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 Chapter One

 


June 1815

 


“You have no fun. No fun at
all.”

Agatha Lyons, the Lady of Richfield,
turned from the window of her family’s townhouse so she could face
her younger sister. “I have no need to go to a ball. I have other
matters to tend to.”

And those matters happened to be much
more entertaining than spending the evening exchanging pleasantries
with gentlemen and ladies who pranced about on a floor, trying to
impress others, especially those with influence or
money.

Agatha reluctantly left the window and
sat next to her sister on the settee. “Sophie, I’m a widow. I have
no need to attend a Season.”

“You’re only
twenty-one.”

“Can I help it if my husband
died the day after we married?”

Truly, she’d done her duty as his wife
and tried to prevent his death. She told him that riding the horse
when it was raining was a bad idea, but since he considered her
feminine mind much too stupid for common sense, he ran off on the
stallion anyway. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, he rode through
the muddy terrain which was on a slope. Agatha shrugged and picked
up her teacup. Not that she was overly sad by the news of his
passing, but it wasn’t easy to think she’d married such a
dullard.

Sophie groaned and faced her. “Your
husband’s been dead for two years. You’re allowed to marry
again.”

She almost spit out her drink. After
she forced the hot liquid down, she coughed into a cloth napkin.
When she was assured she wouldn’t cough anymore, she shook her
head. “I’m not getting married again.”

“Why not?”

“Because I enjoy my freedom.
As a widow, I get to handle money as I see fit, and I don’t need to
be coddled all the time by chaperones. Plus, I get to live in my
own townhouse when I’m in London and at my own estate while in the
country. I don’t have to answer to anyone. I’m free to do what I
want.”

Sophie sighed and placed her hands in
her lap. “I understand what you’re saying, but don’t you get
lonely?”

“No.” And that was the
truth. She had too many adventures to live out on paper to ever be
lonely…or bored.

“You must come with me to
Lord Roderick’s ball tonight. Please?”

“Now we get to the reason
you requested to see me today. Let me guess. You have no chaperone
to go with you?”

Sophie twiddled her thumbs, a nervous
habit she acquired as a child. “All right. I do. But it’s our
second cousin.”

Agatha grimaced. “Not
Bridget.”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Oh dear.”

“Oh dear, indeed!” she
heartily agreed. “I can’t go with her. You know how embarrassing
she is.”

“She doesn’t mean to be. But
you’re right. It won’t do you any good to go with her.” Between the
snorting laughter and tendency to ramble on about utter nonsense,
gentlemen would be fleeing from Sophie. With a resigned sigh,
Agatha relented. “I’ll act as your chaperone.”

“Thank you!” Sophie embraced
her.

“But I’m not going to take
this opportunity to look for a husband, so you better not hint at
it.”

“I won’t. I
promise.”

“Good because if you do,
I’ll talk Bridget into chaperoning you at the next
ball.”

Sophie shivered. “There’s no need to
threaten me. I’ll be on my best behavior.”

Satisfied, Agatha nodded and finished
her tea. “I suppose in the meantime, it wouldn’t hurt to do a
little shopping.”

“Where did you want to
go?”

“I was thinking of going
to Harding, Howell & Company. I
need a french clock for my desk. We can get
something for you as well. Would you like a new muslin?”

“I wouldn’t mind it, if
you’re sure.”

“Of course, I’m sure. I have
more than enough money, and what good is money if I can’t spend it
on those I love?”

Sophie smiled and set her teacup down.
“You’re the sweetest sister I have.”

With a smile, Agatha said, “I’m the
only sister you have.” She rose to her feet and grabbed her
reticule. “I hope you don’t mind if I stop by The Temple of the
Muses on our way there.”

“Don’t you already have
enough books?”

“I don’t always go to buy a
book. Sometimes I go there to browse what they have.” She led her
sister out of the drawing room and instructed the footman to tell
the coachman they would be going out for the afternoon.

Turning to Agatha, she shook her head.
“I’ll never understand your fascination with books. All you ever do
is read.”

“I’m not reading now, am
I?”

“All right, you’re not. I
just meant that you could do more living and less
reading.”

“Is that why you’re dragging
me to this ball tonight? So I can get my nose out of a
book?”

As the butler handed them their hats,
her sister said, “No. It’s because I don’t want our cousin to be
with me. But getting you away from a book is a good
reason.”

“Reading is a wonderful
venture, Sophie. You should try it sometime. You can be anyone you
want to be and go anywhere you want to.”

“You have more than enough
money to travel all over if you desire.”

“And I do. I choose to do it
through reading.”

Sophie laughed and put her hat on. “The
next thing I know, you’ll be telling me you write them, too. Good
heavens, if you do that, we’ll never get you out of this
townhouse.”

Agatha forced a smile and settled her
hat on her head. Not only would her family be dismayed to learn she
did, indeed, write books, but she also wrote gothic horror which
was even worse in their estimation. At least Agatha knew how to
keep a secret, and her writing was a secret she’d take to her
grave.

 


***

 


Agatha adjusted her mustache and
watched her pace as she walked down the street. If she wasn’t
careful, she’d give her enthusiasm away and draw undue attention to
herself. Even if she was disguised as a young gentleman, she’d
never live down the scandal if the Ton found out. But she was
determined to do this. She couldn’t afford to be seen with her
manuscript, nor could she afford to go to Lord Edon’s townhouse for
fear his wife learned about her writing.

No. This must be kept a secret, even if
risking discovery while in disguise was something she was willing
to bear for the chance of publication. She slowed her steps as she
approached the Western Exchange. Ignoring the merchants who stood
at the booths to sell their wares, she scanned the crowd for any
signs of Ethan Silverton, the Earl of Edon. He promised he’d meet
her at two, and she was a few minutes early.

Releasing her breath, she tried to act
as casual as possible as she sauntered by the booths. She had to do
something or else she’d start fretting over all the things that
could go wrong. If the publisher didn’t like the manuscript, he
didn’t like the manuscript. There was little she could do about it
except write another one and see if he’d accept it. She’d been
through the process twice before, but each time still gave her the
same queasy sensation in her stomach.

She scanned the crowd again for Ethan,
and not paying attention to what was in front of her, she bumped
into someone. “Pardon me,” she mumbled, not remembering to lower
her voice.

Her face grew warm and she looked at
the gentleman she’d bumped into. Did she speak loud enough for him
to realize she was a lady?

“I’m terribly sorry, sir,”
the young gentleman said and bowed. “I wasn’t watching where I was
going.”

After clearing her throat, she lowered
her voice. “I wasn’t either.”

He glanced at the papers in her arms.
“Are you looking for quills and ink? Two booths over that way,
there are some good sets. I bought some from the gentleman in the
past.”

She didn’t bother looking at the booth
he motioned to. “No. I got enough quills and ink.” And that was the
truth. Her desk was full of them…and paper.

“Before I forget my manners,
I’m Mister Robinson.”

“Oh, uh, I’m Mister
Horlock.” Gilbert Horlock, to be exact. At least, that was the name
she used on her manuscripts, and since she was disguised as a
gentleman, it only seemed fit to refer to herself as such. Not
wanting a prolonged discussion with him in case he figured out she
wasn’t really a gentleman, she got ready to wish him luck in
whatever he was doing for the day when she caught sight of
Ethan.

Mister Robinson followed her gaze and
gestured a greeting to him.

She glanced from him to Ethan. “Do you
know him?”

“Yes. That gentleman tells
some of the best jokes.”

“So I hear.”

She hadn’t been privy to
some of the wild tales Ethan made up since he had a tendency to
only tell them in the company of gentlemen. No. Her thing was to
send anonymous tips to the Tittletattle about things Ethan never
did but wanted everyone to think he did. However, since he got
married to Lady Catherine, he hadn’t requested she submit anything
else to the gossip papers on his behalf.

Ethan strode over to them, and she
couldn’t help but notice the wide smile on his face. “You’re
unusually happy,” she commented, continuing to lower her voice for
Mister Robinson’s benefit.

“It’s a pleasant day,” he
replied with a shrug. “The sun’s out, people are smiling, colors
are more vibrant—”

Mister Robinson laughed. “Colors are
more vibrant?”

“They are,” Ethan insisted,
looking as serious as a gentleman could be.

Amused, the corners of her lips turned
up. “I think your wife has something to do with that ridiculous
grin on your face.”

“And to think that just two
months ago, you were bemoaning the fact that you had to go to the
church to read the Banns,” Mister Robinson continued.

“He was bemoaning it?” she
asked.

“His bride was crying, his
father-in-law was glowering at him, and he kept wincing as if he
were in pain.”

She joined Mister Robinson in laughing.
“That must have been a sight! I’m sorry I missed it.” And truly,
she was. Not that she wanted to see Ethan suffer, but since neither
the bride nor the groom wanted to get married, it had to have been
funny to watch the ordeal taking place.

To his credit, Ethan gave a nonchalant
shrug. “There might have been a little uncertainty going
in.”

“Your bride sobbed through
the whole thing,” Mister Robinson added, which made her laugh
harder than before.

“Tears of joy…at least as
time went on,” Ethan replied. “However, I’m not here to discuss my
marriage.” He turned to her. “I hear you have a manuscript for
me.”

She immediately sobered. Perhaps
laughing at the way Ethan’s wedding played out wasn’t a good idea
since he could easily let it slip she wasn’t really Gilbert. “Yes.
I appreciate you taking the time to do this.”

“Do what?” Mister Robinson
asked as she handed the manuscript to Ethan.

She hesitated to speak, but Ethan
answered for her. “I know the publisher of Minerva Press and told
him I knew a talented author whose manuscript I’d deliver to
him.”

“Just because he knows the
publisher, it doesn’t mean he’ll accept my manuscript,” she
clarified. “He rejected the other manuscripts I wrote.”

“If you don’t mind my being
so bold, what do you write?” Mister Robinson asked her.

Though her face warmed, she admitted,
“Gothic fiction with some,” she lowered her voice, “romance in
it.”

“Some what?”

She glanced at Ethan who didn’t seem to
mind the fact that Mister Robinson was making her uncomfortable.
Well, it was payback for the way she laughed about his crying
bride. Taking a deep breath, she forced out, “It has romance in
it.” There. Now he could judge her in the same way others judged
all authors who dared to write such novels.

To her surprise, he didn’t seem
appalled. Instead, he looked intrigued. “What is that book
about?”

“The usual. A castle
reported to be haunted, a heroine whose life is in danger, a hero
who saves her,” she mumbled. “Things you wouldn’t be interested
in.” Before he could express his disgust, she added, “I must take
my leave. Thank you, Lord Edon,” she told Ethan. Bowing to them,
she wished them a good day and hurried back to her
townhouse.


 


 


 


 Chapter Two

 


“Isn’t it splendid?” Sophie
asked in excitement as Agatha entered Lord Roderick’s ballroom.
“Thank you for coming with me.”

“I suppose this is doable,”
Agatha relented.

“Doable? It’s
grand!”

Turning her attention from the enormous
chandelier to her sister, Agatha smiled. “I meant that being here
isn’t as dreadful as I thought it’d be. You know I don’t care much
for the marriage mart, but there are enough married couples here so
it’s bearable.”

“There are married couples
at every ball.”

Agatha was tempted to argue that this
one seemed to have more than others but decided to let the comment
go. “Is there anyone in particular who strikes your
fancy?”

Sophie scanned the room. “Lord Dabney
is rather fetching.”

She followed her sister’s gaze and saw
a blonde gentleman who was talking to Mister Robinson. She
recognized Mister Robinson from when she met him earlier that day
in her disguise. He’d be much more suited for her sister,
considering he was probably twenty. Plus, he had dark hair. Agatha
always fancied dark hair on a gentleman. Too bad he didn’t have a
title.

“I enjoyed dancing with Lord
Dabney last time I went to a ball,” her sister said, interrupting
her thoughts. “He tells magnificent stories.”

“What kind of
stories?”

“Stories he’s read. He loves
to read. Take me over there, Agatha! Maybe he’ll ask me to
dance.”

Clasping her hands together, Agatha
tried to determine the likelihood that Mister Robinson would
recognize her. She thought her disguise was good, but she didn’t
think it was so good that he wouldn’t figure out her real identity
if he saw her again so soon—even if she was now dressed as a lady.
“Maybe we should wait. You don’t want to seem too
eager.”

“Please, Agatha,” her sister
pressed. “I’d be ever so grateful.”

“If you are too eager, he’ll
lose interest. Gentlemen prefer to pursue rather than be
pursued.”

“But if he must pursue too
much, he’s bound to lose interest.”

“You are determined to do
this, aren’t you?” Sophie offered a hopeful smile, and despite her
better judgment, Agatha felt her resolve crumbling. “Very well.
We’ll stroll by the gentlemen and let them notice us.”

She got ready to cheer, but when Agatha
shot her a warning look, she restrained her enthusiasm. Agatha
casually made her way around the room, exchanging pleasantries with
others as she and her sister passed them by. To her sister’s
credit, she followed suit and lingered a bit when Agatha stopped to
engage in small talk.

When they finally reached Mister
Robinson and Lord Dabney, Agatha slowed her steps. She tapped her
sister’s arm so she wouldn’t go running into Lord Dabney’s arms
since Sophie had quickened her pace. She gave her sister a slight
shake of her head, and her sister stopped.

“I believe the particular
book you’re looking for is at the Subscription Library,” Agatha
said in a voice loud enough to catch the gentlemen’s attention.
When they paused to glance her way, she offered an apologetic
smile. “Forgive me. I didn’t mean to speak so loudly.”

“No apologies are
necessary,” Lord Dabney replied, turning to them. “You’re familiar
with the Subscription Library?”

“Yes.” She made it her
business to know everything about places that sold books, but he
didn’t need to know this. Instead, she motioned to Sophie. “This is
my sister’s first Season, and I’m afraid her time in London has
been limited mostly to social pursuits rather than
reading.”

“And you’re hoping to
rectify that?” he asked.

Sensing that he was taking too far of
an interest in her since he barely glanced in her sister’s
direction, Agatha gestured to her again. “Of course. She loves
reading but hasn’t been able to do much of it because of the
Season.”

“That’s a shame,” he said,
his gaze lingering on Agatha. “I can’t imagine a day without a good
book.”

“You enjoy reading?” Mister
Robinson asked Sophie.

“Yes, I do,” Sophie
replied.

“I’m a literature enthusiast
as well,” Lord Dabney said, finally directing his attention at
Sophie. “What do you read?”

Agatha silently thanked Mister Robinson
for taking Lord Dabney’s focus off of her.

Sophie blushed and shifted from one
foot to the other. “I read respectable books, I assure
you.”

Agatha’s smile froze on her face. Of
all the things she could say, she had to slip that comment
in.

“My favorites include
histories and compositions by philosophers like Pluto.”

“Plato,” Agatha quickly
corrected her and laughed. “My sister likes to tell
jokes.”

“Oh, yes.” Sophie let out a
nervous laugh, her cheeks turning a brighter shade of pink than
before.

After a moment, Lord Dabney chuckled.
“I get it. You changed Plato’s name on purpose.”

“Yes,” she assured
him.

“Well, I prefer books of a
different sort,” Mister Robinson spoke up.

“Is this something you
should mention in the presence of a lady?” Lord Dabney
asked.

“I don’t see why not since
ladies are likely to read for entertainment. I prefer fiction. I
find it’s a nice escape.”

“Oh, those types of books,”
he said in a bored tone that made Agatha inwardly wince. “I suppose
it suits some, but I read to improve my mind.”

Mister Robinson laughed. “You can
improve your mind with fiction.”

“How?”

“Well, for one, you’d be
more interesting to talk to,” he joked.

The others laughed, and Agatha was
secretly pleased that Mister Robinson spoke up on behalf of
fiction.

“However,” Mister Robinson
continued, “I’d rather dance than spend the whole night talking.”
He looked at Agatha. “I’m afraid I haven’t had the pleasure of
learning your name.”

Surprised he should direct his
attention at her, Agatha stumbled on what words to say. Sophie got
the words out for her. “This is my sister, Lady
Richfield.”

“Oh,” he replied. “Are you
the daughter of a duke?”

“No,” Agatha said when she
finally found her voice. “I’m the widow of an earl. I’m not here
for a husband. I’m only here to chaperone my sister.” Usually, she
wouldn’t be so bold, but she saw no reason to let either gentleman
attempt to marry her for her money—and she had more than enough to
entice anyone.

“There’s no harm in a dance,
though,” Mister Robinson said.

“No, I suppose not,” she
agreed.

“Splendid. Lord Dabney, why
don’t you dance with her sister?”

Lord Dabney nodded and turned to
Sophie. “I’d be delighted if you’d share a dance with me, Miss
Garrison.”

Agatha’s eyebrows rose in interest. The
fact that he remembered her name was a promising sign. Sophie
smiled at him before she accepted his arm.

Mister Robinson offered his arm to
Agatha. “Now that I’ve made sure Lord Dabney is distracted, may I
have the honor?”

She took his arm and went to the area
where couples were dancing. “You wanted to make sure he was
distracted?”

“He was ready to ask you to
dance, which I’m sure you already knew.”

“No, I didn’t already know
that.”

“Oh, come now. You’re not so
innocent. You are familiar enough with gentlemen to know when one
has taken an interest in you.”

As they began their dance, she replied,
“It seems you’ve taken such an interest.”

“Guilty. I won’t deny it.
But I promise I won’t try to marry you tonight.”

“Good because you won’t have
a chance of succeeding.”

He chuckled. “I don’t know, Lady
Richfield. I can’t resist a challenge.”

“Other gentlemen have said
the same thing before. And all have failed.”

“Well, I’m not like other
gentlemen.”

She studied his expression, trying to
determine if he was serious or joking. The only thing she could
detect from him was an air of confidence and a twinkle in his eye,
and the two seemed to contradict each other for some reason.
Venturing for better insight into his motivations, she said, “In
case you were wondering about the rumors, it’s true I am wealthier
than half the gentlemen in this room.”

“Money has its advantages,
but I suspect your real value lies elsewhere.”

What did he mean by that? She narrowed
her eyes at him. “Care to explain that remark?”

With an annoying grin, he said,
“No.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t feel like
it.”

“But it’s not fair of you to
say something if you had no intention of disclosing what you meant
by it,” she protested, finding him both irritating and undeniably
fascinating at the same time.

“I don’t recall saying I was
fair.” The dance ended and he bowed. “Lady Richfield, it’s been a
pleasure.”

“For you, I suppose,” she
muttered, gauging his reaction at her curt reply.

His smile widened and he winked. “You
will be a most delightful challenge indeed.”

She gave the obligatory curtsy and
strolled away from him, mindful to keep her pace slow so he
wouldn’t realize he managed to do what no other gentleman had done
before. He intrigued her. But she knew better than to let him know
that.

She caught sight of her sister as she
curtsied to Lord Dabney. Forcing aside the urge to look over her
shoulder and see if Mister Robinson was watching her, she went over
to her sister. “How was your dance?”

“Lovely, just lovely,” her
sister gushed. “He told me all about his favorite book.”

“Which is?”

“I don’t
remember.”

“You don’t
remember?”

“Well, to be fair, I wasn’t
listening to what he was saying.” She let out a wistful sigh and
smiled. “I just love hearing his voice.”

“I don’t know what to do
with you, Sophie.”

Agatha waited until they were at the
side of the room before searching for Mister Robinson. As soon as
she saw him, he gave her a knowing smile and nodded. She quickly
averted her gaze and criticized herself for being foolish enough to
make eye contact with him. He just gained an advantage because now
he knew he was on her mind. Blast it, but she should’ve been more
careful!

“What did you think of
Mister Robinson?” Sophie asked.

She forced a nonchalant shrug. “What’s
there to think? He’s a gentleman like any other.”

“Do you detest
marriage?”

“It’s not marriage I detest,
Sophie. It’s the loss of freedom.”

“Loss of freedom?” She
laughed and inspected her gloves. “You were only married for one
day. What possible loss of freedom could you have endured in that
time?”

“None. But it was the threat
of it. Before I married, I wasn’t at liberty to pursue my interests
because I had to concern myself with finding a husband. Then I got
married, and the money was my husband’s to do as he saw fit. When
he died, the money fell to me, and I could do whatever I wanted to
with it. That’s freedom, Sophie. No one tells me what to do with my
money, and I’ve managed to make a nice profit with some
investments. Just because I’m a lady, it doesn’t mean I can’t make
wise decisions.”

“Of course not.”

“But gentlemen don’t
understand that.”

“Must you take such a morbid
view on gentlemen?” Sophie pressed, a frown on her pretty
face.

“You’re right. A few
gentlemen are admirable.” There was Ethan, and she had the greatest
respect for him, especially since he supported her endeavors and
treated her with respect. “But I think most gentlemen are wonderful
for most ladies. You will do well in marriage. You’re meant for it.
Balls, the theatre, paying social visits to your friends… You’ll
enjoy that kind of life.”

“You could, too, if you had
the right husband.”

Agatha resisted the urge to laugh. Such
a husband would not be coming into her life. What gentleman wanted
a wife who wrote gothic horror novels and submitted tasty morsels
of gossip to the scandalsheets? Her husband had been so horrified
to learn the truth that he strictly forbade her to do it anymore.
Fortunately, he hadn’t lived long enough to enforce his
mandate.

Forcing her mind off the
past, she scanned the room for a suitable gentleman for her sister
to dance with. The least her sister could do was show Lord Dabney
he wasn’t the only potential suitor she had. She intentionally
ignored the area of the room where Mister Robinson was, and her
gaze settled on Ethan who was talking to a couple of gentlemen. She
wondered if they were the sort who’d make a good match for her
sister. Knowing Ethan’s reputation, it was hard to tell. Even
though he had stopped asking her to make up scandals for her to
report in the Tittletattle
on his behalf, she wasn’t sure if he kept the best
company.

The only way she was going to find out
was to talk to the gentlemen surrounding him. “Let’s go over
there,” she whispered to her sister. “Now that you’ve had your
dance with Lord Dabney, you can make him think you have others at
your beck and call.”

“I’m glad you came with me
tonight. You know so much about gentlemen.”

It helped that she knew Ethan who
didn’t hesitate to answer all of her questions regarding the way
gentlemen thought. She had asked him such questions because of her
writing, but it helped in real life, too. She smiled at her sister.
“Make sure you laugh loudly when the gentlemen tell you jokes and
tell them how intelligent they are when they give you an opinion.
Even if their jokes are dull and their opinions ridiculous, they
need to think you look up to them. If you do that, you’ll have them
falling over themselves to get to you, and when Lord Dabney sees
that, I believe he’ll pursue you for a change.”

“How clever!”

“But don’t thank me until
he’s chasing you.” As they approached Ethan and the three
gentlemen, she made eye contact with Ethan and gave a slight nod in
her sister’s direction.

He waved to her. “Lady Richfield, might
we have a moment of your time?”

She paused, her sister
following suit, and the two approached them. Ethan and the
gentlemen offered a bow, so she and her sister offered a curtsy in
return. She never cared for all the formalities of polite society,
which was one of the reasons she loved writing for the
Tittletattle. It was a
much needed release to be able to do something wicked for a
change.

Ethan introduced the gentlemen and
added, “Lord Pennella loves to travel. In fact, he just returned
from Spain.”

“Did he?” Agatha glanced at
her sister with raised eyebrows. “My sister went to Spain three
years ago.”

“She did?” Lord Pennella
turned his gaze to Sophie and smiled. “What did you think of
it?”

“It was beautiful country,”
she shyly replied.

“Perhaps we should discuss
it while we dance?” he offered.

Agatha indicated that she should
accept, so she did. Agatha looked for Lord Dabney and saw that he
was watching Sophie. There. Her plan was working beautifully. No
wonder Sophie hadn’t secured a husband yet. She wasn’t doing the
things necessary to make her attractive to the gentleman of her
choice.

“I hate to see a lady
without a dance partner,” Ethan told the gentlemen before turning
to Agatha. “May I?” He offered her his arm.

Agatha nodded and accepted. Once they
were dancing, she asked, “So you’re happy being a married
gentleman?”

He grinned. “I am. I didn’t think I’d
be, but my wife is perfect.”

“It’s a shame not all
marriages result in love.”

“I didn’t think mine
would.”

Unable to resist the teasing tone in
her voice, she said, “I know. You thought your life was coming to
an end right before your wedding.”

He chuckled. “It was silly how I
reacted, now that I think about it.”

“Well, you were giving up
your dream of living a quiet life in the country so you could
escape the chaos that is London.”

“Yes, that was my dream, but
I find I don’t mind London so much now that I don’t have to put up
a huge pretense of being a notorious rake.”

“There’s nothing like a wife
to straighten a gentleman’s path.”

“Or make it so that he can
straighten his path without looking as if he was a fraud all
along.”

“I’ll consent to that,” she
replied.

“And what of you?” Ethan
asked. “What brings you out to a ball? I thought you’d rather pull
out all of your hair than be here.”

“My sister was in need of a
chaperone.”

“Ah. You’re a good sister to
suffer being here.”

She caught sight of Mister Robinson who
was dancing with another lady. He shot her a smile. Heat rose to
her face and she quickly looked away. This was nonsense! She
shouldn’t keep looking at him. But to be fair, she hadn’t been
looking for him this time. “Ethan, how well do you know Mister
Robinson?”

“I wondered when you’d ask
me about him since you were talking to him when you gave me your
book to submit to Minerva Press.”

“It was a meeting by
chance.”

“I thought as much. You
wouldn’t go around dressed as a gentleman to chat with other
gentlemen.”

“No, I wouldn’t.” She
paused. “You seem to know him well.”

“We met at White’s. He’s a
good friend, ideal for your sister. Though if you’re looking for
someone suitable for your sister, he lacks a title.”

“Maybe…”

“However, if the lack of a
title doesn’t bother you, I could introduce him to your
sister.”

“They were introduced,” she
replied. “She fancies Lord Dabney, so she danced with him instead
of Mister Robinson.”

Ethan’s eyebrows rose. “Oh, then you
were inquiring about Mister Robinson because you’ve taken an
interest in him?”

“No, of course
not!”

With a teasing grin, he said, “If you
say so.”

The music ended, saving her from having
to respond. After she gave the obligatory curtsy, she went to find
her sister, thinking that she would find some more gentlemen for
her to dance with. The night couldn’t be over soon enough as far as
she was concerned. The busier she was, the faster time passed and
the sooner she could get home.


 


 


 


 Chapter Three

 


Christopher watched Lady Richfield. She
was an exquisite beauty. Dark brown hair twisted on top of her
head, revealing a slender white neck that begged to be kissed. He’d
heard the neck was a sensitive part on a lady’s body, and he was
more than tempted to see if that was true. But her neck wasn’t the
only thing he’d like to kiss. Her full, rosy lips begged to be
kissed as well.

His gaze went higher as he watched her
walk away from Ethan. High cheekbones, a sharp nose, surprisingly
dark blue eyes, and a high forehead. His gaze went lower and noted
the maroon dress that accentuated her curves, especially her full
breasts. She walked with grace across the room, and she shifted her
head slightly. For a moment he thought she might, once again,
venture a look in his direction then blush prettily as she looked
away. But she didn’t glance his way, and he sighed in
disappointment.

She had danced with Ethan, and maybe if
he asked Ethan about her, he could find out more about her. His
gaze went to Ethan who was talking to the Duke of Rumsey. From the
looks of it, Ethan wished he was talking to anyone but the duke.
Seeing this as the perfect opportunity to find out more about Lady
Richfield, he wove around some people. When he reached Ethan and
the duke, Ethan was pale and beads of sweat covered his forehead.
He glanced at him and shot him a silent look asking him to help
him.

“I mean it, Lord Edon. I
won’t have you disgracing my daughter,” the duke said, his
expression serious.

Christopher raised his eyebrows. Ethan
had married the duke’s daughter two months ago, and in that time,
he hadn’t heard of a single scandal, something highly unusual for
Ethan who prided himself on his reputation as a rake…or at least he
had prided himself on it before he got married.

“I’m not doing anything
inappropriate with Lady Richfield,” Ethan insisted.

Stepping up to them, Christopher said,
“He’s right, Your Grace. Lady Richfield and I have begun a friendly
acquaintance.”

The duke turned to him and narrowed his
eyes at him. “You have?”

“Yes. In fact, I danced with
her before Lord Edon did,” Christopher replied.

“A dance doesn’t prove
anything.”

“With all due respect, Your
Grace, I believe Lord Edon was trying to tell you the same
thing.”

The duke’s mouth twitched and he
couldn’t be sure what the gentleman was thinking, but he saw the
light of amusement in Ethan’s eyes and was glad he was able to
speak up on his friend’s behalf.

The duke turned his cold eyes to Ethan.
“I’ll be watching you.”

As the duke walked away, Christopher
shook his head at the gentleman’s retreating back. “So that’s your
father-in-law.”

“Yes. He’s been a thorn in
my side ever since my mother arranged the marriage. Thank you for
interrupting things when you did. I thought for sure he was ready
to challenge me to a duel.”

“Surely, you
jest.”

“You haven’t fenced with
him.”

Christopher chuckled. “No, I haven’t
had the misfortune.” Fencing wasn’t his pastime of choice,
especially when it involved an irate gentleman. His gaze went to
Lady Richfield who offered a polite smile to Lady Cadwalader who
talked to her. “Ethan, how well do you know her?” He motioned to
Lady Richfield, thinking that the more he saw her, the more
attractive she got.

“Who? Lady Cadwalader or
Lady Richfield?”

“Lady Richfield, of
course.”

“Fairly well.”

“Well enough to be on a
first name basis?” Christopher asked, turning his attention back to
Ethan.

Ethan hesitated to speak, something
that was unusual for him.

“Is the duke right to be
concerned? Is there something going on between you and Lady
Richfield?”

“No, there isn’t anything
going on. She’s a friend.”

“Good.”

“I happen to love my wife,
even if her father can’t stand the sight of me.”

Christopher turned his gaze to Lady
Richfield who had been watching him. Pleased, he shot her one of
his most charming smiles and chuckled when she quickly looked away.
“I had the opportunity to dance with her,” he told Ethan.
“Something about her fascinates me.”

“You’d be better off
pursuing her sister.”

“Miss Garrison?” He
grimaced. “She holds no interest for me.”

“Well, Lady Richfield is
opposed to marriage. Pursue another lady.”

“Ethan, if there’s one thing
I’ve learned from you, it’s that people are only opposed to
marriage until the right person comes along. All she needs is a
gentleman to come along and give her a reason to want to be
married.”

“And you think you’re that
gentleman?”

Ignoring the amusement in Ethan’s tone,
he offered a solemn nod. “I do. She’s meant for me.”

“She is a wealthy countess
who’s a widow. She has no use for an untitled gentleman who can’t
give her a substantial amount of money.”

“But I can give her the
benefit of my company,” Christopher countered, not to be dissuaded
by his friend’s words. Lady Richfield was a passionate lady who
would make a most desirable companion. Her wit and beauty lured him
to her. He suspected she was interested in him as well, but it
seemed that she like to be pursued, and he was more than happy to
oblige her. “I believe she and I will be very well matched
together,” he added, once again turning his eyes in her
direction.

Ethan snorted. “You underestimate her
determination to remain unmarried.”

“I don’t mind proving you
wrong.”

“Few gentlemen are as
arrogant as you, Christopher.”

“Arrogant? I’m hurt.” When
Ethan rolled his eyes, he added, “I tell you, I am. I’m not
arrogant. I’m confident.”

After a long moment, Ethan said,
“You’re determined to be the gentleman who breaks through her wall.
So what do you want me to do?”

“I want you to arrange it so
that she and I will meet again.”

“Do I dare mention that
you’ll be there when I arrange this meeting?”

“I’ll leave that up to you.
I think she would like knowing I’d be part of this arranged
meeting, but if you think a surprise is better, then I encourage
you to do it. You know her better than I do.”

“All right. Look for an
invite.”

“Thank you.”

Satisfied, Christopher bowed. He caught
another glance at Lady Richfield and smiled. It was just a matter
of time before she’d be his wife.

 


***

 


Because of her beauty, he
was compelled to follow her across the room. She didn’t notice him,
but he did everything he could to remain out of sight. He stayed to
the shadows as much as the soft candlelight would allow. The others
at the ball ignored him, content to stick to their world of gossip
and idle chatter. She, however, passed them all as if in her own
world. What could she be thinking? He wanted to ask, and yet, he
couldn’t give himself away. Not as long as the curse bound him to
silence, making him a spectator. Always a spectator. Never a
participant.

Agatha tilted her head to the side to
work the kinks out of her neck. She set the quill down and looked
at the five pages in front of her that marked the beginning of her
next novel. The clock in the hall struck midnight. She’d written
enough for the night. After she tucked her papers safely away in
the drawer of her desk, she picked up her candelabra. She went to
the side of the room and pulled the cord. Then she waited by the
door for her lady’s maid to come to her.

