on occasion.”

Leigh offered her a weak smile. “I
will miss you and the boys.”

Elle came forward and took the mop. “I
know but think of all the books you will get to read, the things
you will learn.”

Her smile broadened.

“And all the new friends
you will make.”

Leigh nodded. “I would like all of
those things.”

“And you shall have them.”
Elle grinned back. As long as I can stand
to be married to Lord Wilkes. But did she
really have a choice. What she really wanted was to talk to Drake
for his opinion, but cleaning the room had kept her in the house
all day and she would not have an opportunity to go see him until
tomorrow, the day Lord Wilkes was to arrive.

It was not to be. Just as Elle put on
her bonnet for the short walk to Drake’s, a carriage pulled in
front of the house and out stepped Lord Wilkes. Her stomach
churned.

Lord Wilkes was all that was handsome
and elegant. His manners and dress were impeccable. A head taller
than she, he had blonde hair and pale blue eyes. Though not nearly
as striking as Bentley, he was handsome in his own right and cut a
fine figure in his tailored brown coat and fawn
breeches.

“Ah, Miss Westin.” He bowed
over her hand. “It was a shame you left the Season so early. I had
planned on furthering our acquaintance.” His cold clammy, ungloved
hand grasped hers and Eleanor wanted to snatch it back. His touch
did the queerest things to her belly, and not in the pleasant
manner. Completely unlike Bentley’s touch.

“I tired of the Season,
Lord Wilkes. I much prefer the quietness of the
country.”

He smiled, eyes narrowing as he
scanned her body from the top of her head to the bottom of her
toes. If she didn’t know better, she would have believed he saw
through her clothing. It wasn’t so much of a smile as a leer. She
quelled the sudden bout of nausea.

“I, too, prefer the country
and travel to London only when absolutely necessary.”

At least they had that in common. If
she never attended another Season she would be happy. With the
exception of when Leigh made her coming out. Eleanor wouldn’t miss
that for the world. And, perhaps with financial worries behind them
and a husband on her arm, the Season might not be so daunting, but
somewhat enjoyable. With the exception of having to see Bentley, of
course. Especially if he married. No, her heart couldn’t handle
watching him and a wife. It was a good thing Leigh would not be
introduced for four more years because it would take all that time
to forget Bentley, if she ever could.

He held his arm out. “Would you care
for a stroll in the gardens?”

Elle chuckled. “I apologize, but we
don’t have any gardens, but we can walk outside.”

She led him out the front door and
around the side of the house to the bench beneath the shade tree.
There really wasn’t anywhere to walk, unless one considered the
path through the woods that connected her property to that owned by
Drake. But, she didn’t want to be alone with Wilkes any more than
necessary, and certainly not in the woods. Besides, that path took
them by the summer house and she had no wish to visit there again
for a very long time, if ever.

“I know this is short
notice and we barely know one another, but I knew the moment I saw
you that I wanted you as my wife.”

How odd. Had that been the case, why
hadn’t he attempted to court her? They had shared but two
dances.

“I was tied up with urgent
business at the time and planned on courting you properly, but you
were gone before I had the chance.”

Her one season only lasted a few
weeks, so maybe what he spoke was the truth.

“For a short while I feared
Bentley had managed to steal you from me, but when he remained
after you had gone, I knew I still had a chance.”

His mention of Bentley’s name put her
on edge. Somehow she must manage to tell Wilkes the truth, but not
yet. She wasn’t even sure she wished to marry him. Yet, did she
really have a choice? The future of her siblings was at stake and
she may not get another chance to do right by them. “Lord Bentley
and I did not suit.” It was a simple enough explanation.

Wilkes grinned. “That does not
surprise me. He is rather difficult if you ask me.”

Elle wanted to argue and defend
Bentley, but held her tongue. What right did she have and did he
deserve her defense after what had happened. Besides, she didn’t
want Wilkes to suspect that she may still care for Bentley.
Emotions she would need to kill and bury in the dark recesses of
her heart.

Wilkes stopped before her and knelt to
one knee.

“Goodness.”

“Please say yes, Miss
Westin. Say you will be my wife. You are the woman I must
marry.”

Elle stared down into his eyes, trying
to find warmth or some feeling, but they were as cold as his hands.
Perhaps it was because she did not know him and that would change
in the future. Hadn’t Bentley been cold and judgmental at first?
There were many more layers to him than she realized during that
first dance. Perhaps the same could be said for Wilkes. And, this
would save her family. She could live with the coldness if they
were protected. Besides, how bad could it be being married to this
gentleman? She had heard nothing in society that should concern
her. In fact, she heard nothing about him at all, which meant he
must lead a quiet existence. The type of life she wanted to
live.

“Yes, Lord Wilkes. I’ll
marry you.”

He smiled triumphantly, got to his
feet and took her lips. Elle should have felt at least relief, but
all she could do was fight the desire to pull away from him as
coldness settled inside her belly.

 


 





Chapter 20

 


Clay closed the ledger and turned in
his chair to look out the window. He drummed his fingers on top of
the desk. This idealness was driving him insane. There was only so
much he could do at the mill. All of the accounting was up to date.
He had gone over the ledgers, orders for raw wool, orders placed
and anything else necessary to keep the business running. There
wasn’t anything else he could do to fill his day.

The sounds of the weaving could barely
be heard through the crack in the window. It was such a beautiful
day and he hated that children had to spend it inside, working when
they should be playing. Was one day enough for play? Of course,
they didn’t know any better, but did that make it right? Was it too
young for an eight-year-old to start learning a trade when there
were kites and fishing poles waiting?

Of course, for the poor and merchant
class, children did learn their trade at their father’s knee at a
very young age. It had always been that way. Instead of having
fathers, these boys had him. So, it was up to Clay to decide how
their days should be filled.

Clay turned and opened the ledgers
once again. His business was more profitable than he ever dreamed
possible. He had more funds than were necessary to keep the mill
afloat, pay wages and put the rest in the bank for later use. He
could make changes and why shouldn’t he? It was his mill. These
were changes Eleanor would be pleased with and if she hadn’t been
so adamant in the past, they never would have occurred to
him.

Standing, he left the office to find
Peter.

The young man was stepping outside and
had walked to the well to get a drink of water.

“I have a few ideas of
changes I would like to make.”

Peter straightened. “Is there
something I am doing wrong that you would like me to
change?”

Clay laughed and clapped the young man
on the shoulder. “No. You are doing a great job. It is about the
children. Don’t some of them seem a bit young to be
working?”

Peter’s eyebrows drew together. “What
would become of them, Lord Bentley, if we turned them out? They
would end up on the streets, or in worst mills?”

Again Clay laughed. “I have no
intention of turning any of them out. But, I do think they should
spend less time in a mill and more time in a classroom or
fishing.”

“Fishing?”

“Yes, fishing? Haven’t you
ever been?”

Peter eyed his employer with concern.
“No, I have not.”

Clay grinned. “I haven’t in a very
long time either. Let’s close down for the day, find some poles and
head for the lake.”

“But, Lord Bentley, we have
orders to fill.”

“The orders can wait.” Clay
laughed again. “Take care of what needs to be done to close down
and take the boys and meet me at the lake.”

Clay walked away before Peter could
offer any further argument and strode back to the house. If the
boys were being freed for the day, the girls should be as well. Of
course, he had no idea what chores the girls actually did in the
house besides cleaning, laundry and preparation of meals. Still,
there shouldn’t be anything too pressing that required them to
refrain from the fun.

He pushed the door open and walked
into the kitchen. Five of the older girls were inside and it looked
like they were getting ready to prepare a meal. Good. He had
arrived in time so that they would not have to remain in here while
the rest were outside enjoying themselves. He nodded a greeting and
marched through to the dining room, looking for Mrs. Nevil. He
found her in the front parlor with a young girl holding a feather
duster.

“Lord Bentley, can I help
you?” She patted the young girl on the head. She bobbed a curtsey
and left the room.

He locked his hands behind his back
and rocked on his heels. “What were the plans for dinner this
evening?”

“Chicken and roast
potatoes,” she answered. “Is there something else you would
like?”

“No,” he paused. “Actually,
yes.”

“I may have to send into
town,” she began, wringing her hands within her apron.

“Do we have the necessary
foodstuffs for a picnic?”

“I am sure we could put a
basket together for you.” The woman answered.

“Not just me,” he grinned.
“For everyone.” He spread his arms out.

The woman paled.
“Everyone?”

“The children, you, Peter,
everyone.”

The woman gaped at him. “I am not
sure. We have a few things left over from the evening meal and some
things from lunch.”

“But not enough for a
picnic?”

“I will have to check and
see.”

“How long to cook the
chickens?” He had no idea what went into meal planning or how long
it took to cook anything. Perhaps he should learn some of these
things, but did it matter if he did?

“If we roast them, hours,
Lord Bentley.”

He frowned at this. They didn’t have
hours and he wanted to be as fair to the girls as he was being to
the boys.

“We could boil the chicken.
That would take much less time and we have the bread.”

While it didn’t free the girls as
quickly, it was a solution. “What of other foodstuffs?”

“We have fruit and the
cakes we were to have for dessert already prepared.”

“Cakes?” They never had
dessert.

The woman blushed. “It is Peter’s
birthday. I wanted to do something special.”

How could he not know this? All the
better that he picked today, of all days, to bring some enjoyment
to the children.

“Do we do this for all the
children?”

“I try. We don’t know all
the birthdays of course.”

They didn’t even know the actual ages
of a number of them.

“When we don’t have the
birthday, we use the day they came here.”

“And you make cakes for
them?”

“Or their favorite treat.”
Her face blushed. “I know it wasn’t in your instructions, and I
took this upon myself, I hope you don’t mind.”

He grinned at her. “I think it is an
excellent idea. Everyone should have a celebration on their special
day.”

The woman visibly relaxed. “Thank you,
Lord Bentley.”

“But, there will be other
changes here too.”

She stiffened. “Is something wrong
that needs fixed?”

“No,” he laughed. Why did
Mrs. Nevil and Peter assume the worst? Was he that poor of an
owner, employer? Or, did they still fear because of what Thomason
had done? “I want to make improvements, which I plan on discussing
with you and Peter at the picnic.”

Her shoulders drooped, as if
relieved.

“Prepare the picnic lunches
and then you and the girls bring it to the lake with blankets to
sit upon.”

“What of the laundry and
cleaning?”

“Do the children have clean
clothes to wear?”

“Yes, at least one
set.”

He looked around the room. “This place
is clean enough.”

“But, Lord Bentley, the
upstairs has not been swept.”

“It can be done tomorrow.
The children are going to have some fun.” With that he turned on
his heel and marched out of the house and into a shed at the back
of the property. There had to be something inside they could use
for fishing.

There wasn’t anything except string
and some hooks. This would not do, unless he had the boys fashion
one from sticks. He grabbed the items, along with a few buckets and
followed the path to the lake. The boys were milling around
talking. A few were tossing pebbles into the water. Two more were
climbing a tree. They were behaving the way boys ought to behave.
“Peter, I need you to ride over to Lord Acker’s property. I’ll send
a note with you. I am hoping he will let us borrow his fishing
equipment.”

“I’ll leave right away,
Lord Bentley.”

The two returned to the house and Clay
wrote a quick note to Acker. The man had several fishing poles and
the necessary equipment stored away from his house party. Hopefully
he would let the children use them. Once Peter was sent on his way,
Clay returned to the lake. The boys watched him expectantly. He
anchored his fists on his hips. “I need you to take the buckets,
put dirt in them and then find as many worms as you can. The rest
of you, try to find some long sticks we can use as
poles.”

None of them moved and looked at him
with confusion. “Have none of you been fishing before?”

Slowly they shook their
heads.

“Well, it is time you
learned.”

They scampered off into the woods,
laughing. Clay settled onto the log of a long dead tree and stared
out over the water. If anything, this little outing would keep him
occupied so he wasn’t thinking about Eleanor.