Bianca hurried down the hall, holding
her candle in front of her. “Are you ready for bed, my
lady?”

“Yes.” Agatha held up the
candelabra and guided them down the hall and up the stairs to her
bedchamber. “I was thinking of wearing the green morning dress for
breakfast. Be sure to notify Cook that I don’t want to wake before
ten, so he shouldn’t get the meal ready until eleven.”

“Will do, my
lady.”

As they climbed the steps, Agatha
continued, “I was thinking of going to The Temple of the Muses
tomorrow at one o’clock. Be sure to let the footman know I’ll
require a carriage at that time.”

“Yes, my lady.”

They reached the top of the steps and
went to her bedchamber. Bianca opened the door and Agatha went into
the room, relieved Bianca had the foresight to open the window so
it was nice and cool in the room. She set the candelabra on the
table by her bed and waited for Bianca at the vanity table, her
back turned so that Bianca could help her out of her dress. The
night had been a long one, true, but it’d been wonderfully
productive. She had a feeling that this story was going to be one
of her best.

Once Agatha was in her nightclothes and
Bianca left, she blew out her candles and slipped into bed. She
closed her eyes and thought over what she’d write next. Soon, she
fell into a peaceful sleep.

 


***

 


A week later, Agatha was writing her
story when the butler came into the library with a note. “This came
for you, my lady.”

She glanced up from her writing and
took the letter. She furrowed her eyebrows when she saw it was from
Lord and Lady Edon. What was Ethan doing sending her an invitation?
While she knew him, she didn’t know his wife. She waited until the
butler left before she opened the missive. Why was he inviting her
to a dinner party? He knew she didn’t like going to them. At the
bottom of the invitation, he wrote that he’d appreciate it if she
went as a favor to him.

With a sigh, she set the invitation
down and rubbed her eyes. If he requested it as a favor, there had
to be a good reason, and after all he’d done for her, she had to
go. Picking up a clean piece of paper, she dipped her quill in the
inkwell and said she’d attend.

The footman opened her door, and her
eyes grew wide when she saw Sophie come into her room. She bolted
out of her chair and hurried to her sister. “Why didn’t you let me
know you were coming?” she asked, hoping she blocked Sophie’s view
of her desk. If her sister saw what she was writing… She didn’t
even want to think about it.

“My life is at an end!”
Sophie pulled a handkerchief out of her reticule and wiped a couple
tears from her eyes. “I just heard that Lord Dabney is
betrothed.”

“Oh, oh dear.” This was
going to be a long afternoon. “Sit here on the settee, Sophie, and
I’ll get some tea. No, we’ll make it sherry.” A broken heart was
better with a little sherry. Turning to the footman, she said,
“Bring us sherry and a couple of scones.”

The footman nodded and left.

Agatha glanced at the desk where pages
of her story were in plain view, but she knew she couldn’t do
anything about them while her sister was in the room. Forcing her
feet forward, she went over to her sister and sat next to her.
“Now, tell me. Where did you hear this?”

“Our aunt told us this
morning,” Sophie sniffled as she dabbed more tears from her eyes.
“I don’t know what to do. I thought for sure he loved
me.”

“It takes more than a few
dances to develop love.”

“But we had our love of
books in common.”

“No, you didn’t.” Agatha
reached for Sophie’s hands and gently held them. “You’ll do better
without him. He’s a bore. All he reads are stuffy old novels.” She
didn’t care much for his disdain for gothic fiction anyway. Yes,
her sister would do much better with someone else.

“No, I won’t be better off
without him. There will be no one for me but Lord Dabney. No
one!”

“Please, Sophie, settle
down.”

“How can I settle down when
my life is in shambles?”

Agatha closed her eyes and reminded
herself that her sister had a tendency to exaggerate. When she knew
she could be patient, she opened her eyes and smiled. “Sophie,
sometimes things aren’t meant to be. This could be a blessing in
disguise.”

Sophie crossed her arms, her lower lip
jutting out. “I don’t see what blessing could possibly come from
this.”

“For one, you won’t have to
pretend you read books that bore you.”

“I never said his choice in
books bore me.”

“You didn’t even know who
Plato was.”

Sophie shrugged and muttered, “Anyone
could have made that error.”

“You’ll be happier if you
don’t have to pretend to like books you don’t. Think of it, Sophie.
He could require you to read those.” She shivered at the thought of
having to read the dull literature he loved so much. “You
underestimate the misery of marriage. If you were wise, you’d
choose someone who won’t be around often. Find a gentleman who will
only stay in your house long enough to get an heir. Happy is the
lady who will find him running off to live elsewhere for the rest
of his life. That is the gentleman you ought to seek. Lord Dabney
is too content to be with his books. He’ll never leave to run off
to a mistress so you might be spared his attentions.”

“I wouldn’t want Lord Dabney
to run off to a mistress. I’d want him to be with me.”

The butler entered the room with the
sherry and scones, sparing Agatha the need to respond. What was
there to say to such madness? Her sister hadn’t been forced to
endure the marital bed. She couldn’t know any better. Agatha
grabbed the decanter and poured her sister a glass of wine. She
handed Sophie the glass and encouraged her to drink.

After Sophie took a couple sips, Agatha
asked, “Do you feel better?”

“No, not really.” With a
mournful sigh, she set the glass on the table and waited for the
butler to leave before she said, “I need you to help me find a
husband.”

Agatha fought the urge to roll her eyes
as she poured herself a glass of sherry. Sophie had no idea what
she was asking. She drank some sherry and turned to Sophie. “All
right. I’ll help you, but I’m going to help you find a gentleman
who at least has a title and is wealthy.”

“Thank you!”

Agatha almost dropped her drink when
Sophie gave her a big hug. She quickly set her glass down and
returned her sister’s hug. “Don’t thank me until you’re
married.”

“All right. I won’t.” She
jumped off the settee. “And thank you again!”

Sighing, Agatha rose to her feet. “When
is the next ball you’ve been invited to?”

“Saturday.”

“Who is giving the
ball?”

“Lord Clement.”

Agatha nodded. “I’ll come by to pick
you up.”

She hugged her again. “Oh, thank
you!”

“You’ve already thanked me
twice.” Agatha pulled away from her and patted her
shoulders.

“I’ll see you
Saturday!”

Sophie turned to run out of the room,
her face glowing with expectation. Well, at least Sophie was no
longer crying. She really needed to get a hold on her emotions. It
wasn’t healthy for a lady to be so apparent with her feelings.
Pushing all thoughts of her sister aside, she turned her attention
to her writing.


 


 


 


 Chapter Four

 


Christopher arrived at his friend’s
townhouse the night of the dinner party. Tonight, he’d get a chance
to talk to Lady Richfield. He’d carefully thought through a list of
topics that might interest a lady and was confident that one of
them would appeal to her. He took a deep breath in an effort to
settle his nerves, but it didn’t work. There was no doubt about it.
He was excited about seeing her again, and nothing he did would
ease the nervous energy coursing through his body. No lady had
affected him like this before. What was it about her that made her
different?

That was something he couldn’t answer,
at least not until he got to know her better. For now, he’d have to
settle for knowing that she was his siren, the one lady who cast a
spell over him. He stopped in front of the door and adjusted his
cravat. Bracing himself for the evening, he knocked on the door and
waited for the footman to answer it.

When he did, Christopher smiled. “Lord
Edon has invited me to his dinner party.”

“Yes, Mister Robinson. He’s
expecting you.”

After Christopher handed the footman
his hat and gloves, the butler led him to the drawing room where
seven people were laughing. He saw Lord Roderick was there and
grimaced. Lord Roderick had taken sadistic pleasure in making him
clean stalls a while back, and Christopher still had a hard time
making eye contact with the gentleman. Lord Roderick’s wife,
however, was a completely different matter. She was quite pleasant.
Too bad for her she ended up with someone as miserable as her
husband.

His gaze went to Mr. and Mrs. Morris
then to Ethan’s wife and Ethan’s mother before finally settling on
the object of his interest—Lady Richfield. Lady Richfield was, by
far, the loveliest lady in the room. He smiled and bowed as the
butler announced his arrival to the group. Once the butler left, he
found a chair near Lady Richfield and sat down, his heart racing at
being so close to her. He guessed she was a year or two older than
him, but the age difference was minor enough where it wasn’t
noticeable. He rather fancied a lady who had more experience than
him anyway. Who knew what fun she could teach him?

As the butler introduced him to the
group, his friend Ethan came down the hall, followed by his
scowling father-in-law, the Duke of Rumsey. Christopher wanted to
offer a word of encouragement to his friend, but Ethan instructed
the butler to show everyone to the dining room.

Christopher turned his attention to
Lady Richfield. When she looked in his direction, he smiled,
thinking she got lovelier and lovelier every time he saw her. Just
as he opened his mouth to offer to be her escort, she hurried over
to the duke.

Before he could intervene, Ethan’s
mother approached him. “It’s good to see you again. I understand
Lord Roderick wasn’t very nice to you a couple years ago,” she said
with a wink. “However, given how impish you used to be, I’d say
that Lord Roderick did you a kindness.”

Used to her teasing nature, he took no
offense at the reminder of that horrible time in his life, though
he didn’t much appreciate the way Lord Roderick smirked at him.
Lord Roderick might have possessed a title, but he was hardly a
gentleman. Christopher settled for a mild shrug, refusing to let
him know he could intimidate him, even to this day. He had to deal
with Lord Roderick from time to time anyway, thanks to the fact
that he was friends with Perry. And Perry had way too much time on
his hands to intervene in Christopher’s life. If only Perry had a
wife…

But the likelihood of that happening
was slim, considering how much bad luck he had when it came to
meeting ladies. It seemed that as soon as any lady took the
slightest interest in him, she was whisked off and married to
someone else. First, there was Lady Roderick, prior to the scandal
that trapped her to Lord Roderick. Then there was Ethan’s wife who
was about to make Perry’s acquaintance before Ethan’s mother got in
the way. What Perry needed was a full-proof plan to get a
wife.

“Christopher,” Ethan’s
mother said, breaking him out of his thoughts.

His gaze went to Agatha who gave him a
triumphant look as the duke led her out of the room. Intrigued, he
watched her. He knew he hadn’t mistaken her interest in him at the
ball, but he shouldn’t have underestimated her determination to
play hard to get. Little did she know that he was up for the
challenge. Returning Agatha’s triumphant look with a charming
smile, he noted the slight furrow of her eyebrows and knew he had
succeeded in making her wonder what he’d do next.

Satisfied, he turned his attention back
to Ethan’s mother and extended his arm toward her. “I’d be honored
to escort you to dinner.”

And so he did. The meal in itself
wasn’t all that interesting, but how could it be when Lord Roderick
insisted on regaling everyone with his chess maneuvers. The Duke of
Rumsey and Mister Morris were more than happy to inflate his
conceit even further by congratulating him on his mental prowess.
Had it not been for the delicious food, Christopher wouldn’t have
been able to stomach the whole ordeal.

He’d held out for the hope he might get
a chance to talk to Lady Richfield after the meal, but such was not
the case. He had to endure more idle chatter between the duke, Lord
Roderick, Mister Morris and Ethan in the den before they decided to
join the ladies. But to his dismay, Lady Richfield managed to slip
out of the house, claiming she didn’t feel well.

He didn’t believe that excuse for a
minute. She was avoiding him. Despite her undeniable attraction to
him, she was avoiding him. He had to do something about that. But
what? His gaze went to Lady Roderick and a smile formed on his
lips. Of course. If there was anyone who could help him, it was
Lady Roderick. Lady Richfield might be hesitant to talk to a
gentleman, but he suspected she’d be more open to another lady,
especially when the lady was as kind and unassuming as Lady
Roderick. And he’d make sure to pay her a visit in the very near
future because the sooner he did, the sooner he’d break through
Lady Richfield’s wall.

 


***

 


A week later, Claire Buford, the Lady
of Roderick, tapped the edge of the missive and glanced out the
drawing room window. She glanced at her husband who held his hands
out to one-year-old Perry who waddled toward him.

“You can do it, son,” he
encouraged, waving Perry over to him.

A smile crossed her face, and she
folded the missive and set it on the table. She went over to Nate
and sat next to him. “He gets better every day,” she said, pride in
her voice.

“You can’t be surprised
since he has me for a father,” Nate replied with a grin. “Though, I
will add his mother only enhances the good traits he was born
with.”

“Since you chose to
compliment me, I’ll ignore the smug look on your face,” she
teased.

Perry grasped his father’s hands, and
Nate let out a cheer. “That’s my son!” He lifted their son onto his
lap and turned to her. “How could you think I’m being smug? Is it
wrong for a father to appreciate his child?”

“It’s the way you appreciate
him. You gave yourself credit for the way he turned out.” Before he
could add anything, she said, “And yes, I’m aware you gave me
credit, too.” She kissed his cheek before she ruffled Perry’s dark
hair.

“To be fair, he wouldn’t be
here if it weren’t for you,” he teased, a twinkle in his eye. “Who
was that missive from? Your sister?” He nodded toward the
desk.

“Oh, umm…” She hated lying
to him, but if he knew the truth, he’d forbid her to answer it. He
might even go so far as to get his friend Perry Ambrose involved.
But Mister Robinson had helped her out when she needed it. The
least she could do was hear him out. Clearing her throat, she
offered what she hoped was a convincing smile. “It was from a
friend. She wants to go to the Western Exchange. She doesn’t know
if she’ll buy anything. Mostly, she wants to look around and see if
something catches her fancy.”

“Is this
Catherine?”

She hesitated to say yes, but it
wouldn’t be a complete lie.

Perry grabbed Nate’s hair and laughed
when Nate winced.

Relieved her son had just given her an
excuse to change topics, she chuckled and lifted him from Nate’s
arms. “I think it’s time for him to take a nap.” She stood up and
bounced him in her arms. “Why don’t you go to White’s and I’ll take
a trip to the Western Exchange?”

“I suppose it is long
overdue that I play chess with Perry.” He rose from the settee and
kissed her. “I just hope I manage to go easy on him. I’d hate for
him to lose his confidence.”

“To hear him talk, you’d
swear he was better at chess than you.”

He let out a playful snort. “The poor
man honestly believes it.”

“I’ll see you when you
return, my lord.”

She gave him another kiss and left the
room, eager to get dressed so she could leave the house. While her
lady’s maid brushed her hair, she recalled the instructions in
Mister Robinson’s letter. He had asked her to go to Catherine’s
house to meet him. She knew that he was friends with Catherine’s
husband. All things considered, that was the safest place to meet
without causing undue attention. But what did he want to see her
for?

Once her lady’s maid was done helping
her get ready, she had the footman get the carriage. By the time
she arrived at Catherine’s townhouse, her curiosity was getting the
best of her. As soon as the footman opened the door, she
practically ran to the front door. Before she made a fool of
herself and pounded on the door, she took a deep breath and calmed
down enough so she was able to manage a few polite taps.

Once she was invited into the house,
the footman led her to the drawing room. To her surprise, Ethan and
Mister Robinson were waiting for her. She knew Mister Robinson
would be waiting for her, but she had no idea Catherine’s husband
would be there too. She thought Catherine might be there since
Mister Robinson asked her to meet him here. Pushing aside her
confusion, she stepped into the room and waited for the footman to
leave.

“Care for some tea and
biscuits, my lady?” Ethan asked, motioning to the chair.

She sat down and accepted the cup.
“Thank you.” She glanced at Mister Robinson who sat across from her
in another chair. Looking back at Ethan, she asked, “How is
Catherine?”

“She’s doing well,” Ethan
replied. “She’s resting upstairs. She’s been tired ever since she
found out she’s expecting a child. She takes a nap this time of day
now.”

“I suppose my being here at
this time is on purpose?” Claire guessed.

“I thought it might be best
if we talked in private,” Mister Robinson said.

Ethan approached the doors. “You owe me
for this,” he told his friend.

He gestured that he
understood.

“All right.” Claire waited
for Ethan to leave them alone before she set the cup back on the
table. “What do you wish to discuss, Mister Robinson?”

“Call me Christopher,” he
insisted. “I never was one who stood on formality. Sure, I must do
it out there in the world when others are watching. But here when
there’s no one around? I say let’s throw aside the restraints and
be friends. I’ll refer to you as Lady Roderick if you wish, but I
insist you call me Christopher.”

“Very well. You may call me
Claire.”

“Good.” He placed his hands
on his knees and leaned forward. “I need your help with Lady
Richfield.”

Her eyebrows furrowed. “Lady Richfield?
Was she the lady here the other night at the dinner
party?”

“Yes. She’s the most
beautiful creature who ever graced the Earth.”

Her eyes grew wide. “You fancy
her?”

“What gentleman
wouldn’t?”

“Well, granted she’s got
money and is attractive, but…” She hesitated to
continue.

As if he could read her mind, he asked,
“What can I offer her? Not much, I’m afraid. Unless my guardian
dies without a son, I’ll get his title, but I’m not eager to see
him go. What I really wish is that he’d get a wife so he has
something better to do than watch over me.”

“You’re not being fair to
your guardian. He watches over you because he loves you and wants
what’s best for you.”

“I’d still feel better if he
found someone else to love and watch over.”

Shooting him an amused smile, she
sighed. “What do you want me to do? You can’t want me to introduce
Lady Richfield to your guardian.”

“No, of course not. The last
thing I want is for her to fall in love with him. I intend for her
to fall in love with me.”

“And you want me to help
with that?”

“Yes!”

“But how?”

“I was hoping you’d find a
way to talk to her, perhaps at the next ball? Find out what she
enjoys. Where are the places she goes to? I need to get through her
wall.”

With a sigh, she sat back in her chair.
“I barely know anything about her. I don’t even know how to
approach her.”

“You’re a lady. She’s a
lady. Just discuss lady things.”

A slight chuckle rose up in her throat.
“Not all ladies enjoy the same topics. But all right, I’ll do what
I can to find out more about her.”

“You’re a wonderful person,
Claire. Much too good for your husband.”

“Now, Christopher, that’s
not fair. My husband is a good man and I love him very
much.”

He shook his head in sympathy. “You’re
a brave lady to put up with him.”

“Brave is right. He’d have
my head if he knew I was talking to you.”

“I am in your
debt.”

“You are not. As far as I’m
concerned this pays you back for helping my sister avoid marriage
to the wrong gentleman.”

“Have it your way then. We
are even, but if I ever need a favor or if you do, then I hope we
can rely on each other?”

She rose to her feet and nodded. “I
suspect we’ll be friends even if my husband will never
approve.”

Chuckling, he stood up and bowed. “It’s
ever a pleasure to be in your presence.”

“I can’t promise anything. I
might not find anything useful.”

“You will. You’re a smart
lady.”

Hoping she’d be able to meet his
expectations, she left the drawing room.


 


 


 


 Chapter Five

 


“I’ll never find anyone like
Lord Dabney,” Sophie said, letting out a mournful sigh as she
pressed her forehead against the carriage window. “My heart is
breaking with each breath I take.”

Agatha resisted the urge to roll her
eyes and pulled imaginary lint off her violet dress instead. She
should have known that taking her sister to this evening’s ball
would require much patience. How she wished she were writing
instead.

“Lord Dabney had a
delightful way of laughing,” Sophie continued with a wistful smile
on her face.

“Sure, if you enjoy a bunch
of wheezing,” she muttered.

She glared at her. “He didn’t
wheeze.”

“No, he didn’t. It just
sounded like he did.”

With a huff, she ran her hands along
the ruffles in her dress and shrugged. “So he didn’t have an
elegant laugh. What does that matter? The important thing was that
he showed great merriment.”

“Sophie, I know it’s hard to
believe, but things worked out the way they did for a reason. Now
you can focus on finding someone who’s better. Even if you must
bear the burden of the bedroom to give him an heir, it helps if
he’s the right kind of gentleman.”

Sophie stared at her for a moment and
despite her pink cheeks, she leaned closer and whispered, “Is the
bedroom really that awful?”

Agatha bit her tongue. She should never
have voiced that thought aloud. All she’d done was scare her poor
sister, and Sophie was far more delicate than she was. With a
smile, she ventured, “There’s nothing of interest in the bedroom
except your dresses. My advice is to let your husband do his
business while you think of all your lovely dresses.”

“Is that what you
did?”

“I was only married for one
day, so I only had to be with my husband one time and one time is
all I needed to realize how boring the whole process is.” Actually,
painful and humiliating. But she decided not to burden her sister
with that. Perhaps if her husband took the time to make sure she
was ready for consummating their union and had the decency to
respect her, her sister would only be bored. That would be a great
kindness on his part. Returning her gaze to Sophie, she said,
“Remember we’re here to find you a titled gentleman. That will make
everything else easier to accept.”

“Lord Dabney was a titled
gentleman.” Sophie sighed and traced her ruffles. “I would have
been a countess and had a future earl.”

“You can still be a countess
and give birth to an earl. You must stay focused. There’s no sense
in dwelling on the past or what might’ve been.”

She clasped Agatha’s hands and took a
deep breath. “You’re right. And wise.”

The carriage came to a stop and Agatha
couldn’t be more grateful that the long ride was at an end. She
followed her sister out of the carriage and into the large
townhouse belonging to Lord Clement. She knew so little of the host
but it was nice to see how many available gentlemen were
there.

She turned to Sophie and smiled. “You
have plenty of titled gentlemen to choose from. We just need to
find the one who has the most money.”

“Is the amount of money he
has that important?”

Chuckling, she scanned the ballroom.
“Of course it is.” If she was going to be stuck in marriage, she
might as well surround herself with more money. “They say money is
a cold companion but don’t heed any mind to that nonsense. Money
will never run off to a mistress or demand more of your time than
you’re willing to commit. You get to tell it what to
do.”

“Surely, there must be some
marriages that develop into love.”

This time Agatha did roll her eyes. She
shouldn’t be surprised by her sister’s naiveté, considering she
thought Lord Dabney was an impressive gentleman. Tapping her
fingers together, she studied the gentlemen who weren’t dancing and
finally spotted one who showed promise.

“Sophie,” she began as she
nudged her sister, “what about Lord Sheldon? I hear he has a
carriage with gold wheels. Judging by his clothes, I’d say he’s
very comfortable, financially speaking of course.”

“He looks old.”

“Well, he did lose his wife.
He’s older than your typical bachelor, but he needs an heir and is
old enough where he’ll probably leave you alone most of the time.
Besides, thirty-four isn’t that old.”

“I suppose…”

Agatha took her sister by the arm and
led her toward him. “Besides, all you have to do is dance. We have
other gentlemen here to consider.”

She nodded her consent and Agatha
arranged it so that they were dancing. Thankful for the reprieve,
Agatha found a vacant settee and sat down, mindful to examine the
other gentlemen.

“Mind if I sit next to
you?”

She looked up at a lady who seemed
familiar. “I know you from somewhere.”

“I’m Lady Roderick. I was at
Lord Edon’s dinner party.”

“Oh, of course! I’m sorry I
didn’t remember who you were.” She patted the seat next to her.
“Sit, please.” It’d be nice to have a conversation with a lady who
wasn’t trying to find a husband. “You’re married to the gentleman
well noted for his expertise in politics.”

She smiled and folded her hands in her
lap. “Yes, that’s him. He loves to engage in political discussions
with other gentlemen.”

Agatha often envied the gentlemen for
their ability to speak their political opinions so openly. “Well,
he seems like an intelligent person.”

“He is.” After a moment,
Lady Roderick asked, “Are you here to find a husband?”

“Me?” She laughed and shook
her head. “Goodness, no. I have no desire to go through that
headache again. I’m here on behalf of my sister. She wishes for a
husband, hopefully one with a title and a substantial amount of
money.”

“So you’re here as a
chaperone?”

“Yes, and I never imagined
it could be so dull. I can think of many things I’d rather be
doing. But what about you? Are you here for pleasure?”

“Yes, I am. My husband and I
like to attend a few balls, mostly so we can talk to our friends
and dance. But tonight, we’re also here to help our friend find a
wife.”

Her eyebrows rose in interest.
“Interesting. I’m seeking a husband for my sister and you’re
seeking a wife for your friend. Who is your friend?”

“Lord Clement.”

“The host of this ball?” She
tried to remember who Lord Clement was, but her mind drew a blank.
“Where is he?”

Lady Roderick stood up and scanned the
room before pointing to him. “He’s talking with my husband. He’s
the one with the cane.”

Agatha rose to her feet and looked in
the direction she indicated. She smiled. He was young enough for
Sophie and, better yet, he had money. Her gaze traveled the room.
“Does he own this townhouse?”

“Yes.”

Perfect. He didn’t rent the townhouse.
He owned it. And he had a gold handle on his cane and dressed in
fine clothes. “I have a terrific idea. You say your friend is
looking for a wife?”

“Has been for a couple
years.”

“Why don’t we give fate a
little nudge? Perhaps my sister and your friend will make a good
match?”

“Where is your
sister?”

Agatha motioned to Sophie who was
finishing her dance with Lord Sheldon. “She doesn’t fancy him. She
thinks he’s too old for her. Lord Clement, however, is younger so
he might be more to her liking.”

“There’s no denying she’s
pretty. I think he’ll like the match.”

Agatha gestured for her sister to join
her. This might just be the break she needed. If she could secure a
husband for her sister tonight, then she didn’t need to waste
another evening at a ball.

Sophie reached them and shook her head.
“I’m sorry, but I can’t bear to spend the rest of my life with him,
even if he has a title. He’s absolutely dull.”

Agatha resisted the urge to tell her
Lord Dabney was worse and said, “Lady Roderick happens to know the
gentleman who is hosting tonight’s ball and he’s available. We’re
going to introduce you to him.”

“Does that mean I don’t have
to talk to Lord Sheldon?”

“There are plenty of
available gentleman here. All you need is one.”

With a look of relief, she nodded. “All
right. Where is this gentleman you wish to introduce me
to?”

“This way.” Agatha slipped
her arm around her sister’s and followed Lady Roderick. “I have a
good feeling about this one,” she whispered to her sister. “I want
you to be on your best behavior. He’s exactly the kind of gentleman
you’re looking for. Make sure you tell him that you’re having
trouble deciding which gentleman to dance with next. That should
prompt him to ask you for a dance.”

They reached him and waited for him and
Lord Roderick to turn their attention to them. Once they got
acquainted with each other, Agatha told Lord Clement, “My sister is
in her first Season.”

“How are you enjoying it so
far?” Lord Clement asked Sophie.

“It’s a little overwhelming
but I’m enjoying it immensely. Everyone’s been so kind,” Sophie
glanced around the room, “which makes it difficult to pick which
gentleman to dance with.”

Agatha silently congratulated her
sister for slipping in the hint so well. There just might be hope
for Sophie yet, as long as she could keep her focus where it needed
to be.

“I wish I could suggest a
dance,” Lord Clement began, motioning to his cane, “but I’m afraid
my limp prevents me from doing so.”

Agatha cleared her throat so he’d look
at her. “Perhaps we might talk for a bit on the
veranda?”

“That’s a good idea,” Lady
Roderick agreed. “Besides, it’s awfully warm in here. Some fresh
air would be nice.”

Since Lord Clement indicated his
agreement, the group headed toward the veranda. On their way
outside, Agatha saw that Mister Robinson was at the ball. At the
moment, he was talking to Ethan. She told herself that her heart
raced because she hoped he wouldn’t see her, not because it
thrilled her to catch a glimpse of him. Before he realized she was
there, she slipped between her sister and Lady Roderick to block
her from his view. All she needed was for him to distract her from
her mission.

When they reached the veranda, Lady
Roderick sat on one of the benches and opened her fan. Her husband
sat beside her and asked, “Are you feeling better?”

“Much.” With an apologetic
smile, she looked at the others and explained, “I do fine for a
while, but being around a lot of people in a closed space can make
me uncomfortable. I need a reprieve now and then.”

“Or it could be an excuse to
get your husband to dote over you,” Lord Clement joked.

Agatha shot Sophie a meaningful look. A
gentleman who had a title, wealth and a sense of humor! Her sister
would do well to marry him. It might even be an amiable marriage.
Noting there were only two benches and there was room on the bench
where the Rodericks sat, she hurried to sit on Lady Roderick’s
other side. “I have smelling salts in my reticule should you feel
faint,” she said before anyone could ask questions. “I hope you
don’t mind sitting with my sister,” she told Lord
Clement.

“I’d be delighted,” he
replied and settled next to her, setting his cane aside.

Agatha winked at Lady Roderick who
grinned, and Agatha had a newfound respect for the lady. Perhaps
Lady Roderick wasn’t feeling so weak after all.

“May I ask why you have a
cane?” Sophie asked Lord Clement.

Agatha turned her startled gaze to her
sister and gave a curt shake of her head. Asking a gentleman such a
personal question upon first meeting him wasn’t a wise move, and
had she thought her sister would venture to ask it, she would have
warned her not to.

Fortunately, Lord Clement didn’t seem
upset by the inquiry. “I was born with one leg shorter than the
other.”

“Really? How much
shorter?”

“An inch.”

Before Sophie could ask anything else,
Agatha clapped her hands. “This is a wonderful ball, Lord Clement.
I’m especially impressed with your music selection. What made you
decide to go with it?”

As he answered, she politely nodded and
smiled, hoping her sister now understood the kind of questions she
should be asking an earl and how she ought to respond when he
answered.

“I like to try new things,”
Lord Clement concluded. “Sometimes it’s nice to see what else is
out there.”

“That’s a lovely sentiment,”
Agatha replied. “My sister has a passion for adventure, for trying
new things.”

“Do you?” He turned to
Sophie in what Agatha hoped was sincere interest.

“Yes,” Sophie slowly
replied.

When her sister didn’t continue, Agatha
added, “She also rides horses.”

“I love horses,” Lord
Clement replied, his countenance brightening considerably. “There’s
a sense of freedom in riding them, don’t you agree?” he asked
Sophie.

“I don’t know if I ride them
as often as my sister does.”

Agatha’s smile grew tight and she
forced herself to relax. It wouldn’t do good to show any unease.
Granted, her sister hadn’t ridden a horse in a couple years, but
she did often in childhood. She let out what she hoped was a
carefree laugh. “My sister is teasing you, my lord. She is a
natural rider. Graceful, even. And horses are wonderful
animals.”

“Yes, they are,” Lord
Clement agreed. “I have a couple horses. Perhaps we can all go for
a ride in Hyde Park.”

“What a splendid offer!”
Agatha sent her sister a pointed look.

“Oh, yes, of course,” her
sister quickly added.

“Will you be coming along?”
Agatha asked Lord and Lady Roderick, thinking if they joined them,
then she’d have someone to talk to while Lord Clement and her
sister talked.

Lady Roderick shifted and bit her lower
lip but nodded. “I suppose one horse ride would be all
right.”

“My wife isn’t as familiar
with horses as the rest of us,” Lord Roderick said and smiled at
her. “But I’ll be by her side to make sure no harm comes to
her.”

After they agreed to meet in a couple
days, they decided to return to the ball. Agatha couldn’t be more
pleased with the way the conversation ended. Lord Clement was the
perfect gentleman for her sister. And she was sure that, in time,
her sister would realize it, too.


 


 


 


 Chapter Six

 


It took an agonizing fifteen minutes,
but Lord Roderick finally left Claire’s side. Ignoring the other
people in the ballroom, Christopher quickly approached her before
he lost his chance to talk to her.

He bowed and extended his hand. “May I
have a dance with you, my lady?”

She nodded and joined him with the
other couples who waited for the music to start. When it did, she
asked, “Did you see me talking to Lady Richfield?”

“I did. I also noticed you
two went on the veranda with my guardian.”

“Yes, we did. It turns out
Lady Richfield is eager to see her sister married to a titled
gentleman. Lord Clement is just as eager to find a wife. If you
wish to spend more time with the lady, then I suggest you help her
secure her sister’s future.”

His smile widened. “Why, you are
brilliant! And my guardian will be agreeable on this
matter.”

“I should say so. He already
extended an invite for Lady Richfield, her sister, my husband, and
I to go for a horseback ride at Hyde Park.”

“Did he say
when?”

“In a couple days. I expect
the details will be worked out through correspondence.”

“Or through me,” he
thoughtfully said as a plan formed in his mind. “Lady Richfield
will be there. You’re certain of that?”

“She’ll need to
chaperone.”

“But you and Lord Roderick
don’t have to be there.”

“Lady Richfield requested we
join them.”

“Don’t you hate horses, my
lady?”

“They’re not my favorite
animal.”

“Then why should you ride
one?” he asked. “It sounds like needless torture to me.”

“I think she wishes to give
her sister and your guardian time to talk, and she can do that
better if she has someone to talk to.”

“I’ll tell you what,” he
began, catching sight of Lady Richfield as she and her sister
conversed with a gentleman. Lady Richfield happened to glance in
his direction and he offered her a charming smile. She paused for a
moment then turned her attention back to the gentleman. Though she
chose to ignore him, he saw the slight flush in her cheeks. There
was no denying the attraction between them. Looking back at Claire,
he continued, “I’ll go with my guardian on this horse ride. I love
horses. It’ll be good exercise and a pleasant ride through the park
is just what I need after spending so much time this past winter
cooped up indoors.”

“Why don’t you just come out
and say this will be the perfect chance for you to talk to the fair
and beautiful Lady Richfield?” she insisted, her teasing tone
giving her amusement away.

“Well, then it won’t seem
like an act of mercy, will it?”

“You helped my sister avoid
marriage to a terrible gentleman,” she replied. “You didn’t gain
anything from it. That was your act of mercy. Now I will find a
reason to be detained on the day this horse riding venture occurs.
It’s only fair I return the favor.”

“You’re a splendid lady.
Does Lord Roderick know how fortunate he is to be married to
you?”

“Yes, he does.”

“Good. Otherwise, I’d have
to send him out to the stables to muck out some stalls.”

She giggled and shook her head. “That
won’t be necessary.”

The dance came to an end and he bowed
as she curtsied. “It’s always a pleasure talking to
you.”

Seeing that Lady Richfield hadn’t moved
from her spot, he made his way over to her and lightly touched her
arm, ensuring that no one else noticed. She inclined her head in
his direction but maintained eye contact with the gentleman talking
to her and her sister.

“Oh yes,” Lord Thomas said,
“I’ve been on an elephant and a camel.”

“But isn’t that dangerous?”
her sister asked, her eyes wide and excitement in her
voice.

“Of course it is, but I
don’t see the point in playing it safe all the time. A person has
to enjoy life to truly live it,” he replied.

“I suspect you’re not the
only person who shares that philosophy,” Lady Richfield said,
glancing at Christopher.

Christopher’s eyebrows rose. “I can’t
say I’ve ridden an elephant or a camel, but I don’t mind a
challenge when it presents itself.”

“Hear, hear!” Lord Thomas
nodded in approval. “Though you ought to try riding them sometime.
They’re magnificent creatures.”

“It sounds like it,” her
sister said. “And impressive.”

“And dangerous,” Lady
Richfield muttered under her breath.

“Care to dance?” Lord Thomas
asked her sister.

Despite the slight shake of Agatha’s
head, her sister accepted and hurried off to dance with
him.

Before Lady Richfield could step away
from him, Christopher extended his arm and said in a tone loud
enough for those around them to overhear, “Thank you for accepting
my invitation to dance, my lady.”

She opened her mouth to speak but
glanced at those who looked in their direction. With a sigh, she
placed her hand on his arm and let him escort her to the dancing
area. “You have a way of working things to your advantage,” she
said, frowning at him.

“You wouldn’t have danced
with me otherwise.”

“There are many things I’d
say about you, Mister Robinson, but being dull isn’t one of
them.”

“I appreciate the
compliment.”

She released a loud sigh. “Is there
something you want from me?”

“Yes. I want you to marry
me.”

“I fail to understand you. I
insulted you in front of your friends at Lord Edon’s dinner party.
Do you really enjoy such treatment?”

“It’s no secret that your
first marriage left a lot to be desired.”

“Lord Richfield died within
twenty-four hours of marrying me. He did me a favor.”

“Some ladies don’t want
their husbands dead,” he teased.

“So you want to marry me so
you can be miserable? Is that the point to all of this?”

“No. I want to marry you
because you’re the most exciting lady I’ve ever met. You have great
passion. Imagine if you were to turn that passion in my favor? I
sense the heat of your kisses would set the room on
fire.”

“You are much too
bold.”

“I’m not bold
enough.”

Her eyebrows furrowed. “If you wish to
be a rake, you’re free to do so, but you’ll be a gentleman when
you’re with me.”

Lowering his voice, he said,
“But you don’t need a gentleman. You don’t even want a gentleman. You want to be
pursued. You need to be won.”

“Are you comparing me to
some animal you need to hunt?”

He laughed and turned with her.
“Hardly. I don’t desire to make love to an animal.”

“I’m surprised, considering
the fact that you’re acting like one.”

“And which one would that
be?”

“A wolf.”

“A wolf? Not a bad choice.
Quick, smart, territorial. They mate for life, you know?” When she
groaned, he grinned. “I love your quick wit. I also love your
beauty. You’ll make a marvelous wife once you decide to love your
husband.”

She shook her head. “I will never
remarry.”

“Why don’t we go outside?”
he said in a soft voice. “Take a nice stroll, maybe even share a
kiss?”

“You may add ‘intelligent’
to the list of things you claim to admire about me, Mister
Robinson. You think I don’t know what a scandal that would
be?”

“You can’t blame a gentleman
for trying. We’ll be married either way, but if you insist on
prolonging my torture, then so be it.”

“I know I’m going to be
sorry I asked, but ‘torture’?”

“My heart won’t be complete
until I make you my bride.”

She rolled her eyes. “I was right. I’m
sorry I asked.” The music came to an end and she curtsied. “It’s a
pleasure to end this dance.”

“Maybe next time we dance,
it’ll be between the sheets,” he whispered, knowing it would bother
her to no end that he said it.

And he was right. Her jaw dropped then
she narrowed her eyes at him. What a lady of passion! He had a
feeling that once she fell in love with him, she’d make his life
very much worth living.

 


***

 


The next morning, Christopher bounded
down the stairs in his guardian’s townhouse. It would be nice to
get out of here and move into Lady Richfield’s
residence.

“What are you so happy
about?” Perry asked as Christopher leapt off the final step and
planted his feet on the floor.

Christopher grinned at his guardian.
“Love, my dear cousin, love. It’s everywhere around us, isn’t it?
Soon you will exchange vows with your bride, and I’ll exchange them
with mine.”

“I think you’re taking
things for granted. Besides, I wasn’t aware that you were
interested in a young lady.”

“The lady I’m going to marry
is two years older than me, but it’s such a small gap in our ages
that no one can protest our union.”

“Who is this lady?” Perry
asked, his eyebrow raised in interest.

“Lady Richfield.”

“Lady Richfield?”

Noting the amusement in his tone,
Christopher frowned. “You don’t think we’ll make a suitable
match?”

“I’m acquainted with her,
and she has more sense than to marry a young man who takes little
responsibility for his life.”

He gasped and pointed to himself. “You
think I don’t take responsibility for my life? Need I remind you of
the torment your friend, Lord Pain, put me through? I haven’t
consumed too much wine or gotten into any brawls since. I’ve
behaved admirably.”

“So one would think, but I
sense you engage in mischief from time to time. However,” Perry
leaned on his cane and headed down the hallway with Christopher, “I
think marriage is exactly what you need. It’ll be a stabilizing
influence in your life. But if you think my friend
Nate is hard on you, I
don’t think you can handle Lady Richfield. Compared to her, Nate is
a harmless puppy.”

Christopher chuckled. “Her
bark is worse than her bite. But with Lord
Pain, his bite is as bad as his
bark.”

“I’d argue with you on that,
but I suppose it doesn’t matter. If you manage to get her to agree
to marry you, I give you my consent to marry her.”

Good. At least he had his guardian’s
approval for the match. “And considering you’ll marry her younger
sister, I suppose that will make us brothers-in-law in addition to
being cousins.”

“Nothing is definite
yet.”

“But aren’t you taking her
sister for a horseback ride at Hyde Park?”

“Yes.”

“Well, that’s a start! And
fortunately for you, I’ll be able to keep Lady Richfield company
while you entertain her sister.”

Perry stopped and turned to him. “I
invited Nate and Claire to come along so Lady Richfield had someone
to talk to.”

“As it turns out, they won’t
be able to make it.”

“That’s strange. I don’t
recall being notified of this, and considering we haven’t even had
breakfast, it’s too soon for you to receive any such
news.”

“Yes, well, I had the
pleasure of talking to Claire at the ball, and she doesn’t like
horses. The whole thing upset her terribly, so I offered to take
her place.”

With a sigh, he shrugged. “All
right.”

“All right?” Christopher
asked, not believing his guardian was so quick to accept
it.

“It’s obvious to me you have
every intention of spending the day with Lady Richfield and will
probably do whatever it takes to make it happen. I could spend the
next three days fighting it or just accept it now and enjoy some
peace and quiet.”

“Three days? That’s when
this outing will occur?” Perry nodded, and his grin grew wider.
“Splendid!” In three short days, he’d get to be with Lady
Richfield. He couldn’t wait!

“Now, let’s enjoy some
breakfast.”


 


 


 


 Chapter Seven

 


Three days later, Agatha’s hold on her
horse’s reins tightened when she realized Lord Clement brought
Mister Robinson with him. The two were still a ways off but even
so, she could feel the weight of Mister Robinson’s stare on her.
Was there nothing he wouldn’t do to be with her?

She glanced at Sophie who was fidgeting
in her saddle. “I know it’s been years since you’ve been on a
horse, but please act like it wasn’t that long ago. Lord Clement
loves horse riding. This will give you something in
common.”

Sophie grimaced. “I don’t enjoy riding
them as much as I used to. Walking is more convenient.”

“Once you’re married, you
can make up excuses on why you’re unable to ride, but for now, you
have to grin and bear it.”

She settled into the saddle but sighed.
“I don’t want to marry him.”

“Why not?”

“I love to dance and he
can’t dance. Shouldn’t it be important that he shares some of my
interests?”

Agatha began to laugh but stopped when
she realized the gentlemen were almost in hearing distance. “No one
cares what the lady thinks, Sophie. It’s a gentleman’s world and
the sooner you come to grips with that, the better off you’ll
be.”

“Lord Thomas liked to dance.
He danced very well, too.”

“Lord Thomas lacks
intelligence. In addition to riding elephants and camels, he walks
on burning coal and puts fire in his mouth.” She shivered as she
recalled his ‘adventures’. “You’d be much better off with a
gentleman who doesn’t take undue risks.”

The gentlemen arrived and she turned
her gaze to Lord Clement. “We’re glad you could make it, my
lord.”

“As we are that you two
ladies have made it, though I could have provided horses for you,”
Lord Clement replied. “I hope you didn’t go through too much
trouble.”

“Of course not,” she assured
him with a smile. “I already had these two. There was no need to
let mine linger about in their stalls all day.”

“Well, they’re fine
steeds.”

“Thank you.”

“I hope you don’t mind that
I brought my cousin and ward, Mister Robinson, with me. Lord and
Lady Roderick were unable to come.”

Agatha glanced from Mister Robinson to
Lord Clement. So there were related. Who was to know this little
inconvenience would pop up? But it explained why Mister Robinson
was able to work his way into today’s outing. Her smile strained,
she said, “It’s certainly a small world.”

“Indeed it is,” Mister
Robinson agreed, undaunted by her less-than-enthusiastic reaction.
Looking at his cousin, he added, “Lady Richfield and I will follow
you and Miss Garrison.”

As her sister and Lord Clement rode
ahead of them, Agatha reluctantly urged her horse to ride beside
Mister Robinson down Rotten Row. At least the broad track was aptly
named. This outing was bound to be one rotten
experience.

While Lord Clement and Sophie talked,
Mister Robinson glanced in Agatha’s direction. “You do well on a
horse.”

“Of course, I do.” She
wasn’t incompetent on it like her first husband was. “Just because
I’m a lady, it doesn’t mean I can’t ride as well as a
gentleman.”

“I never implied you didn’t
ride as well as a gentleman.”

“That’s true,” she
relented.

“Why would you even think
I’d say something like that?”

“Because most gentlemen
assume a lady can’t do anything as well as they can.” She looked at
him, challenging him to argue this simple fact with her.

He laughed and shot her a charming
smile that made her heartbeat pick up. She hated it when he did
that. A gentleman had no right to be so good looking when he smiled
that way. “I assure you that I don’t doubt your abilities, my lady.
You ride better than some gentlemen I know. You also have sharper
wit than most of them.”

She relaxed. “Oh.”

“Don’t be so quick to judge
me. I know you’re my equal. It’s why you enchant me.”

She had no idea what was wrong with
him. Any other gentleman would have given up on her by now. Why he
insisted on pursuing her, she couldn’t understand. “Mister
Robinson, would it help if I told you that I have no intention of
marrying anyone? My disinterest in you isn’t personal. I’m a very
happy widow. I answer to no gentleman, and I prefer it that
way.”

“Now you do me a grave
disservice. I don’t want to control you. I want to be your
companion, someone you’ll share life’s joys and sorrows with,
someone who’ll stand by your side and support you in all your
endeavors.”

Be her companion? Since when did any
gentleman want that, unless… “I have no desire to take a lover,”
she said in a low voice so the couple ahead wouldn’t overhear
her.

“Me neither. I don’t do
anything halfway. I want all of you.”

She sighed. “What will it take to make
you give up this foolish nonsense? Money?”

He gasped and pressed his hand to his
chest. “Surely, my lady, you don’t mean to imply that I am so
shallow that I only value you for your money.”

“It’s no secret I’m
wealthier than most widows.”

“My cousin has plenty of
money. If I cared so much about money, I’d do everything I could to
make sure my cousin never got married. Without an heir, his title
and money will go to me.”

“But he’s young. The chance
of him dying anytime soon is minimal, something that makes marriage
to a wealthy widow more appealing.”

“It’s a shame you think so
little of me. I suppose only time will prove my intentions are
honorable.”

Goodness! Did that mean he really
wasn’t going to stop vying for her hand? She didn’t know whether to
be excited or frustrated. As much as he baffled her, she found his
determination intriguing.

“May I visit you sometime?
Say tomorrow afternoon?” he asked.

“No. I need to do something
important.” This wasn’t a lie. She needed to get back to her
writing, and she got so little opportunities to do it ever since
she agreed to help her sister find a suitable husband.

“I can help you with
whatever pressing matter you have,” he offered.

“What I need to do has to be
done alone.”

“Lady Richfield,” he began,
his eyes pleading with her, “can’t you give me a chance? I won’t
disappoint you.”

“So you will give up your
pointless pursuit?”

“No. I’m just afraid if you
keep forcing me out, then I might have to find a
less-than-desirable way to marry you. Scandals are easy to arrange
if one is creative enough.”

“Do you take such delight in
being a rake?”

“I don’t mind being one. My
cousin does but I don’t let his opinion stop me from doing what I
want. I will only delight in taking you as my wife, and I will do
whatever it takes to make that happen.”

“Hmm… That sounds like a
threat.”

He shrugged but shot her a disarming
grin. “If you truly minded my company, you’d find a way to join in
the conversation up there.” He nodded toward his guardian and her
sister. “I can’t help but notice you’ve stuck by my
side.”

“Only to give my sister time
to get acquainted with your guardian.”

“If you insist…”

She narrowed her eyes at his tone. She
shouldn’t be surprised that he didn’t believe her. The gentleman
must assume every lady was hoping he’d pay attention to her. Well,
she had no need to give into his delusions. She urged the horse to
quicken its pace so that she was riding alongside her sister.
Offering Sophie and Lord Clement a smile, she asked, “Having a
pleasant conversation?”

“I can’t speak on Miss
Garrison’s behalf, but I am,” he replied.

Agatha glanced at her sister who said,
“Yes, it’s pleasant.”

“Good,” Agatha replied. At
least someone was enjoying this afternoon excursion.

“Well, I’m having a
marvelous time,” Mister Robinson called out as he rode up along
Agatha’s other side. “I can’t remember when I’ve had so much
enjoyment. Maybe it’s the beautiful weather. It’s a gorgeous day.
The kind of day where everyone should be outside.”

“I couldn’t have said it
better myself,” Lord Clement agreed. “And it certainly is nice to
be in the company of such beautiful ladies.”

“Yes, that’s true,” Mister
Robinson added, winking at Agatha.

Her hold on the reins
tightened, and as much as she wanted to believe it was because he
was irritating her, a strange spark of excitement shot through her.
The gentleman had the charm of a rake but seemed to possess a hint
of innocence as well. She didn’t get the sense he made it a habit
of pursuing ladies. At least he never made it in the
Tittletattle, and if
anyone should know which gentlemen pursued the ladies, she would.
Not once did his name pop up in any of the circles she attended
when she dressed up as Gerard
Addison.

She needed to submit a piece
of gossip to the Tittletattle
before the week was up. That meant she had to find
a way to slip out of the townhouse again without being caught in
her disguise. She groaned. Between helping Sophie find a husband
and masquerading as two gentlemen, she had little time to write as
of late, and it was starting to annoy her.

“Something troubling you, my
lady?”

She looked at Mister
Robinson who continued to smile in that irritatingly charming way
of his. “Actually, there is. Have you done anything worthy of
the Tittletattle?”

“I should hope not,” Lord
Clement said with a slight frown at his ward.

“I’ve been on my best
behavior ever since I returned from Lord Roderick’s estate,” he
told his guardian, his tone indicating that he was offended by the
notion anyone would think otherwise. Turning his gaze back to
Agatha, he added, “Truly, I have been a saint.”

She sighed in disappointment. While she
didn’t expect him to come out and admit any scandalous behavior in
front of his guardian, she’d hoped his expression would hint at
something she could extract from him. Well, she’d have to pay Ethan
a visit. Perhaps he heard of something at White’s she could use
unless Mister Robinson knew something. He was Ethan’s friend, after
all.

“I’ll let you get back to
your conversation,” she told Sophie and Lord Clement then pulled
the reins on her horse so it slowed.

As she hoped, Mister Robinson followed
her lead and returned to her side. “I don’t blame you for leaving
them,” he told her. “I think they were discussing the weather and
horses. Boring topics, if you ask me.”

“If they enjoy such
conversations, then they might be well matched.”

“If that’s the case, then
yes. I, however, prefer something a little more stimulating. When I
talk to someone, I want to stay awake, not fall asleep.”

It was on the tip of her tongue to
suggest that he might want to follow his guardian’s example if he
expected a reputable lady to take an interest in him. He didn’t
have a title or a significant amount of money to his name to get
away with some of the topics he enjoyed talking about. But at the
moment, she needed him to engage in some of his scandalous talk.
“You’re well acquainted with Lord Edon, aren’t you?” she asked,
deciding to offer a flirtatious smile his way.

“Yes. We’re good
friends.”

Excellent. She scooted her horse closer
to him so she could lower her voice. No sense in anyone overhearing
her. “Does he tell you what happens at White’s?”

“I see no reason why he
should. I belong there myself.”

“You do?”

His eyebrows rose. “Does that impress
you?”

“Well, I wasn’t aware they
let just anyone into the club.”

“They don’t.”

She suspected he got in because of his
relationship to Lord Clement and his friendship with Ethan but
decided not to point it out. “So you wish to have an interesting
conversation? Why don’t you tell me something interesting that’s
happening at White’s?”

“A gentleman’s club isn’t
suited for a lady, even to discuss what happens there.”

She resisted the urge to grimace. She’d
get nowhere if she tried to force information out of him. Forcing
her expression to remain pleasant, she offered a shrug and moved
the horse away from him. “All right,” she replied, making sure he
detected the disappointment in her voice. “I suppose you’d rather
engage in idle chatter just like your guardian and my
sister.”

“Now wait a minute.” He
urged his horse closer to her. “I didn’t mean we should talk about
the weather and horses. I thought we could talk about
you.”

“I already know everything
there is to know about me.” She shrugged but then allowed her eyes
to light up. “I don’t know about you.”

“I didn’t think you were
interested.”

“Prove I should
be.”

“Pardon?”

“Up to now you’ve been
adamant in pursuing me,” she said. “No matter what I’ve done to
push you away, you keep chasing me. So I’m going to give you a
chance. Prove that you’re interesting enough for me to consider for
courtship.”

He chuckled. “I don’t want to court
you. I want to marry you. But you’ve made it no secret that you
have no such inclination to marry me.”

“And yet you’re so certain I
will marry you.”

“Because I excite you and
you like to get excited. Beneath your hard exterior, you’re a lady
of passion who’s dying to be freed. Society’s restraints haven’t
done you any favors. You’re a lady stuck in a gentleman’s world,
limited to the rules of the Ton. It must frustrate you to no end to
see gentlemen getting away with things you wish you could
do.”

She gripped the reins.

His gaze lowered to her hands. “I see I
struck a nerve.”

She swallowed and forced her hands to
relax.

“If you marry me, I’ll allow
you freedoms other gentlemen wouldn’t. I want to see that fire in
you burn bright.” When she didn’t respond, he said, “All right.
I’ll concede to your challenge. You want to know something that
only the gentlemen in White’s know? I’ll share a confidence with
you. Lord Davenport has made a bet with Lord Pennella. The wager?
The hand of Miss Giles. Whoever marries her first owes the loser
his estate.”

Her jaw dropped and she made eye
contact with him. “An entire estate for a marriage?”

“Now I don’t seem like such
a bad gentleman, do I? I’d never make a wager on you.”

She couldn’t believe it.
Poor Miss Giles. Agatha would hate it if someone made such a bet on
her. Posting this in the Tittletattle would be a service to
Miss Giles. She needed to know what Lords Davenport and Pennella
were up to. Then she could send both earls off in disgust and find
one who wouldn’t treat her no better than an object.

“So, my lady,” Mister
Robinson began, bringing her attention back to him, “have I proved
myself to you?”

“As loathe as I am to admit
it, I suppose you’re not as boring as most gentlemen I’ve come
across,” she replied.

His eyes twinkling, he said, “Finally,
the lady pays me a compliment.”

Though his comment amused her, she
shrugged.

Lord Clement and Sophie pulled back
their reins and Agatha and Mister Robinson stopped beside them.
“Well, this is where we started,” Lord Clement said. “It’s been a
most enjoyable afternoon.”

“It certainly has,” Mister
Robinson replied, his gaze sending an unexpected thrill straight
through Agatha, which she quickly suppressed.

“I’ll be hosting a dinner
party in a week,” Lord Clement added. “Lord and Lady Roderick will
be there.”

“And Lord and Lady Edon?”
his ward requested.

“Since they’re friends of
yours, I don’t see the harm in inviting them.”

“It’s no secret Ladies
Roderick and Edon are friends. They’ll have a more pleasant time if
they can talk.”

“Yes, I suppose that’s
true.” Lord Clement turned his attention to Agatha and her sister.
“Will you be joining us?”

Even if it meant Agatha would have to
spend time with Mister Robinson, she wasn’t about to waste this
opportunity for her sister. Lord Clement was definitely interested
in Sophie, and her sister couldn’t do much better than him. With a
nod, she said, “We’d be honored to attend, my lord.”

Lord Clement’s smile widened in relief.
“Good. We look forward to it.”

After Agatha and Sophie rode away from
Hyde Park, Agatha studied her sister’s face. “Things are going
remarkably well for you and Lord Clement.”

“I suppose…”

“But what? He’s not Lord
Dabney?”

“I’m no longer pining over
Lord Dabney.”

“That’s good.” And a relief,
but she realized her sister was discontent for a different reason.
“What’s troubling you?”

“He’ll never be able to go
dancing.”

“So?”

“I like dancing.”

“You can still dance.
Married ladies dance with other gentlemen.” Though she nodded,
Agatha sensed it wasn’t enough. “Is something else troubling
you?”

“No.”

She opened her mouth to ask her sister
to share her misgivings but decided her sister didn’t want to talk
about it. Finally, she said, “If there’s anything you have
questions about, regarding marriage or anything, I’ll do what I can
to answer them.”

Sophie nodded and the two continued on
in silence.


 


 


 


 Chapter Eight

 


Five days later as Christopher entered
White’s, he found a group of men roaring with laughter in the
center of a room.

“You’re in trouble now,” a
gentleman told Lords Davenport and Pennella. “This is going to be
all over the Ton by this evening.”

Curious, Christopher made his way to
Ethan who was sipping some brandy. “What’s going on? Did Miss Giles
find out about the wager?”

Ethan shook his head. “Not yet, but she
will before the day is up.”

“But why? Is someone going
to tell her?”

“They don’t need to. It’s in
the Tittletattle.”

“The Tittletattle? But how did it get in
there?”

Lowering his voice, Ethan
said, “Someone from this establishment had to have told someone at
the Tittletattle.”

Christopher considered the
ramifications of what he’d just learned. “Who would have told
someone from the Tittletattle
such a thing?”

“Your guess is as good as
mine,” he replied with a shrug. “Whoever it was, let’s just hope
Davenport and Pennella don’t find out…especially Pennella. You know
he doesn’t take kindly to betrayals. Fortunately, neither of us
have to worry about it.” He gestured to Lord Roderick who was
playing chess with Perry. “It was probably him. You know how much
he protested the wager, saying it was morally reprehensible to bet
on a lady.”

Somehow he doubted Lord
Roderick had anything to do with this, even though he argued at
great length about it. He glanced at the paper Davenport was
reading, his face as white as a sheet. “I take it he has a copy of
the Tittletattle?”

“Yes, but you can find
another one on that table if you wish.”

He turned and saw the stack
of scandalsheets. His eyes widened in surprise. There seemed to be
a copy for every member of White’s. He went over to the table and
selected a copy, further surprised when he realized the wager made
the top headline. Beneath it read, Lord
Davenport has made a bet with Lord Pennella. The wager? The hand of
Miss Giles. Whoever marries her gains the loser’s
estate.

His eyebrows furrowed as he
read it again. The wording was much too similar to what he used
when he revealed the matter to Lady Richfield at Hyde Park. His
gaze went to the name of the person who reported it to the
Tittletattle. Gerard
Addison. What were the chances that Lady Richfield and Gerard
Addison were the same person? Considering how soon the gossip
appeared in the Tittletattle
and the way it was worded, it was more than a
coincidence. He glanced around the room to make sure no one
suspected him of telling Lady Richfield about the wager.

Ethan came over to him. “You want to
play some cards?”

He folded the
Tittletattle. “I thought
you didn’t gamble anymore since Catherine’s father forbade
it.”

“I don’t but I still like to
play cards.”

“All right,” he replied,
tucking the Tittletattle
into his pocket.

 


***

 


“You have a visitor, my
lady.”

Agatha glanced up from her writing, her
eyebrows furrowed. She wasn’t expecting anyone. “Is it my sister?”
she asked the butler, setting her writing in her desk drawer then
rising to her feet.

“No. It’s Mister Robinson.
He said you were expecting him.”

“No, I’m not.”

Before she could tell the
butler to send him away, Mister Robinson appeared in the doorway
and said, “I have an important message from Mister
Addison.”

Her heart stopped as she
glanced at the butler. Her gaze went back to Mister Robinson who
stepped halfway into the drawing room and crossed his arms. So he’d
seen the tidbit in the Tittletattle
and realized she was one of the contributors. She
couldn’t tell if he was upset or amused. His expression seemed to
be a mixture of both. Tapping her nails on the desk, she debated
the best way to proceed. If she wasn’t careful, this wasn’t going
to end in her favor.

“I assured your butler and
footman that you’d want to see me,” Mister Robinson added with a
penetrating stare, “given the circumstances.”

Taking a deep breath, she managed to
smile at the butler. “You may leave us.”

The butler bowed and left.

She waited for a few tense seconds
before she strode to the door and shut it, ensuring their privacy.
When she turned around, Mister Robinson was only a couple inches
from her. Gasping, she jerked back, her backside hitting the door.
“A warning would be nice,” she said.

He leaned forward, his arms on both
sides of her, sufficiently trapping her. She pressed her back
against the door, but he was still too close to her. Despite her
apprehension, she made eye contact with him. If she was going to
face the consequences of her actions, then she’d do so with her
head held high.

“You found out my secret,”
she said, hoping she sounded braver than she felt.

“I told you about the wager
between Lords Davenport and Pennella in confidence,” he softly
replied, his voice alarmingly void of emotion. “Do you realize how
much trouble you’ve caused?”

She couldn’t tell what he was thinking
by studying his face. Clasping her hands behind her back, she
squeezed her hands to help relieve the tension in her body. “What
will you do?”

A slow smile spread across his face.
“I’m going to give you a decision. Either you marry me or I tell
everyone you’re Gerard Addison.”

Blast it! He was surprisingly conniving
and even though she would lose no matter which option she chose,
she had to admire his ability to pin her down. “If I marry you,
then you won’t tell anyone I’m Gerard?”

“Your secret will go to the
grave with me.”

“I don’t suppose you’ll give
me time to think about it?”

“You have five
seconds.”

“I meant more time, as in a
couple days.”

He kissed the tip of her nose and
chuckled. “Four seconds.”

She gritted her teeth. She
had no choice. If word got out about her association with
the Tittletattle,
her reputation would be ruined. “Fine. I’ll marry you.”

“I thought you’d choose that
one. You are, after all, an intelligent lady.”

“And you’re a persistent
gentleman.”

“Who eventually wins when he
wants something bad enough.”

There was no denying that.
“And apparently, you read the Tittletattle.”

“Not as much as my friend
Lord Edon does. You and Lord Edon are pretty close, aren’t you? I
noticed the Tittletattle
used to feature him on a regular basis. I didn’t
think about it until after the Tittletattle was circulating through
White’s today, but it’s strange how he wasn’t featured after he got
married.”

“Yes, well, his
father-in-law insisted he be worthy of Lady Catherine.”

“Ah, that explains it,” he
replied. “Have you and Lord Edon been lovers?”

“Good heavens, no. I have no
desire to be with any gentleman that way.”

“But you’re a widow. Surely,
you spent time in bed with your husband.”

“Yes, and that was enough to
know my bed is no place for a gentleman.”

“So you didn’t enjoy
it?”

Her countenance hardened as she lowered
her gaze. “I hated it.”

“Why? What did your husband
do?” he softly asked.

“Does it matter?”

“Immensely, since I’m to be
your next husband.”

“If you wished to spare me
any grief, you’ll find your pleasure with a mistress instead of
me.”

With a sigh, he cupped the side of her
face with one of his hands and tilted her head so she was looking
at him. “I don’t know the details of what he did or didn’t do, but
I assure you that you’ll find pleasure with me.”

He kissed her, his lips
gentle, sending a promise she knew he couldn’t keep. It wasn’t
called a wife’s duty for nothing. And now she’d have to endure it with a gentleman
who probably wouldn’t have a fatal accident.

He brushed her cheek then stepped back.
“I’ll take my leave.” Reaching behind her back, he took her hand in
his and kissed it. “Now that we’re engaged, I want you to call me
Christopher. What should I call you?”

“Agatha.”

“Good because that sounds
much better than Gerard.”

Despite the grim situation, a slight
smile crossed her lips.

“It’s nice to know the lady
has a sense of humor.” He kissed her hand again. “Until we see each
other again, my dear Agatha.”

After he left, she released a shaky
breath and headed over to her desk. She thought of pulling out her
story to continue working on it, but she’d never be able to focus
on it. She went over to the window and saw Christopher walking down
the street. He looked immensely satisfied and she had to admit he
was very clever. In the future, she wouldn’t make the mistake of
underestimating him again.

 


***

 


On the evening Agatha was due to attend
Lord Clement’s party, her stomach twisted into a bunch of knots.
Despite the breeze drifting in through the carriage windows, she
was unbearably warm. Knowing she’d have to face Christopher, who’d
undoubtedly announce their engagement, didn’t make things any
better. She was about to become a married lady for a second time,
and she wasn’t looking forward to it one bit. But what choice did
she have? Lose her reputation to a scandal or lose her freedom to a
gentleman?

Her carriage stopped in front of
Sophie’s townhouse, and she waited for the footman to bring her
sister to the carriage before she put a pleasant smile on her face.
“How are you this evening, Sophie?”

“All right.”

“You don’t sound
excited.”

Sophie shrugged as she examined her
gloves. “There’s not much to get excited about.”

“I assure you this dinner
party will be exciting.” At least it would be once Christopher made
his announcement. She studied her sister, wondering if she should
tell her. If she did, maybe Sophie wouldn’t feel so bad about
marrying a gentleman she found no real interest in. “As it turns
out, I,” she swallowed the bitter lump in her throat, “accepted
Mister Robinson’s proposal.” That was harder to say than she
thought it’d be.

Her sister gasped and leaned toward
her. “You didn’t?”

With a slight grimace she hoped her
sister didn’t see, she said, “I did.”

“But why? I thought you
detested him.”

“I don’t detest him. I’m
just not fond of him.”

“So why are you marrying
him?”

She sighed, knowing full well she
couldn’t tell her sister the truth. “I thought I’d practice what I
preach. Marriage isn’t exciting but it can be practical. Every
gentleman needs an heir, or at least a son to pass on his name. He
can’t exactly do that with a mistress.”

“But what about the wife?
What benefit does she get from it?”

“Well, if she has no money,
then ideally she gets that. A titled gentleman will offer her a
title as well.”