He picked up a flat pebble and skipped
it across the water. Who was he trying to fool? No matter how much
he tried to keep his mind occupied, she was continually at the back
of his thoughts. Only two more days, and then he would call on her
again, and he wouldn’t leave until she heard him out.

 


  *

 


Elle stared at the meal before her
unable to eat a bite due to the tightness in her belly. Regardless,
she was resigned to her marriage and the future of the children.
This was for the best. All night she had tossed and turned, unable
to sleep. Lord Wilkes was practically a stranger and he would be
taking her so far away from her family and home. If only she could
discuss this with Drake, but neither her grandfather nor Lord
Wilkes had allowed her a moment’s peace yesterday with discussions
of the future and she couldn’t even get a note sent to him.
Hopefully she would get the opportunity today, or maybe even have a
chance to sneak away to visit her friend.

“You should spend the day
packing.” Grandfather interrupted her thoughts. “We should leave
tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” Elle
questioned.

“I need to return home and
your grandfather does as well.” Lord Wilkes smiled at her. “We will
travel to Wales and be married. Your grandfather will take the
children.”

Her heart constricted. It was too
soon.

Lord Wilkes reached over and grasped
his cold hand around hers. “The longer you put this off the harder
it will be.”

He was right. No matter how much time
he allowed her, leaving them would break her heart.

“We won’t be married here?”
She had hoped to have family and friends around, and it would put
off the inevitable.”

“We will wed at my home, as
soon as I obtain a special license.”

“But the children won’t be
present.” Panic lodged in her throat. She did not want to be
married without anyone she knew with her.

“It is not practical,
Eleanor,” he insisted.

“I can’t travel alone with
you without the benefit of marriage.” How many more arguments could
she think of?

“No one will know, and if
they learn, we will marry as soon as we arrive. It is not so
different than many of the young couples who run off to Gretna
Green every year.”

He was right. Though scandalous at the
moment, few suffered in the long term. And, it wasn’t like she was
going to be moving in society anyway.

“I would like to leave at
first light.”

Elle laid her fork beside her plate,
any appetite long gone. “Very well. We will be ready.”

The entire day was spent packing the
boy’s things and then items and clothing she and Leigh would need.
Lord Wilkes even went into town to purchase more trunks because the
four stored were not enough. Though Elle thought their possessions
sparse, there was more clothing than she realized and several
personal items of her parents that she wanted to keep with her. The
house would be locked up and she didn’t know when they would
return. Hopefully, when she and Wilkes were married a bit longer,
she could prevail upon him, or her grandfather, to make repairs to
the house so that it was in good condition for when Tobias was old
enough to inherit.

On second thought, she would ask Adam
to live here. He was their uncle and currently lived in a shabby
room in town. Adam would see that the place was taken care of for
Tobias. As soon as she had a moment to spare, she would send word
to him and ask him to move in.

At least that was one concern put to
rest. Now all she had to worry about was how she was going to live
without her family.

Elle had just closed the lid to the
last trunk and stood in the center of the room, looking at every
corner and at each table. There was nothing left she wished to take
with her. A glance at the window showed it would soon be nighttime.
The sun had dipped low on the horizon and she still had dinner to
prepare. She would not be able to see Drake before she left, nor
could she send word now. She would simply have to write him once
she had a chance and hope he visited her one day. One promise she
had hoped to gain from him was that he would check on her siblings
whenever he had the chance. She didn’t totally trust her
grandfather to see to their best interests, but what choice did she
have? To reject the offer from Lord Wilkes would keep them
destitute and they deserved a much better life than she could give
them.

The door to her room closed and Elle
whipped around to find Lord Wilkes standing a few feet
away.

“What are you
doing?”

“I wish to be alone with my
bride without interruption?” He smiled wickedly at her. His gaze
was filled with lust and his eyes swept her body. The gleam of
desire was similar to the one she had seen in Bentley’s not that
long ago. His had left her warm and jittery; Lord Wilkes stare left
her cold and panicked.

“We are not married yet,
Lord Wilkes.”

“We soon will be.” He
slowly stalked toward her.

“It is daylight and the
children are about.”

He smiled and placed his hands on her
waist, pulling Eleanor towards him.

“Such maidenly modesty. Was
your grandfather wrong? Perhaps you are a virgin after
all.”

Elle lowered her eyes. “My grandfather
told you I was not?” How did he know? Was there something about her
that others could tell she had lain with a man?

“He suspected there was
more to your relationship with Bentley than a simple kiss in the
garden.” Lord Wilkes leaned in to take her lips. Elle turned and
offered her cheek. There was no point in denying her ruined state
and at least it was not something he required in a wife or he would
have never offered.

He placed his lips to her neck and
then licked. Waves of revulsion flooded Elle. “Despite my poor
judgment in the past…” Elle pulled away. “Leigh is but fourteen and
I don’t wish to set a poor example.”

He smiled indulgently. “Though I
appreciate the air of innocence about you, Miss Westin, I am
equally grateful you are not a virgin.” He pulled her to him once
again. “My desire for you increases by the moment and I don’t have
the patience for virginal fears.”

Elle placed her hands on his chest.
“Still we must wait. The children are in the house.”

Lord Wilkes chuckled. “I will leave
you as you wish. However, the trip to Wales is a long one with many
overnight stays. It will be impossible to be alone with you for so
long and not have you.”

Elle swallowed the bile rising in her
throat and forced a relieved smile. “Until we travel, Lord
Wilkes.”

“Until we travel.” He
smiled wickedly again before leaving.

As soon as the door closed Elle sank
to her bed and put her face into shaking hands. “Oh, God. What have
I done?”

 


 





Chapter 21

 


Peter called to the boys to come in
from the lake. The girls had gone to the house to bathe and it was
Clay who suggested the boys swim for the same reasons. When the
girls were out of sight, they boys had stripped and dove into the
water. He watched carefully, but none of them had trouble swimming.
He had no idea where any of them learned but suspected this was not
their first time in the lake. Someone had discreetly left clean
clothing and towels, and Peter set to making sure the boys were
dried and dressed before herding them like sheep up to the house.
Clay stood to follow, wanting a bath himself.

The children were exhausted by the
time they were finished fishing and eating the picnic dinner. Clay
was equally as tired but positive of the future. Both Peter and
Mrs. Nevil were in agreement and tomorrow he would work at putting
the plans in motion. First he would hire men from town to build a
school house. He would then see about hiring older boys to work in
the mill and older girls as maids to help with the kitchen and
cleaning. The younger children would be relieved of their duties,
though given chores, and get an education.

Why shouldn’t they be given the
opportunity for a better life? Eleanor would be pleased when he
told her. Maybe she would have further suggestions?

If she would talk to
him. Maybe he should ride over again
tomorrow, before he went into town. After he told her of the plans,
maybe she would suggest things he hadn’t thought of. Of course she
would. He really shouldn’t put the plan into full motion without
speaking with her first. After all, in a way, it was her idea that
children should be educated and she should have a voice in the
planning.

Clay stood and
stretched. I know I was going to give her
a few more days. But this is important.
And, it was a way to bring her back in his life where he could
convince her to marry him. A future without Eleanor was as bleak as
his past and Clay hadn’t ever considered how uninspired his life
had been. Not until Eleanor brought laughter and light to it. He
could not lose her.

If only to taste those lips once
again. To hold her next to him. To feel her body quicken with
desire at his touch. To show her everything they could be
together.

His body tightened at the thought of
making love to her again. Now that he had made love to Eleanor he
didn’t even want to kiss another woman, let alone touch one. If he
didn’t convince her to marry him, Clay could very well live the
rest of his life celibate. Hopefully one of his brothers would
produce the necessary heir, though it didn’t look like Jordan would
soon succumb to marriage and Matt was too busy starting at a new
parish as a vicar to take a wife, though he probably would
eventually. That left John, but if he and Elizabeth were traipsing
all over the world on behalf of the Home Office, it might be years
before they produced a son or daughter.

No, it was Clay’s duty to father a son
but he didn’t want to, nor would he attempt it, without Eleanor as
the child’s mother.

He stilled. What if she was with
child? He had done nothing to prevent the possibility the one time
they had made love. Would it be that simple? If she found herself
expecting, surely she would tell him and then she would have no
choice but to become his bride.

Clay grinned, but it faded quickly
enough. He didn’t want her to marry him because she had no other
choice. He wanted Eleanor to become his wife because she wanted to
and needed him as badly as he needed her.

An owl hooted in the distance, taking
Clay from his thoughts. He ought to retire, but he was as filthy as
the boys had been. Though a hot bath would be soothing, he didn’t
relish hauling buckets of hot water to his chamber nor asking
anyone else to do it. No doubt most of the household had found
their beds by now.

Besides, he wouldn’t be able to sleep
in this aroused state. He should put Eleanor from his mind but
wanting her as badly as he did, on her back, arms and legs around
him was driving him to a state he didn’t often encounter. The cool
lake was the best answer as he did not have her to turn
to.

He pulled off his clothing and tossed
them aside before he dove, allowing the cold water to envelope his
body. It took some time but his body finally relaxed enough that he
would hopefully find sleep tonight without Eleanor hovering in his
dreams.

 


  *

 


That evening was to be the last with
her family and Elle broke one of her many rules. Tonight they dined
on the floor of her chamber and talked long past their normal
bedtime. She wanted to make each and every moment last and
memorized their faces and voices, fearing how much the boys would
change before she saw them next. Jamie was her greatest worry but
she had to admit that his brothers were more resilient, and they
would be together. At least that is what she tried to convince
herself as she held the small, sleeping boy to her
chest.

She was sitting on the seat by her
window, which had been opened for the night breeze. The boys had
fallen asleep, as had Leigh an hour earlier. All of them were
squeezed onto her bed. There wasn’t room for her even if she wanted
to sleep. She wished to watch them instead. All of the candles had
been extinguished but the moon gave enough light for her to
continue to memorize the faces she loved above all else.

Slowly voices from below intruded into
her thoughts, along with acrid smell of a cheroot. Elle glanced to
the yard below to see her grandfather and Lord Wilkes standing
outside smoking. Each held a glass in their hands.

“This entire business has
gone much easier than I had imagined,” her grandfather said. “You
have Eleanor and her inheritance of twenty thousand pounds. My debt
to you is paid in full.”

Twenty thousand pounds? I
have an inheritance? Why hadn’t anyone told me? I don’t have to
marry anyone.

“As long as I have her
wedded before her birthday. And bedded.” Lord Wilkes chuckled.
“Besides, how could she say no to my generous offer when her
beloved siblings will benefit so well?”

“You must keep her in Wales
as long as possible,” Lord Stanhope insisted.

The man laughed again. “Never fear. I
have many plans for Miss Westin and I doubt I’ll tire of her for a
very long time.”

His words made Elle’s skin crawl. She
could only imagine what his plans entailed.

“Yes, I’ve heard about your
so-called desires which is why you could find no other bride in
London.”

Elle straightened.

“Only rumors,” Lord Wilkes
stated simply, not really arguing for the dignity of his
honor.

“I don’t particularly care
myself what you do with her, as long as you keep her from London
and my estate, forever.”

“Don’t worry. As promised,
I will not let her leave Wales so you’ll never have to acknowledge
the shame of your family again.” Lord Wilkes puffed on his cigar.
“Besides in case she doesn’t share my appetites, and those of my
friends, I doubt she’ll wish to meet those in society after her
introduction to one of my parties.”

“Your friends visit you,”
her grandfather reminded.

“True. But they have no
wish for the world to know how we prefer to enjoy our pleasures.
All the more reason Miss Westin will remain in my home. When I have
tired of her, my friends will wish to enjoy her as well.” He
stopped and looked at Stanhope. “But, not until I have my heir. I
must know the child is mine. I may have to keep her locked away
until that time, but I will make it work. Then, she will be free to
partake in anything she wishes with me or my friends, or a couple
at once if she so chooses.” He looked up into the sky. Thank
goodness he wasn’t facing the house.