“But Mister Robinson doesn’t
have as much money as us or a title. What benefit do you get from
marrying him when you could marry another gentleman?”

Agatha thought over the
question. The truth was, there was no benefit in it for her. Not
really. Christopher was likely to forbid her from writing for
the Tittletattle and if he found out about her stories, he’d likely put a stop
to those as well. But if she didn’t have her reputation, then what
good was she? Finally, she said, “I get to be close to my sister.
You’ll marry Lord Clement and since he’s Mister Robinson’s
guardian, we’ll see each other often.”

“You’re marrying him because
you want me to marry Lord Clement?”

“Lord Clement is an
excellent gentleman.”

“Then why don’t you marry
him? I’d rather marry his ward. At least his ward is
interesting.”

“I can’t make that switch,”
Agatha said, even though she’d love to at this point. “I gave my
word to Mister Robinson. Now, I must follow through.” No matter how
painful that would be.

Sophie groaned. “This isn’t fair. Must
I marry Lord Clement if he asks for my hand?”

The carriage came to a stop and Agatha
straightened in the seat. “Yes. You asked for my help and I’m
giving it. Now, that’s enough talk about this. We both have our
burdens to bear, but at least yours won’t be as heavy as
mine.”

The footman opened the door and Agatha
peered up at Lord Clement’s townhouse. It was as impressive as she
remembered. Her sister would do very well with him. She glanced at
her and motioned for her to smile. After her sister did, she
stepped out of the carriage.


 


 


 


 Chapter Nine

 


“I have an important
announcement to make,” Christopher said as Agatha and Sophie
entered the drawing room.

Agatha hesitated to step further into
the room. Lord and Lady Roderick, Ethan and his wife, and Lord
Clement looked over at Christopher who rose to his feet and walked
over to her. She shifted uncomfortably from one foot to another.
Did he really have to do this right now?

Christopher stood proudly beside her
and, with a smile that couldn’t be wider, said, “Agatha has
accepted my proposal. Soon, she will be my wife.”

Lord Clement visibly relaxed. “I
thought he was going to tell us he got into some kind of
trouble.”

“Come now, cousin,”
Christopher replied. “I do some things right.”

“And you’re getting married
to a reputable young lady. That’s even better. Congratulations,
Christopher.” Turning his attention to Agatha, he added, “I’d ask
what mischief my ward conjured up to accomplish such a feat, but
I’m probably better off not knowing. At any rate, please call me
Perry.”

“Very well, Perry,” Agatha
replied, hoping she sounded pleasant enough in front of everyone.
She wondered if Christopher announced the engagement so she
couldn’t back out of it? Knowing him, he probably would do
something underhanded like that.

“Please sit.” Perry motioned
to the remaining chairs in the room.

Sophie glanced around the room and sat
between Perry and Lady Roderick, leaving a settee as the only place
to sit.

Agatha went over to it, Christopher
settling next to her. She glanced at Ethan who stared at her as if
he couldn’t believe his ears. She offered him a shrug. What could
she say? Unless she found a moment alone to confide in him, she
couldn’t explain why she decided to marry Christopher.

“If Christopher gives you
any trouble, just have him clean out the stalls,” Lord Roderick
said. “Or better yet, the chamber pots.”

Christopher’s face grew red from
embarrassment. “Must you always bring that up?”

Lord Roderick chuckled. “Well, it was
the only way to get you to behave.”

Lady Roderick tapped her husband on the
arm. “Do you really think it’s appropriate to say that with
everyone here?”

“Thank you, my lady,”
Christopher told her. “Once again, my lord, your wife proves to be
your sole redeeming quality.”

Agatha glanced at Ethan but realized he
couldn’t explain what their conversation was about. Not that it
mattered. She didn’t care why Christopher had to clean out stalls
or chamber pots, though considering what kind of person he was, she
supposed he’d do just about anything.

“All right,” Perry
interrupted. “Let’s keep things pleasant, shall we?”

“You’re right, Perry,” Lady
Roderick replied then smiled at Sophie and Agatha. “If we are to
become better acquainted, it’s only fair we refer to each other by
our first names. I’m Claire and this is my husband,
Nate.”

Though Christopher had already said her
name, Agatha felt the need to say something in response. “I’m
Agatha and that’s Sophie.”

Ethan cleared his throat and gestured
to his wife. “And this is Catherine. I don’t believe you’ve met
her, Sophie.”

“No, I haven’t had the
pleasure,” Sophie replied, offering Catherine a smile.

A long moment of silence passed between
the couples before Christopher spoke up. “Agatha and I will be
married within a month.”

She tried not to grimace. That soon?
For some reason, she thought he might want to be engaged for a
while, if for no other reason than to practice how to handle
lovemaking by seeking the services of a lady of ill
repute.

“You don’t waste any time
when you set your mind to something, do you?” Perry
asked.

“Why should I wait?”
Christopher asked, winking at Agatha. “My life will only improve
once Agatha is my bride.”

“A good lady can do wonders
for a gentleman,” his guardian replied.

Agatha wondered if Perry was thinking
of Sophie when he said that. The two made a handsome couple. Yes,
she knew how to match up the right people. Pleased with herself,
she took comfort in knowing she had secured her sister’s
future.

The butler came into the drawing room
and announced dinner was ready. Relieved, Agatha jumped up from the
settee. Soon enough, the evening would be over.

 


***

 


After the meal, Agatha
joined the ladies in the drawing room. She kept thinking of the way
she was wasting time at a dinner party when she should be at home
writing her story. There was no chance of submitting it to a
publisher as long as it remained unfinished. She wondered if
Christopher would be one of those gentlemen who spent their time
away from home. If so, then she shouldn’t have trouble writing, but
if he insisted on being as attentive as he’d been so far, then she
was going to be in a real bind. She didn’t dare tell him she wrote
gothic horror. It was bad enough he knew she wrote for the
Tittletattle.

“Agatha?” Breaking out of
her thoughts, she turned her attention to Claire who was looking at
her, seeming concerned. “Are you feeling all right?”

“She’s probably still in
shock she’s marrying Christopher,” Sophie teased.

“He’s not as bad as my
husband makes him out to be,” Claire said. “True, he has a
mischievous streak in him, but deep down, he’s a good
gentleman.”

“How well do you know him?”
Catherine asked, straightening in her chair in interest.

Claire shrugged. “I don’t know him all
that well. It’s just that when I was first married, he was one of
the few people who tried to help me.”

“Help you do
what?”

By now, everyone was watching Claire in
interest.

She cleared her throat. “If I tell you,
then it stays in this room. I don’t need my husband finding out I
told everyone about it.”

Sophie’s eyes lit up in excitement.
“This must be good!”

“Sophie, show some
restraint,” Agatha admonished.

Sophie groaned. “This is the most
interesting thing that’s happened tonight.”

“I don’t mind saying what
happened,” Claire said. “As long as it stays in this
room?”

Agatha knew better than to
let another bit of gossip that involved Christopher into the
Tittletattle, so she had
no problem agreeing with the others that she’d remain quiet.
Besides, a part of her was curious about Christopher and what
possible mischief he’d been up to with Claire.

“When I married Nate,”
Claire began, “he thought I created a situation where we were
caught in a scandalous situation.”

“Did you?” Agatha
asked.

“No, I didn’t, but it looked
that way and we married because of it. Things between Nate and I
were uncomfortable at first.”

Agatha leaned forward in interest.
“Uncomfortable how?”

“We didn’t get along, at
all. In fact, we spent a lot of time apart, especially when we
arrived at his country estate. He made it a point of ignoring me
and at one point left for a few weeks.”

“It sounds like a good way
to start a marriage.”

Sophie glanced at Agatha and sighed.
“No, it’s not. It’s horrible.”

“She got a husband with a
title and he left her alone,” Agatha said. “Did he leave you alone
because you conceived right away?”

“We weren’t intimate during
that time,” Claire replied.

“Really?” Agatha wondered
how Claire got so lucky. A husband who ignored her
and didn’t come to her
bed? “What did you do to get so fortunate?”

“I wasn’t happy during that
time,” Claire said. “It wasn’t the kind of marriage I wanted. While
I wasn’t expecting love, I wanted to at least have an amiable
relationship with my husband.”

“I’m glad it didn’t take
that long for me and Ethan to get along or enjoy the bed,”
Catherine chimed in. “Lovemaking is a lot of fun.”

“Is it?” Sophie asked with a
hopeful smile.

“Oh be serious,” Agatha
replied. “There’s nothing fun about it.”

“That’s not true,” Catherine
argued. “I’ve enjoyed my time with Ethan immensely.”

“And I’ve enjoyed my time
with Nate,” Claire added. “Christopher might be an imp at times,
but he cares very much for you and will be a considerate
husband.”

Agatha’s eyebrows furrowed. “You and
Christopher have been talking about me?”

“He adores you,” Claire
replied. “It’s really very sweet.”

Though Agatha failed to see anything
sweet about being coerced into marriage, she didn’t say anything.
It was obvious Claire thought very well of Christopher, even if her
husband didn’t. There was no arguing with someone who already had
her mind made up.

“Tell us what happened,”
Sophie encouraged. “What did you and Christopher do after you
married Nate?”

“Right.” Claire nodded.
“After Nate left the estate to take care of some business, I longed
to return to London and visit my family, but there was no one who
was willing to help me do that, except for Christopher. He came up
with a plan to get me out of there. He gave me clothes so I could
dress up as a stable boy and had a horse ready for me so I could
ride back to London.”

Agatha couldn’t believe how foolish
that plan was! “Didn’t it occur to him that something might have
happened to you all alone out there? You could have been robbed or
worse. And what if someone discovered you were a lady? He did you
no favors.”

“It wasn’t the best plan,”
Claire conceded, “but Christopher’s heart was in the right place.
If he suggested such a plan today, I wouldn’t do it. But back then,
I was so desperate to get to London, I was willing to try
it.”

“I had no idea you were so
adventurous,” Catherine said, her voice hinting at how impressed
she was.

“I didn’t go through with it
because Nate happened to show up as I was ready to get on the horse
to leave,” Claire replied. “I probably wouldn’t have had the
courage to go all the way to London. I probably would have gotten
scared and returned to the estate.”

“Which would have been the
sensible thing,” Agatha said. “I don’t see why you dressed up as a
stable boy in the first place. If Christopher had suggested such a
thing to me, I…” She glanced at the others and realized none of
them were pretending to be a gentleman in order to write in
the Tittletattle or in hopes of publishing gothic horror. None of them did
anything scandalous. Shifting in her chair, she cleared her throat.
“Forgive me. I shouldn’t speak out of line.”

“Had I not been desperate, I
wouldn’t have considered it either,” Claire said, smiling. “I
understand how ridiculous Christopher’s plan was.”

“Even if it was ridiculous,
I think it was kind of him to do something to help,” Catherine
replied.

“I do, too,” Sophie said.
“So tell us, what happened?”

Claire chuckled. “Nate came back before
I could leave and found me dressed as a stable boy.”

Catherine and Sophie laughed. “Did he
realize it was you?” Catherine asked.

“He did,” Claire replied.
“Though he didn’t let me know it right away.”

“Why, Claire, you really can
be scandalous when you want to be,” Catherine teased.

Claire winked. “Thankfully, no one
caught on to that.”

“The rules the Ton imposes
on us is absurd,” Sophie said.

“Even so, we have to be
careful,” Agatha replied. “You don’t want your reputation
tarnished.”

“Yes,” Catherine agreed,
“keep your scandalous activities a secret.”

Claire and Sophie laughed.

“Oh?” Agatha asked, her gaze
turning to Catherine. “Do you have a secret?”

“Well,” Catherine hesitated
but continued, “I like to draw my husband.”

“There’s nothing scandalous
about that,” Sophie replied, sounding disappointed.

“Without clothes on,”
Catherine added.

“Oh, you don’t!” Claire said
between fits of laughter.

“I do, but he doesn’t know.
He’d probably be mortified if he knew.”

“Why do you want to draw him
without his clothes on?” Agatha asked.

Catherine shrugged. “I think the male
body is fascinating. But Ethan doesn’t know and I don’t want him to
know.”

“I don’t see why you don’t
tell him,” Claire said.

“I think he’d be
embarrassed,” Catherine replied, her cheeks growing
pink.

“Most likely not, given his
reputation. He’d probably be pleased you think him so
desirable.”

“I wager he’d even pose for
you.” Sophie teased.

“Sophie!” Agatha admonished,
stiffening in her chair. She couldn’t believe the way her sister
was talking! If she didn’t know any better, she’d swear her sister
wasn’t an untried lady.

Sophie groaned and glanced at her.
“Must you be so dull? This is a lot more interesting than the
conversation at dinner.”

Agatha shook her head in disbelief. She
didn’t understand Claire or Catherine at all. The two didn’t seem
to be joking. She kept expecting them to say they were kidding. But
they didn’t, and her sister was laughing right along with
them.

Agatha couldn’t fault her sister if she
merely wanted to make friends, especially since their aunt had
coddled her to the point where she didn’t have any. Had it not been
for Agatha, her sister wouldn’t get acquainted with other ladies of
good standing, at least as far as the Ton was concerned. Agatha
could only hope her sister would have the good sense not to take an
interest in the marital bed or venture a look at Lord Clement’s
bare flesh when she married him.

When there was a knock at the closed
doors, Agatha breathed a sigh of relief. Finally, the nonsense
these ladies were uttering would come to an end. She waited for
Catherine to stop giggling before she called out for the person who
knocked to enter.

The gentlemen filed into the room and
Agatha noted that Claire, Catherine and Sophie at least had the
decency to blush. If the gentlemen had any idea what they’d been
talking about, they would probably be… She sighed. Oh, who was she
kidding? They’d probably be delighted, except for Claire’s husband
who’d have to admit his wife had been so desperate to get away from
him that she threw caution to the wind and tried to run off on a
horse dressed as a stable boy. She snorted. And to think
Christopher—her intended!—had something to do with that
one.

“Is something troubling you,
my dear?” Christopher asked from beside her.

Ignoring the ladies’ startled
expressions, she rubbed her forehead. “Actually, I’m not feeling
very well.”

“You’re not?”

“No. Maybe Sophie and I
should take our leave.” She rose to her feet.

Sophie remained seated and shook her
head. “I don’t want to leave. I feel fine.”

“But I’m not up to staying,”
Agatha insisted, shooting her a pointed look. “You came here with
me.”

“Well, she can leave with me
and Nate,” Claire offered. “Her townhouse is right on the way to
ours. You don’t mind, do you, Nate?”

“Of course not,” he
replied.

“Excellent,” Perry said, his
grin widening.

Agatha glanced at Perry and knew she’d
be wise to let Sophie stay. He was obviously smitten with her. With
a nod, she said, “Very well, Sophie.” With a curtsey to the rest of
the group, she added, “Thank you for a lovely evening.” Then, for
good measure, she rubbed her forehead and winced, just to remind
them that she was leaving because she had a headache, not because
she was appalled by the evening’s events.

Christopher stood up and cupped her
elbow with his hand. “I’ll make sure you get home
safely.”

“There’s no need,” she
quickly replied. “My footman and driver brought me
here.”

“Yes, but you’re not feeling
well and your health is important to me. You are, after all, going
to be my wife.”

“And how will you get back
here? I’m leaving in my carriage.” It was a weak attempt to get him
to stay, one she didn’t think would actually work.

And she was right. He shrugged and
said, “I’ll walk. It’s a lovely night and the fresh air will do me
good.”

Since he was so determined to accompany
her, she bit her tongue and forced a pleasant smile on her face. It
was irritating her to no end that Christopher didn’t give up. Once
he set his mind to something, he got it. Looking back, she couldn’t
help but realize that once he set his eyes on her at the ball, her
fate had been sealed and there was nothing she could have done to
change it.


 


 


 


 Chapter Ten

 


Agatha scooted further away from
Christopher as her carriage moved forward, but he closed the gap
between them and kissed her neck. Ignoring the thrill that shot
straight through her, she wiped her neck and glared at him. “I
don’t know who you think I am, but I’m not the kind of lady who
gives a gentleman any kind of favors until he marries
me.”

“Ah, but we’ll be married
soon enough,” he replied in a low sultry voice that made her heart
beat faster.

He lowered his head and kissed her, his
lips soft and warm. She fully expected him to thrust his tongue
into her mouth, but he didn’t. He remained gentle, his embrace
comforting. When his lips left hers, he left a trail of kisses from
her mouth to her neck, making her body respond to him in a most
uncomfortable way. She felt rather pleasant in areas that alarmed
her, and she didn’t know how to handle it.

Good heavens. All the talk Claire and
Catherine engaged in about how much they desired intimacy with
their husbands was unwittingly affecting her! “I insist you stop at
once,” she protested as he kissed her cheek. “I am a refined lady,
not one of ill repute. If you want to grope someone, go find a
mistress.”

“I’m merely being
affectionate.” He lifted her hand and kissed it. “I will not remove
your clothes or go into bed with you before we marry, that is
unless you want me to.”

She gasped and tried to shove him away
from her.

He chuckled and wrapped his arms around
her shoulders. “I’m teasing you, my lady. I wouldn’t take liberties
with you, even if you have a scandalous streak in you.”

“I wish you’d never found
out about Gerard Addison.”

“But I did and here we are,
the happily engaged gentleman and lady.” When she huffed, he added,
“Or at least the happy gentleman.”

“Your happiness comes at the
expense of mine.”

“I doubt it.” He cupped the
side of her face and stroked her cheek. “You’re a beautiful lady.
No other comes close to you.”

His actions were gentle, a mere caress,
and as much as she tried to fight it, she had trouble resisting
him. “You’re annoyingly persistent,” she muttered.

“I am so I won’t deny it.
Someday, you’ll be glad for it.”

“I doubt it.”

He leaned closer to her and brushed his
lips against her other cheek, something that made her shiver in
pleasure. If being in bed could be as good as this, she wouldn’t
dread it. But no. Once the gentleman got into bed, he forgot all
tenderness and consideration. He just went directly to what he
wanted and gave no thought to the lady’s needs. Claire and
Catherine really shouldn’t have made lovemaking sound desirable.
Sophie was going to be devastated when she learned the
truth.

“What’s troubling you?”
Christopher whispered, turning her head so she had to look at
him.

“You. You won’t get away
from me.”

“No, it’s not that. It’s
something else.”

“I have a
headache.”

“No, you don’t. The others
might have believed that, but I know better.” He stroked her cheek
then traced her lips with the pad of his thumb. “What is it,
Agatha?”

“Nothing,” she
insisted.

He sighed and studied her face. “Why
don’t you let me in? I promise I’m not like Lord
Richfield.”

“If I don’t feel like
letting you in, will you make me?” she finally asked, challenging
him to give her a reason—any reason—to dislike him.

“No,” he whispered, letting
go of her face. He kept his arm around her shoulders and kissed the
top of her head. “I won’t force you into something you can’t
endure.”

“And yet you blackmail me
into marrying you?”

“You want to marry
me.”

She grunted and rolled her
eyes.

“It’s true. You might not be
willing to admit it, but there’s an attraction between us that is
so powerful we can’t fight it.”

“You mean,
you can’t fight
it.”

“No,” he stroked her cheek
again, “we can’t
fight it.” This time when he kissed her, he kept it short. “You’ll
see.”

She didn’t know if she liked
how confident he was, but a deeper part of her admired his brazen
attitude. No wonder he wasn’t disgusted that she dressed up as a
gentleman and wrote in the Tittletattle. Who knew? Maybe he even
found her scandalous behavior exciting.

The carriage came to a stop and he gave
her another kiss. “It pains me to be apart from you, but alas, our
time has come to an end.”

Despite herself, a smile tugged at her
lips.

“Ah, so you do know how to
smile when amused.” He kissed her cheek, the sensation light but
still sending a jolt of pleasure through her. He slid away from her
in time for the footman to open the carriage door and added, “I’ll
be counting down the hours till we meet again.”

She groaned as she stepped out of the
carriage. He was infuriating in some ways but unexpectedly sweet,
too. She didn’t know whether to slap him or embrace him. Never in
her entire life had she felt so conflicted.

Before he could get out of the
carriage, she instructed the footman to take him back to his
townhouse then turned to him and added, “Just because I’m being
kind, it doesn’t mean I want to marry you.”

With a cocky grin, he replied, “Of
course not. Even so, I thank you, my lady.”

She made sure he saw her shrug in
indifference before she headed up the steps to her
townhouse.

 


***

 


“You want what?” Ethan asked
a week later, almost dropping the decanter in his den.

Christopher leaned back in his chair
and repeated, “I want a book on how to pleasure a lady.” Given his
friend’s reputation for being a rake before he married Catherine,
Christopher had no idea why the request came as such a shock. “I
heard you gave one to Lord Roderick.”

His friend set the decanter down and
shook his head. “And who told you this? Surely, Lord Roderick
wouldn’t admit this. Was it your guardian?”

“Of course not. Perry would
rather I remain innocent of such matters, just as he is. I don’t
believe Perry has enough of an imagination to even know how it’s
done.”

“Every gentleman understands
the process. It’s just the technique that he has to
learn.”

Christopher slapped the arm of his
chair and grinned. “Exactly! You understand my plight. I’m going to
marry the most wonderful lady in London, and I need to know what I
can do to make her so excited to be with me, she’ll be begging for
more.”

“Oh come now. Ladies don’t
beg for it.” He paused as he poured brandy into the glasses. “Well,
most ladies anyway.”

“Probably because their
husbands aren’t doing it right. I have a theory. Want to hear
it?”

Ethan handed Christopher his glass and
picked his up. “Not really but I have a feeling you’ll tell me
anyway.”

“I think ladies are capable
of great enthusiasm when it comes to the bed. It just depends on
how her husband approaches her. If his only motive is to have an
heir, there’d be no reason for him to consider her feelings or
needs, would there?”

“I suppose not.” Ethan took
a sip of his brandy.

“But if he cares for her and
takes the time to worship her body, then I wager she’d enjoy
it.”

He groaned. “Please don’t use the word
‘wager’. I just had Lord Pennella in here a couple days ago yelling
at me because he thought I was the one who let it slip that he was
betting Lord Davenport he could marry Miss Giles. My head still
hurts.” He rubbed his forehead and released his breath.

“If he’s so upset, he should
be upset with himself. What was he doing making a wager with Lord
Davenport anyway? I’m surprised he didn’t force Miss Giles into a
scandal to secure the marriage.”

“I heard she was too smart
for him. She never let him get her alone.”

“Smart lady.”

“Smart lady,
indeed.”

Christopher drank some brandy and
turned his attention back to the topic they’d been discussing
moments before. “Ethan, if I ask you to be brutally honest with me,
will you?”

“Depends on what you ask,”
he replied as he sipped more brandy.

“Does your wife enjoy being
in bed with you?”

Ethan coughed and almost knocked his
glass over.

“You sure are clumsy today,”
Christopher said, wondering what had gotten into his
friend.

Once he stopped coughing, he stared at
Christopher, eyes wide. “Why do so many gentlemen ask me about my
love life? Do I go around asking any of you what you do in the
privacy of your bedchamber?”

“Well, no.”

“There’s a good reason for
that.”

“You’re right. There is. I
haven’t been with a lady. All I do is sleep alone and no one finds
that particularly interesting.”

Ethan rolled his eyes and took another
drink from his glass. “All of you are going to drive me out to the
country. I just know it.”

“I don’t see what the harm
is in asking you. You were more than willing to share your wild
tales before you married Catherine. What happened? Did her father
put the fear of the devil in you?”

“I just happen to think that
what happens between a husband and wife when they’re alone should
stay between the two of them. What I do or don’t do with my wife is
none of your concern.”

Christopher studied his friend’s face
to gauge if he was serious or joking. After a long moment, he
realized his friend was deadly serious. “I can’t believe
it.”

“Can’t believe
what?”

“You’re a prude.”

“I am not!”

Christopher shot him a pointed look.
“Well, you’ve turned into one after you got married.”

With a groan, Ethan pulled out a sheet
of paper from his desk drawer. “You want a book, right? The same
book I gave Lord Roderick?”

“Yes. His wife looks very
happy despite his grumpy demeanor. I can only assume it’s because
he’s good in bed, so whatever your book does, it works
wonders.”

“All right.”

When he noticed Ethan was writing a
request to a bookseller, he asked, “Don’t you have a copy lying
around here somewhere?” He scanned the bookshelves lining the
wall.

“Everyone else took them,”
Ethan blandly replied as he finished writing his letter.

“Really? How many gentleman
do you help out?”

“More than I care to
admit.”

Christopher wasn’t too surprised. It
was no secret that Ethan had been an expert in all things
pertaining to the bedchamber ever since he was eighteen. Pleased
he’d soon learn the secrets Ethan knew, Christopher rose to his
feet. “It’s always a pleasure doing business with you.”

“One can hardly call this
business.”

“It’s the business of the
heart.”

“If you say so,” Ethan
muttered.

“Have it delivered directly
to me. I don’t think Perry would be able to handle a book of this
kind. He probably thinks babies are magically created.”

“At least he hasn’t bothered
me for a blasted book.”

Christopher finished the brandy in his
glass and set it down. “You should take the fact that so many
gentlemen come to you for advice as a compliment. It means you’re
an expert. If there’s anyone who knows anything about being with a
lady, it’s you.”

He rolled his eyes. “Hooray for
me.”

Chuckling, Christopher bid his friend
good-bye and left the townhouse.

 



 


 


 


 Chapter Eleven

 


Agatha dipped her quill in
the ink then wrote, Now. This was his
chance. He would approach her and ask her to meet him in the
gardens. There was the risk of scandal should they be caught, but
he didn’t dare risk her seeing the scars on his face. Perhaps if
she got to know him, got to see the gentleman beneath the exterior
of the monster he appeared to be, he’d take the chance and let her
see him. But that moment was not now. Now, he would insist on
talking to her while hidden in the shadows.

A familiar round of tapping interrupted
her. She bolted to her feet and hurried to the door of her drawing
room before anyone saw her friend. She motioned for the hooded
figure to enter the room and quickly checked the hallway to make
sure no one was there before she shut the door. Leaning against it,
she released her breath.

“I really wish you’d give me
a warning if you intend to stop by,” she told Ethan as he removed
his cloak. “Though I’m surprised it took you this long.”

“I’d be lying if I didn’t
admit I’ve been dying of curiosity about your engagement. I wanted
to come sooner but was detained by my wife.” He sat in the chair
across from her desk and crossed his legs. “How did it come
about?”

She went to the decanter and poured him
some sherry. “It wasn’t by choice.”

“I didn’t think it would
be.” He accepted the glass and took a sip of his drink. “You were
as opposed to marriage as I used to be.”

“I still am opposed to it.”
She settled back in her chair and shrugged. “Your friend
Christopher is unusually perceptive.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. He figured out I write
for the Tittletattle under the alias Gerard Addison and gave me an ultimatum which
sealed my doom. Either he tells everyone who I am or I marry him. I
didn’t have a choice.”

His eyebrows furrowed. “Gerard Addison
just wrote a tidbit about two earls wagering on a lady and an
estate. How did you find out about it? Through
Christopher?”

“He might have let it slip
into the conversation while I was riding with him, Lord Clement and
my sister.”

“Let it slip? That wager was
something we all swore to keep a secret. I find it hard to believe
he was careless with that piece of information.”

She sighed. “All right. He told me as
an act of good faith.”

“Why would he do something
so foolish?” He held up his hand. “Never mind. I already know. He
has deluded himself into thinking he loves you.”

She gasped and shifted in her chair. “I
don’t think ‘deluded’ is the right word.”

“Of course, it is. You’ve
let him know, in no uncertain terms, that you don’t want to have
anything to do with him. And yet he has the audacity to keep
pursuing you. The gentleman has lost his mind.”

“He’s persistent. He kept
after me until he trapped me so I’d do what he wanted. I’d say he’s
very clever. His wits are fully intact.” After a moment’s pause,
she added, “I think he told me about those earls just so he could
marry me. I believe I’m a victim.”

Ethan rolled his eyes. “Agatha, I agree
that you are some things, but a victim isn’t one of them. So he
found a way to outwit you. He is aware of how much you detest
marriage, isn’t he?”

“Yes.”

“So why does he want to
marry you?”

“He’s your friend; you tell
me.”

“I don’t know.” He glanced
at her and drank more sherry. “All right. Maybe I do. It has to be
his attraction to you. He came by my townhouse for a book on
pleasuring a lady in bed.”

Her jaw dropped. “He what?”

“And that’s not the worst
part. The worst part is that word is going around London that I’m
the gentleman to go to if anyone needs help with
his…personal…situation.” He rubbed his eyes and shook his head.
“It’s horrible.”

“That’s what’s troubling
you? Good heavens, Ethan. You wanted the reputation of a rake and
no one minds if a gentleman engages in rakish activities. But I’m a
lady, a lady who knows firsthand how,” she shivered, “unforgettable
the marital bed is. Why would you encourage him by sending him a
book? You ought to be telling him to find a mistress to handle his
base desires.”

“Agatha, there’s nothing
awful about the bed. I can assure you of that. Catherine pursues me
more often than not. And I’m not exaggerating when I say that there
are times when she tires me out.”

“Perhaps she’s studying a
certain part of you so she can draw you in her drawing
pad.”

“She’s drawn my profile a
couple times.”

“No, my dear Ethan, that’s
not the part I’m talking about. I am referring to your favorite
part.”

It took a moment for her meaning to
sink in and when it did, his eyes grew wide. “What?”

“You don’t have a single
piece of clothing on when she draws you.”

His jaw dropped but then a slow smile
crossed his face. “She really does that? And then she hides it so I
can’t find it?”

“Why am I not surprised
you’re happy to hear this?” He was a gentleman. Of course, this
news delighted him.

He chuckled, looking much happier than
he had when he entered the drawing room, and retrieved his
cloak.

“Where are you going?”
Agatha asked, standing up.

“I’m going to see my
wife.”

“Are you going to tell her I
told you?” She hurried over to him, ready to stop him from leaving
if he said yes. “She told all the ladies at Perry’s dinner party
about it in confidence. You can’t let her know I told
you.”

He put the cloak on and turned to her.
“It would serve you right, Agatha. It’s because of you Lord
Pennella threatened me. Thankfully, duels have been outlawed or
else I’d be in serious trouble right now.”

“I didn’t think anyone would
blame you for revealing the bet.”

“No, but you must have known
someone at White’s would have taken the blame for it.”

She paused and finally
admitted, “No, I didn’t. I assumed it would be like any other
gossip I put in the Tittletattle. You’ve never had to
deal with repercussions from anything I put in there
before.”

“While that’s true, no one
upsets Lord Pennella without facing consequences for
it.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize
the matter would get serious.”

“It may not be, as long as
things get resolved quickly.”

“You mean, as long as Lord
Pennella grows bored of it and turns his attention
elsewhere.”

He pulled the hood over his head. “You
needn’t worry about Catherine. I won’t tell her how I found out
about her secret drawings.”

“Thank you.”

With a nod, he made sure no one was in
the hallway before he slipped out of the room.

 


***

 


Once Ethan arrived at his townhouse, he
checked the drawing room. Turning to his butler, he asked, “Where’s
Lady Edon?”

“I believe she’s upstairs,”
he replied. “My lord, is there something I can do for
you?”

“No, not right
now.”

Without waiting for a response, Ethan
headed up the stairs and entered his bedchamber. If he was going to
find her drawing pad, he had to be careful. She did a surprisingly
good job of hiding it since he hadn’t been able to find it so far.
What he needed was a plan. For all he knew, she could be drawing
something right now. A smile tugged at his lips. Maybe she was even
drawing him.

Mindful to keep his steps soft so
Catherine wouldn’t hear him, he slowly turned the doorknob
connecting their bedchambers and opened it a crack. Peering through
the crack, he scanned her bedchamber. He didn’t see her right away.
He opened the door a bit further and caught her lounging on the
daybed by the window. And better yet, she was drawing
something.

From where he stood, it was impossible
to tell what she was drawing, but now that he caught her in the
act, she couldn’t hide that pad somewhere. He wasn’t going to let
her get away until he saw what was in that thing. Hoping she
wouldn’t hear him, he opened the door further until he could slip
through it.

He made it halfway to her when she
gasped and spun in his direction, the drawing pad clutched to her
chest. “Ethan! What are you doing in here, sneaking up on
me?”

“Sneaking up on you?” he
asked with a laugh. “I wasn’t sneaking up on you. You were so
engrossed in your drawing that you didn’t hear me enter this
room.”

She narrowed her eyes at him then
glanced at his shoes. “If that’s true, then why are you tiptoeing
through here?”

“I’m not tiptoeing. I’m
stretching.” He reached toward the ceiling, making sure he stood on
his toes. “It’s good for your body if you stretch.”

“Oh?”

“Yes.” He bent down, his
heels back on the floor, and touched his toes. “It’s the latest
fad. All the gentlemen are doing it.”

Her eyebrow raised, she offered a
slight nod and rose from the daybed. “If you say so.”

Curious, he followed her as she hurried
to her desk. “Where are you going?”

“I thought I’d put this
away. I assume you’re in here because you wish to speak to me about
something?”

“Well, yes.” He jumped in
front of her before she could put the drawing pad in a drawer.
Sitting on the desk, he brought her into his arms and kissed her.
“I missed you.”

“We spent the morning
together and planned to take a stroll later this
afternoon.”

“Yes, but think of the hours
between those two times.” He brought his hands up her arms, aware
that he was within reach of the drawing pad. “What are you
drawing?”

She shrugged. “Nothing
important.”

“Mind if I see
it?”

“There’s nothing here that
will interest you,” she insisted and tried to move around him to
the other side of the desk.

He quickly scooted along the desk so
that she couldn’t open any of the other drawers. “Why don’t you let
me be the judge of that?”

“I was drawing London.” She
motioned to the window by the daybed. “At least the view of it from
over there.”

Sure, like he believed that one. Why
draw boring old buildings when she could draw him in all his naked
glory instead? He reached for the drawing pad, but she stepped
back. “Come now, Catherine, I’d like to see London.”

“Then go over to that
window.”

“I’ve seen London from that
window already. I want to see it from your perspective.”

“Why?”

“Because you drew it and I’m
very interested in what you draw.”

“You never seemed interested
in any of the flowers I’ve drawn.”

If he’d known ‘flowers’ was code for
him without clothes, he would have been most interested in them.
“That’s because London is more appealing than flowers. Now, let me
see.”

“No!”

He laughed as she jumped away from him.
“You weren’t drawing London, were you?” Leaping off the desk, he
lunged for her, but she sidestepped past him and bolted across the
room. Not to be deterred, he ran after her. “What’s in your drawing
pad?”

“Paper,” she called out
before he blocked her so she couldn’t leave the room.

“Must be some interesting
paper if you won’t show it to me.”

She spun around and headed for the
window.

He gasped when he realized she might
throw the drawing pad outside. Good heavens but what would people
think if they saw drawings of him naked? He caught her as she
reached the daybed and grabbed the pad from her. He let out an
audible sigh of relief. That was close.

“You know, I don’t think I
should be running all over the place in my condition,” she said,
patting her abdomen which was still flat. She wasn’t showing yet
but it was only a matter of time before people could tell she was
carrying his child.

“Nonsense,” he replied as he
took the drawing pad over to the large bed and sat down. “Ladies
have been running around in a similar condition since the beginning
of time. How else would they keep hiding things from their
husbands?”

Crossing her arms, she lifted her chin
in the air. “You’re going to feel awfully foolish when you see it’s
really London.”

With a smirk, he shot her a pointed
look and flipped the pad open. “A lady wouldn’t run off if she was
drawing,” he turned his gaze to the pad, “a picture of London?” He
frowned and examined the whole page, wondering if she had put him,
naked, somewhere on one of the streets or perhaps in a townhouse
window.

She approached him and nodded. “Yes.
It’s the view of London from the window, just as I said. Now don’t
you feel foolish for not believing me?”

She tried to grab the pad from him but
he turned from her and rolled onto his stomach. No. There had to be
something else to this drawing. She wouldn’t hide this drawing from
him if there wasn’t something good in it. She grunted and crawled
on the bed, trying once more to grab the pad from him.

“It’s not this particular
drawing, is it?” he asked, snapping his fingers. He started to flip
to the previous page, but she slammed her hand on top of the
pad.

“Ethan, this is ridiculous.
You’re a grown gentleman, not a child.”

He snorted. “Like there’s a
difference.”

If she saw the way some gentlemen in
White’s acted, she’d believe they were children. Shoving her hand
away, a process that proved to be surprisingly difficult since she
was strong for a lady, he turned the page and that’s when he saw
it. He was as naked as the day he’d been born, and even though she
had him standing in a meadow of flowers, there was no doubt he was
the focus of her drawing.

“See? Flowers,” she said,
her face a lovely shade of pink.

“Yes, I was wrong. You do
draw flowers.” He flipped through the other drawings, and saw that
he was naked in almost every single one…and surrounded by flowers.
“Do I make you think of flowers?”

“Well, no, but…” She sat up
and smoothed out her dress so she didn’t have to look at him. “I
felt bad for lying about drawing flowers so I figured if I drew
them when I drew you, then I’d technically be telling the
truth.”

That explained a couple of drawings
where she had him holding a flower, though there was nothing else
around him. He studied the way she viewed him and smiled. He didn’t
honestly believe the male part of him was that big, but if that’s
the way she saw him, then who was he to tell her
otherwise?

“I happen to think these are
the best drawings you’ve ever done,” he finally told her. “I don’t
know why you didn’t want me to see them.”

After a moment of silence, she glanced
in his direction. “You seem terribly shy when it comes to matters
of a more intimate nature.”

“Do I?” He rolled onto his
side and studied her.

“Yes. I had to insist we
consummate our marriage then you tend to blush whenever I mention
lovemaking.”

All right. He’d give her that. “But
it’s because I wonder if you’re satisfied with our love life. I
mean, if I had been experienced when we married, I’d have known
what to do to please you.”

Looking at him, she shook her head in
amusement. “No. It’s because you had no experience that I’ve had so
much enjoyment in bed.”

“That doesn’t make any
sense.”

She smiled and snuggled up to him.
“Maybe you have to be a lady to understand, but I love knowing I’m
the only one you’ve been with. It’s not just about the physical
pleasure in the act. It’s about sharing an emotional bond that
brings us closer together and makes our love stronger.”

He cupped her face in his hands and
kissed her, touched by her words. “And you draw me naked because of
that?”

“I like knowing I’m the only
one who’s seen you naked and,” she shrugged, “I find everything
about your body fascinating.”

“Should you ever need me to
pose for you, I’ll be more than happy to do so, but let’s leave the
flowers out of it.”

She giggled and kissed him. “Good
because I’m tired of drawing flowers.”

“I just hope you don’t grow
tired of drawing me.”

“Never.”

“You want to draw me right
now?”

“I’d rather make love
first,” she whispered, a wonderfully mischievous sparkle in her
eye. “Then I’ll draw you.”

His grin widened and he made love to
her.


 


 


 


 Chapter Twelve

 


“Hasn’t it been a wonderful
day?” Christopher asked his guardian as they sat at the table for
dinner.

Perry placed his cane against the arm
of his chair and studied him. “You didn’t do anything with Agatha
while you were in her carriage after our dinner party, did
you?”

He gasped and glanced around the room
where the servants stood in hearing distance. “Really, my cousin. I
don’t see why you’d suggest such a thing!” With a self-righteous
huff, he set the napkin on his lap and lifted his chin in the air.
“I’ll have you know that I was a perfect gentleman the whole time.
I merely worried about her health, that was all.”

“Well, all right, though I
can’t recall ever seeing you so happy.”

“That’s because you are
letting me marry the most wonderful lady in London despite my age.
I didn’t think you’d approve of a marriage to her because she’s two
years older than me.”

Perry sipped his wine then set his
glass back on the table. “I would have been more concerned if she
had some undesirable trait.”

Lifting his fork and knife so he could
cut into his steak, Christopher asked, “Undesirable
trait?”

“If she engaged in
scandalous behavior, that would have been a problem.”

He slowly chewed his food and thought
of the scandalsheets Agatha wrote for. His cousin would be appalled
if he knew she did that, but that wasn’t a surprise, considering
how stuffy and boring he was. However, it did make him wonder about
his good friend Lord Roderick. “Roderick married his wife because
of a scandal but you still talk to him.”

“That was a
misunderstanding, not a true scandal.”

“It’s why they got married.”
And poor Claire’s fate had been sealed ever since.

“His wife is an honorable
lady. That event at Lady Cadwalader’s ball was unfortunate, but it
has no bearing on her as a person. She did nothing inappropriate,
nor would she dream of doing so. She’s a lady through and through.
I had hoped you’d find a lady of such notable standing, and as
fortune has it, you have, something I applaud you for, by the
way.”

Christopher hid his grin and settled
for nodding. If his cousin was so delusional that he wanted to
believe ladies were prim and proper all the time, let him. He’d
have a heart attack if he knew the things going on right under his
nose. “I hope Agatha’s sister is boring enough for you,” he
muttered under his breath before he ate another forkful of
steak.

Perry looked up from his plate, his
eyebrows furrowed. “What was that?”

“Nothing. I merely wondered
how things were going with you and Sophie.”

A smile spread across his face.
“They’re going very well. I plan to see her at Lord Pennella’s
ball.” Christopher tried to cover his chuckle with a cough, but
Perry asked, “What’s so funny?”

Christopher forced his laughter aside
and made eye contact with his guardian who didn’t look the least
bit amused. “You’re going to see the lady you’re courting. And I
bet that’s all you’ll do.”

“What would you have me
do?”

He shrugged. “Something more
interesting than look at her. Touch her hand. Kiss her cheek.
Better yet, find a quiet little place somewhere and—”

“Christopher!” He slammed
his hand on the table and glared at him. “I will not have you
speaking this way. We are discussing the way we approach ladies,
ladies with upstanding reputations.” After a moment, he added, “I
hope you kept your hands to yourself in Agatha’s
carriage.”

Undaunted by the silent threat in his
cousin’s voice, he rolled his eyes. “I was a gentleman. Well, at
least I didn’t do anything Agatha protested.”

He took a deep breath and glanced at
the servants. “I feel sorry for her. Really, I do. She’s getting
the short end of the bargain on this one.”

“Oh, she’ll be fine. We’ll
have lots of fun together.” Just to annoy his guardian further, his
lips curled up into a knowing smile and he added, “Lots and lots of
fun.”

Perry threw his napkin on the table and
rose to his feet, his chair moving back so fast that his cane fell
to the floor. The butler hurried to retrieve the cane and handed it
to him. Perry thanked him and straightened his shoulders. “We will
have no more talk of this, Christopher. I demand it.” Then with a
look at the servants, he continued, “There will be an additional
sum of money in this week’s pay if you keep this conversation
private.”

Christopher watched in amusement as
Perry made a show of lifting his chin as he limped out of the room.
Maybe it was wrong for him to enjoy upsetting his guardian, but
sometimes his guardian’s stuffiness grated on his nerves. He
couldn’t wait to marry Agatha so he could finally be out of his
guardian’s control. Really, all he wanted was to do more than what
Perry did. Mostly, all Perry did was play chess, read dull books,
and sit in front of a roaring fire with his eyes closed and hands
folded on his lap. If he didn’t ride a horse or go to White’s, he’d
have nothing interesting to do.

With a slight shake of his
head, Christopher continued eating his meal. He was glad Agatha
wasn’t so stuffy. Sure, she seemed that way on the surface, but
there was a seductively scandalous side to her that held great
appeal to him. Who knew she wrote for the Tittletattle and, more impressively,
took on the alias of a gentleman? It made him wonder what other
things she was hiding? A lady like her probably had another secret
or two to uncover. That was so unlike his guardian who was
transparent. Of all things Agatha was, boring wasn’t one of them,
thankfully. When he married her, he had a feeling that his life
would finally get exciting.

 


***

 


“I think Mister Landry is
looking at me,” Sophie whispered.

Agatha closed her reticule as they left
the seamstress’ shop where she was being fitted for a gown for her
wedding. She had been tempted to go with a solid black color to
mark the occasion but decided on a nice golden one instead. There
was no sense in being dramatic about the whole thing. She and
Christopher both knew the marriage marked the death of her freedom.
Her carefree days were quickly coming to an end, and next time they
read the banns, it would be official.

“Agatha?” Sophie whispered,
giving her sister a light jab in the side.

Forcing her mind off of Christopher,
she turned her attention to her sister. “What?”

“Look.”

Sophie handed Agatha her closed fan,
and Agatha accepted it. When her sister motioned for her to look at
the mirror on the edge of it, she turned the fan so that she could
lift it up and see the people behind them. “Why am I doing this?”
she asked as they slowly stepped away from the shop.

“Mister Landry. He’s
reclining on the bench behind us.”

Adjusting the fan so she could see the
gentleman who was watching them, she shrugged. “So?”

“So?” Leaning closer to her,
she said, “He was there when we entered the shop, and he’s still
there. I caught his eye earlier. He’s still looking at me. I think
I caught his attention.”

Lowering the fan, Agatha took a moment
to inspect the back of her sister’s dress. Well, at least there was
nothing out of place. So he wasn’t watching her sister because she
was inadequately dressed. That was good. But even so, there was
nothing to be done about this. “Pay him no mind.”

Sophie picked up her pace as Agatha
proceeded to stroll down the street. “Pay him no mind? But I think
he’s interested in me.”

With a shrug, she handed the fan back
to her. “So?”

“So? He’s attractive and
nice.”

“You don’t even know
him.”

“I danced with him a couple
of times. Not at the same ball, of course, but I am acquainted with
him.”

Good heavens! Her sister was taking a
fancy to Mister Landry? She had to set things straight before this
got out of hand. “Sophie, be reasonable. You have attracted the
attention of a titled gentleman. Lord Clement is wealthy,
intelligent and kind, three things that are hard to find in an
earl. You can’t do better than him.”

“But I don’t love
him.”

“Love?” She let out a
bewildered laugh and rolled her eyes. “What does love have to do
with anything? No one marries for love. They marry for some kind of
advantage. Whether that advantage be an heir, money, alliances, or
something else is up for debate, but there’s always an
advantage.”

“Are you marrying
Christopher for an advantage?”

“Of course.” And that clever
devil knew exactly how to work things to his benefit. “I wouldn’t
marry him otherwise.”

“What advantage do you
seek?”

Noting the spark of interest in her
sister’s eyes, Agatha groaned. “Must you delight in
gossip?”

“I’m only curious. You’re a
wealthy widow. You have everything you already want. What advantage
can he possibly offer you?”

“You worry too much about
other people. What you ought to do is worry about your future. If
you’re not careful, you’ll jeopardize everything we’ve worked so
hard for. Do you think it’s easy to secure a marriage with an earl
of Clement’s standing? Not a single bad mark against him. That’s an
impressive feat.”

“He’s boring.”

“Oh, he is not!”

 

“Yes, he is. I hardly know
what to say to him. I can barely recall what we’ve already talked
about. But I remember what Mister Landry has said, and I have found
some of his jokes quite delightful.”

“Sophie, listen to yourself!
So Clement’s not an enthusiastic conversationalist? If that’s the
worst of his sins, you’ll do well. When he talks, just smile and
nod while your mind wanders. I doubt he’ll know you’re not
listening. If he bores you, suggest he go to White’s or excuse
yourself and go to a different room. There are ways around a boring
gentleman.”

“But I want to laugh and
talk to the gentleman I marry.”

Agatha forced aside the urge to rub her
forehead. Why didn’t her sister see logic in anything? Why did she
have to be guided by her emotions? “Your mild infatuation with
Mister Landry will come to a pass, just as it did with Lord Dabney.
You don’t even think about him anymore, do you?”

“Well, no.”

“See? These feelings you
have for Mister Landry are the same ones you had for Lord Dabney.
They’re here today and gone tomorrow. Now,” she continued, patting
her sister’s arm, “let’s figure out what jewelry you’ll wear to
Lord Pennella’s upcoming ball. I’ll be buying them, so you needn’t
worry about what our aunt will say.”

Her sister glanced over her shoulder
but stopped when Agatha cleared her throat. “All right.”

Relieved, she led her sister to a shop
which sold the best jewelry in London.


 


 


 


 Chapter Thirteen

 


Agatha glanced at the clock in her
drawing room before turning her attention back to the scene she was
writing. She didn’t have much time. She promised her sister and
aunt that she’d have dinner with them, and if she didn’t get to
work, she’d never finish this chapter. Dipping the quill into the
inkwell, she reread the last paragraph and bit her lower lip. What
should she write next? After a minute passed, she finally figured
out the next sentence and jotted it down.

She managed to write a couple more
sentences when a knock on the closed door interrupted her. Gasping,
she tried to cover the papers lying on the desk before she
remembered she had locked the door so no one could walk in on her.
Releasing her breath, she called out that she would be there in a
moment and quickly shoved the papers into the drawer. She closed it
and rose to her feet.

Taking a deep breath to calm her
pounding heart, she smoothed out her dress and headed for the door.
Goodness but she was on edge these days. She swore it was her
impending marriage that did it. It was hard to think clearly when
the wedding was a mere week away.

Putting a polite smile on her face, she
opened the door, her smile faltering when she saw Christopher
standing next to her butler. “What are you doing here?” she asked,
not waiting for the butler to introduce him.

Christopher’s eyebrows rose. “I missed
you and wished to see you.”

Ignoring the strange flutter in her
chest, she said, “I have important things to do today.”

“I won’t be long. I merely
wanted to sit for a few minutes and admire your beauty.”

She stared at him, wondering if he was
teasing her or being serious. He had a wicked grin on his face yet
his voice seemed sincere. She shook her head but opened the door
further and waved him in. He was such a strange gentleman. She
didn’t know what to make of him.

“Should I bring tea?” the
butler asked.

“No, that won’t be
necessary. He won’t stay long.” Without waiting for Christopher to
protest, she turned to him and added, “I have a dinner engagement
with my sister and aunt this evening.”

“Oh, may I come?”

“Certainly not.”

“But then I’ll have to spend
another evening without you.”

“Then it’s a shame your
guardian isn’t giving another dinner party where we can sit in a
room with other couples.” She shut the door and passed him on the
way to the decanter. “Let me guess. You’d like some
wine?”

“You love it when I stop by
to see you.”

She snorted and poured him a glass.
“Maybe I shouldn’t be pouring you a glass of wine. You’re already
drunk.”

“Would it take a gentleman
getting drunk to admit he wants to be with you?” he softly asked,
his breath caressing her ear.

She jerked, almost spilling the wine.
“Must you sneak up on people like that?” She pressed a hand to her
heart. He delighted in startling her. She just knew it!

He reached around her and took the
glass with one hand while sliding his free arm around her waist and
pulling her against him. “I’m counting down the hours to when we’ll
be married.”

Noting his arousal which pressed into
her back, she said, “Yes, I can feel your urgency.” Despite her
apprehension, a spark of excitement ran up her spine. Confusing. He
was such a confusing gentleman to understand.

“It’s not just the bed I’m
looking forward to,” he whispered before he kissed her neck. “I’m
also looking forward to what clever retort you’ll come up with
every time I say I love you.”

“Love? What you feel is
lust. It has nothing to do with love.”

“Ah, see? Clever retorts
like that.” He released her and sipped his wine. “I’ll never get
bored of you.”

“Hmm… I wish I could say the
same.”

He winked at her. “You’re only bored
because you have to run off to cater to your sister so she’ll marry
my cousin. Anyone would get bored doing that.”

“Your cousin will be an
excellent match for her. He comes with all the things ladies
desire.”

He shrugged and walked over to her
desk. “I’d argue the point but then you think a gentleman is only
worth marrying if he has a title and money.”

“And you have
neither.”

“Exactly. But I’m not
boring.”

She opened her mouth to protest but
knew it’d be a lie. He was right. For all his faults, being a
dullard wasn’t one of them. She never knew what he was going to do
next. She didn’t know whether to be impressed or
annoyed.

“What are you working on?”
he asked then sipped more wine.

“Pardon?”

“I see your quill is lying
on the desk and you recently dipped it into the inkwell. What were
you writing before I interrupted you?”

She gritted her teeth. How did he
notice something as insignificant as a quill? He made a move to
open the drawer and she rushed over to him. “Never mind that. This
isn’t your home.”

“It will be in one
week.”

“But it isn’t now.” She’d
need a hiding place. While she trusted her servants to mind their
business, she knew Christopher would sneak wherever he needed to in
order to find her other secret. “You have no right to my drawers
until you make me your wife.”

His lips curled up into a knowing
smile. “There’s something good in that drawer.”

“Nothing you need to concern
yourself with.”

“Which makes it even
better.” He finished the wine and set the glass on the table before
he placed the quill back in its holder. “You weren’t just writing
something for the Tittletattle
either. This has to do with something
else.”

He was so infuriating! Did he really
have to be so clever? She knew better than to lie to him. He’d
never believe whatever she came up with. But… “Fine. What’s your
price?”

“My price?”

“To not go into that drawer.
I know I can’t physically stop you from doing it, but I can bargain
with you.”

He shrugged. “I’m already marrying you.
I don’t know what else you can wager.”

“You say you miss me. What
if I spend the next week with you?” She hid her grimace because
that meant she’d have no time to write between seeing him, making
sure her dress was ready for the wedding, and helping her sister.
But one week away from her writing was a small price to pay if he
didn’t discover what she was doing. Forcing a smile on her face,
she closed the gap between them and wrapped her arms around his
neck. “Am I not worth it?”

He placed his hands on her hips and
pressed her firmly against him. “You’re worth everything, Agatha.”
He lowered his head and kissed her. “We’ll spend every day
together?”

“That’s the
bargain.”

“I’m going to bet that the
day will come when I won’t have to find a way to be with you.
Instead, you’ll be the one seeking to be with me.”

“Unless there’s a cliff
nearby that I can shove you off, I doubt it.” Even as she tried to
sound serious, her lips curled into a smile and she couldn’t hide
the teasing gleam in her eyes.

“If you do, I’ll take you
with me.”

He brought his hands up, brushing
closely to her breasts but not touching them, an action that caused
a thrill of excitement to sweep over her. It was silly, of course.
She had no real desire for him to touch her so intimately but
knowing he wouldn’t be hauling her off to bed made her feel safe
enough where she could enjoy the way he teased her. He cupped her
face in his hands and caressed her cheeks with the pads of his
thumbs.

“You’re beautiful, Agatha,”
he whispered. “I don’t care where we are or what we do as long as
we do it together.”

Then his lips touched hers so lightly
she almost missed it.

Letting go of her, he bowed and shot
her one of his disarming smiles. “Where shall I meet you
tomorrow?”

She swallowed, unaware that she’d been
holding her breath in hopes he’d kiss her again. Straightening her
shoulders in what she hoped would indicate her reluctance to spend
time with him, she said, “I suppose you can join me and my sister
as we take a walk in Hyde Park.” As an afterthought, she added,
“You can invite Perry to join us as well.”

“I’m afraid my cousin is too
embarrassed by his cane to take a walk in public. However, if you’d
like to ride a horse, I’m sure he’ll give up his very pressing
chess game with Lord Ironfist to join us.”

Her eyebrows furrowed. “Lord
Ironfist?”

“You might know him as Lord
Roderick.”

She bit her tongue so she wouldn’t
laugh. When she trusted herself not to chuckle, she gave him a
pointed look. “It’s not proper to mock someone in such a
way.”

“Come now, Agatha. You write
for the Tittletattle and keep other secrets, secrets that are probably far more
interesting than even I can imagine. If anyone can appreciate my
nickname for the persnickety earl, it’s you.”

She lifted her chin in the air and
crossed her arms. “I may be guilty of many things but childish name
calling isn’t one of them. After all, a good title is hard to come
by.”

“Of course, my lady.” He
gave her a playful kiss on the cheek and headed for the door.
Before he opened it, he said, “I will send you a note when my
cousin, Lord Lackluster, agrees to go to Hyde Park with
us.”

Despite her surprise he’d refer to his
guardian that way, a chuckle escaped her lips. She slapped her hand
over her mouth, eyes wide.

“The lady has a sense of
humor after all,” Christopher teased and winked at her.

He slipped out of the room and she
removed her hand from her mouth, knowing it was now safe to
laugh.

 


***

 


“Isn’t it enough that I will
see Lord Clement at Lord Pennella’s ball?”

Agatha pulled on her horse’s reins and
looked at her sister as they rode up to Rotten Row in Hyde Park.
“The fact that he’s eager to see you today is a good indication
that he’s considering you for marriage. He’s an earl, Sophie. A
rich one.”

Sophie groaned. “So you keep
saying.”

“And I’ll keep saying it
until you stop complaining.” When she saw her sister’s face fall,
she sighed. “I’m not trying to be mean. I just want to make sure
you don’t make a mistake. It’s important to use your head when
picking the person you’ll marry.”

Though she didn’t reply, Agatha sensed
she wanted to protest.

“Ah, the lovely Lady
Richfield and her dear sister!”

Agatha didn’t even need to look at
Christopher to know it was him. She mouthed the words ‘be nice to
Perry’ then turned her attention to the two gentlemen who
approached them on their horses.

“I hope we’re not
intruding,” Perry said. “My ward assured me we were invited, but I
try not to assume anything. If we’re inconveniencing you, then we
can take our leave.”

Though Agatha noted the relieved
expression on her sister’s face, she quickly motioned for the
gentlemen to join them. “Your ward is correct. You were
invited.”

“Perhaps you and Miss
Garrison would like to ride on ahead,” Christopher told
Perry.

Sophie shot Agatha a look that
indicated she didn’t want to talk to Perry without someone else to
chime in during the course of their conversation, but Agatha knew
part of the deal she’d made with Christopher included giving him
time to be alone with her, or at least as alone as possible. And
he’d already taken too many liberties by coming to her townhouse on
a regular basis.

“A delightful idea.” Agatha
smiled at her sister. “Why don’t you tell Lord Clement about the
last book you read?”

“I’d love to hear about it,”
Perry told Sophie.

She had to hand it to Sophie. Even
though she didn’t want to, she urged her horse forward and started
talking about it.

Relieved, Agatha joined Christopher,
following Perry and Sophie at a distance that allowed them to have
their own private conversation.

“I can’t wait until we’re
married,” Christopher said, leading his horse a little closer to
her.

“Considering you refuse to
take a mistress as I suggested, I can see why.”

“You do me a disservice,
Agatha. My not taking a mistress is a high compliment. Besides,
that’s not why I’m eager to marry you.”

She arched an eyebrow and glanced at
him. “Oh?”

“Well, all right. That’s
part of it. But after we’re married, I don’t have to find a reason
to see you. I’ll get to do so whenever I wish.”

“You already find a reason
to see me whenever you wish.”

“No, not really.”

“You come to my townhouse
often enough.”

“It’s not the same as if I
were living in the same home with you. Believe me, I get to see far
more of my guardian than I want to. We don’t even have to try to
see each other and we end up doing so.”

“Maybe that’s because you
haven’t discovered any secret passageways in his townhouse or
estate.”

He laughed. “Secret passageways? That
sounds like something right out of a gothic horror
novel.”

She stiffened for a moment but reminded
herself to relax in case she gave her other secret away. Forcing a
casual tone to her voice, she asked, “Do you read such
novels?”

“Actually, I do. Do you?” he
asked.

“Certainly not,” she
replied, her face growing warm. Before he could detect her lie, she
asked, “Is your guardian looking forward to seeing you
marry?”

“He is, actually.
Disappointed?”

She shrugged. “No. Should I
be?”

“Well, since he is still
ruling over me, he could forbid it until I’m old enough so I don’t
need his permission.”

“He must have forgotten. I
should do him a favor and remind him you’re too young.”

His jaw dropped but when he caught the
slight grin on her face, he smiled. “You are most definitely my
other half. You impress me.”

“I didn’t think anything
worried you. Are you really so afraid something or someone might
stop us from getting married?”

“I’d do whatever scandalous
behavior I’d have to in order to make sure no one prevents you from
becoming my wife.”

Interest piqued, she studied his
expression. “You would?”

“As trite as it might sound,
there’s no one who’ll be better matched for me than
you.”

She turned her gaze to the path ahead
of them, hardly noticing the way her sister yawned as Perry talked.
Her mind went to the story she was writing. What if her hero did
something scandalous so the heroine had to marry him? Then he’d be
able to whisk the heroine off to his mansion where the suspense
could really develop.

“Agatha?”

Forcing her mind off her story, she
looked at Christopher. “Yes?”

“Please tell me I’m not
boring you already. I was hoping we’d be married for at least a
year before you grew bored of me.”

Somehow she doubted he’d ever be
boring. Irritating perhaps, but never boring. “I don’t think
there’s any danger you’ll lose me to boredom,” she assured
him.

“Then I’ll fare better than
my cousin. You thought I was joking when I called him Lord
Lackluster, but you can see what effect he has on
others.”

Curious, her gaze followed the
direction he pointed at, and she saw Sophie yawn again. She winced.
“She should know better.”

“It can’t be helped. It’s
just the way he is. My sympathies go to her.”

“And who would you rather be
around? Lord Ironfist or Lord Lackluster?”

He grimaced. “Neither.”

“But if you had to
choose…?”

“Oh, I suppose Lackluster.
At least he doesn’t make me clean chamber pots or muck out
stalls.”

She burst out laughing, something that
she couldn’t remember ever doing, but it was something that felt
surprisingly good.

“You have a wonderful
laugh,” he told her. “You ought to laugh like that more
often.”

“Yes,” she softly replied,
almost too shy to admit it. “Maybe I should.”


 


 


 


 Chapter Fourteen

 


The wedding came much too soon, and
Agatha found herself surrounded by close family and friends at the
breakfast afterwards. The one good thing that came from it was that
Perry and Sophie got a chance to talk. Perhaps when Sophie wasn’t
being forced to ride a horse, she might enjoy talking to
him.

Though Perry should have sat next to
Christopher, she arranged it so that Perry could sit between Sophie
and their aunt instead. Not surprising, Christopher leaned toward
Agatha and whispered his thanks for her scheme because it allowed
him to sit next to Ethan. She caught the curious expression on
Ethan’s face, and she looked in the direction of her sister and
Perry. Understanding the silent message, he nodded and settled back
to talk to Christopher.

There was no way she could get out of
sitting next to Christopher since she was the bride and he was the
groom, but that evening, she’d have to be in bed with him so having
to be close to him during breakfast was the least of her concerns.
As much as she prided herself on being a strong lady, there were
times when she was aware that she only gave the appearance of being
strong. And this was one of them. She glanced at the guests and
prayed no one else detected the uncertainty within her.

“Are you feeling all
right?”

Startled, she turned her attention to
Christopher who motioned to the food she’d barely touched on her
plate.

“Are you feeling all right?”
he asked, his eyes filled with concern.

It was on the tip of her tongue to
feign an illness. Doing so might provide her a reprieve from
tonight, but that reprieve would only be temporary. Tomorrow would
come and he’d undoubtedly want to consummate the marriage then. And
there was nothing she could do to dissuade him. Sooner or later, it
was bound to happen.

Her first husband hadn’t wanted to be
with her but had come to her bed because he needed the heir. It
would have been more palatable if he hadn’t had to be with his
mistress first so she could get him worked up enough for the event.
Even worse, he felt the need to explain all this to her as he
slipped into her bed then proceeded to call her by his mistress’
name while he thrust his thing into her. Afterwards, he shoved her
aside and left the room, muttering how glad he was to get it done
so he could return to his mistress. Even today, she thought he did
it out of spite because he had to marry her, thanks to a gambling
debt he acquired with her father.

She pressed her hand over her stomach
and stared at the food on her plate. She had no appetite this
morning. She really didn’t know what to expect. Christopher didn’t
strike her as a vengeful gentleman. He wasn’t stiff or cold, nor
had her father arranged their marriage in the way he had with her
first husband. Christopher wanted this marriage, had even schemed
his way into getting her to agree to marry him. Maybe the marital
bed would be something she could endure without any pain. She
couldn’t believe Claire or Catherine would lie about enjoying their
intimate times with their husbands, though they had to be the
exception. She couldn’t believe most ladies could say the same
thing about their intimate moments.

“Agatha?”

She jerked, once again aware that
Christopher was trying to get her attention. “What?”

“What’s wrong?” he
whispered, his eyebrows furrowed. “You’re pale.”

She wished he wasn’t so observant. The
last thing she felt like doing was dwelling on the past. “I just
don’t feel like eating. I’m not used to getting up so early.”
There. Maybe that would appease him, and it wasn’t too far from the
truth. She was used to writing late into the night and sleeping
until mid-morning, sometimes even until noon.

“Would you like to leave?”
he asked. “You can retire to your bedchamber and rest.”

“No,” she quickly protested.
She knew better than to think he’d leave her alone if she went to
bed. She’d rather be fighting her nausea than be alone with him in
her bedchamber. “I’m just a little tired. Perhaps a nice stroll
will wake me up.”

“All right, but if it
doesn’t, I want you to get some rest.”

“I’ll rest tonight, if
you’ll allow it,” she mumbled, not sure she wanted him to hear her
but hoping he might pick up on the hint.

“Well, we’ve been here long
enough. I suppose we can take our leave.” He scanned the room. “It
looks like everyone else is ready to leave.” A momentary wave of
apprehension came over her but he added, “Perhaps after we change
into clothes more fitting for a walk, we can go to Hyde Park? It’ll
be nice to spend some time there without having to chaperone Perry
so he doesn’t put Sophie to sleep.”