Panic rose in Elle and she bit her
lip. What had she agreed to? If she backed out now, where would
that leave her family? No, she couldn’t back out. No matter how
horrifying Lord Wilkes plans were, at least she would know that her
sister and brothers would have a better life, but she would be
damned if she allowed any man to touch her who was not her husband.
That would be bad enough and hopefully any mating was over and done
quickly. Bile rose to her throat and Elle swallowed. Was it too
much to pray for a short marriage? Maybe he would tire of her and
leave her alone.

Leigh stirred from the bed and came
over to Elle. Before the girl could speak, Elle signaled her to be
quiet. Quickly and quietly Elle laid Jamie on the bed. His innocent
face sank into the pillow and his thumb found its way to his mouth.
Silently she slipped back into her seat beside Leigh so she could
continue listening.

“Why did you wait so long
to bring her to London?”

“I never intended to but
then my man of business reminded me of her inheritance. I couldn’t
let her gain control of that much money. She is a female and would
have spent it foolishly.”

“When do you take the
children to London?”

“The day after you leave. I
can’t risk Acker nosing around. It was difficult enough to keep
Eleanor from visiting him. That man would never allow the marriage
even though he has no grounds to stand in my way as her
guardian.”

“Bentley is out of the
picture?”

Her grandfather grunted. “The man got
what he wanted apparently and has no further use for
Eleanor.”

The men were silent for a few minutes
longer. Leigh questioned Elle with her eyes and Elle simply shook
her head and reminded her younger sister to remain silent.
Hopefully she would never ask about that last comment her
grandfather had made because it was something Elle never wanted to
explain.

“You’ll have difficulty
with Eleanor if she learns her family disappeared,” her grandfather
continued.

Eleanor strained to hear better. What
did he mean by disappear?

“It is my hope that she’ll
be sufficiently subdued by then to care less what befell
them.”

“You mean to introduce her
to opium?”

“Of course. Once she is
hooked, she’ll do anything I ask.”

Leigh’s eyes widened in
alarm.

“If I didn’t think it would
be more trouble than it is worth I would take the sister, too. She
is ripe for the picking and I have a few friends who prefer the
girls younger.”

Elle brought a hand to her throat. She
was going to be ill. Leigh was all of fourteen and not nearly
mature enough for what Wilkes had in mind.

“Your greed knows no
bounds, but my debt is paid to you and soon you will have Eleanor’s
money.”

“You’ll be making a nice
profit yourself. Madame Bovine will pay handsomely for Leigh. So
young, beautiful and virginal. If I had a taste for virgins I’d
take her myself.”

“Madam will pay very well
and double her investment in less than a month. The girl is young
enough to work there for years, especially if she keeps her
looks.”

Elle shook with fear and anger. She
had heard of the establishment owned by Madame Bovine and she would
be damned if she allowed anyone to take Leigh to such an evil
place.

“I know the three eldest
are going to be put to work in one of your mills. What are your
plans for the youngest?’ Lord Wilkes asked.

“A foundling home. If he
survives then he’ll eventually go to work or live on the streets.
What do I care? He is no relation to me.” Her grandfather stated
calmly as he tossed his cigar onto the ground and stomped it out.
“What do you care, Wilkes? You’re getting a lady for a wife and
probably your heir within a year.”

Lord Wilkes shrugged. “Actually, I
don’t.” He too tossed his cigar out and the two men walked back
into the house. Neither Elle or Leigh breathed until they heard the
door shut. They still did not move until they heard the men’s
voices below them on the stairs in the foyer. Quietly Elle closed
the window.

Fear of being found out held them
silent and they listened as the men mounted the stairs. The
footsteps could be heard as they walked to their rooms. Still,
neither spoke for a quarter of an hour, waiting for the men to
retire. Elle was thankful they were at the other end of the hall
with rooms facing the front of the house.

“What are we going to do?
Surely you can’t mean to marry Lord Wilkes?”

“No. We have to leave.
Tonight. I am afraid if I claim a change of heart on the morrow
they will force us apart. I cannot let that happen.”

Quietly they made plans. After an hour
and praying the men were finally asleep, Leigh and Elle woke the
boys, except Jamie. “Carry your shoes and put them on outside. You
have got to be very, very quiet,” she whispered to him. “We are
running away.”

The boy’s eyes widened with fear but
she didn’t have time to reassure them at the moment. Besides, she
wasn’t sure they could get away.

“Don’t speak, whisper or
even breathe loudly. Do you understand?”

They each nodded.

Leigh opened the door, which moved
silently. Elle bent to pick Jamie up. He curled into her, resting
his head on her shoulder, thumb back in his mouth. She prayed he
remained asleep until they made it far enough away from the
house.

Each of the children knew the weak
spots in the boards and avoided stepping on them as they descended
to the foyer. They paused and waited. Eleanor pointed to the
kitchen and they made their way quietly to the house and into the
back yard.

The children had just disappeared into
the woods when Elle took one last look back. A candle was lit on
the ground floor. Who was awake? The silhouette of a man passed by
a window. It was Wilkes and he was moving to the back of the house.
If he didn’t find her soon then he would search. He might even wake
her grandfather. She had to delay so the children could get away.
Leigh saw the light as well and gasped.

“Go to Drake. He will help
you. I’ll keep Lord Wilkes from following.”

“No, Elle. He is
evil.”

“If he comes after us he
will surely catch us. You’ve already heard his plans. Our only
chance is in you all reaching Acker tonight. Tell him
everything we
heard.”

With fearful eyes and a quick huff,
Leigh disappeared into the woods. Elle turned and wandered back to
the house, hoping to control her anxiety. If ever she needed to be
an actress it was now.

She had made it to the bench beneath
the tree when Lord Wilkes opened the back door and spotted her. He
casually walked toward her, but looked around, as if he didn’t
expect her to be alone. Had he looked in the children’s rooms? Did
he know they escaped? She stood when he reached her.

“I went to check on you and
you were gone.” He pulled her into an embrace. “I was
worried.”

Gently Elle disengaged herself. “I was
unable to sleep and thought a stroll in the night air would help me
sleep.”

“I could not sleep either.”
He pulled her to him once again. His grip firmer this time. “I know
what we could do to help us relax.”

No. She would never give herself to
this man. “The children.”

“Are sound asleep.” He
countered.

At least that answered her question.
He didn’t know they were gone. “I would not feel right.”

For a moment Lord Wilkes seemed
resolved. “Since neither one of us can sleep, I see no need to
delay our journey.”

“Leave now?” Elle fought
back her panic.

“We would be leaving in but
a few hours anyway?”

“The children. I would hate
to leave without saying goodbye.”

“You said goodbye last
night. It will be easier for them this way,” he offered though she
could hear an angry edge to his tone.

“I suppose you are right.”
She sighed.

“Come.” He took her arm.
“Let’s rouse your grandfather’s valet to load the carriage and be
one our way, then I will wake my driver.”

Elle allowed him to pull her into the
house. “Please, we need to be quiet. I don’t wish to wake the
children.”

Wilkes grinned down at her. “Trust me.
The last thing I want is them disturbing my plans any
further.”

A chill ran up her spine and she
rushed to her room, where she dressed in her traveling gown. A
moment later the valet was removing her trunk to take it downstairs
to be loaded. She tried to take her time leaving, but could think
of nothing that would stall him. As she allowed him to lead her to
the open door of the conveyance, she spotted a shadow rush behind
Wilkes and climb into the boot of the carriage. What did Tobias
think he was doing and why wasn’t he on his way to
Drake?

She didn’t dare alert Wilkes to his
presence and prayed her brother wasn’t found.

“Shall we, Eleanor.” Wilkes
waited by the door and she had no choice but to allow him to help
her enter and be seated. She had hoped he would sit across from
her, but he settled in at her side. His lean thigh pressed against
hers and an arm thrown around her shoulder. “Our adventure begins,”
he murmured.

Elle fought all desire to move away.
She had to play the part of a willing fiancé until Drake found
her.

“I can’t wait until we are
away from here.” He grasped her chin and turned her face toward
his. “And, I have no intention of waiting until we stop for the
evening. Before noon, you will be mine.”

 


 





Chapter 22

 


Elle fought the revulsion and turned
her head away. No, not now. Not with Tobias riding on the outside
of the back of the carriage. Not before Drake rescued her. If Drake
could rescue her. She was still under the control of her
grandfather, until she turned five and twenty. It wasn’t that far
away. Maybe she could hide until that time. Then she would be free
of him, free of Wilkes and have money for her family.

Tears stung her eyes. Why had she
turned Bentley away? If she had let him come inside to speak with
her, maybe things would be different. Maybe Wilkes wouldn’t have
wanted her knowing she was already Bentley’s mistress.

No, that wouldn’t have mattered. He
was already glad she wasn’t a virgin. Would Bentley have let her go
without a fight if he knew?

Probably. She’d turned him away so many times and he hadn’t returned
in two days. He had probably given up on her. So many poor
decisions when it came to Bentley. If only she could go back and
change some of them. First, she would tell him the truth about
Jamie. Would he have offered marriage? Would he have courted her?
Elle liked to think so. Could she have been married to him by now
and have not been caught in this nightmare?

She swiped a tear from her cheek. She
would never know and it only ached to think about what was lost and
what could have been. All she could hope for was that she got out
of this mess somehow.

“Shed your tears and rest,”
Wilkes whispered in her ear. “Your family will miss you and you
them but it will get easier.” He kissed her cheek and moved
away.

Elle closed her eyes. Perhaps she
could feign sleep for the next hour, day or week. Until she was
free of this man. But, what of Tobias?

A little over an hour into the trip
the carriage pulled to a halt. Elle bolted forward and looked
outside. The sun was just beginning to rise, though it was more
dark than light outside. They were at Bentley’s mill. What were
they doing here?

The carriage door was yanked open. The
driver stood, holding Tobias up off the ground by the collar of his
jacket. His eyes were wide with fear. “I am sorry,
Elle.”

She gasped.

Wilkes leered at her. “You didn’t
think I noticed him jump onto the back?”

Elle opened her mouth to speak but
could not find the words.

He turned toward the driver. “Leave
him here. They’ll give him work or send him off to
London.”

Was Bentley here? Would he remember
Tobias? Would he come to help? “Wait!”

“You didn’t really think
your grandfather was going to take the boys in and actually raise
them as his own blood relations, did you?”

Elle brought a hand to her tight
throat. She had believed exactly that, until last night. What a
fool she had been.

“He has plans for them, but
not ones you would approve. The boys will be in mills and your
sister, spreading her thighs for clientele.”

She was going to vomit and if her aim
was good, it would be all over his expensive pants and polished
Hessians.

The door slammed shut and she leaned
over Wilkes and called out. “I love you, Tobias.”

The boy was tossed to the side of the
road and the driver climbed back upon the box and drove the team
away. This was not where she wanted her brother to end up, but he
was safe. Hopefully Mrs. Nevil or Peter would get word to Bentley
or Drake. One of them had to help her. Besides, she knew what plans
Wilkes had for her and she couldn’t bear it if her brother knew
what would happen to her. Yes, she inwardly sighed, this was for
the best.

 


  *

 


Clayton opened his eyes and stared at
the ceiling. What had awoken him? He looked outside. It was just
beginning to lighten outside.

A knock sounded on the front door. At
least he thought it was a knock, but who would be here at this time
of the morning? Did the house often get people on their doorstep at
odd hours?

Clay pulled on his robe and stuffed
his feet into slippers. Before opening the door he grabbed his
pistol and put it into his pocket. The first people he was going to
employ were strong men to watch guard during the day and night. He
hadn’t realized how vulnerable the children and Mrs. Nevil were
until now. The mill and home was in such a remote part of the
country and only those in town knew it was here. Still, they were
unprotected. Why hadn’t he considered that before?

Of course, he had Thomason on staff
until a short time ago, though he now doubted the man would have
done anything to protect the precious lives inside.

He grabbed a candle and lit it when he
got to the bottom of the stairs. Whoever was on the other side was
pounding and not letting up and Clay seriously doubted that it was
someone who would do them harm, but it was better to be
safe.

He yanked the door open, held up the
candle and looked out. There wasn’t anyone there.