Relaxing, she smiled at his joke.
“You’re much too hard on your cousin,” she reprimanded. “I’m sure
he’s not boring his friends.”

“But those friends happen to
also be boring, so what good does that do?”

Despite her better judgment, she
chuckled. She really shouldn’t encourage him to tell jokes at his
cousin’s expense.

He held his hand to her and she
accepted, feeling better after laughing. If nothing else could be
said for her new husband, he did have a way of making her feel more
at ease when she wasn’t sure about something. Hopefully, that trait
would follow him into the bedchamber.

After they took their leave, he sat
close to her in the carriage, holding her hand and kissing her. He
was eager for the evening, there was no denying that.

Ending the kiss, he squeezed her hand.
“What’s troubling you? Are you afraid I’ll restrict your
freedoms?”

“Well…”

“You have nothing to worry
about. Gerard Addison may continue spreading gossip to the
Tittletattle and you can
keep doing whatever else it is that you do. I don’t mind knowing
your other secrets, should you care to divulge them to
me.”

“If I didn’t keep any
secrets, then how would I keep you wondering what I’m doing when
you’re not around?”

He grinned. “I’d expect nothing more
than for you to do whatever you can to keep the mystery alive in
our marriage. That’s what I love most about you.”

“We hardly know each
other.”

“On the contrary, we’ve
spent a lot of time together, especially over the past week. I’d
say we know more about each other than other couples do when they
marry.”

She couldn’t argue his point, though
what she’d really meant was that what he knew about her seemed to
be more superficial things. Sure, he knew one of her secrets, but
he didn’t know her, though she couldn’t blame him. It wasn’t like
she’d been willing to open herself to him. Something like that was
easier said than done.

“I look forward to learning
everything there is to know about you,” Christopher whispered then
kissed her hand. “I’ll even be content to let you keep a couple
secrets to yourself. I have no intention of being a burden to you.
All I want is for you to be happy with me.”

She studied his expression, trying to
determine whether he was being sincere or trying to push through
her carefully guarded wall. He was a hard gentleman to figure out.
Even if she wanted nothing more than to believe him, she hesitated
to do so.

The carriage came to a stop and he gave
her another quick kiss. “Do you still want to go for a stroll in
Hyde Park?”

“Yes, I would,” she
admitted. “Then I’d like to spend a couple of hours alone in the
drawing room.”

“Working on that secret of
yours?”

She nodded, wondering if he’d try to
coax her to the bed instead.

To her surprise, he said, “You may
spend as much time in your drawing room as you need.”

She hesitated then asked, “You mean
it?”

“I wouldn’t have said it if
I didn’t.”

The footman opened the door and
Christopher motioned to it. “After you, my lady.”

With a smile, she accepted, thinking
her walk with him just might be pleasant after all.

 


***

 


“Will there be anything
else, my lady?”

Agatha shook her head and dismissed her
lady’s maid. Once she was alone, she rose to her feet and, lifting
her head in resignation, went to the door connecting her bedchamber
with Christopher’s and knocked on it, using more force than
necessary. She gritted her teeth. How she resented this whole
thing. But the sooner she got Christopher in here, the sooner he’d
leave. Then she could go to sleep and forget the whole thing. She
crossed her arms and waited, wondering when he’d answer the
door.

Finally, after what seemed like
forever, he opened the door and leaned against the doorframe, a
wide smile on his face. “Are you eager for me, my love?”

She rolled her eyes. “Hardly. I just
want to get it over with.” Turning from him, she trudged to her bed
and slipped the robe off her shoulders, baring her naked body
before him.

“Well, I can’t say that’s
the kind of response I was hoping for, but I assure you that you’ll
enjoy yourself.”

“Sure, I will… Once you’re
back in your bedchamber.” She pulled back her sheets and settled on
the bed. “You won’t get a child if you stand over there all
night.”

Undaunted by her lack of enthusiasm, he
shut the door behind him and headed toward her. “I’m surprised you
didn’t wear a drab old nightshirt.”

“What’s the point? You’d
only remove it.”

“Indeed, I would have.” His
gaze traced her body. “You’re absolutely lovely, Agatha, but I
sense lovemaking can feel just a bit wicked if you keep some
clothes on.”

“If you want wicked, you’ll
have to get a mistress. I’m a wife. There will be nothing wicked
about what we’re going to do.”

“Always so quick with a
retort,” he replied, amusement in his voice. “That’s what I love
most about you.” Pressing his hands on either side of her, he
leaned forward, his lips mere inches from hers. “You are a lady of
great passion. I promise you that you’ll find enjoyment tonight,
and in the future, you’ll be eager for lovemaking. I don’t need a
mistress. Not with a lady who possesses the kind of fire you
do.”

She chuckled. “You poor misguided man.
There is no such thing as enjoyment in this act for me.”

He climbed into bed and turned to face
her. She fully expected him to grope her, but he shrugged out of
his robe then pulled the blankets over them.

Her eyebrows furrowed. “Why are you
covering us?”

“Because tonight isn’t going
to be a quick, emotionless act. You’re my wife. I’m your husband.
This isn’t about getting a child. I have no title, nor will I be
inheriting one from my cousin. I have you and that’s all I need.”
He inched closer to her, careful not to touch her. Lowering his
voice, he said, “Today we were united in marriage. You’re now a
part of me, and I’m a part of you. I wouldn’t treat myself with
little regard so I won’t treat you that way either.”

He inclined his head to hers and
brushed her lips with his. After a moment, his mouth touched hers
again, his kiss soft, not demanding. Tentative, she responded to
him. He remained gentle as he proceeded to kiss her. She waited for
him to get aggressive, but he didn’t. Instead, he kept things slow.
At first, it unnerved her. Whoever heard of a husband doing such a
thing? Didn’t all gentlemen just want to get to it and enter their
wives as soon as possible?

When he ended the kiss, she was sure he
would move on top of her and do what he came here for, but he
proceeded to kiss her cheeks and her forehead. Then his lips
returned to hers, and this time she found herself relaxing. He was
spending considerable time kissing her and she couldn’t help but
wonder why. What was in it for him? It seemed to her that the only
person who was benefiting from this was her. Even when he parted
his lips and traced her lower lip with his tongue, she thought it
was rather pleasant. She accepted him into her mouth, and he cupped
the side of her face with his hand before he deepened the
kiss.

She forgot her rigid stance and melted
against him. To her delight, he spent considerable time kissing
her. His hand staying on her face, not rushing her into anything
she wasn’t ready for. A delightful warmth spread out across her
body, making her nipples tighten and the area between her legs
ache. She didn’t know why kissing should cause such strange
reactions, but she found she enjoyed them.

She shifted closer to him, aware that
doing so made her body spark in excitement. There must be more.
Intrigued, she pressed her body against his. For a moment, the feel
of his erection made her stiffen, but he wrapped her in his arms
and kept kissing her. His fingers caressed her back in a hypnotic
manner and she forgot about his erection.

When his mouth left hers, she let out a
soft moan, hardly aware she’d been so vocal but feeling too good to
care. He graced her cheek with light kisses and worked his way down
to her neck. She shivered in delight. She had no idea it could be
like this. Soft and tender. Gentle and loving. It wasn’t something
that had to be rushed through.

His hand cupped her breast and his
thumb brushed across her nipple. A spark shot from her nipple to
her core, an odd sensation but one she was curious about. He
repeated the action and she shifted to make it easier for him.
Still kissing her neck, he continued his ministrations, alternating
between brief touches to lightly squeezing it. All of it was
wonderful. All of it was making her core ache more for him. It was
absurd that she should long for him to enter her, but as he teased
one breast and then another, she became increasingly aware of her
need for him.

This time when his erection touched her
hip, she didn’t shy away from it. There was something
overwhelmingly sweet about everything he was doing to her that made
her feel safe. Under ordinary circumstances, she would have put up
a resistance to exposing herself to anyone, but it was different
with him. Different how, she wasn’t sure. She only knew that he
cared about her enough to consider her needs before his, and she
couldn’t recall a time when anyone did that for her.

“Agatha,” he
whispered.

Surprised he’d said her name, she
opened her eyes. He was still kissing her neck and caressing her
breasts so she couldn’t see his face, but she didn’t have to see it
to know that making love to her made him feel closer to her. There
was something emotional taking place, something she didn’t
understand, something that scared and thrilled her at the same
time. And she didn’t know how to handle it. It was easier to focus
on the physical act they were sharing.

Closing her eyes, she turned her
attention back to his hand which traveled down her stomach then to
her abdomen until it settled on the mound of curls between her
legs. She parted her legs without any coaxing on his end. He
accepted her silent encouragement and brushed the moist folds of
her flesh. He didn’t enter her right away but took his time
exploring her, tracing the entire area. She squirmed and moaned,
the ache growing more insistent the longer he teased
her.

His mouth descended to her breasts, and
his tongue centered on the nipple closest to him. She groaned,
louder this time, and shifted her hips so that his finger slid into
her. Her hands gripping his arms, she moved, encouraging him to go
deeper. He obliged and slid another finger in, finding the
sensitive area of her core and stroking her.

All she could do was focus on the
pleasure mounting deep in her, her hips rocking to assist him as
she murmured for him to keep going. And just when she thought there
was nothing he could do to intensify the sensations building in
her, he brought his mouth between her legs and licked her sensitive
nub. It was soon after that, that she found herself at the edge of
release. She grabbed the sheets beneath her and cried out when she
reached her peak. He continued to caress her, his movements softer
than before but prolonging each wave of pleasure that consumed
her.

When she relaxed her grip on the
sheets, he slid his fingers out of her and moved so that he was on
top of her. Her body still throbbed from the effects of her climax,
and she barely had the strength to pull him toward her. He kissed
her, the tip of his arousal at her entrance. She moaned and wiggled
closer to him so that his tip dipped into her. She knew he was
deliberately tormenting her. Even if she had found her pleasure,
she still needed to be filled by him. Groaning, she wrapped her
legs around his waist, drawing him in deeper until he was all the
way in.

Her nails dug into his arms. It felt
wonderful. Absolutely and completely wonderful. He moved, his
erection stroking her, bringing her pleasure similar to the way his
fingers had. She worked with him, aware that as his thrusting grew
more insistent, it was also hurling her toward another orgasm. And
when she found her release, he came, his body shuddering with
hers.

Afterwards, they rested in each other’s
arms. She couldn’t recall a time when she’d been more content and
at peace. She didn’t think she’d ever be reluctant for a gentleman
to remove his penis from her, but she experienced a slight twinge
of regret for the loss of their intimate contact when he pulled out
of her. She expected him to go to his bedchamber but he didn’t. He
drew her into his arms, kissed the top of her head, and closed his
eyes. Unsure of what to do, she watched him until he drifted off to
sleep.

So he was going to stay in her bed for
the rest of the night. It wasn’t that she minded. It was just
unusual. She couldn’t recall ever hearing of a gentleman doing such
a thing with his wife, but even so, it was nice that Christopher
chose to. Even if the only reason he stayed was because he was too
tired to go to his bedchamber, it was still pleasant to have
someone with her, especially someone who held her in a protective
embrace. She closed her eyes. And after a while, she was finally
able to fall asleep.

 


 



 


 


 


 Chapter Fifteen

 


When Agatha woke up the next morning,
the first thing she noticed was the feel of someone stroking her
cheek. The touch was gentle, akin to a breeze gracing her skin. It
was soothing, almost to the point where she thought she might go
back to sleep, but the erection pressing into her side brought her
attention to her husband.

Without opening her eyes, she asked,
“Aren’t you tired?”

Christopher kissed her. “Why would I be
tired?”

“Well, we did it a couple of
times already. In one night,” she added for emphasis.

“Four to be exact, but who’s
counting?” he teased and brought her into his arms. “Are you tired
this morning, my love?”

“No, but then I usually go
to bed late. What time is it?”

“A little after ten.” He
kissed her, his tongue tracing her lower lip until she opened her
mouth to receive him. Deepening the kiss, he brought his hand to
her breast and lightly squeezed it, brushing his thumb over her
nipple. “Do you mind if we spend a little more time in
bed?”

Noting the way he lowered his hand so
he could wrap one of her legs around his waist, she said, “I don’t
think I have much of a choice.”

Not that she minded. Now that she knew
it wouldn’t hurt or that he wouldn’t call her by another lady’s
name, she could handle this part of being his wife, though she
didn’t dare tell him that. It seemed inappropriate to reveal such a
thing to him.

“You always have a choice,”
he whispered, his hand cupping her bottom so that he could center
his hard shaft against her sensitive nub, an action which made her
shiver in pleasure. “I’m just hoping you’ll choose to do
this.”

“Yes, I can feel that,” she
murmured, wiggling against him. “I know my duty as your
wife.”

He chuckled and squeezed her bottom.
“It’s a duty you seem to enjoy.”

He saved her from having to answer him
by rolling onto his back, taking her with him. Settling his hands
on her hips, he encouraged her to rock her hips, moaning as she
obeyed his leading. She opened her eyes, chancing a look at him and
saw that he had his eyes closed and a slight smile on his face. She
liked the way he looked when he was experiencing a mixture of
mounting pleasure and blissful contentment. Moving her hips faster,
she softly groaned, her body eager to find completion in being with
him. Her hair fell over her shoulders, tickling her nipples in a
way that further aroused her.

Her sensitive nub stroked his erection,
and he encouraged her to establish a rhythm that intensified her
pleasure. She didn’t think it was possible, that her body would be
so receptive to him, but it was and she tilted her head back and
groaned when she climaxed. She stilled, embracing each wave of
pleasure as it crashed into her.

Once the intensity of the moment
subsided, he entered her, filling her core, something that she
could now allow him to do without the slightest hesitation. She no
longer worried that being with him would be similar to what being
with her first husband was like, and that meant her wifely duty was
no longer something she had to fear. Her body clenched around him
and she shifted so he could slide deeper into her.

He whispered her name and moved his
hips beneath her. She watched him as he continued making love to
her, knowing he was thinking of her while he was doing this and
feeling grateful for it. At one point, he rolled her onto her back
and kissed her before he resumed his thrusting, his actions growing
more anxious as he continued. She worked with him, doing her part
to aid him along until he found completion in the act and filled
her womb with his seed. When he collapsed in her arms, she held him
to her, her rapid heartbeat matching his.

When their bodies calmed, he gave her a
kiss. “What would you like to do today?”

“Well, I wouldn’t mind
engaging in my secret activity while in my drawing room.”
Especially since he’d inspired the interesting twist to her story
without realizing it. Now that she’d figured out the scandal that
would force her characters to marry, she had a hard time pulling
herself away from writing. “I don’t suppose you’d allow me an hour
or two alone?”

“Does that mean you’re
willing to spend some time with me when you’re done?”

She shrugged. “I suppose I could spare
a minute or two.”

He grinned at her joke and kissed her
shoulder. “I’ll take whatever time you give me.” He rolled onto his
side and sat up. “I better get out of here so you can engage in
your secret activity.” With a glance in her direction, he asked,
“Will you share a meal with me first?”

“Of course.” Before he could
take it to mean she wanted to spend time with him, something she
couldn’t bring herself to admit, she added, “I’ll be able to focus
on what I need to do in the drawing room better after
eating.”

Amused, his eyebrow rose. “Are you
trying to tempt me to sneak into your drawing room to find out your
secrets?”

“I’d do no such
thing.”

He leaned over and gave her another
kiss before he gathered his robe and headed for the door that
connected their bedchambers. Glancing at her as he reached the
door, he called out, “Good because I’d hate for you to make it easy
for me to solve another mystery about you.”

Smiling, she got out of bed and rang
for her lady’s maid.

 


***

 


“Won’t you at least consider
it?” Christopher asked.

Agatha turned her attention from the
window of the carriage in time to see the hopeful expression on his
face. “I managed through your cousin’s dinner party. Must we have
one of our own?”

“I enjoy dinner
parties.”

“Then talk your cousin into
having another one.”

His shoulders slumped but he didn’t
argue with her. She expected him to. At any moment, he’d probably
spout off some nonsense about being her husband and that gave him
the right to host a dinner party without her consent.

After a minute passed, he shrugged.
“All right.”

She waited to see if that was the end
of the discussion, and when she was assured it was, she fiddled
with the reticule resting in her lap. “I don’t like being around a
lot of people,” she finally admitted. “I prefer things to be quiet.
When I go to balls or dinner parties, it takes a great deal out of
me.”

“You mean you really do get
headaches?”

“I do if the evening goes on
to the point where I don’t think it’ll ever end.” She didn’t think
he liked hearing that, especially since he was the type of person
who seemed to love being around other people. “Some ladies love
being the center of attention and hosting balls and parties. I
happen to get much more enjoyment out of being alone where I can
have peace and quiet. You should have taken the time to find out
more about me before you began your pursuit of me.”

He leaned toward her, his hand cupping
her elbow. “If you’re implying I made a mistake in marrying you,
you’re wrong. I can’t help but notice from the moment I met you,
you’ve done whatever you can to push me away. Will you continue to
do so now, even when we shared a wonderful night
together?”

She shifted away from him,
uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation. It was easier
to exchange in lighthearted witticisms. “We only did what every
married couple must do on their wedding night. We did it because we
had to. It was expected of us.”

He didn’t answer for a long time, and
it took all of her willpower not to look at him to gauge his
reaction. She wished she could take the words back, but the words
were out and there was no retrieving them. Her grip tightened on
her reticule and she forced her gaze to the window. Why? Why was it
so hard to let anyone close? And why did she have the urge to jump
out of the carriage and find a place to hide? The whole time, he
kept his touch on her elbow gentle, and she fought the urge to push
his hand away.

When he finally spoke, his voice was
soft and tender. “Last night was important, Agatha. It wasn’t
something we did just because we were expected to. I don’t know
what your first husband did to you, but if he was alive, I’d
challenge him to a duel, even if I had to drag him out to the
country to do it.”

She kept her gaze directed at the
window, though she didn’t see the shops they were going by. She
told herself that his words didn’t have any affect on her, but they
did. Christopher wiped the tears from her cheeks, but she pushed
his hand away. “Don’t,” she choked and shoved him away and pressed
herself against the carriage door, banging on the roof to alert the
driver to stop.

“You don’t have to run from
me,” Christopher said, compassion in his tone.

She couldn’t look at him or acknowledge
what he said. Blinking back her tears, she waited for the footman
to open the door and hurried out of the carriage before he could
help her. It wasn’t until she got lost in the crowd of shoppers in
the marketplace that her emotions settled down and she was able to
think clearly again. She knew she had to return home at some point
and Christopher would be waiting for her. But she couldn’t bring
herself to face him right now. For now, she needed to put as much
distance between them as possible.

 


***

 


“We’re pleased to have you
here, of course,” Agatha’s aunt said as she handed Agatha a cup of
tea, “but we are curious as to why you came for a
visit.”

Sophie stirred her tea and shot her
sister a cautious look. “Is your husband as bad as you
feared?”

Agatha took a sip of the scalding tea,
pretending it didn’t burn her tongue. She didn’t know what to tell
them. Usually, they visited her. She didn’t make it a habit of
stopping by this townhouse. In fact, she couldn’t recall the last
time she’d been here. But she had nowhere else to go except back
home to Christopher and after the way she acted in the carriage by
pushing him away, she was too afraid.

Would he tell her he regretted marrying
her? She wasn’t an innocent virgin who saw everything as wonderful.
There were some darker parts in her. Maybe she wrote gothic horror
because she had to, because it was the only safe outlet she had for
the shadows in her past she couldn’t bring herself to confront. She
set her cup down and rubbed her forehead. She hated thinking about
her first husband. He was dead. She was free of him. But was she
really free now that she was married again?

“You were always a quiet
one,” her aunt mused and nibbled on a biscuit. “Always lost in your
thoughts. I suppose it can’t be helped. Your father was the same
way. I remember how often my brother stared out the window,
ignoring the rest of us. But eventually, he settled down with a
good lady who taught him to embrace life.”

Sophie smiled. “I wish I could remember
them.”

“Some people are taken
before their time,” her aunt replied. “They were good people, the
kind who leave a hole in one’s heart after they’re
gone.”

“Well, I’m glad you took me
in,” Sophie said, reaching out and clasping her aunt’s
hand.

Agatha watched the exchange and wished
she shared the kind of closeness they did. Even if her aunt wasn’t
good when it came to finding a suitable husband, her heart was in
the right place. Clearing her throat, she added, “Yes, you’ve been
good to Sophie.”

“You two girls were the only
consolation I had after the carriage accident.” Her aunt finished
her biscuit and turned her gaze to Agatha. “Did you come here to
talk or would you rather be alone?”

She hesitated, unsure of what motive
she had for running here, other than the fact that she had to get
away from her husband. “I don’t know,” she finally admitted,
realizing how daft that sounded as it came out of her
mouth.

“In that case,” her aunt
rose to her feet, “why don’t we leave you to your thoughts and you
can call for us if you want to talk?”

She nodded. “Thank you.”

They left the room and she released her
breath. She’d made a fool of herself in the carriage. Truly, she
did. She only hoped that Christopher could overlook her actions.
One hour. In one hour, she would go home and talk to him. For the
time being, she needed to think of what she’d say when she saw him
again.


 


 


 


 Chapter Sixteen

 


Agatha proceeded up the steps to her
townhouse, unaware her pace was slowing until she came to a
complete stop two steps away from the door. She could do this. She
could apologize to Christopher. All she did was overreact. Surely,
that wasn’t the worst thing she could have done. But even as she
told herself this, her heartbeat quickened with a sense of dread.
What if he laughed at her, dismissed her feelings, or rejected her?
This was silly. She married him because she had to protect her
reputation. It wasn’t because she cared about him, and since she
didn’t care about him, there was no sense in worrying about how
he’d respond to her.

The door opened and her footman smiled.
“Welcome home, my lady.”

Forcing a smile in return, she climbed
the rest of the steps and entered the townhouse. “Where is Mister
Robinson?”

“In the drawing
room.”

Her breath caught in her throat. He
wasn’t searching through the drawers in her desk, was he? She
mentally cursed herself for not hiding her story in a better place.
He knew she kept something important in those drawers because he’d
almost caught her shoving her papers in them.

“Would you like something to
eat or drink?” the footman asked, bringing her attention back to
him.

“Not now,” she
replied.

He bowed and accepted her hat and
gloves before she headed down the hall, her anxiety over
Christopher finding out about her stories causing her to hurry to
the drawing room. The door was slightly ajar so she peeked through
it, relieved when she saw him reclining in a chair, sipping some
tea and reading a book. Her eyebrows furrowed as she nudged the
door open. Why wasn’t he reading in the library? Pushing the
question aside, she entered the room then shut the door behind
her.

He glanced up from his book and smiled
at her. “Did you have a pleasant afternoon?”

“No,” she replied, clasping
her hands in front of her. “I,” she cleared her throat, “I’m
sorry.”

Sitting up, he closed the book. “You
have nothing to be sorry for.”

“Yes, I do.” Her hands
tightened and her gaze went to the floor. “You were being nice to
me, and I pushed you away. You didn’t deserve it.”

“Will you sit with me?” he
softly asked.

She glanced at him as he moved to the
settee. Her tension easing, she walked over to the settee and
settled next to him, her hands in her lap.

“I don’t think I appreciated
how difficult your first husband was to get along with,” he
said.

“There was no way you could
know. I didn’t tell you anything about him.”

“No, but I gathered you
weren’t happy in your first marriage.” When she furrowed her
eyebrows, he continued, “It was in the way you talked about
marriage.”

Nodding, she focused on her hands. “My
first husband married me because he had to, not because he wanted
to. He made it clear that I was nothing but a means to an end. I
didn’t expect marriage to lead to a love match, but I assumed there
would be a certain level of contentment between us.” She took a
deep breath. “He didn’t have an ounce of affection for
me.”

“Are you afraid I’ll be the
same way?”

“No,” she whispered.
“Actually, the opposite scares me.”

“You’re afraid I’ll love
you?”

“I know it sounds
absurd.”

“Not as much as you think,”
he said. “You can’t get hurt if you don’t open yourself to
someone.” After a moment passed, he gently touched the small of her
back. “I understand, Agatha. You don’t need to explain anything
else to me if it makes you uncomfortable. I want to be with you
because of who you are.”

“But I’ve done everything I
can to push you away.”

“Well, I’d be lying if I
didn’t admit to enjoying a challenge.”

She dared a look in his direction. “A
challenge?”

“You excite me. You are a
mystery to be unwrapped, and I enjoy everything new I learn about
you. I love your passionate spirit and witty retorts.” Leaning
toward her, he shot her a wicked grin. “I especially love that
there’s a scandalous side to you that no one knows
about.”

Her cheeks warmed. “You do?”

“I do. You are the most
fascinating lady I’ve ever met. Your heart is safe with me, should
you choose to trust me with it. In the meantime, I hope you
remember to laugh. Life is too short to be serious all the time.
Lords Ironfist and Lackluster are already getting grey hair and
wrinkles.”

“Oh, they are not,” she
replied.

“They most certainly are.
Why, just the other day at White’s, the gentlemen were betting
which one had the most grey hairs. They had to pull them all out,
so that’s why you don’t think they are greying.”

Though she knew he was lying in order
to humor her, she asked, “And which lord won?”

“It was a tie. They’re both
equally serious and therefore equally older than they should
be.”

At that, she chuckled. “You’re a
horrible person, Christopher. After all they’ve done for you, you
insist on making jests at their expense.”

“After all they’ve done for
me? I must say I’m hurt by such a cruel remark. Didn’t I tell you
about the whole mucking stables and emptying chamber pot thing they
both agreed would teach me responsibility? What kind of people do
something like that?”

“Until I know what mischief
you did to deserve such punishment, I can’t make a good judgment
about their moral character, can I?”

“Agatha,” he said, his eyes
pleading with her to choose his side, “I’m your husband, the person
who is nearest and dearest to you. Of course, you’re appalled that
they would dare mistreat me the way they did.”

“Of course,” she replied,
not hiding the fact that she didn’t believe him. “Perhaps,” she
arched an eyebrow, “just perhaps, you did something you wish to
hide from me.”

“Well, I can assure you that
I’m not the same gentleman I used to be.”

“Ah, so their plan worked.
Mucking stalls and emptying chamber pots taught you responsibility
after all.”

“I refuse to acknowledge you
said such a thing.”

“Just because you don’t
acknowledge it, it doesn’t mean I didn’t say it.”

He cupped the side of her face with his
hand and his lips brushed hers in an action so light, she almost
missed it. “Regardless of what I’ve done, it doesn’t change the
fact that I’m now and forever devoted to you.”

Even as her heart warmed from his
confession, she couldn’t help but be curious about his past. “Won’t
you give me a hint about why your cousin and his friend punished
you?”

“If I give you a hint will
you give me a hint about your secret? What do you hide in the
drawer of that desk over there?”

She followed his gaze as he glanced at
the desk. “You didn’t look there?”

“No. I was on my best
behavior while I waited for you to return.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “I find
that hard to believe.”

He placed his hand over his heart.
“It’s the truth. Now,” he leaned forward and kissed her neck, “do
we have a deal?”

“Are you trying to talk to
me or make love to me?” she asked, noting the way he cupped her
breast in his hand and kissed her neck again, this time leaving a
trail of kisses from the bottom of her ear to the base of her
neck.

“Both.”

“You can’t do both at
once.”

“Why not?”

Though she rolled her eyes in
exasperation, she couldn’t stop herself from giggling. She took his
hand in hers and scooted away from him. “Christopher, I insist you
satisfy my curiosity. Give me the hint. What wicked thing did you
do?”

“All right. I’ll tell you.
Then you can give me your hint.” He paused for a moment, something
she suspected he did to be dramatic, then said, “I haven’t bothered
with my studies since I was seventeen.”

She considered his words but they were
too vague for her to figure out. “What else?”

“That’s all I’m telling you.
Now, what’s your hint?”

She thought of what she might say that
would be just as cryptic as what he said. When she came up with a
suitable hint, she said, “I entertain things that don’t
happen.”

“You entertain things that
don’t happen?”

She nodded, pleased she’d found a way
to confound him.

“You write
fiction?”

Her smile faltered.

“Writing a story isn’t
something that should embarrass you. Many fine books have been
written by wealthy people.” He paused then his eyes grew wide.
“Unless you’re writing something that the Ton wouldn’t approve of.”
His lips curled into a smile. “Why, Agatha, you are such a
scandalous lady. My respect for you increases day by
day.”

“I suppose next you’re going
to tell me that you know exactly what it is I write?” She wouldn’t
put it past him since he was unbelievably clever. She’d like to
accuse him of snooping in her desk drawer, but she didn’t think he
did it. He probably found the challenge of figuring it out on his
own much more enticing. “I don’t know how it is I ended up married
to someone who is too smart for my own good.”

He chuckled and kissed her, a kiss that
struck her as more playful than seductive. “I have to be smart if
I’m going to be worthy of you. But in case you’re worried, I don’t
know what it is you’re writing.”

“Well, at least I get to
hold onto that secret.”

He gave her another kiss, this time
letting his lips linger on hers. “To be fair, I did catch you with
the quill on your desk, so I already knew you were writing
something. I had an advantage over you. All you know about me is
that I happen to like scandalous behavior. I wouldn’t have known
you were such a scandalous lady the first time we met, but I was
drawn to you. There’s no one more beautiful than you.”

Recalling the day they met and knowing
she’d been disguised as a gentleman, a sly grin crossed her face.
As much as he thought he knew so much about her, at least she still
had one secret he hadn’t figured out, and she saw no reason to give
him even a single hint about it.

He studied her face. “What are you
thinking?”

“Nothing.”

“I don’t believe you. You
have something else you’re hiding, aren’t you?”

There was no way she was going to let
him know all of her secrets. Guessing it would distract him, she
wiggled closer to him, intentionally letting her breasts brush his
chest. As she hoped, he lowered his head and kissed her again, this
time letting his hands cup her breasts and lightly squeeze them, an
action which shot a spark of pleasure straight to her
core.

He ended the kiss and she opened her
eyes. “I’m going to lock the door and close the drapes. There’s no
sense in anyone being privy to what we’re about to do.”

Her eyes widened. “Here?” To make sure
he understood her, she explained, “You intend to be intimate in
this room?”

“I’d be disappointed if we
only kept it to the bedchamber.” He brushed her nipples with his
thumbs. “A lady hiding secrets will find the variety exciting as
well, I wager.”

“Hiding secrets
and…and…taking care of a husband’s needs outside the bedchamber are
two different things.”

“Not if you take care of my
needs in this room and keep it a secret.”

Before she could even think of a way to
stop him from pursuing this alarming idea, he hurried to the door
and locked it then went to the windows and pulled the drapes
together, allowing them complete privacy from the outside
world.

She rose to stop him, to say that
they’d be much better off going to the bedchamber if he was so
insistent that it was going to happen, but he wrapped his arms
around her and began kissing her again, an action which rendered
her helpless, something she thought absurd even as it was
happening. How could he have such an affect on her?

“This really isn’t
appropriate,” Agatha whispered, breathless as he kissed her
neck.

“You want this,” he insisted
as he pressed her up against a nearby wall.

“Surely, I don’t,” she lied.
Despite her silent urging for her body to stop giving into him—and
in the drawing room of all places!—the area between her legs ached
for his touch. “No lady could enjoy,” she groaned again as his
thumbs teased her nipples, “doing it like this.”

He brought his mouth to hers and kissed
her, his tongue brushing hers. Nothing about this was suitable. A
lady didn’t make love outside her bed. Christopher had to have
known this. But even as she struggled to protest where this was
going, his hands slid down her backside and gripped the dress. For
a moment, she worried he was going to rip it in his urgency to take
her, but he pulled it up, gentle not to harm the fabric.

He ended the kiss as his hands made
contact with her bare flesh, cupping her behind and pulling her
against his arousal. She didn’t know why but the fact that he still
wore trousers while he separated her legs and wrapped them around
his waist seemed like such a deliciously wicked thing. She bit her
lower lip as he rocked his hips, his male hardness stroking her
sensitive nub. Her nails dug into his shoulders and she helped him
along, her hips rocking in rhythm with him.

Even as good as the contact felt, she
longed to feel him against her without any barriers between them.
“You wouldn’t enter me right here.” Then, because she thought it
might urge him to do it, she added, “It’d be very
inappropriate.”

He chuckled and brought his hand
between them where he found the folds of her flesh and lightly
traced them. She drew in her breath. Oh, this had to be the most
wonderfully wicked thing a gentleman could do to a lady. She
shifted so that his fingers could slide into her, her back resting
against the wall, hardly aware of where she was as she gave in
completely to what they were doing.