“Lord Bentley?” a young
voice asked in surprise.

Clay glanced down at the lad and
brought the candle low. “Tobias?” What was Eleanor’s brother doing
here?

“You’ve got save her.”
Tears welled in the young man’s eyes and spilled over his
cheeks.

Clay pulled him inside.
“Who?”

“Elle.”

A chill ran up his spine.

“What happened?”

The boy spilled out everything, though
having to stop several times when emotions overcame him. Clay tried
the best to sooth and calm the lad, but he was at a loss at how to
go about it. It took Tobias near fifteen minutes to tell him
everything and it was a jumbled mess, but Clay caught the pertinent
facts. “Elle thought I was asleep, but I heard everything. She was
very scared.”

Blood froze in his veins at the
thought of Eleanor, his Eleanor, at the mercy of the likes of
Wilkes. The man was a sadist and the more a woman fought or feared
the more he enjoyed raping them. Wilkes’ friends were no different
and Clay, as well as his brothers, had avoided their ilk in Society
once they learned of the man’s unnatural desires. He had to get
Eleanor away from him before it was too late and Wilkes harmed her
with his cruelty.

Clay moved Tobias into the parlor,
guided him to a chair and lit a lamp. “Stay right here.” He turned
and rushed from the room, calling as he took the stairs two at a
time. “Peter, Mrs. Nevil.” Doors opened on opposite ends of the
hall and the two employees stuck out their heads. He stopped before
Mrs. Nevil first. “Have some boys ready my horse.” He thrust his
fingers through his hair. He couldn’t bring Eleanor back on his
horse especially if she were injured. The carriage would be too
slow. “The phaeton. Have it ready it with my two fastest
horses.”

He turned and strode toward Peter who
was coming down the hall, hastily belting his robe. Clay rushed
into the room and began to dress as Peter waited for instruction.
Clay quickly explained the situation. “I need you to take Tobias
back to Acker. Explain to him that I have gone after Eleanor.
Hopefully her siblings have arrived by now and are safe.” Clay
pulled on his jacket and turned toward the young man. “I will bring
her back to Acker’s property as soon as I can.”

He yanked on his boots and strode out
the door, but not before removing the pistol from his robe pocket
and putting it inside his coat and taking a knife from the dresser
drawer. He didn’t know what he faced with Wilkes but he wasn’t
taking any chances, even if it meant he had to kill the bloody
bastard.

 


 





Chapter 23

 


They traveled for another fifteen
minutes before Wilkes knocked on the roof of the carriage. It
stopped at the side of the road and the driver jumped down and
opened the door. “Miss Westin and I wish to take a
walk.”

The door opened further and Wilkes
stepped out, offering his hand to Eleanor. Her heart raced and
pulse pounded. There was no reason to stop so soon. They had barely
traveled a few hours, if that.

“Hold the horses,” he
instructed the driver before he reached in and withdrew a
blanket.

Fear mounted. He had no intention of
taking her for a walk and he did warn that she would be his before
noon. Eleanor stepped away from him. Could she run? Of course, but
she wouldn’t get far. She had to keep him from touching
her.

Wilkes reached out and grabbed her
elbow. “Be a good girl and come with me.”

She tried to yank her arm back but his
hold was too tight, and she suspected it would bruise by the way
his fingers bit into the bone. To avoid further injury, she
capitulated and followed him down a grassy hillside until they
reached the relative privacy of trees. Wilkes dropped the blanket
and turned toward her. “I intend to have you now.”

Eleanor took a step back.

“I am no fool. I knew who
owned that mill and before long word will be sent back to Acker,
who will come after you. I will see you ruined before
that.”

Elle swallowed the panic. She would be
found, but it would be too late. But she would fight before he laid
another finger on her.

“Come here.”

“No.”

A grin pulled at his lips. “I hoped it
would be like this.”

Elle stilled. “Like what.”

His grin grew vicious. “There is no
fun if the woman doesn’t scream and fight back.”

He intended to rape her. The bulge in
his breeches was evidence the man needed no further
encouragement.

If she grew complacent, would he lose
interest? “It is simply the timing is poor, Lord
Wilkes.”

He lifted a brow in
question.

“My courses. In a few
days—,” She was cut off by his laughter.

“You think a little blood
is going to disturb me, Eleanor?” He lunged for her.

“You’re sick,” she yelled
back.

“I’ve made women bleed.
Sometimes my passion becomes too much.” He continued to stalk
toward her. “Besides, where is the sport in simple lovemaking? Once
you’ve tried it my way, you may appreciate it all the
more.”

“Over my dead
body.”

“Only if necessary, my
dear.”

Terror rose in her breast and she
screamed. Elle turned, barely avoiding his hand.

“That is more like it.” He
lunged again. Elle pivoted and ran. No matter how much this may
increase his desire, she could not be the lamb to lie down and
sacrifice her body for him. Her slippered feet carried her through
the woods. She had no idea where she was going, only that it was in
the direction of Bentley’s mill. If she could make it there, she
might be safe.’

The thought was dismissed as soon as
it occurred to her. There were innocent children at the mill and
nobody there who could stop Wilkes from getting what he was after.
He was a lord and if the orphans went against him, they could be
arrested or worse. Besides, Tobias was there and he would fight for
her. She didn’t trust Wilkes not to do grave harm to the
boy.

She altered her route and ran toward
the road. If she could keep going maybe she would come upon a
carriage and someone to help her.

“You won’t get away from me
Eleanor, but keep running. It makes me want you more.”

His words only made her run faster. He
was close behind but she didn’t dare glance back to see how close.
No, she must concentrate on going forward and away, watching her
steps and running as fast as she could.

The road was in view. If she could
break from the trees and make it up the slight incline, she would
have a flat road and could move faster. There was already a stitch
in her side, but she couldn’t stop now. She had to run until she
collapsed and hopefully that didn’t happen before she found
help.

Wilkes grasped her shoulder hard,
pulling at Elle roughly. She lost her footing and fell to the
ground. The momentum sent them tumbling down the incline until they
came to rest at the bottom next to a dry creek bed. Elle was on top
of Wilkes and he seemed a bit dazed.

She pushed against his chest and rose,
scampering off of him and back up the hill.

His hand clamped around her ankle and
she fell forward. “Not yet, my love,” he crooned.

Her head hit the ground and a sharp
pain shot through her wrist as she tried to save herself. Tears
blinded her for a moment. Elle ignored the pain and tried to push
herself up, but Wilkes yanked on her ankle again and dragged her
back toward him.

Elle flipped on her back and struck
out at him with her free foot, connecting with his midsection. He
laughed. She should have aimed lower but her blasted skirts were
tangled.

He caught hold of both ankles and
pulled her through the dirt toward him, widening her legs with each
inch, her skirts lifting higher and higher. He was between her legs
and if she didn’t get away from him now it would be too
late.

Elle struggled and tried to shake him
loose by kicking her legs but his fingers tips dug harder into her
skin. How could this man be so strong?

When he was over her, he grabbed her
thighs and yanked them apart. Pure terror ran through her veins. He
reached and grabbed her drawers and began to rip them.

This would not happen to
her.

Elle raised her right hand formed a
fist and connected with his jaw. Wilkes head flung back and she
pushed against his chest.

He lost his balance and rolled to his
side.

Elle pulled one leg free and tried to
yank the other, but he was on top of it. She drew her knee back and
kicked with all of her might, striking him at the side of the head.
He rolled off her, grabbing his eyes.

Elle yanked her foot free and rolled
away, her dress tearing in the process. She was on her feet in
moments and running toward the road. She didn’t make it past the
tree line before his hands bite into her waist, his breath a rough
pant in her ears.

“This is much more than I
ever dreamed. Having you for a wife is going to be more than I
dared hope for.”

She opened her mouth and screamed as
loud as she possibly could as he lifted her in the air before
tossing her to the ground. The air left her lungs and her head
connected with something hard. She tried to cry out and tried to
push Wilkes away but darkness invaded.

 


  *

 


Clay came across the carriage at the
side of the road and recognized Wilkes’ crest on the side of the
door immediately. He pulled the gun from his pocket and aimed it at
the driver. “Where are they?”

The man’s eyes about bugged out of his
head and he pointed toward the woods. “Down there.”

He glanced down at the ground and
could make out the path they took by the disturbance in the long
ago dried leaves and foliage. He walked carefully but quickly. He
didn’t want to risk stepping on a twig and alerting Wilkes to his
presence. The man was vicious and Clay intended to surprise him.
The urgency was getting to Elle in time however.

A red blanket had been tossed on the
ground but there was no sign of Elle.

He scanned the area further until he
noticed footprints and more grass disturbed and a few purple
wildflowers broken from their stems.

A scream rent through the air.
Eleanor’s scream. Clay took off at a dead run toward the sound. If
Wilkes harmed one hair on her head, he was a dead man.

He could hear thrashing but he
couldn’t see anything. Leaves rustled up ahead. Elle must have
gotten away. He increased his pace, determined to get to her before
Wilkes caught her and did the unthinkable.

A terrifying scream filled the air and
Clay’s heart about stopped. He raced onward, up the slope, his
breaths coming hard. As he reached the tree line he found Wilkes
bending over Elle. She lay unmoving on the ground. She didn’t make
a sound.

Clay pulled the pistol from his pocket
and aimed the barrel toward Wilkes. Was he a good enough shot to
hit the man and avoid hitting Elle? His hand trembled slightly. He
could not miss. He would not miss.

Her gown had been shoved to her thighs
and Wilkes was messing with the front of his breeches. Thank
goodness he had arrived in time. The thought that Wilkes had not
been successful but still determined to rape Eleanor steadied
Clay’s hand. “Move away from Miss Westin, Wilkes.”

The man looked at Bentley and
blanched.

Instead of doing what he asked, he
frantically tore at his pants. “I will have her.”

“Like hell you will.” Clay
didn’t wait for any further argument and pulled the
trigger.

Wilkes head snapped to the side and he
fell way from Eleanor.

Clay tossed the spent gun and raced
forward. He barely glanced at Wilkes and concentrated on Elle. He
tapped her face lightly, trying to rouse her, but she didn’t move.
What was wrong?

He carefully searched her body for
injury. There were bruises on her ankles, finger prints. If he had
any more bullets, he would shoot Wilkes again.

Her right wrist was discolored,
swollen and laying at an odd angle. Most likely broken and his rage
reached new proportions.

He turned and kicked Wilkes in the
gut. It moved the man off of Eleanor’s skirts and further away. He
wished to keep kicking but the man was most likely dead. Still, it
wasn’t satisfaction enough.

Clay returned his attention to
Eleanor. None of these injuries should have caused her to lose
consciousness, unless it was fear and shock of what was about to
happen. If that were the case, what would bring her out of
it?”

Wilkes groaned and his eyes
opened.

How the hell was that man not
dead?

Blood streamed down his face, but he
was very much alive and lurched to his feet.

Clay moved away from Eleanor and put
himself in the path between her and Wilkes. The man’s eyes gleamed
with evil and it chilled Clay to the bone. He reached into his
front pocket and Clay grabbed his knife. A pistol appeared in
Wilkes’ hand and Clay didn’t hesitate. Before Wilkes took aim, Clay
lifted the blade and let it fly. It struck Wilkes in the center of
his chest.

The man’s eyes widened with shock and
he brought a hand to his chest. Crimson spread across the white
linen. Blood trickled from the corner of Wilkes mouth and he
dropped to his knees. The life faded from his eyes as he fell back
on the forest floor.

Clay didn’t give a second thought to
the man, satisfied for sending him to hell where he belonged and
returned his attention to Elle. Carefully he slid an arm beneath
her legs and another under her shoulders and lifted her from the
ground. He was almost standing when he spied the blood on the rock
that had lain beneath her. Gently he lay her back down and felt
behind her head. There was a deep gash and swelling. When he
brought his hand away it was covered in blood.

If Wilkes wasn’t already dead, he
would gladly kill him all over again.

This time Clay scooped Elle up and
carried her toward the road, cradling her gently in his arms. His
phaeton and Wilkes’ carriage were not far away. Wilkes’ driver
dashed forward.

“Tie my horses to the back
of your carriage,” Clay barked before opening the carriage door.
Eleanor needed to lie comfortably and the phaeton was not the
place. He lay her down on the seat and stepped back outside. “Drive
me back to the Acker Hall and then you can come and collect your
dead master.”

The man did as ordered then hastened
to the box and set the horses in motion. They turned slowly in the
road until they were moving at a brisk pace toward the
mill.

Clay lifted Eleanor and cradled her in
his lap. Her head continued to bleed, soaking the arm of his
coat.

She had to live. She had to come out
of this. He couldn’t live without her.

 


 





Chapter 24

 


Eleanor’s eyes fluttered open, her
vision a blur. Every part of her body ached and the pain in her
head made her stomach roll. Or it was the movement. Was she in a
carriage? Where was she going and what had happened to
her?

She closed her eyes and clenched her
jaw to ward off the pain and nausea and tried to recall what
happened. Wilkes’ face swam through her mind with his hard eyes,
cold hands and evil smile. He’d intended to rape her. Had he? She
couldn’t recall.

Tears sprang to her eyes. If he had,
at least she hadn’t been alert enough to remember, or perhaps she’d
blocked the memory.

What was she to do? There was no
escape now and she would have to live with this man for the rest of
her life. Even if she was rescued, could she ever face her family
and friends again, knowing what that man had done to
her?

The humiliation was too much and she
just wanted the ground to swallow her whole.

“Eleanor?” Clayton’s voice
whispered near her ear. A warm hand caressed her brow.

Her mind was playing tricks on her.
Clay was gone. Drake said he had left so he could not possibly be
in the carriage with her. She just wished he was so badly her mind
had conjured him.

“Elle, wake up.”

It sounded so much like him. Oh, if
only he were truly here.

Warm lips touched her brow. It was
such a gentle caress, not cruel or hurtful, but loving.

She forced her eyelids up and focused
on the face hovering above hers. It was blurry and she blinked her
eyes a few times until the man came into focus. The greenest eyes
looked down at her, brows drawn together with concern.

What was Clay doing here? What had
happened?

The carriage lurched and Elle could no
longer control the contents in her stomach. Sitting quickly, pain
raging through her body and head throbbing, she leaned over the
side of the carriage seat. Clay must have realized what she was
about to do and shoved his legs to the side as her stomach spasmed
and she cast up her accounts onto the floor.

His hold about her waist was gentle,
but he kept her from toppling from the seat and pulled her hair
from her face with his other hand. When her body finished heaving
she fell back onto him and Clay gathered her close. Elle clung to
him with her good hand and buried her face against his warm firm
chest. “Please don’t leave me.” Her voice was a choked
whisper.

He smoothed a hand down her back. “I
plan on never leaving your side again.”

At his words all tension left her body
and she drifted off into a peaceful black void.

 


  *

 


Clay glanced out the window, holding
Elle close. He meant every word. No matter what her intentions or
whether she’d later regret her dazed plea, he would not leave her
again. Ever. He knew a thousand regrets as she lay unconscious on
his lap, soaking his coat sleeve with her blood. What if he had
lost her for good? What if he had not arrived in time? He pressed
his lips to her brow. Why hadn’t he stood at her front door and
begged her to marry him instead of going away? Why was he such a
damn blasted fool when it came to Eleanor?

He looked down into her pale,
beautiful face. She had put up a fight. He knew of no women who had
the spirit of Elle and he admired her for it as much as he loved
her.

Yes, he loved her. It came as a rush
over him when he feared she was gone from him, fearing she would
never awake. Head injuries were so dangerous and she had lost so
much blood. But, she would survive. He would make her survive. And
she would never know worry again in her life. She and the children
would have everything they might ever need, and every comfort
imaginable. He just prayed she would still have him after the way
he had treated her.

Clay clenched his jaw and blinked back
tears, the first to come to his eyes since he was a boy. But the
pain at the thought of losing her was too much, coupled with the
relief when she had briefly opened her eyes and looked at him. Clay
let the tears slip free. He had to make her love him. Somehow,
someway, he would win her heart or die trying.

He lifted his shoulder to swipe the
tear away, unwilling to remove his hold on her. She once claimed if
one did not enjoy life, one would be reduced to tears. He
understood so well now. Not that he anticipated ever becoming a
blubbering fool, but his father was wrong. Tears were not a sign of
weakness, but evidence of emotion. If one were to truly laugh and
love, one must also accept pain, and its effects. And he was
willing to openly embrace each and every emotion a human could
succumb to, even if it meant a tear now and then. He wanted to
live. He was ready to live. He had not known that he hadn’t been
until he met Elle. She showed him how bloody blind he had been his
entire life.

Clay brushed the back of his finger
along her soft, white cheek. Her skin was cool and breathing light.
Did she sleep or had she fallen into unconsciousness again? Please
let it be sleep, from that she would awake.

The carriage slowed and he glanced out
the window. They had arrived back at Acker’s estate. At first Clay
had thought to deliver her to his home at the mill, which was much
closer, but the doctor was further away. He knew at Acker’s there
would be a comfortable bed and staff to protect Elle. Until she
reached her majority, her grandfather could still come after her
and he would die before he let that man within the same house. Elle
would not be leaving Acker’s until she was well enough to travel to
Bentley Manor, where she would live for the rest of her life with
her siblings, whether she liked it or not, because he refused to be
parted from her again.

As the horses came to a stop the main
doors were flung open. It wasn’t a servant, but Acker, pistol in
his hand. The faces of the children appeared at the window of the
parlor, as did that of Lady Acker. “It is me. I have Eleanor,” Clay
called out.

Acker pocketed the gun and rushed
forward, yanking the door open before the driver had a chance to
climb down from his seat. “Good Lord.”

“I need to get her inside
and send for a doctor.”

Clay carefully lifted Elle and passed
her into Acker’s waiting arms. As soon as his feet touched the
ground, he took her back. He wasn’t about to let anyone else care
for her.

“Where is Wilkes?” Acker
matched his hurried pace to the door.

“Send for the constable,
too. He—,” Clay jerked his head back toward the driver, “—can take
him to the body.”

They paused in the foyer, the children
now stood in the doorway. Their eyes were wide with fright, Leigh
fought tears. They were now to be his family.

Acker paused and gave the instructions
to the footman then headed for the stairs. “This way.”

Clay took the stairs two at a time. He
wanted to hold Elle until the doctor arrived, but knew it was best
if she rested in a bed.

“Stay here with the
children, Leigh,” Lady Acker ordered and then followed them
upstairs.

Acker stopped at the first door to the
left of the landing and pushed it open. A large bed loomed in the
center of the room. Lady Acker rushed around him to pulled the
counterpane away and a maid appeared at her side to help finish the
task

“We need to get her
comfortable,” the other woman insisted. “Hold her for a moment,
Bentley, and let me get her buttons.”

He lifted an eyebrow at Acker and his
friend turned his back, giving them privacy. Then Clay adjusted
Elle so that Lady Acker could work the buttons and free her from
her gown.

The older woman’s hands shook and Clay
lost patience. Stepping around her, he laid Elle on the bed, turned
her on her side and ripped the dress open at her back. Beneath the
fine traveling dress was a tightly tied corset. He didn’t have time
to undo the strings. “Give me your knife, Acker.”

Acker produced it and Clay slit the
ties. Between him and Lady Acker, they stripped Elle of her gown
and corset, leaving her in her shift before letting her rest upon
the pillows. Her head had begun to bleed again with all the
movement and a maid handed him a towel for Elle to rest
upon.

Why didn’t she awaken again? With all
the jostling, that should have brought anyone from a sound sleep.
Clay stood above the bed, unable to take his eyes from Elle. She
was so pale. Her lips were even colorless. Why wouldn’t she
wake?

“What happened?” Acker
asked quietly from his side.

Clay pulled his eyes way and focused
on his friend and explained quietly how he came upon her and what
happened. A maid moved silently about the bed with a wash cloth,
cleaning the dirt from Elle’s face, arms and hands. More bruises
were revealed. What was her grandfather thinking to marry her off
to the likes of Wilkes? Did he know nothing of the man’s
reputation?

Or maybe he did, and simply wanted
Elle out of the way.

Acker pulled him away from the bed and
quickly told him what the children had relayed after they arrived
on his doorstep in the middle of the night. “I went to the house
but Elle and Wilkes had already departed. I roused Lord Stanhope
and demanded answers but he refused to talk,” Aker said. “Tobias
arrived just as I was saddling my horse. As you already had a head
start on me, I decided to stay back with the children. They were
frightened enough already.”

Clay gave a brief nod. Had he stayed
at Acker’s and not gone to the mill, he may not have made it to
Elle in time.

No, he couldn’t think like that. He
had gotten to Elle in time and she would heal. She had
to.

If only she would wake up.

 


 





Chapter 25

 


A scream rent through the air, jolting
Clay from his light sleep in the chair beside Elle’s bed. He must
have drifted off. Bolting upright, and rushed to her side. Elle sat
up in bed, looking about the dim room, lit by only a candle and
fireplace, a dazed look on her face. Her eyes were wide with fear,
tears streamed down her face.

“Elle, I am
here.”

She looked toward him, confusion
etched on her brow. Her bottom lip began to quiver, tears
pooled.

Clay settled on the bed and gently
pulled her into his arms, stroking her back. The sobs came and she
clung to him, shaking his body with her own as the onslaught of
emotions from the day poured out of her. All he could do was rub
her back and rock her as he whispered soothing words in her
ear.

She was finally awake and that was all
that mattered at the moment. Dr. Morway had not known how long it
would take, or if she would wake, after he examined her injuries
and stitched the gash in her head. He left her with a grim look
that made Clay’s heart ache.

The door to Elle’s room cracked open
and Clay looked up. Acker stuck his head inside and the men’s eyes
met. With a quick nod, Acker pulled back and closed the
door.

Her sobs slowed and stopped after a
few more moments and she pulled back, looked up at him and sniffed.
Clay pulled the handkerchief from this pocket and wiped her nose.
Her eyes were red, but even in the dim light he could see some of
her color had returned. It was the most beautiful sight he had laid
eyes on.

 


  *

 


Elle wasn’t sure what to do. She was
alone in a bedchamber with Clay, and he was holding her while she
sobbed. A shudder ran through her. The nightmare had been so real.
It was real. It was memories of earlier. Was that today? Where had
Clay come from and what happened to Wilkes? Did she want to know
about Wilkes?

Yes! She wanted to make sure he would
never come near her again.

But what did happen? The last thing
she recalled was Wilkes grabbing her by the waist and then nothing.
Had he…? More tears formed and her stomach wanted to revolt. Did
she dare ask Clay? Had he found her like that? Found them while
Wilkes was…?

Stop thinking about
it.

She couldn’t. She had to know. The day
would haunt her for the rest of her life but it would be worse not
ever knowing the truth.

Elle glanced up into Clay’s concerned
face. His arms were so warm, strong and comforting. She never
wanted to leave their cocoon. If only there could be more, but she
knew how he viewed her and after today, may think even less of
her.

Still, he was kindness and strength
and she needed him more than anyone else at the moment. Elle
straightened. Had the children gotten to Drake? “Where are my
brothers and sister?”

A small smile pulled at his lips.
“Sleeping down the hall.”

Elle glanced around the room. She did
not recognize it. “Where are we?”

“In a room at Acker’s
estate.”

Relief flowed through her. Everyone
was fine. They were together. Clay was with her and Wilkes was
nowhere to be seen.

But, she couldn’t stay like this,
holding Clay as if they had a right to share a bedchamber or bed.
What would everyone think of her? Elle pulled away and a chill ran
over her skin at the loss of his heat. She brought the blanket up
to her chin. “Where did you come from?” Her voice was harsh and
throat dry and she glanced around for something to
drink.

“Just a moment.” Clay stood
and walked to a table where he poured her a glass of wine, or maybe
it was water. She couldn’t tell.