“You’re so wet,” he
murmured, his breathing raspy. “You want me to enter you here, to
bring you to completion?”

She let out a soft cry as he stroked
her core. Her legs tightened around him and she held onto his
shoulders while he unbuttoned his trousers. Her blood raced with
excitement. He was going to do it. He was going to take her in this
place while they still wore clothes. She’d never been more eager to
do anything in her entire life.

He pressed his penis against her
sensitive nub and cupped her behind in his hands, the action
allowing her to rock her hips against him once more. “You love it
when we make love, don’t you?” he whispered, staring at her, his
erection sliding ever so deliciously against her.

She knew he wanted her to come out and
say it, but even as she moved faster, she couldn’t bring herself to
admit it. She didn’t know why and at the moment she was far too
aroused to care.

“It’s all right. You don’t
have to admit it right now.” He angled himself so that his shaft
was pressed more firmly against her, something that made her moan
in pleasure. “But soon you will.”

Before she could respond, he was
kissing her again. His tongue sparred with hers, effectively ending
any more conversation but making her that much more eager to enjoy
him. He guided her hips and she let every wonderful sensation
engulf her in the base need for release. It seemed to be such a
primitive thing, to be acting this way, but at the moment, she had
absolutely no desire to behave like a lady.

When she found her release, she softly
cried out and stilled. He entered her as the waves of pleasure were
crashing into her. With a groan, he moved inside her, his actions
determined and focused as his thrusting grew faster. And it wasn’t
long before he stilled, his body shuddering as his seed spilled
into her. She gasped and tightened her hold on him as another
orgasm overtook her, this one less intense than the one before but
still very pleasurable. He collapsed against her, still holding her
protectively in his arms, still buried inside her where she wished
he could always be. He brought his mouth back to hers and gave her
a lingering kiss, his tongue brushing hers, soft and gentle in the
aftermath of their passionate encounter.

A long moment passed before he pulled
away from her, and she let out a sigh of regret. With a cocky grin,
he lowered her dress and asked, “Can’t wait until we do it again,
hmm?”

Despite her heavy breathing and the
touch of his hands on her breasts as he kissed her neck, she said,
“As your wife, I have to make sure you get your pleasure.
Apparently, that means wherever you want to receive it.”

He caressed her bottom. “Be honest, my
love. Weren’t you a bit anxious to be with me as well?”

“Ladies aren’t like
gentlemen. They can do very well without it.”

“Oh?”

“It’s true. You don’t see me
groping you, do you?”

He chuckled. “You might be hiding your
desire for me, but I recall the way you responded to me just now.
You were very willing to do this.” Grinning, he added, “And in the
drawing room during the day. Even though we made love four times
last night and then again this morning. I don’t think you can get
enough of me.”

“Before you get smug, may I
remind you that the more we do it, the better your chances are of
getting a child?”

“That’s not why you were
moaning in pleasure.”

Sensing the challenge in his statement,
she countered, “Well, I thought I’d be polite. A male’s sensibility
is a delicate thing.”

He threw back his head and laughed. “My
dear Agatha, I’m afraid you are the one who has delicate
sensibilities if you can’t admit how much you enjoy making love to
me.”

“You wish it was so but it’s
not. A lady could do very well without it. All she really requires
is for her husband to talk to her as he would a friend and grace
her with hugs and kisses. If he did that and nothing else, she’d be
content.”

“If it’s a challenge you
want, then it’s a challenge you shall get.” He kissed her, his
tongue briefly touching hers, and shot her a triumphant grin,
something she thought rather foolish since he hadn’t won the
challenge yet. “I’m going to prove you wrong. You will end up
coming to my bed to satisfy your carnal cravings.”

Appalled he’d even suggest such a
thing, she gasped. “Never.”

He gave her a chaste kiss. “It’ll be my
pleasure to prove you wrong.”

She didn’t hide her amusement.
“Considering how you can’t control yourself whether we’re in this
room or the bedchamber, I wouldn’t boast too much if I were
you.”

He winked. “You’ll see.”

She made sure he saw her shake her head
before she headed out of the room so she could wash up and change
her clothes.


 


 


 


 Chapter Seventeen

 


Two days later, a rapping on the
drawing room door stirred Agatha from her nap. She sat up in her
chair, surprised she’d fallen asleep at her desk while writing. She
quickly shoved her papers in the drawer and went to the door.
Opening it, her eyes grew wide.

“Lord Clement?” she asked
before the butler could speak.

“I hope you don’t mind that
I came for a visit,” Perry said.

“Not at all.” She waved him
into the room. “Please enter.” Turning to the butler, she added,
“Some tea and biscuits.”

The butler bowed and headed down the
hall.

She gestured to the chair. “Have a
seat. If you wanted to see Christopher, he’s at
White’s.”

“Actually, I had hoped to
speak with you alone. I have a matter to discuss with you, and I
don’t think he’d offer advice I can use.”

Curious, she settled in the settee
across from him and waited for him to set the cane against the arm
of the chair before speaking. “What do you wish to
discuss?”

He shot her a sheepish smile. “You’re
apt to think it’s silly, but I have no experience when it comes to
romancing a lady.” Clearing his throat, he continued, “I would like
to propose marriage to your sister.”

A smile spread across her face.
“Wonderful!”

“But I’m not sure how to
best do it. I was wondering if you could offer some words of
wisdom? I thought of all the people I could ask, you’d be the best
one.”

Flattered he’d thought so well of her
that he’d come to her with this matter, she nodded. “I’ll help in
any way I can. Her aunt and I would be delighted to see her marry
you.”

The butler brought the tray of tea and
biscuits in and set it on the table. After he left, she poured tea
for Perry and handed the cup to him.

As she poured her cup, she asked, “When
are you thinking of proposing?”

He held the cup in his hands and leaned
back in the chair. “I thought Lord Pennella’s ball might be a
suitable place. Maybe toward the end of the evening? Unless you
think it might be better to do it at a dinner party? Or maybe
during another ride at Hyde Park? The only reason I hesitate about
the park is because I don’t think she enjoys horses all that
much.”

She sipped her tea and thought over the
three options he brought up. “You’re right about the horses. I
thought she might enjoy riding more than she does, but I know she
loves to ride in a carriage.” She paused and tapped the cup. “The
ball might be your best choice.”

A dinner party might be too intrusive,
considering others would be around, and she couldn’t be sure Sophie
would say yes. It wouldn’t do good to have her say no in front of
people they knew. But a ball would allow him to propose where they
could be in a large space with many couples who were busy, and that
being the case, if she refused, then no one would be the wiser,
saving him potential embarrassment.

“You’re a good gentleman,
aren’t you?” It was really more of a statement than a question. She
cleared her throat and smiled. “What I mean is that you had a hand
in raising Christopher, and he’s a good husband.” Her cheeks warmed
at confessing something so personal to him, but at the same time
she was grateful to him for helping Christopher become a gentleman
worth marrying.

Perry chuckled. “You have no idea how
much I worried over him when he came under my care. His parents had
no moral code. His father was especially notorious for doing
whatever he pleased. Christopher was old enough to remember him,
too, which didn’t help. He thought I was too stuffy. Still does, in
fact.”

“You’re concerned about him.
I think that’s a good trait in a gentleman. It’s much too easy to
do whatever one pleases with little regard to others, but you have
a real heart for other people.” And deep down, she realized that
Christopher did too, though there was that impish spark in him.
Whether Christopher wanted to admit it or not, he benefited a lot
as Perry’s ward.

“I don’t know how well I
did, to be honest. When he got expelled from Harrow for almost
getting involved in a duel, I thought there was no hope for him. I
hope you understand it was only out of desperation that I let
Roderick put him to work as a stable boy. Nothing I did worked, and
I thought he’d end up getting himself killed if I didn’t take
drastic measures, but I couldn’t bring myself to enforce the
punishment.”

She almost dropped her cup. “He was
expelled?”

“When he was seventeen.”
With a sigh, he looked heavenward. “There were so many times he got
in trouble, but that was the worst of it.”

“I don’t believe it,” she
whispered. So that was what Christopher meant about not tending to
his studies since he was seventeen. How did something like that
stay quiet? There wasn’t a single word about it in the
Tittletattle.

“I hope you aren’t angry
with me for not telling you. From what I know, his conduct has been
spotless ever since.”

She forced her attention back to him.
“No, I’m not angry. I’m just surprised.” Hoping to ease his mind,
she added, “As you said, his conduct ever since has been that of a
gentleman.”

Perry visibly relaxed. “That’s good to
hear.” After drinking some tea, he asked, “When I propose to your
sister, should I tell her why I wish to marry her or should I just
ask?”

“I suggest telling her why
you wish to marry her as long as you want to marry her because you
genuinely care for her. I understand a gentleman in your position
will need an heir, so that is to be expected.”

“Oh, getting an heir isn’t
my concern. What I want, more than anything else, is a lady who’ll
be my companion and lover.” A shy smile crossed his face. “I know
it’s rather sentimental to marry for that reason, but I desire a
love match.”

“That’s beautiful,” she
whispered. If she did nothing else for as long as she lived, she
would make sure Sophie married him! Wealthy, titled, and sincere.
Sophie would be hard pressed to find a better husband.

“Should I not have an heir,
then Christopher will inherit my title. I don’t know if he told you
that.”

“I hope you have an heir.
You’ve been good for Christopher. I have no doubt you’d be a good
father, too.”

“Thank you.”

She bowed her head to indicate he was
welcome.

He finished his tea and rose to his
feet. “I won’t trouble you further.”

“It was no trouble,” she
quickly assured him as she stood up. “I’m glad you stopped
by.”

He grabbed his cane then took a deep
breath. “Lord Pennella’s ball is only two days away. I’ll know your
sister’s answer soon enough.”

“Well, she couldn’t find a
better husband than you.”

“I hope this isn’t the way
it sounds,” a familiar voice said.

Agatha inclined her head in
Christopher’s direction as he entered the room. “You hope what
doesn’t sound what way?”

He stood beside her and shot her a
playful grin. “If I was the jealous sort, I’d say it sounds like
you’re telling my overbearing cousin that he’s an ideal husband. I
assume, of course, that you mean he’s only ideal for your sister
while I am ideal for you.”

“You can assume whatever you
want,” she replied, a slight smile betraying her serious
tone.

Christopher turned to Perry. “She’s
wonderfully intelligent and witty. I told you she was
perfect.”

“So you did,” Perry said.
“I’ll take my leave. I’ll see you both at Lord Pennella’s
ball.”

Christopher summoned the butler to see
him out before he turned his attention to her. “What did he
want?”

She motioned for him to sit with her on
the settee and picked up a biscuit. “He asked if I would forsake
you and run away with him.”

“Oh?” He settled beside her
and accepted the biscuit she offered him.

She took a bite and swallowed it before
she nodded. “Yes, he was very serious.”

“Of course you told him no
because I’ve ruined you for all other gentlemen.”

She chuckled and finished her biscuit.
“No. But I did decline his offer because I didn’t think he could
handle my secrets. He seemed much too honorable to accept a wife
capable of scandal.”

“In that case, I should
thank him for being as lackluster as he is.”

She nodded as he ate his biscuit. “You
should. Instead of being with me, he’ll have to settle for my
sister. In fact, he will propose to her.”

“Agatha, I know you mean
well, but I wouldn’t get his hopes up.”

“I don’t
understand.”

“You really didn’t noticed
how bored your sister’s been at Hyde Park?”

“She doesn’t care for riding
horses. She wasn’t at ease.”

“No, it was more than that.
She was bored. My cousin was doing all the talking and she had to
pinch herself to stay awake.”

“Nonsense.”

“You saw her
yawn.”

“I’ve been known to yawn,
even when I’m not bored.”

“That might be true, but she
was bored. There was no denying it. A lady can’t confine herself to
marriage with a gentleman who bores her. She needs a reason to want
to see him, even if they share a marriage of convenience. Meals are
more palatable when you can share a decent conversation with the
other person.”

“Perry is a good person,”
she insisted. “He has everything she could want. He has money, a
title, a good heart, a—”

He shook his head. “I might not know
Sophie very well, but I remember how she responded to the gentlemen
at the balls. She seemed more interested in the ones who were
more,” he shrugged, “exciting to talk to.”

“I know you don’t think
Perry is exciting to talk to but he is.”

After he ate another biscuit, he wiped
his fingers on a cloth napkin and turned to face her. “Well, I get
bored just talking about him. Let’s talk about something more
interesting, like you. What would you like to do today?”

“I was hoping to
write.”

“Is that what you were doing
when my cousin came over?”

“Actually, it
was.”

“So tell me, is there
anything I can do to help you write?”

He traced her lips with his finger, his
gaze holding hers in a way that made her heart race in excitement.
She didn’t understand him at all. How could he affect her in such a
way? She broke eye contact with him and reached for the teapot and
poured more tea into her cup.

“Oh come on, Agatha,” he
said, rubbing her back. “Why don’t you just tell me what you write?
I promise I can handle it.”

She considered what he said and figured
he probably could. She needed to start giving him the benefit of
the doubt. He’d surprised her so far in how easily he accepted
everything else about her. Why not this as well?

Nodding, she lifted her cup halfway to
her lips then glanced at the door. “Will you close the door?” She
sipped the hot liquid. She waited for him to do it and offered her
cup to him as he sat beside her. “Would you like some
tea?”

“No thank you.” He leaned
toward her and asked in a seductive voice that made her weak in the
knees, “What do you write?”

She released her breath. “All right.
I’ll tell you. I write gothic horror.”

“Am I right in assuming you
don’t use your real name?”

“You’re right to assume
that.”

“In that case, have you
written anything I’ve read?”

Her eyebrows furrowed. “What do you
mean?”

“I happen to read gothic
horror. I have some books in my bedchamber.”

“You do?”

“You should come to my room
and check out my collection. One of your books might be
there.”

“No, they wouldn’t,” she
replied and sipped more tea, relieved and overjoyed to learn he
really did read the kind of stories she wrote, that he hadn’t just
been telling her that while they were at Hyde Park.

“How can you be sure of
that?”

“Because none of my books
have been published yet.” She finished her tea. “I have Ethan
submit my books to the publisher because I don’t want anyone
finding out I write them.”

“Considering Ethan’s
reputation I can see why you’d choose him for the task.”

“We keep our friendship
private, but I only reported scandals for him in the
Tittletattle before he
got married and in return, he submitted my books to the
publisher.”

He grinned. “I can’t help but wonder
how many other secrets you have.”

“One more.” Since he so
easily accepted the other things she’d just told him, she saw no
reason not to reveal the last thing. “Remember that day we met at
the ball?”

“Of course, I do. That was
the day my life got interesting.”

A chuckle rose in her throat. “Well, as
it turns out, we met before that.”

“We did?”

“Earlier that day. I was
with Ethan at the Western Exchange.”

“Impossible. Ethan was
talking with a gentleman as he was on his way to a,” he gasped,
“publisher. By heavens, that gentleman was you?”

Feeling somewhat smug at knowing she
fooled him so well, she smiled. “Yes, it was.”

“But how did you pull it
off? You made such a convincing gentleman. I did the best I could
with Claire, but that husband of hers knew she was a lady right
away.”

“What?” Now it was her turn
to be shocked.

“It was nothing. Claire
didn’t like Lord Ironfist when they first married and wished to
escape the estate so she could return here to London. The only way
she could get out of there was if she was disguised as a stable
boy. But then her husband returned to the estate early and found
her. I ended up emptying chamber pots because of that.” He sighed.
“I bet if you’d been there, he never would have figured it out.
Claire would have ridden out of there. You do better disguises than
I do.”

She burst out laughing and set the cup
down so she could turn toward him. “So that’s why you emptied
chamber pots.”

“Rather cruel of her husband
to do that, wasn’t it? I only meant to help her. The poor lady
missed her family and he didn’t bother to pay attention to her. I
don’t know what else he expected.” He took Agatha’s hands in his
and squeezed them. “You know what my problem is? Sometimes I care
too much. I couldn’t help but try to rescue her.”

“No wonder you call him Lord
Ironfist.”

“Yes, now you know
why.”

“Hearing you did that
doesn’t surprise me as much as you expected. What does surprise me,
however, is that Claire went along with it.”

“She’s much more fun than he
is.”

“Oh?” An eyebrow
rose.

“We’re just friends, like
you and Ethan. You are the only lady I desire.” He lowered his head
and kissed her. “Now, may I read what you’ve done so far in the
story you’ve been writing?”

“Well…” As unnerving as it
was to know he’d be reading her work, she didn’t have anyone to
discuss her work with who made it a habit of reading gothic horror.
“All right.”

She rose from the settee and headed
over to the desk. After she took out the papers, she organized them
and handed him all but the ones that were part of the chapter she
was working on. “I’m halfway into it.”

He stood up and pulled her into his
embrace. “Thank you for trusting me enough to read it.”

“If I can’t trust you, then
I can’t trust anyone.”

“I don’t take that for
granted,” he replied then gave her a kiss that took her breath
away. “Now, I’m going to take this to my bedchamber and read it
while you continue writing.”

As he turned to leave, she said, “I
hate to disappoint you, but there are no intimate scenes in the
book.”

He paused and glanced over his
shoulder. “Pardon me?”

“If you’re hoping to satisfy
some of your needs while up there, I wanted to warn you that you’d
get no inspiration from my book.”

He stared at her for a moment then
chuckled. “Oh, that’s what you think I’m going up there for. Well,”
he walked back to her, “as it turns out, I haven’t taken care of
any needs since we married.”

“I thought since you haven’t
come to my bed that…” Intentionally pausing, she shrugged and sat
at her desk. “Never mind.”

“I’ve been a pillar of
strength.”

“I’m impressed. I honestly
didn’t think you could do it. Of course, the wager isn’t over
yet.”

“Not until you come to my
bed and demand I satisfy your
needs.”

She smirked and dipped her quill in the
inkwell. “You’ll be waiting forever if that’s your
plan.”

“I almost feel sorry for
you, my love.” He leaned over and kissed her, and she pretended not
to notice the way her heartbeat raced. “You’re not used to losing
and this time you’re going to lose miserably. Or maybe not so
miserably. Losing will mean moaning in pleasure, after
all.”

She snorted and turned her attention to
the paper in front of her. “It’s sad when a gentleman entertains
such strong delusions. I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do to cure
you of that.”

With a chuckle, he headed out of the
room, closing the door softly behind him.


 


 


 


 Chapter Eighteen

 


“It’s no trouble at all,”
Agatha assured her aunt two evenings later as she stood in her
aunt’s drawing room. “I have a feeling tonight is going to end very
well for Sophie.”

Her aunt glanced at Christopher who
shrugged.

“I can’t give away
everything, but there’s a certain earl who’s taken a fancy to her,
and he plans to propose to her at the ball.”

“An earl?” her aunt
asked.

“Yes, and if she’s smart,
she’ll accept.”

“Is this the same earl she
rode a horse with at Hyde Park?”

“Yes. He’ll make a good
husband.”

Her aunt slowly nodded.

Sensing her hesitation, Agatha asked,
“Does that bother you?”

“No, of course not. I want
Sophie to marry well. If her husband is a good gentleman, then it’s
all the better but…”

“But?”

“I haven’t heard of that
particular gentleman for some time. Lately, all she talks about is
Mister Landry.”

“Mister Landry?” she
carefully asked, hoping she heard the name wrong.

“She seems to think he’s
witty and charming.”

“And nearly bankrupt,”
Christopher added then glanced at Agatha. “It’s all over
White’s.”

She gritted her teeth, hoping her aunt
wouldn’t detect her panic. The sooner Sophie accepted Perry’s
proposal, the better. Forcing herself to smile, she told her aunt,
“Lord Clement is the sensible choice, and when it comes to
marriage, a lady is wise to be sensible.” Especially when there was
money involved.

“Mister Landry could use the
money for his family, but he’s not dishonorable. I don’t believe
he’d harm Sophie,” Christopher softly said.

“All gentlemen needing money
seem nice until the vows are exchanged.” She shot him a pointed
look, hoping he understood that her first husband had come off as
kind as well until the wedding was over.

Before he could reply, Sophie entered
the drawing room. They exchanged greetings then Agatha wished her
aunt a pleasant evening and led her husband and sister to the
carriage.

Once the driver led the horses forward,
Agatha opened her mouth to speak but Sophie asked, “How are things
between you two?”

Surprised since Sophie hadn’t made it a
habit of jumping into a conversation so quickly in the past, she
stumbled on a reply. Her mind had been focused on advising her
sister to seek out Perry as soon as they arrived at the ball. Now
as her sister looked expectantly at her, her mind drew a blank,
something that rarely happened.

Christopher gently took Agatha’s hand
and smiled. “We’re doing very well. We couldn’t be happier. Right,
my love?”

Agatha’s face warmed. “I don’t believe
we should be so open about our…our marriage.”

“There’s nothing I didn’t
just tell your sister that she couldn’t tell by looking at us.” He
turned his gaze to Sophie. “You can tell we’re happy, can’t
you?”

Sophie offered a shy smile. “I didn’t
want to say anything in case I embarrassed my sister, but I can’t
recall a time when I’ve seen her as happy as she is
now.”

“Sophie!” Agatha
admonished.

“Oh, there’s nothing to be
embarrassed about,” Christopher assured Agatha. “We’re not in front
of strangers. This is your sister. If we can’t be open and honest
with our family and friends, then who can we be open and honest
with?”

“I’m glad your marriage has
turned out so well,” Sophie said. “Agatha had her misgivings before
the wedding, and when she came over to see me and our aunt a week
ago, I began to fear this marriage was as bad as her
first.”

“That’s enough Sophie,”
Agatha replied.

“I’d be lying if I said that
I wasn’t concerned in the beginning,” he began, not even bothering
to look in his wife’s direction. “But Agatha is the best thing
that’s happened to me. It helps that she agrees I’m the best thing
that’s also happened to her.”

Sophie’s smile widened. “That’s so
romantic.”

“Indeed, it is.”

“That’s enough,
Christopher,” Agatha warned, wondering why they needed to talk
about her as if she wasn’t right there to hear everything they were
saying. Not that she’d want them to say these things when she
wasn’t around. It’d be better if they didn’t say anything at all.
“I think we can find something else to talk about.”

He lifted Agatha’s hand to his lips and
kissed it. “All right, my love. I’ll stop praising you.”

Sophie giggled. “It truly is lovely to
see you two together. You’re good for my sister,
Christopher.”

When her sister didn’t say anything
else, Agatha pressed, “Aren’t you going to say I’m good for
Christopher?”

She shrugged. “I have no idea what he
was like before you two met.”

“Well, I am good for him,”
Agatha insisted. “Before I came along, his life was boring.” She
paused as she recalled how he’d gotten expelled. “Well, maybe it
wasn’t boring.” She had a feeling he had some exciting times. “But
it’s certainly better now.”

“It is,” Christopher agreed.
“You needn’t worry I’ll argue your point. I knew from the moment I
saw you at the ball that you would complete me.” Winking at Sophie,
he added, “That’s why I pursued her as relentlessly as I did. When
you find someone worth marrying, you don’t let the opportunity pass
you by.”

“I couldn’t agree more,”
Sophie replied.

Agatha frowned. Was her sister thinking
about Perry or Mister Landry when she said that?

The carriage came to a stop, and Sophie
let out a nervous chuckle. “I’ve been looking forward to this
evening for days. I hear Lord Pennella has one of the finest
townhouses in London. I’m curious to see what all the fuss is
about, aren’t you?”

“Not really,” Agatha
replied. Noting the way Christopher raised his eyebrows, she
cleared her throat. “I’ve heard some things about him that lead me
to believe he’s done some,” she glanced at Sophie, “shady things to
acquire some of his fortune. I’m not impressed by such gentlemen.”
Under her breath, she added, “If one could call him a
‘gentleman’.”

The footman opened the door and Sophie
hurried out of the carriage.

As Agatha made a move to follow her,
Christopher held on to her hand. Curious, she turned to face
him.

“Let it be your sister’s
decision,” he whispered.

“Your cousin is a good
gentleman, the kind who’ll treat her as she deserves to be
treated,” she whispered in return.

“And what good does that do
when he bores her to sleep? There’s no crime against a gentleman
who excites a lady. Mister Landry’s done nothing that would make me
believe he’d be a bad husband.”

“That’s not your decision to
make,” she pointedly stated, hoping he knew better than to
interfere when Perry proposed to Sophie.

“It’s not your decision to
make either,” he replied, not breaking eye contact with
her.

They stared at each other for a long
moment, neither one willing to let the other win the
debate.

Sophie groaned. “What are you two doing
in there?” They turned their attention to her as she motioned for
them to leave the carriage. “I can hear the orchestra. Please don’t
make me miss this ball.”

Relenting, Agatha stepped out of the
carriage, Christopher following behind her. With any luck, Mister
Landry wouldn’t be at this ball. It was an unlikely possibility.
Plenty of gentlemen and ladies looking to marry for money were
active during the Season, but maybe this would be one time when
Mister Landry couldn’t make it.

 


***

 


Agatha clasped her hands and watched as
Sophie danced with a duke. The duke already had his gaze on another
lady, so she didn’t concern herself with him. What concerned her,
though, was the fact that Perry was nowhere in sight. Where could
he be? They’d arrived a half hour ago. Most of the guests were
already there. Being late didn’t seem like something he would do.
Christopher, she could see being late. But not Perry.

She scanned the room and found
Christopher laughing at something Ethan said. There was no denying
those two were good friends. They could probably joke around for
hours and not notice the passage of time. Maybe she shouldn’t have
been so hasty to encourage him to talk to Ethan. As soon as they’d
entered the ballroom, she’d suggested he ask Ethan if he’d like to
attend a dinner party. She didn’t really want to host the dinner
party, but she knew how much he wanted to invite their friends over
for an evening of games and food so she agreed to it. The plan
worked and it left her free to get Perry and her sister together
without Mister Landry getting in the way. But without Perry, the
whole thing was pointless. At the moment, Mister Landry wasn’t here
either, thank goodness, but who knew how long that would be the
case?

“I hate to see a lady
standing in the ballroom all alone,” someone said from behind
her.

She spun around and saw Lord Pennella
standing before her. “Yes, well, I’m not truly alone. My husband is
not far away.” She nodded in Christopher’s direction. “My intention
is to chaperone my sister. It’s her first Season.”

His gaze stayed on Christopher. “Mister
Robinson. That’s who you married?”

“Recently,” she slowly
replied, wondering how he couldn’t know it since he belonged to
White’s and Christopher made it a point of bragging about their
marriage to everyone wherever he went.

“Is your dance card full
this evening?”

“No. I’m only here to
chaperone my sister.”

Though she gestured to her sister who
turned her attention to another gentleman before the next dance, he
didn’t bother looking at her. “Perhaps we can share this dance
together?” He extended his hand toward her and waited, his eyebrows
raised, his expression confident.

“You do realize I have no
desire to take a lover,” she told him, suspecting there was
something he wanted but not sure what it could be.

“I only want a dance, not to
slip into your bed.”

Relieved, she decided to accept his
offer and joined him among the other couples. As the music began,
she said, “I gather there’s a reason you asked me to dance with you
when there are many other ladies you could have asked
instead.”

“Most are already
dancing.”

“While that’s true, you
could have chosen a few who aren’t. Why me?”

“Why not you?”

She hid her frustration. The gentleman
was obviously up to something, but what that something was, he
wasn’t willing to say. At least not immediately. “Well, the most
you’ll get is two dances with me, so you might as well make your
time worth it.”

“So quick with a reply,” he
said, not seeming amused despite the grin on his face. “Does your
husband like that kind of thing?”

She frowned. “Are you concerned about
what Mister Robinson likes or doesn’t like?”

“I’m making conversation,
nothing more.”

“All right,” she replied,
her tone hesitant.

“I should congratulate you
on your marriage. Mister Robinson had mentioned getting married.
His guardian was much relieved, saying it would keep your husband
out of trouble.”

“It’s not my concern what
Lord Clement says or doesn’t say.”

“Shouldn’t it be if your
husband has an inclination for getting into trouble?”

She shrugged and turned in time to the
music. “He hasn’t gotten in trouble since I’ve known him. Why?
Should I be worried?”

He chuckled. “You’re married to him,
not me.”

Sensing he was trying to bait her, to
get her to reveal something about Christopher, she asked, “Yes, but
don’t husbands often engage in behaviors that only other gentlemen
know about? If my husband was truly doing something wicked, why
would he tell me?”

“Even if husbands don’t tell
their wives everything, surely wives would suspect something if he
was up to mischief?”

“I hate to disappoint you,
my lord, but often the wife is the last one to know.”

“That might be true of most
wives, but I bet you’re far too intelligent to be made a fool
of.”

“What are you
implying?”

“There has to be something
that made you marry him. You were a wealthy widow. He has no title.
He’s not nearly as well off as you are. And he has a rather
impressive reputation for getting in trouble. What can he possibly
offer you?”

She stopped dancing and stared at him,
a sliver of understanding starting to work its way through the
edges of her mind. “Companionship, my lord. Being a widow can be a
lonely existence.”

“Then why not take a pet?
They have the good sense to stay out of trouble. Or better yet, why
not take a lover? Lovers have the good sense to not take your money
and will leave after you’re satisfied.”

She chuckled. “Leave me satisfied? My,
my, Lord Pennella. All you gentlemen have such lofty opinions of
yourselves, don’t you? From what I heard, the only satisfaction you
leave your mistress is the money you leave her when you’re
done.”

His jaw clenched and she knew her ploy
had worked. She never liked having to respond to subtle
accusations, but she didn’t mind sending out subtle warnings. She
stood her ground, her gaze not wavering one bit as his eyes bore
into hers.

“I see you’ve met my wife,”
Christopher said as he came up beside her.

Agatha turned her attention to him. “We
were sharing a dance.”

“It seems your wife believes
she’s clever,” he told Christopher.

She forced a smile, recognizing the
subtle criticism for what it was.

“Yes,” Christopher replied,
his hand resting gently at her elbow. “I prefer a lady who is
intelligent. There’s never a dull moment when the conversation is
good.” He glanced her way. “My cousin is here.”

She followed his gaze and saw Perry
step into the room, leaning on his cane. “If you’ll excuse me, Lord
Pennella, I have some matchmaking to do with a certain earl and my
sister.” Before he could respond, she walked away from him, careful
not to go too fast in case he assumed she was intimidated by him.
Even if her heart was racing and her palms sweaty, there was no
need to show her uncertainty. Under her breath, she told
Christopher, “I can see why people say it’s not wise to cross Lord
Pennella. He’s not the friendliest gentleman I ever
met.”

“What did he want?”
Christopher asked, his voice low.

“I think he knows you told
me about the wager between him and Lord Davenport.”

“But how? I’ve been
careful.”

“I’m not sure.” She paused,
just a few feet from Perry who was talking to his friend Nate. With
a glance over her shoulder, she saw that Lord Pennella had turned
his attention to another lady. Relieved, she relaxed. “I’ve been
careful as well.”

“Should we go
home?”

Scanning the room, she saw Sophie
laughing as she danced with a gentleman. At least the gentleman
wasn’t Mister Landry. That gave Perry an advantage. “I hate to
leave when your cousin has something important to ask my
sister.”

“The proposal can wait.”
When she shook her head, he led her to the veranda. Once they were
safely away from everyone else, he sat with her on a bench and took
her hand in his. “Agatha, you were shaking back there.”

Her gaze went to him. “No, I
wasn’t.”

“Don’t worry. No one could
tell by looking at you, but I felt it when I touched your
elbow.”

She grimaced. “I don’t like to be
weak.”

“You’re not weak. You were
on your guard. There’s a difference. And you should be careful when
you’re around him. He’s not an easy gentleman to deal
with.”

She glanced at the stars, taking
comfort in their calming presence before turning her attention back
to him. “He said you had a tendency to get in trouble.”

“I thought you already knew
that.”

“Well, yes, I did. But did
you have any dealings with him?”

He thought over her question for a
moment then nodded. “There was one time when I did. I’d been
drinking and we were gambling. I noticed he was cheating and I
called him out for it. The next thing I know, we’re in a fight and
when I came to, my nose and a couple ribs were broken. Needless to
say, I don’t get drunk anymore. Had I been clear-headed, I would
have known better than to call him out for cheating. That’s one of
the things we know not to do at White’s.”

“Accuse anyone of cheating
or just him?”

“Just him.”

She sighed. “I never should have
revealed the wager he and Lord Davenport made.”

“It’s too late to change
that now.”

“What do you think he’ll
do?”

He shrugged and squeezed her hand.
“There’s nothing he can do. No one can prove anything. There’s
speculation through White’s as to who let the secret out, and
already the speculation is dying down. Before long, the gossip will
be about something else. All we can do is wait it out.”