He returned and pressed the goblet
into her hand. “Drink slowly,” he whispered and got up. This time
he moved to the fireplace and added more wood, making the room
brighter and sure to bring more heat. Why was she so cold? This was
summer.

She took a sip and welcomed the slow
burn of brandy down her throat. She took another and licked her
lips as Clay sat back down beside her.

He brushed the hair from her face and
placed his lips to her brow. “I was so afraid I had lost
you.”

She wanted to ask why. They had been
lovers, but their relationship had not gone beyond that night. Did
he truly care for her that much? No, she couldn’t hope. It would
crush her in the end. Besides, she couldn’t think straight right
now. Her emotions were too raw and she needed to know what
happened. “I don’t understand how you are here.”

His smile was gentle. “I was at the
mill when Tobias about pounded the door from its
hinges.”

“I thought you had returned
to London.”

“I wasn’t about to leave
the area until you talked to me.”

Warmth swept through her, but she
tampered her hope. What if he just wanted her to continue to be his
mistress? She could never do that now.

“As soon as Tobias told me
what happened, I came after you.”

“Thank you.”

Clay placed a hand under her chin and
forced her face up to look at him. “You are mine. I was not about
to let you go. Especially with someone like Wilkes.”

She stared into his eyes. She was
his?

“What happened to
Wilkes?”

Clay’s face hardened. “He is
dead.”

The coldness of his voice almost
frightened her and Elle took another drink. The only time she had
heard that tone before was the day they visited the
mill.

Did Wilkes die before or after? What
had Clay found?

“Did he … I can’t
remember … he wanted to …” Tears welled in her eyes, afraid to
know the answer but needing to know the truth.

“Hush.” Clay put a finger
to her lips. “I was in time.”

His eyes bore into hers and Elle about
collapsed from relief.

“I shot him before he could
do anything further.”

“I was so afraid that he
had … that…”

“Don’t think about it. It
didn’t happen.”

She looked deeply into his eyes to
gauge the truth, praying he wasn’t just protecting her.

“Trust me.”

Elle did.

“You put up one hell of a
fight though.” Was that pride she heard in his voice?

“I feel like one must if
they had been thrown from a horse,” she groaned. Everything in her
body hurt. Now that her panic was put aside from the fear of
worrying about what Wilkes may have done, she felt every single
muscle and bruise. Her head pounded something fierce as
well.

“You need to rest.” He took
the goblet from her hand and gently pushed her back against the
pillows before tucking the blankets around her body. Was he going
to leave her now? Elle wasn’t so sure she wanted to be alone. The
days’ events were still too vivid in her mind, as was the nightmare
reliving what happened. Was it fair to ask him to stay? She reached
out and grabbed his hand.

Clay stopped and looked at
her.

Elle bit her bottom lip before she
spoke. “Please don’t leave.”

A slow smile formed. “I have no
intention of doing so. Ever.”

What did he mean by ever? Her eyes
grew heavy and she tried to force them open. She had to know, but
she couldn’t stay awake. Tomorrow, she would ask him tomorrow.
Surely his ever didn’t mean forever.

 


  *

 


Clay settled back in the chair and
watched Elle slumber while he drained the glass of brandy. She was
going to be alright. His hands shook with relief and he put the
goblet on the table. As tired as he was, he could not take his eyes
from her. This was love. The all-consuming desire to protect
someone with your life, to want to feel them in your arms, their
lips on yours, to never be parted again was love.

She was not the type of woman he was
supposed to marry. If he had followed in his father’s footsteps and
done as he was taught, he wouldn’t have given her another thought.
He couldn’t think about it. It didn’t happen. He was a better man
and recognized her worth and his desire. Nothing was going to stop
him from making her his wife.

Elle groaned and shifted in her sleep.
It would take days of recovering before she didn’t hurt. Her wrist
lay on top of the blankets, splinted and bound from the break.
There were scratches and bruises on her face, arms and legs. Each
time his eyes lit on the dark marks left by fingers on her skin,
rage filled his being. He almost wished Wilkes was alive so he
could beat him within an inch of his life and then start all over
again.

“No,” Elle whispered in her
sleep and flung out an arm.

The nightmare was returning. How often
would she have them? He couldn’t let her face them alone. Clay bent
and yanked off his boots. He wouldn’t leave Elle alone again to
face her demons. Walking to the other side of the bed, he slid in
beside her and pulled her close. When her face rested against his
chest her breathing calmed and her body relaxed. Clay closed his
eyes and followed her into slumber, content to be exactly where he
was supposed to be.

 


  *

 


Hushed voices pulled at her
consciousness. Elle didn’t want to wake. She was so tired and hurt
everywhere. They just all needed to go away.

“I want to see
Elle.”

“Hush, Jamie. You saw her
but we need to let her sleep,” Leigh’s voice chastised.

Elle forced her eyes open to find her
siblings standing next to her bed. Then they flew open and glanced
to the opposite side of the bed. She had woken again last night in
the arms of Clay. He had been sound asleep and the comfort of being
with him had allowed her to slumber more. Thank goodness he was
gone now because she wasn’t sure how she could explain his presence
in her bed.

“How are you feeling?”
Leigh asked.

Elle forced a weak smile. “Better, but
sore.”

“Lord Bentley says you will
recover but it could take some time.”

“I will be up and around
before you know it. Maybe even today.”

“Don’t even consider it,”
Bentley’s voice came from the doorway.

“He is right. You need to
rest.” Leigh tugged on Jamie’s hand and the boys followed her from
the room.

Bentley closed the door after them and
came forward. “I am glad you are awake.”

Why? Did he wish to talk? Elle wasn’t
sure she was up for a conversation at the moment.

“You gave me a scare and I
never intend on living through that again.”

He wasn’t the only one, but why did it
matter so much to him?

Bentley bent and pressed his lips to
her forehead. “The maid will bring you something to eat, and help
you with anything else you need.” He straightened. “You are to rest
and later, we will talk.”

Elle watched as he turned and left the
room. She closed her eyes. Yes, there was much they needed to
discuss. They hadn’t really spoken since that night. Did he wish to
take up where they left off? Could she? Did she want to?

She groaned and rolled over. She
wanted to be with Clay, more than anything. But could she be his
mistress?

 


 





Chapter 26

 


Elle stood at the window and stared
down into the vast gardens surrounding Acker Hall. Drake and his
mother were sipping tea in the shade and Clay was playing some type
of game with the boys. He carried Jamie as they chased after the
other three boys or came after him. Leigh lay on the ground
underneath a tree reading a book. She should have known her sister
would make use of Drake’s library. If Leigh had it her way, her
days would be spent reading, not that she ever complained of her
chores. But, Elle knew her sister well and Leigh loved being
absorbed in a book over spending time with people.

Bentley hadn’t talked to her yet and
it was beginning to set her nerves on edge. He visited often to
check on her, and he dozed in her chair at night while she slept,
eventually crawling into bed beside her, but he hadn’t broached any
subject since that day. What did he want to discuss with her? If
she didn’t find out soon, it was going to drive her mad. It was
time to find out. Besides, she couldn’t stand to be in the room any
longer. Other than her wrist, most of her body had healed and she
had little discomfort, and she refused to stay up here another
minute while everyone else enjoyed such pleasant weather. Striding
across the room, she pulled the bell and waited for the maid to
come help her dress.

“I am not sure this is
wise, Miss Westin. Lord Bentley said you were to remain abed.” The
maid pulled at her apron.

“Let Lord Bentley take it
up with me. As he is not my father, brother or husband, he has no
say in what I do.”

The young woman bit her bottom
lip.

“I promise you will not be
in trouble. Besides, Lord Acker knows how stubborn I
am.”

“But, Miss Westin,” she
pleaded.

“If you don’t help me
dress, I will simply go down in my chemise. What do you think they
will say to that?”

The maid’s eyes widened. “Oh, miss,
you can’t do that.”

“Exactly. But I will if you
don’t help me dress.”

Had her wrist not been splinted from
the break Elle would have been able to dress by herself. But as it
was, she had to rely on help. Besides, she knew Drake well enough
to know that the young maid would not be in trouble.

“Very well, Miss.” The
young woman went to the armoire and opened the doors. Inside were
most of Elle’s gowns, the very ones she had packed when leaving
with Wilkes. It was kind of Lady Akers to see that they were put
away, but she really couldn’t intrude on their hospitality any
longer. She and the children did have their own home and she needed
to return to it soon.

“Which gown, miss?” The
maid asked.

Elle glanced at them before deciding
on the lavender. It was flattering to her figure, and the light
material would be comfortable in the heat.

Once dressed she settled at the
dressing table, she looked in the mirror. Goodness, she looked like
Medusa with her hair sticking out at odd angles and in
tangles.

“We washed all the blood
away but we were afraid to brush your hair on account of the
stitches.”

How could she forget the gash in her
head? It no longer pained her, unless she lay oddly on the pillow.
And the thought of brushing her hair filled her with trepidation,
but she couldn’t go around looking like this. “Let’s take it gently
and slowly, though I doubt I will want it curled or arranged around
my head.”

She faced the maid’s grim face in the
mirror. “Very good, Miss Westin.” And she picked up the comb and
began working at the tangles.

After an hour of winces, a few tears
and apologies, Elle’s hair was free of knots and flowed down her
back. She would love to have it washed but wasn’t sure it was
possible with the stitches. Still, she couldn’t go on indefinitely
this way. Maybe tonight or tomorrow. As it was, this would have to
do.

“One moment.” The maid
ducked out of the room and Elle searched for her walking boots.
They set beside the slippers she wore they day she left with
Wilkes. Those shoes would need to be tossed. They were torn, dirty
and stained, and she wanted no reminders of that day.

“Here you go, Miss Westin.”
The maid returned with a lavender ribbon. She allowed the young
woman to tie it in her hair and stood back. Most of her bruises
were fading and in time they would be gone. What mattered now was
leaving this room.

 


  *

 


Children were exhausting! But, Clay
wouldn’t have it any other way. He couldn’t remember the last time
he had known such freedom, to simply let go, laugh and enjoy.
Wasting the day doing nothing but playing as pirates or knights was
wonderful! He swung Jamie up on his shoulder and took off toward
the castle, which was actually a copse of trees. They were yelling
and chasing after him as Jamie squealed. Clay’s face hurt from
smiling but his cheeks wouldn’t relax from his grin.

A moment later there was silence and
he stopped. Then the boys screamed again. This time they yelled
“Elle,” and took off in her direction. Clay set Jamie on the ground
and he ran after his brothers. Clay simply stood and watched her,
standing in the garden, breeze ruffling her dark hair and the gown
of her lavender dress. Should she be up? Was she strong enough to
be walking about? Was she strong enough for their
discussion?

His stomach knotted. At the time he
told her he wanted to talk, he intended to beg her forgiveness but
she was too tired. And, each time he went to her room he found
another excuse. He feared her rejection. What if she didn’t want to
marry him? What if she never wanted to be part of his life and
wished him to leave? Clay couldn’t bear the thought and decided it
was best if he simply didn’t broach the subject. She couldn’t
reject him that way.

Yet, there she stood in the sunlight,
pale and beautiful. His heart ached and arms itched to pull her
close. It was time. And if she said no, he would convince her
otherwise.

He slowly approached and watched as
she hugged each child and listened to Jamie babble on about knights
and castles. She had a world of patience for the children and would
make a wonderful mother. Hopefully it would be a mother to his
children.

She glanced up and their eyes met.
“Good afternoon.”

“Good afternoon,” she
returned.

“Would you care for a
stroll?”

Elle bit her bottom lip then pulled
herself away from the children. “Yes, I would like that very
much.”

He secured her hand on his arm and he
led her down the path toward the summer house. She didn’t say
anything, but allowed him to lead her through the shade of the
trees and Clay thought of the many words he would use, but none
satisfied him. He was not one to make speeches and he was at a
complete loss as to how to convince her.

They stopped at the bottom of the
steps leading into the summer house. Elle glanced up at him,
concern wrinkled her brow. What was she thinking?

“I believe I have my
answer,” her words were quiet.

“To what?”

She looked away toward the lake.
“Whether you wished to continue our liaison.”

He could kick himself. Of course she
would think that since he brought her here. Clay placed a finger
under her chin and forced her to look at him. “I don’t want you to
continue to be my mistress.”

Her shoulders relaxed. “Good. I don’t
think I could.”

“It was wrong of me to ask
it of you in the first place.” Clay led her up the steps and into
the summer house and over to the chaise. He did not sit next to
her, but took a chair across from Elle.

“I am sorry,” he blurted
out.

Elle’s eyebrows rose. “I beg your
pardon?”

“I am an ass. A judgmental
prig. I am not worthy of you.” He stood and paced, thrusting his
fingers through his hair. “You are nothing but good, wonderful,
passionate, devoted, and kind. I am a selfish and pompous ass who
decided your fate without asking questions. I determined one thing
based on one observation. I treated you horribly and have said and
done the wrong thing so many times I am surprised you are even here
with me now. I’ve hurt you and you deserved none of it.” He swung
around and looked at her. “You should tell me to go to the very
devil.”

Elle sat back and stared at him, her
mouth agape. “I don’t understand.”

“I want you, Elle. I need
you. You are what makes my life bright and happy. You are all I
think about. You are in my first thoughts in the morning and the
last when I fall asleep. Can you ever forgive me?”

“Forgive you?”

He knelt before her and grasped her
hands in his. “For assuming the worst of you and Jamie. For making
you my mistress for a night and taking that which should only be
given to a husband. For walking out on you in such a cold
manner.”

“Hush.” She put her finger
to his lips.

Clay pulled back. “I can’t, not until
you forgive me. Please say you will and I will make it up to you.
Whatever you need is yours.”

Tears glistened in her eyes. “This is
unnecessary. You saved my life.”

“I don’t want gratitude.”
He pulled away. “I want you to forgive me for being a bloody
ass.”

The smile started slowly, then spread
across her face. A moment later she was laughing. Elle was laughing
at him. Was she going to send him to the devil or had she forgiven
him? Clay couldn’t laugh, he couldn’t breathe. He needed to hear
the words.

“Of course I forgive you.
It is impossible not to.”

Relief surged through his being and
every emotion he had been holding tight rein on burst free. She
forgave him. Maybe someday she would love him as well. Unable to
control his thoughts or actions Clay pulled her to him and brought
her lips to his. He had her and he was never letting her
go.

 





Chapter 27

 


Elle melted against him, her heart
hammering in her chest, pulse quick with hope. He didn’t want her
for a mistress, but wanted her to forgive him. Hope surged, but
even if he wanted nothing else from her, she had him now and she
wasn’t about to give up this moment for anything. Despite
everything they had been through, he was her anchor and Elle
grasped his shoulders and pulled him close as he deepened the kiss.
Heat swept through her body and her breasts ached to be touched.
The room became oppressive and she longed to strip from her gown
and lay on the bed with Clay, naked, with the breeze cooling their
skin. He may not wish for her to be his mistress, but she had only
one thing to give him and one thing she wanted from him at the
moment. Eleanor didn’t know what tomorrow would bring, or even
today, but right here and now, she wanted Clay. She wanted to
experience that joy of being in his arms and of making love. It may
be her one and only chance and she was going to take it, whether he
wished it or not.

His hands molded around her ribs as
his lips left hers, trailing a path to her jaw then neck. Her
breasts were heavy, straining against her clothing and his thumbs
lay just below the mounds. Why wouldn’t he bring them up? Why
wouldn’t he touch her?

His tongue darted out and trailed the
skin just above her bodice. A groan came from the back of her
throat and Elle let her head drop back, enjoying the sensations
that rioted through her body. The secret place between her thighs
began to pulse and she tightened her legs for added pressure. She
hadn’t even known such a spot existed, or the release it could
bring until Clay had touched and kissed her there. Oh how she
wanted him to do that again.

His hands moved to the
shoulders of her gown and he began pushing the sleeves down her
arms. Yes!

“Damn and
blast.”

Elle opened her eyes and
looked at Clay. He was pushing her dress back into place and
pulling away. Wait, what was he
doing?

“I am sorry. It seems I
lose my right mind whenever I am near you.”

“What do you mean?”
Certainly he wasn’t going to leave her now, especially in this
state. He couldn’t.

“I will not treat you in
such a manner.”

Was it so horrible being with her
before? “You don’t want me?”

Clay choked. “There is no other woman
I want or desire. You could very well have ruined me for all other
ladies.”

A spark of pride lit within her
breast.

“But, you are not my wife,
and I will not treat you as a mistress.”

“What if I want this?” It
was a bold statement but she couldn’t let him walk out of her life.
Not yet.

“It is unfair to you. I
need to show you more respect and tossing up your skirts once again
is not a way to do so.”

A smile pulled at her lips as she
glanced down to the bulge in his breeches. While his mind may
insist on one thing, his body wanted another. “What if I toss my
own skirts?” She grabbed her gown and slowly pulled the material,
inch by inch, until her knees were exposed. Elle knew she risked
losing all of his respect, but he said nothing about love or a
future. This could very well be their last moments together and she
wasn’t going to let him walk out of the room without having made
love. She just hoped she could seduce him into staying.

His eyes were fixated on her legs and
Elle continued to draw the skirt up.

 


  *

 


He was lost. Clay swore he would not
touch her, and specifically not make love to her until they were
married. But, how could he deny what she was offering. He was not
that strong. His body ached with need and he knew if he touched her
core she would be damp and ready for him. But did he dare? She
hadn’t agreed to marry him. Of course, he hadn’t asked. But, he
wasn’t sure of her answer.

Was now the time?

She nipped his neck and trailed kisses
to his collar bone as her fingers deftly loosed the fastenings on
his shirt. She may want him, may have forgiven him, but that didn’t
mean she was willing to marry him. If he asked her now and she said
no, the moment would be lost. And, he had to be with her, had to be
in her now. He would ask, after. When they could both think clearly
again.

Her fingers slid inside his shirt and
caressed over his nipples. The hand with her broken wrist moved
awkwardly but it didn’t diminish the sensations that caused his
blood to heat and his body to harden further. He would explode if
he didn’t have her soon.

Removing her hands from him, Clay
stood and brought Elle to her feet. Turning so that she faced away
from him, he undid her gown and stripped it from her body, leaving
her only in her chemise, which he quickly pulled from her body
before he picked her up and carried her to the bed where he tossed
her gently. He was going to expire on the spot.

After yanking the shirt over his head
he pulled his breeches from his body, stopped to yank his boots off
and toss them across the room. He fell down beside her. Elle rolled
into him and began kissing his jaw, neck and chest. He cupped her
breast, and molded it, feeling the weight, the nipple already
pebbled in her desire and anticipation.

He pushed her onto her back and took
one peak into his mouth while caressing the other and back and
forth, giving each equal amount of attention. She squirmed beneath
him, lifting her hips toward his body. Clay knew where she ached
and probably pulsed with the same need as he.

Slipping his hand down her stomach he
found the folds within her curls and touched. Elle sighed and
pressed into his hand. This was not going to be a gentle slow
lovemaking. His body was on fire and the way she thrashed and
strained, he knew she wanted her release sooner than
later.

Dipping for the moisture he came
forward again, circling and teasing. She swelled beneath his
fingertips and her groans became louder and more insistent. He knew
she was close and was tempted to draw out her release, but his body
was already aching beyond anything he ever experienced. Her pants
grew quick and a moment later Elle stiffened and cried out before
she collapsed on the bed.

Coming between her thighs she opened
for him and Clay thrust deep into her welcoming channel.

 


  *

 


Elle could barely comprehend what had
happened. She had known this explosion before, but didn’t remember
it being so wonderful. Stars sparked behind her eyelids and
everything went black as her body convulsed in the most delicious
release possible. As soon as she could move, she would bring Clay
the same pleasure but he didn’t give her a chance. The ache deep
instead renewed the moment she felt him press against her. She
opened and welcomed him in. He filled her and there was no pain
this time, just exquisite pleasure that would be over too soon.
This is where it had ended last time. It was a shame it couldn’t go
on.

He didn’t stop. Instead, he pulled
back and thrust again. Elle opened her eyes to look at
him.

He took her lips and plundered her
with his mouth and body. Over and over and she tried to meet him
thrust for thrust. The tension inside her belly built again. Surely
it wasn’t possible to do this twice. Goodness, she would expire on
the spot.

His mouth didn’t leave hers. Over and
over he filled her, the tightness built and before Elle knew what
was happening she splintered, crying out against his lips. Clay
groaned, thrust two more times and collapsed on the bed beside
her.

What had just happened? This was so
much better than before and it was a shame it may never happen
again. How could she go on with the rest of her life not
experiencing moments like this ever again?

Tears stung her eyes, but she blinked
them away. She would not let him see her cry. He already carried
too much guilt and she wouldn’t let him carry this. Especially
since she was the one who had insisted they make love.

His arms snaked around her middle and
he drew her close before placing a kiss on her naked shoulder.
“This was not supposed to happen.”

“I wanted it to. Are you
angry?” What if he hated her, or lost all respect for her. Before
she hadn’t cared, but she did now. She loved him and couldn’t bear
the thought of him not caring for her any longer.

Clay chuckled. “Far from angry. Very
far from it.”

Relief swept through her. Maybe she
could be his mistress. Would it be so bad? Then they could share
moments like this until they both tired.

No, she dismissed the idea from her
mind. She didn’t want payment to be with him. This wasn’t a
business transaction. But, would he be open to the idea of having
her as a lover?

She bit her lip and pondered the idea.
He may reject it out of hand given what he had said earlier, but if
he desired her as much as she did him, then why shouldn’t they be
together? Now, to determine how she could keep him here, or at
least close to her home.

Clay leveled himself up and propped
his head into his hand and stared down at her. “I think you have
recovered physically.”

“Most
definitely.”

“Good.” He nodded. “We
leave tomorrow.”

“Leave?”

“I am taking you to Bentley
Manor.”

Her heartbeat increased.
“Why?”

“It is farther away from
your grandfather. You and the children will be safe
there.”

She didn’t understand. “I am safe
here. In fact, I thought of moving back to my house tomorrow.”
There really was no longer a need to stay in Drake’s
home.

Clay’s face hardened. “Until you reach
your majority, you are not going to be where your grandfather can
get to you.”

There was truth in his statement. “Why
Bentley Manor and not here?”

“If your grandfather were
to come here, he could force you to leave as he is your guardian.
He will not suspect you are in my home.”

As far as her grandfather knew, her
association with Clay had come to an end. It might be the perfect
place to hide from him. And, if she went with Clay, that would give
her almost two months to spend with him. “What of the
children?”

His brow furrowed. “Of course they
will come with us. You didn’t think I would leave them
behind?”

Heat singed her skin. She had been
afraid of that very thing. “I just can’t be parted from
them.”

Clay leaned in and kissed her brow.
“You won’t. Not until they are grown and are out on their
own.”

Thank goodness. Elle snuggled against
him and closed her eyes.

“So you have no objection
to traveling tomorrow?”

A secret smile pulled at her lips.
“No.” They may not have a future, but she intended to spend every
opportunity in moments like this until her birthday, as long as she
could keep it a secret from the children and everyone else in his
household.

 


 





Chapter 28

 


Clay had never been so happy to see
Bentley Manor in his entire life. The last four days had been
grueling. Not only was he forced to ride in the confines of a
carriage with Eleanor, without touching her, Lady Acker and her son
had decided to chaperone. He was not allowed one moment alone with
Elle since they left Acker Hall the morning after he had made love
to Elle in the summer house. That first night at the inn he had
been hopeful, but Acker must have read his mind. Before Clay could
arrange for the rooms, his friend had done the honors, leaving Elle
and Leigh in one, Lady Acker in another, Clay with the two youngest
boys and Acker with the two oldest. As he stood in the hall, Acker
looked at him. “Be sure and not to leave them alone.”

As if he would leave two small
children alone in a room in a strange inn. Even if he were alone,
he couldn’t have gone to Elle. She shared a room with Leigh. Clay
could still hear Acker’s laughter when he informed Clay, “Someone
has been using the summer house for what I suspect are intimate
interludes. As only you and Elle have been there, I can only
speculate.”

Clay’s stomach had knotted at what
Acker guessed.

“Since I know your
intentions, I will not make an issue of it. However, your time is
running out before I force you to do the right thing.”

That time had arrived when the
carriages pulled in front of the manor. Were his brothers here?
Letters had been delivered nearly a week ago, once he made up his
mind that Eleanor would be his for the rest of his life. He
couldn’t do this without them, and he wanted their approval. But
even if they didn’t grant it, Clay was going to marry Eleanor,
whether she liked it or not.

But first, he had to tell her one
secret. The one only his family and Lady Acker and her son
knew.

He stepped out of the carriage and
offered his arm to Elle. “Please walk with me.”

She looked at him with mild curiosity
but allowed him to take her arm and lead her away from the
others.

“I need to tell you
something that very few know and it is imperative this remains a
secret.”

“I won’t say a
word.”

“Not even my step-mother or
Madeline, my younger sister, know.”

“Perhaps you shouldn’t tell
me.”

She had to know. Elle needed to know
each family secret before he asked her to be his wife.

Pausing beside a bench underneath a
shade tree, he motioned for her to sit and settled beside her.
Taking her hand he told her everything about Adele, Julia, his
father, more than he intended. But, his life spilled forth. “I was
like him when we met. I don’t want to be like him and I want to
kill any resemblance to that man in my life.”

Elle brought a gloved hand to his
cheek. “You are nothing like him. I am not sure you ever
were.”

She was far more generous than he
deserved.

“Also, you can never tell
anyone that Adele and Julia are alive. It would ruin Rose and
Madeline.”

“I would never, ever do
such a thing. It isn’t their fault they find themselves in this
particular situation and it isn’t necessary for anyone to
know.”

Clay sighed with relief, stood and
offered her his arm. “Then it is time you met my
family.”

Elle faltered. “They are
here?”

“All of them, I
hope.”

“Will they mind us
descending upon them?” She had begun to drag her feet, as if she
didn’t want to return to the manor.

“They won’t. And if they
did, I am the lord here, and can do as I please.”

 


  *

 


Elle blew out a breath and allowed
Clay to lead her toward the four story manor with its gabled
windows. His home was beautiful, with well-manicured gardens, flora
and fountains. She couldn’t begin to guess how many rooms it held
and she feared Jamie getting lost, never to be found again. She
would need to keep him by her side at all times, or with Leigh. She
intended to spend as much time alone with Clay as she could until
her birthday and it was safe to return home.

The doors loomed ahead and a footman
waited. Was his entire family really inside? She had already met
the second brother, Jordan, but not the two younger ones, or his
step-mother and sister. What would they think of her? Would they
suspect she and Clay were lovers?

Heat sprang to her cheeks. Nobody must
suspect and she must be careful not to do anything that would lead
them to suspect.

Clay led her into the drawing room.
Besides her own family, Lady Acker and Drake, all of Clay’s family
were inside. They watched her expectantly, studying her. It was
most disconcerting.

“Well?” Drake
asked.

Clay shot him a look.

“Well, what?” she
asked.

“Miss Westin, let me
introduce you to my family.” He led her from one person to the next
until they were once again standing in the center of the
room.

“I approve,” Jordan stated
and tossed back a drink.

The other two brothers nodded and Lady
Bentley beamed. John, the youngest slipped an arm around wife,
Elizabeth’s waist and took a drink. Her eyes twinkled with
merriment.

What were they about?

Clay turned to her. Her heart began to
pound. Suspicion tickled at the back of her mind but Elle was too
afraid to give it full thought for fear of
disappointment.

He took her hands in his and looked
into her eyes. “Eleanor Westin,” he began. “You have stolen my
heart. I didn’t think it was possible to love anyone.”

Matthew, the third brother, snorted.
He was also the vicar. Were vicars supposed to snort?

“It would do me a great
honor if you would consent to become my wife.”

Her bothers gasped. Leigh
giggled.

Had she heard him correctly? “I beg
your pardon?”

“He botched it,” John
called.

“We should leave them
alone. This is a private matter and I am sure Clayton doesn’t wish
all of us looking on,” John’s wife chastised.

“Because everyone minds
their own business in your family,” John shot back.

Elizabeth colored then bit her
lip.

“Shush you two,” the vicar
chastised and lounged back in a chair and watched Elle and
Clay.

“I said, I love you and
wish to marry you,” Clay repeated.

Tears stung her eyes. She heard him
and understood him, but couldn’t comprehend. He wanted to marry
her? Loved her? It wasn’t possible. “Why?”

He flung his head back and groaned.
Then took a deep breath and spoke. “I don’t know. I just do. I need
you in my life and if I have to repeat this again in front of my
brothers I will be most put out with you.”

“You never even indicated
this is what you wanted.”

His face colored. There had been
plenty of opportunities but not once had he mentioned marriage or
love.

“I wanted to wait until I
had you here.”

“Why?”

He leaned in toward her and spoke low.
“I was afraid you would say no. I also hoped you would not reject
me in front of witnesses.”

The giggle bubbled up.

“Don’t laugh,” he said
under his breath.

“How can I not, you
fool.”

His eyes widened and they bore into
hers.

“How can you imagine I
would tell you no? I never dreamed you would ask. In my secret
heart I hoped, yes, but I didn’t dwell on it.”

He relaxed and a smile began to form
on his lips. “You care for me then?”

Tears escaped from her eyes and
trailed down her cheeks. “Care for you? I love you.”

Clay didn’t give her a chance to say
another word but grasped her to him, taking her lips with his,
ignoring everyone else in the room. Just as he started to deepen
the kiss, Clay was yanked away from her and Lady Acker took her arm
and led her toward the door.

“Where are we going?” All
of the females surrounded her.

“To get you ready for your
wedding, of course.”

“Today? Now?”

“Yes,” Clay called back as
Jordan pressed a glass into his hand. “I have a Special License and
my brother is a vicar. I am not about to give you a chance to
change your mind.”

Lady Acker pulled her from the room,
but Elle called over her shoulder. “Wait. I haven’t reached my
majority.” She pushed her way back into the room. “What if
grandfather finds out, or denies the marriage?”

“Then I will threaten him.”
A grim smile came to Clay’s face. “Your grandfather enjoys his
position in society. He will not want anyone to know that he gave
his granddaughter to the likes of Wilkes.”

A chill ran down her spine at the
thought of the man.

“He tried to marry her off
to Wilkes?” Jordan asked with disbelief. “Is Stanhope
mad?”

“Grandfather did seem to
know how he was.”

“Every gentleman in society
knows how he and his friends are, which is why they only have each
other as friends and nobody worth their salt would allow a
marriage, let alone a courtship with the man,” Clay
confirmed.

“I never heard anything
about him while I was in London.”

Clay shook his head. “There are
certain things that will never be discussed amongst the ladies.
That is one of them.”

“Elle,” Drake said. “Clay
will take care of your grandfather if necessary. Go get ready for
your wedding.”

Her eyes met those of her dearest
friend. He would not be here, agreeing to this, if he didn’t think
it was right. “I think I will.”

 


  *

 


She did say yes. Elle was
going to be his wife.

Jordan clapped him on the shoulder and
drew him to the sideboard where John and Matt waited. Their glasses
were refilled and the brothers watched him, almost with
speculation. John grinned first. “I never thought I would see the
day.”

“Nor I.” Matt shook his
head, perhaps still not believing what he was seeing.

“I’m still waiting to see
if this is some kind of madness,” Jordan added.

“It is not.”

“What of lust and love and
father’s rules?” Jordan questioned.

“You can have them in a
marriage?”

“You aren’t married yet,”
Matt warned. Of all his brothers, Matt would be the most
disbelieving. He was taught piousness at his father’s knee. It
would take the right woman for his brother to break the chains that
held him in such a tight hold of what was right and wrong. Except,
they were father’s right and wrong and not from Biblical teachings.
Did Matt even recognize the difference?

“I plan on having both,
without the marriage.” Jordan grinned shamelessly.

Clay chuckled. The ladies loved his
brother, regardless of their age. One day Jordan would fall and it
would be hard. Clay wanted to be around when it
happened.

He glanced back across the room.
Tobias, Ethan, Benjamin and Jamie set side by side on the settee.
Stair steps, though not in as close to age as he and his brothers.
Clay remembered being the age of Tobias, the oldest brother,
protective of the others. He could only pray he was a better father
figure than his own father had been.

His throat tightened. What if he made
the same mistakes? What if he made their life miserable? What if he
ruined the lives of his own children, if he and Elle were blessed
with any? A cold sweat broke out on his brow. He wasn’t ready for
this. What was he doing?

John put his arm around Clay’s
shoulder and pulled him away from the group. “I know that
look.”

“What?” Clay pulled at his
constricting cravat.

“Fear.” John laughed. “I am
sure I looked the same.”

“She deserves much
better.”

“I am sure she does,” John
agreed. “As does Elizabeth. But, we are the gentlemen they want so
what are we to do?”

He was right. Elle loved him and
wanted him. With her he was a better man.

Clay glanced at the clock on the wall.
How long would they be?

Giggling could be heard from the
stairs. Leigh and Madeline walked into the room, silly grins on
their face. Next came Lady Acker. She paused and looked around.
“Drake, Eleanor waits for your escort.” Acker left the
room.

“Vicar Trent.” She nodded
toward Matt. “Please take your place. Bentley, you too.”

Matt picked up his Prayer Book and
stood in front of the empty fireplace with Clay to his left. Which
brother should stand as his witness? He did not want to choose one
over the other. He refused to do so.

John pushed Jordan forward. “I’ve done
this and I think you could use some experience standing at the
altar, so to speak.”

Jordan glared back but took his place
beside Clay.

Lady Acker stood to Matt’s right and
would serve as Eleanor’s witness.

Clay turned toward the door and
waited. When Elle entered on Acker’s arm the breath left his body.
In a matter of moments her hair had been arranged so that ringlets
fell about her shoulders. She wore a pale yellow ball gown, the one
she had been wearing when he first noticed her. The fine silk
hugged her breasts and fell to the ground, masking the curves he
knew so well. Soon, very soon, she would be his.

 


 





Chapter 29

 


Certainly it was time for the children
to go to bed. The sun had set and Clay was anxious to retire. He
and Elle had been married four hours already. They said their vows,
enjoyed a celebration dinner and then she set about getting her
family settled. This was not how he anticipated his wedding night.
He wanted to retire an hour ago, but the boys wondered why he
wanted to sleep so early.

Elle met his eyes and lifted an
eyebrow in question. Minx. She knew he couldn’t tell them the
truth. Nor would he embarrass her by dragging her away in front of
his family, though he visualized tossing her over his shoulder and
disappearing at least a dozen times in the last hour.

He glanced over at the children
playing on the lawn. Jamie yawned. Thank goodness. Soon they would
all be put to bed. Elle must have been of the same mind because
soon she started gathering the children together. “We’ve all had a
long day. Upstairs with the lot of you.”

It would still be another hour before
she was his. Clay poured another drink. It was going to be
bloodiest long hour of his life.

“I have news,” John said
quietly.

Clay glanced around. They were alone.
“Go on.”

“Adele is no longer in
Paris, or France, and neither is Julia.”

“Where are
they?”

“Possibly England, or
Scotland.”

Clay’s eyes bore into John’s. “They
can’t come home.”

“I know. I am still
looking.”

Clay gave a quick nod as Eleanor
appeared at the door. Her eyes sought his. She didn’t enter the
room, but winked and left again. He set his glass down. Tonight he
would forget about Adele, Julia and everything in his past.
Instead, he would focus on his future, and the person who figured
most prominently was calling him to bed.
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