With a reluctant nod, she leaned
against him. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m not. It gave us a
reason to be together.” He kissed her cheek. “Of course, I would
have found another way to be with you if I had to, but this way
made it easier.”

She sighed but smiled, enjoying the
quiet strength he possessed. It was nice being with him. And
sitting here together and talking about what just happened with her
and Lord Pennella made her feel closer to him, as if they were
truly companions.

He cupped her face in his hand and
lowered his head. She closed her eyes, her heart racing in
anticipation. He hadn’t done much to touch or kiss her since they
made their bet, and as his lips met hers, she realized she missed
his advances, at least the hugging and kissing.

Not that the other parts hadn’t been
fine. Actually, the other parts were more than fine. They’d been
pleasurable. And maybe a little more than slightly so. All right.
Definitely more than a little pleasurable. She wondered how long he
could go without making love to her. She figured it couldn’t be
much longer. Maybe a day or two and he’d be coming to her
bedchamber. He did have his pride to protect, after all, and would
restrain himself for as long as possible.

When he ended the kiss, he nodded
toward the ballroom. “I suppose if you have your heart set on
ruining your sister’s chances of marrying Mister Landry, then you
should make sure you get back in there.”

She groaned and stood up. “I’m not
ruining anything. Will you please stop speaking nonsense? Perry is
your cousin. You can’t tell me you think he’s a bad
gentleman.”

“I didn’t say he was a bad
gentleman.” He rose to his feet. “I said he was boring.”

“If that’s the case, then
it’s better to be bored than mistreated.”

Before he could argue about Mister
Landry’s character, she hurried into the ballroom.


 


 


 


 Chapter Nineteen

 


“What’s troubling you?”
Ethan asked Christopher who groaned. “Are you upset because
Agatha’s sister accepted your cousin’s proposal?”

“No.” Christopher didn’t
move from where he was reclining on the settee in Ethan’s library,
a book lying on the table beside him, unread. “Have you ever done
something you later wished you hadn’t?”

Ethan smirked from where he sat in his
chair. “Sure I do. Every day I wish I hadn’t made the mistake of
introducing myself to you.”

“Why, you’re just a bundle
of laughs, aren’t you?”

“I try to be.”

“Well, you’re
not.”

With a heavy sigh, Ethan closed his
book and turned his full attention to him. “What do you wish you
hadn’t done?”

“A week ago, I made the
mistake of betting my wife she’d be coming to my bed before I come
to hers.”

“You did what?”

“I did it to prove that she
wants to be intimate with me.”

“Which is why she hasn’t
been to your bed.”

“I suppose you think you’re
funny.” Ignoring his friend’s shrug, Christopher rolled his eyes.
“I should never have made the bet. I should have known she had a
wall made of steel build around her. Or maybe it’s like she said.
Ladies just don’t need it like gentlemen do.”

At that, Ethan snorted. “Ladies need
it. They just don’t admit it. At least most of them
don’t.”

“Your wife does?”

“Well, I don’t mean to
brag,” his lips curled up into a smug smile, “but Catherine’s been
known to come to my bed and initiate lovemaking. Actually, she does
it more often than not. The poor lady can’t keep her hands off
me.”

“You’re jesting.”

“I’m not the one groaning on
the couch because I’m not enjoying the bed with my wife. I’m fully
satisfied. Sometimes I’m even worn out. She may not look like it,
but she can be rather demanding.”

Christopher sighed. He wouldn’t mind it
if Agatha wore him out. In fact, he’d welcome it. “Do you prompt
things along to get your wife’s interest?”

“Prompt things
along?”

“You know…touch her, kiss
her, tease her but don’t proceed further?”

“I don’t have to do
anything.”

Christopher’s eyebrows furrowed as he
examined his friend to make sure he was telling him the truth. “You
don’t do anything?”

He didn’t think it was possible, but
Ethan looked even more smug as he said, “No, I don’t. Sometimes I
think she likes the pursuit.”

“Pursuit? As in she chases
you?”

“Well, she doesn’t literally
run after me, but I think she likes to convince me to join her in
bed.”

“Agatha doesn’t have to
convince me. I’ll gladly join her anywhere at anytime.”

“Maybe that’s your problem.
Stop being so eager. Pretend you’re as uninterested as she is. Give
her a challenge.”

A plan formed in his mind and he
slapped his knee. “All right.” Then, with a sudden burst of
confidence, he hurried out of the townhouse to enact it.

 


***

 


Agatha examined her evening gown in the
full-length mirror in her bedchamber. The red dress was one of her
finest gowns, and she chose it because she thought Christopher
might like the color red. It certainly suited him. Passionate,
intense, exhilarating. She figured that as his wife it was only
fitting that she do what she could to look good for him. Gentleman,
after all, did like to look at attractive ladies. She pinched her
cheeks to add color to her face and adjusted her breasts to give
him a better view of her cleavage. She stepped back and turned to
examine her backside.

Christopher knocked on the door
connecting their bedchambers. Her lips curled into a smile. She
didn’t think he could last long without making love. She thought he
would wait until after dinner, but she supposed if he was that
eager, she’d oblige him. It was her duty, after all. Her heart
beating with an excitement that she told herself had nothing to do
with having him in her bed, she hurried to the door and opened
it.

To her surprise, he held the pages of
her story. With a smile, he entered her bedchamber, and she
couldn’t help but notice he was fully dressed and ready for dinner.
For some reason, she had expected him to be only half-dressed. At
least, he was supposed to have half of his shirt open, exposing
that strong chest of his. She blinked, unaware her thoughts had
taken such a horrifying turn.

Her gaze returned to his eyes. Yes,
that was better. And safer. “You want to talk about my
story?”

“I didn’t think you’d mind,”
he said as he sat on her bed. “Do you want to join me?” Though he
patted the spot next to him, his innocent expression confused her.
Did he want to make love to her or not?

“I can’t sit there. I’m
wearing one of my best gowns.” She pulled the chair away from the
vanity and sat down. “So you read all of it?”

“Well, all you’ve done so
far.”

She nodded and took a deep breath,
preparing herself for what he’d say. So far, the publisher hadn’t
cared for her work, so she was prepared in case he
didn’t.

“I like it.”

She stared at him for a moment then
ventured, “You do?”

“Yes. You did a remarkable
job of creating a spooky house. I even had to sleep with a candle
lit last night because I kept imagining things lurking about in the
shadows, but I’ll deny I ever said that if you tell
anyone.”

She chuckled. “Your secret is safe with
me.”

“Thank you.” After a moment,
he continued, “I’d like more of the lady. The whole time you
explain what the hero wants. But what about what she wants? She
agrees to marry him and goes to his mansion, but does she want to
do it or does she feel she has no choice?”

“I hadn’t thought of that,”
she admitted. “I’m more concerned about the secrets she’ll discover
in the house.”

“I’m interested in those
too, but I’d like to see more passion between the hero and
heroine.” With a grin that made her heart leap, he continued, “A
touch, a kiss, a certain look…” He got off the bed and knelt in
front of her, his hands settling on her thighs. He leaned forward,
his lips brushing hers. “Let your characters feel the heat of
passion. Have your hero give her a kiss that leaves her wanting
more.”

He kissed her, gentle but firm. She
moaned and leaned toward him, her hands tracing his arms until they
settled on his shoulders. She knew he came here to make love to
her. She just knew it! He deepened the kiss, and she opened her
mouth to receive him, her tongue interlacing with his. The area
between her legs ached for him, her core clenching in anticipation
of feeling him inside her. She longed for his touch. She wanted him
to cup her breasts in his hands and wanted his hands on her bare
bottom, guiding her hips as he thrust into her. She gripped his
clothes.

She fully expected him to start
undressing her, but he ended the kiss and whispered, “Have the hero
kiss her like that. Show her desire for him.”

“But that’s not the point of
the story. The point is for her to discover the hero’s
secrets.”

With a smile, he leaned forward again,
this time kissing her neck. “As intriguing as the story is, would
it be better if you showed the characters as they truly are? People
have the need to love. Characters are no different. Your hero wants
to love your heroine.” His hands traced the curve of her breasts.
“And a chaste kiss isn’t going to satisfy him.”

She became aware of the way her body
responded to him, her nipples hardening under his touch and her
core becoming slick, getting ready for his entry. She didn’t think
her heroine would be satisfied with a chaste kiss either, not if
the hero kissed and touched her this way.

“Of course,” he added,
nipping her ear in a way that was seductive and playful, “you can’t
forget to include love. Despite what you believe, gentlemen desire
the love of the lady in his life.” He kissed her, his lips
lingering on hers for a while before he rose to his feet. “What I’m
trying to say is, don’t be afraid to reveal your characters. Get to
know them so the person reading your stories can, too. I thoroughly
enjoyed what I read. I’d purchase it if I saw it at the
bookseller.”

It took her a moment to realize he was
talking about her story instead of asking her to join him in bed.
Her gaze lowered to the buttons on his trousers which strained
against his erection. What was wrong with him? He was aroused. So
why didn’t he do something about it?

He went to her bed so he could collect
the papers and held them toward her. She stared dumbly at him as
she took them. Clearing her throat, she smiled. “Thank you. For the
suggestions,” she clarified in case he thought she was thanking him
for fondling and kissing her.

Looking pleased, he returned her smile.
“May I escort you to dinner?”

“W-what was all the,” she
gestured to her breasts, neck and lips, “touching and kissing
about?”

“Oh, I merely wanted to show
you what the hero should do in your book.”

“Then why didn’t you just
tell me? Why act it out?”

He stared at her for a moment then his
eyes grew wide. “I didn’t think of it.”

“You didn’t think of it?”
Could he be that daft? He had to have known what his touch and kiss
would do to her. Even now, her body craved more of it.

“No.” Letting out a chuckle,
he shrugged. “I will next time.” He extended his hand to her.
“Ready for dinner?”

She stared at his hand. He was serious?
He did all of that with her to show her what her hero should do in
the book? That made no sense. Then a thought came to her mind. What
if he’d intentionally done all of that to arouse her, to try to get
her to go to his bed?

Rising to her feet, she brushed her
hand against her cheek and let it fall to the skin right about her
breasts, satisfied when she saw his gaze go to her cleavage. “I’m
sorry I misjudged you, Christopher. You are a gentleman after
all.”

She turned and smiled at him before she
strolled out of the room, making sure to add an extra swing to her
hips for his benefit. If he could play the game, so could she. She
had the feeling that since they were now going to be seducing each
other, it’d speed things up and he’d be coming to her bed within
the next evening, two at the most.


 


 


 


 Chapter Twenty

 


“Why do I have to come with
you to your sister’s so we can talk about the wedding?” Christopher
asked the next day after the footman closed the carriage
door.

“I told you,” Agatha began
as she checked her reticule then snapped it shut. “I like being
with you.” She wiggled closer to him and traced his arm with her
finger in an almost hypnotizing manner. “Can you blame me for
wanting to spend some time with you before you go to
White’s?”

“Wouldn’t you rather talk to
her without me there to get in the way?”

She pressed the side of her breast
against his arm, an action which caused his semi-hard erection to
thicken. “I like being with you. I thought you’d be happy to be
with me.”

He hid back a retort. He knew very well
what she was doing. She’d figured out his plan to get her to break
down and come to his bedroom and was turning it on him. Well, if
she thought he could be so easily manipulated, she had another
thing coming. Even if he was so hard that he was afraid his buttons
wouldn’t be able to restrain him anymore, he could wait.

He crossed his legs, doing what he
could to hide his erection. It wasn’t fair that gentlemen couldn’t
hide their excitement while one could never tell if a lady was
aroused or not. It wasn’t like ladies had an unsightly bulge to
content with.

Smiling at her, he placed his hand on
her thigh and gave it a light squeeze. “I am happy to be with you.
I just don’t like discussing a wedding. Those things are
boring.”

“Boring? I seem to remember
you were eager for our wedding.”

“That’s because you’re
exciting. You make weddings worthwhile.”

He leaned forward and kissed her,
allowing his tongue to brush her lower lip. She let out a soft moan
and brought her hand to the back of his neck where she brushed her
fingers against his skin, a sensation that probably shouldn’t have
been as arousing as it seemed. She was good. There was no denying
that. The lady knew exactly what to do to make him wish he hadn’t
made the ridiculous bet. He struggled to recall why he was so
determined to get her to admit she enjoyed making love to
him.

When he ended the kiss, she whispered,
“Since I make weddings worthwhile, then you’ll enjoy discussing my
sister’s.”

It took a moment for him to remember
what they were talking about. “Agatha, there’s something you should
know. My cousin’s wedding is not something I consider worth
discussing.”

“Be nice.”

“I am being nice. Gentlemen
are just not interested in things like weddings. We attend them
because we have to. I would have been just as satisfied running off
to Gretna Green and marrying you there, but I wanted you to have
your special day where I could show everyone what a lucky gentleman
I was to have you as my wife.”

She giggled and played with
his hair that rested along his neck. “Don’t you mean that it
was your special
day since you showed everyone you were lucky?”

“All right. It was ‘your
special day since you got to show everyone you were lucky’. That
works for me.”

She paused, and he hid his grin at the
way he had turned her question back on her. Letting out a slight
chuckle, she pressed even closer to him and ran her free hand from
his knee to his thigh. “Of course. I should have realized you were
baiting me.”

He folded his hands over his erection
before she could reach it. If she touched that part of him, he
didn’t think he could manage to restrain himself. As it was, he was
having trouble not wanting to pull her dress up and slide into her.
It was unfortunate that he knew how wonderful being in her was now
that he was no longer a virgin. The temptation wouldn’t have been
as great had he never been intimate with her.

With more bravado than he felt, he
said, “You’ll have to do better than that if you expect me to admit
defeat. You won’t win so easily.”

She released him and sighed. “You knew
exactly what I was doing.”

“Yes, and apparently you
figured out what I was doing when I was showing you what that hero
in your book should do with your heroine.”

She nodded and brushed back a lock of
hair from her shoulder, and though he knew this time it was an
innocent action, he found it as arousing as everything else she’d
done.

“Even though I did all of
that with an ulterior motive,” he began, finally uncrossing his
legs to relieve the discomfort, “I did enjoy your story. I’d very
much like to see more romantic tension between them. Preferably
that which turns to a more intimate nature, but as long as there’s
more romantic tension, that should please the
publisher.”

“Your suggestion is duly
noted.”

After a moment of silence, he studied
her while she examined her reticule, wondering what was so
fascinating about it. But then he noticed that her foot was tapping
impatiently on the carriage floor and a knowing smile tugged at his
lips. Perhaps she couldn’t have an erection, but the foot tapping
was just as telling. “It seems we are at an impasse,” he finally
said.

“Pardon me?” she asked,
glancing at him.

“You want to make love to me
as much as I want to make love to you, but you refuse to admit it,
thereby forcing me to withhold giving you pleasure.”

She stared at him for a moment and
laughed. “You speak as if I’m the only one who benefits from the
bed.”

“You admit you benefit at
all and we’ll call a truce.”

“If I admit anything, and
I’m not saying there’s anything to admit,” she clarified with a
pointed look, “you’ll take that as a victory, and I’ll
lose.”

Blast it! She caught that. He should
have known she would. Staying one step ahead of her was proving a
most daunting task. Trying for another angle, he lowered his voice
and traced her lower lip with his finger. “Is it a loss when you’re
moaning in pleasure?”

She brushed his hand away. “You’re not
going to win that easily.”

“Ah, you admit I’ll
win.”

Her eyes grew wide for a second then a
confident smile graced her lips. “I admit nothing. I merely meant
that you are sure about something that isn’t going to happen. I
hate to break this to you, Christopher, but I’d be very happy if
you only came to my bed to talk.”

“I don’t believe
you.”

“It’s true. You should try
it sometime.”

“That sounds a lot like an
invitation.”

“Only to talk. Nothing
more.”

“All right. Consider
yourself very happy then. I’ll come by to talk,” he said in a tone
that indicated he didn’t believe her.

“I’ll show you I’m telling
you the truth.”

He shrugged. “If you say
so…”

The carriage came to a stop and her
gaze lowered to his erection. “You might want to think of something
uninteresting before the footman opens the door.”

So she’d notice his discomfort after
all. “Very well,” he muttered and closed his eyes. Within seconds
he went limp.

“How did you do that so
fast?” she whispered.

He almost refused to tell her but then
figured there was no harm in telling her. “I imagined Lady
Cadwalader naked.”

Her jaw dropped. “Naked?”

He shuddered. “You know why. She’s
atrocious.”

The footman opened the door, preventing
her from replying.

“After you, my love,”
Christopher said, motioning to her sister’s townhouse. “I’m ready
to be bored as you ladies gab about the wedding.”

Though she rolled her eyes, he sensed a
smile tugging at her lips and grinned. The poor lady tried so hard
to appear as if few things affected her, but he knew she felt
deeply about everything that happened. Perhaps once she could admit
how much she enjoyed making love to him, she could embrace her
other emotions more easily. He followed her out of the carriage,
resigned to wasting his time as she rambled on with her aunt and
sister. If that didn’t prove his love for her, he didn’t know what
did. With any luck, some day she’d understand that.

 


***

 


“Well?” Ethan asked as
Christopher sat beside him at White’s two days later.

Christopher glanced at his friend.
“Well what?”

“Did you get her to admit
she wants you in her bed?”

He glowered at him.

“I see you didn’t,” Ethan
replied then gathered his cards and motioned for him to get ready
to play a game with him. “Why torture yourself? You might as well
let her win.”

“I can’t.”

With a sigh, he shook his head. “I
don’t understand you at all. Why deny yourself the pleasure if all
you have to do is lose a silly bet?”

“Probably for the same
reason you gave up gambling for money. Love.”

“I gave up gambling for
money because her father threatened to kill me if I didn’t, though
I also came to the conclusion that it wasn’t worth it since I can’t
lose a game to save my life.”

“But you did stop seeking
pleasure in the arms of other ladies.”

“There was no sacrifice on
that end.” Before Christopher could respond, he said, “Lord
Pennella was asking where you were earlier today.”

“Really? Why?” Christopher
accepted some cards from Ethan, relieved the conversation was no
longer on Agatha.

“I suppose he wanted to talk
to you.”

“I’d assume so since he
asked about me.”

Ethan looked at the cards in his hand
then at his friend. “Any idea why he’d want to talk to
you?”

“If he thinks he’s going to
take Agatha as a lover, I’ll have to tell him he’d have a better
chance of warming himself with ice.”

“That’s not very
nice.”

“I didn’t mean for it be. He
shared a dance with her at his ball, and I didn’t like the way he
was looking at her.”

“You think his motives were
intimate?”

“I don’t know what his
motives were, but he wanted her to think he harbored sexual
interest in her. I think he wanted me to see him with
her.”

“You’re
paranoid.”

“Am I?”

Christopher couldn’t come out and tell
Ethan that she exposed the wager Pennella had with Davenport and
that Pennella had confronted her on it. At the time, he thought
there was nothing to worry about, that Pennella was being a sore
loser, but if he made it a point to ask Ethan where he was… There
was no telling what that meant.

“I might not know everything
there is to know about ladies,” Ethan began, “but I do know if they
feel loved, they won’t want to take a lover.”

“You know this because your
past dalliances told you this?”

Ethan sighed. “I’m trying to help you.
You want Agatha to pursue you? Love her.”

“I already do love her, and
yes, I’ve made it a point of showing her that. This isn’t about
whether or not she feels loved. It’s about her being so stubborn
that she can’t admit she loves me, that she wants to share all of
herself with me; heart, body, and soul.”

“Hmm…”

“Hmm...what?”

“I wouldn’t have taken you
for a romantic.”

“I wouldn’t call myself a
romantic.”

“Really?” Ethan asked with
an amused smile. “Then what would you call yourself?”

“I call myself an idealist.
I like the idea of being married to someone I want to be married
to.”

“Which is a love match.
Which is romantic.”

“Why be miserable when you
can be happy?”

“Another romantic notion.
Most couples marry for convenience, not to be happy.”

Christopher rolled his eyes. “That
might work for some, but it won’t work for me. I don’t want to
merely get by in life. I want to enjoy every moment of it.” Before
his friend could respond, he said, “I know, I know.
Romantic.”

“If there’s any consolation,
Catherine and I happen to love each other. Romantic is not only
ideal but it makes life worth living.”

“Fine. Then I admit it. I’m
a romantic.” Smiling, Christopher turned his attention to the
game.


 


 


 


 Chapter Twenty-One

 


Agatha pressed her quill to the paper
and eagerly wrote the next sentence. Who knew Christopher’s advice
would yield such benefits? She was in the middle of a paragraph
when someone opened the door to the drawing room. Expecting it to
be Christopher, she glanced at the door, wondering why he was back
from White’s so soon. But it wasn’t Christopher.

“Ethan?” she asked,
recognizing the dark cloak that her friend wore every time he snuck
into her townhouse.

He closed the door and lowered the
hood.

“I told you I was going to
send word when I was ready for you to give my story to the
publisher,” she said. “Though I’m going to need more time than I
originally thought. I came up with some new ideas that are going to
make this one better than the others I’ve done.” She gestured to
the decanter. “Help yourself.”

Ethan bypassed the decanter and removed
his cloak before he sat across from her. “Why do you have to be so
stubborn?”

She finished the next sentence then
asked, “I can’t give this story to the publisher until it’s the
best it can be.”

“No, that’s not what I
meant. Why do you have to be so stubborn when it comes to
Christopher?”

She held her quill in mid-stroke and
studied his face to make sure he wasn’t teasing her. “What does
Christopher have to do with my story?”

“Nothing. But I saw him
today at White’s, and he was miserable.”

She rolled her eyes and resumed
writing. “So I talked my sister into accepting Lord Clement’s
proposal? What’s so bad about that? Even if he is boring—something
I can’t verify—it’s not the worst thing that can happen. He’ll be
good to her. For sure, he’ll be better than Mister
Landry.”

“It’s not about
that.”

“Oh?” She finished another
paragraph and started the next one.

He leaned forward in his chair. “Will
you listen to me?”

“I am listening. I can write
and listen to you at the same time.”

With a sigh, he said, “Make love to
your husband.”

Her hand slipped, marking up the entire
paper with an ugly line. Her gaze shot up to him. “I know we’re
friends, but there are some things even you shouldn’t be able to
say to me.”

“Oh, let the whole propriety
nonsense slide, Agatha. You and I both know you’re not as proper as
you pretend to be.”

“I don’t go around
discussing things that happen in my love life.”

“Or lack thereof,” he
mumbled with a shake of his head.

Her eyes narrowed at him. “I don’t see
what business it is of yours.”

“It’s my business when your
husband mopes about it.”

Her face grew warm. “He
what?”

“Does it really matter if he
told me about the ridiculous bet you two made? The point is, he’s
your husband, and he loves you. He’s nothing at all like
Albert.”

“I asked you not to say his
name.” She hated thinking of her first husband, especially by his
first name.

“I said it to make a
point.”

“Which is?”

“Which is to stop being
stubborn and go to Christopher’s bed. What does it matter who wins
or loses? He loves you. Isn’t that enough?”

“You don’t understand the
nature of our bet. It’s not something we’re doing out of spite or
to gain an advantage. It’s done out of good humor.”

“He’s not
laughing.”

She chuckled. “He’s fine. This whole
bet was his idea, not mine. Did he bother to tell you that while
you two were discussing my intimate life?”

“Like Christopher and I
talking about your intimate life is any different than Catherine telling you she
draws naked images of me.”

After a moment, she conceded. “All
right. I suppose it’s similar, in a way.”

“It’s similar, a
lot.”

“And so you feel at liberty
to tell me to jump into my husband’s bed and tell him he’s won a
bet that he established? And all for what? To save his
pride?”

“No. To save his sanity. You
have no idea how agonizing it is for a gentleman to go without it
once he gets used to it.”

She hid the urge to offer a retort
since she was in just as much discomfort, if not more so, than
Christopher. But did she go off to moan to someone about it? No.
She kept her frustrations to herself like any decent person would.
“If he’s in that much agony, then he can come to my
bed.”

He groaned. “I had no idea you could be
so heartless.”

“And I had no idea you could
be such a meddler.”

“I think I’m beginning to
understand why he’s putting himself through so much torment. If he
goes to your bed, he’ll never hear the end of it.”

With a slight intake of her breath, she
pressed her hand to her chest. “Contrary to what you believe, I do
have feelings.”

“It wouldn’t hurt for you to
show those feelings once in awhile. A gentleman wants to know his
wife loves him and desires him. It doesn’t mean she’s weak. It
means he’s safe giving his heart to her.” He rose to his feet and
slipped back into the cloak. “I can see that any more attempts to
reason with you will be in vain, so I’ll be on my way.”

“Before you go…” she called
out, standing up in case she needed to run over and stop
him.

He paused halfway to the door and
turned to her. “What?”

“Do you know if Christopher
likes gothic horror?”

“He enjoys it immensely.
Why?”

“I was just curious.” It was
nice to know he had been telling her the truth about enjoying it.
She’d hate to think he only said it in order to read her work, as a
way to get closer to her.

He shrugged and raised the hood of his
cloak to conceal his face. “All right.”

She watched as he left the drawing
room. He was probably right about her needing to reveal her
feelings, but she’d spent years learning to mask them. Revealing
them wasn’t as easy as he made it sound. She couldn’t just come out
and tell Christopher she wanted him, whether it was in or out of
bed. It wasn’t as easy as Ethan made it sound. Sitting back in her
chair, she picked up the quill, but it took ten minutes before she
was able to continue writing.

 


***

 


Agatha brushed her hair, her gaze going
once more to the door connecting her bedchamber with Christopher’s.
She sighed. Should she go to his bedchamber? She hadn’t ventured in
there, and she doubted he’d be expecting her. Sure, he’d hope, but
he probably didn’t plan on it. She weighed Ethan’s words. As much
as she was loathe to admit it, he made some good points earlier
that day. A gentleman who loved his wife would probably like it if
she admitted that she wanted to be with him, and Christopher
probably loved her. At least he cared much more for her than anyone
else did. If there was anyone she could be vulnerable with, it was
him.

The clock down the hall chimed midnight
and she slammed her brush on the vanity. She didn’t like this.
Besides feeling vulnerable, she also didn’t like knowing she needed
to make love with him. Grimacing, she shifted in her chair, aware
of the ache between her legs. Blast it, it was all his fault! If he
hadn’t been so good at making love, she’d be just fine. Before, she
had no idea that it could feel good, and now that she did, it was
difficult to go without it.

She gripped the arms of her chair and
released her breath. All she had to do was go to his bedchamber.
Doing so would admit he was right, that she enjoyed being in bed
with him. She kept telling herself it was perfectly acceptable for
her to do it. Her pride wasn’t doing her any favors. All her pride
did was cause her frustration. All right. She’d go to his
bedchamber. In five minutes. She picked up her brush and ran it
through her hair. Who knew pushing aside her pride could be so
difficult?

She glanced at the door again. Maybe
she could go in there and ask him a question. If she made sure to
let her robe slip enough to entice him, he’d probably make love to
her. He made it no secret that he loved seeing her naked. He
certainly couldn’t keep his hands off her. Yes, that’s what she’d
do. She’d go into his room and ask a question and let her robe slip
off her shoulders by mistake. Then he’d start touching her and one
thing would lead to another, and before they’d know it, he’d be in
bed with her. And better yet, she would know she did the right
thing and went to his bedchamber first.

Now what question would be worth going
into a gentleman’s bedchamber for? She twirled the brush in her
hands as she ran through a list of possible questions. Could she
ask him where he’d take her tomorrow when they went out? No. That
seemed more like a conversation to have in the morning. Maybe she
could ask him about Perry’s upcoming wedding. No. Gentlemen
wouldn’t concern themselves with such matters. She groaned and
threw the brush on the vanity. She had to think of
something!

The doorknob turned and she
straightened in her chair. Heart racing with excitement, she
retrieved her brush and ran it through her hair, turning her gaze
to the mirror. She frowned. He better not notice the way her cheeks
were flushed with anticipation. She thought to put some powder on
them, but Christopher peered into her room.

“I hope you don’t mind if I
come to talk,” he said with one of his charming smiles.

Shrugging, she said, “I don’t mind.
Please come in.” There. That was an open invitation. She’d done her
part to let him know she wanted him in her bed. That wasn’t nearly
as painful as she thought it’d be.

“Well, at least you’re still
up. I was afraid you were already asleep.”

He stepped into the room and shut the
door behind him, an action which caused her body to tingle. Soon
he’d take off his robe and he wouldn’t have anything under it. Then
she’d get to see all of him, especially his arousal. She wanted
nothing more than to feel him move inside her. She took a deep
breath. What was wrong with her? There was more to being with him
than enjoying his body!

Christopher placed his hands on her
shoulders and massaged them. “You’re tense, my dear.”

“Oh, yes. I,” she scanned
the room and saw her armoire, “have to plan out my clothes for
tomorrow. It’s important I wear the right dresses.”

He chuckled and kissed the side of her
neck, just an inch below her ear. She closed her eyes and let out a
grateful sigh. His lips felt absolutely wonderful on her skin. Soon
they’d be on her breasts. And his hands were equally divine. The
area between her legs ached for him to the point where it was
bordering on pain.

She rose to her feet and gestured to
the bed. “I suppose we should retire for the night.” There. Another
invitation. She was doing surprisingly well.

“Actually, I only came here
to talk.”

She stared at him for a moment, not
believing her ears. “Talk?”

“Yes. Talk. Like you
suggested the other day.”

She watched him, too stunned to respond
as he sat on her bed. He made no move to take off his robe, but she
knew he had to be naked under it. Why would he come in here with
the promise of making wild, passionate love to her if he wanted to
talk? She’d never felt more deceived in her entire life.

He patted the spot next to him. “Come
on over. I promise not to grope you. I didn’t marry you just so I
could have a bed partner. I also want a companion. Someone I can
share life’s ups and downs with. So please, sit. The best thing
about night is that there are no distractions. No one will disturb
us.” He rubbed the space next to him, and for a moment, she envied
the bed that was getting more attention than she was. “I’ll be
good.”

After a moment, she obeyed him, trying
not to notice that she was already wet and ready for him. Oh, why
couldn’t he just take her? Why did he have to choose tonight—of all
nights—to talk? “Is that really why you’re here?” she asked. “To
talk? Nothing else?”

“Yes.” Just when she thought
he was going to laugh and say he was joking, he added, “We’ll talk
for a while then I’ll give you a chaste kiss and go back to my
bedchamber.”

“What?”

“Don’t worry. I know you
won’t thank me for being considerate. Knowing you are relieved is
reward enough.” Before she could say anything, he continued, “I
meant to be here sooner, but I had to go through the financial
records. You wouldn’t believe what a headache it is to add up
numbers and compare them to make sure the money went where it was
supposed to go. Now I understand why you hire someone to do that
for you. But the good news is, the steward is
trustworthy.”

“Oh, that is good news.” She
placed her hand on his thigh and pressed her breast against his arm
as she leaned closer to him. “Thank you for looking over the
finances.”

His eyebrows rose in surprise. “Are you
feeling all right?”

“I feel fine.” Actually, she
felt more than fine. Being this close to him was making her feel
downright wonderful. “Why? Do I look sick?” Her gaze lowered to the
opening of his robe.

“No, you don’t look sick.
You look absolutely beautiful.”

Surprised by his soft tone, her gaze
met his. “Thank you.” She cleared her throat, deciding she would
venture into an area she wasn’t at all comfortable with—discussing
her feelings. “What I appreciate most about you is that you’re not
one of those gentlemen who lords his authority over a lady’s head.
You’re not threatened by a lady with a strong will.”

“Not only am I not
threatened by it, but I prefer it.” He wrapped his arm around her
shoulders and smiled. “Don’t you know that’s what I love most about
you? You tell me exactly what you think of me. And,” he traced her
lips, “I happen to find a lady who consistently challenges me to be
very sensual. Docile ladies can be so boring.”

He lowered his head and her heart raced
in anticipation as his lips met hers. She didn’t know how he did
it, but he got her blood boiling to the point where she forgot
everything but the marital bed. She parted her lips, ready to
deepen the kiss when he pulled away from her.

“Agatha,” he began, not
looking the least bit aroused, “I was wondering if you’d let me
read the rest of your story when you’re done?”

“My story?” She stared at
him, not comprehending what he was saying.

“Yes, the one you’re working
on now.”

“You want to talk about my
story?” she dumbly asked, all too aware of how close her fingers
were to his erection. He had an erection. She felt the way the robe
strained against it.

“I came here to talk. I told
you that when I entered the room.”

“Well, yes, but…” She
glanced at her hand and the bulge next to it. So she wasn’t
imagining things. He did have an erection, and that being the case,
he was aroused. Why did he have to persist in this silly game?
Couldn’t he just roll on top of her and satisfy them both?
Preferably several times before morning came?

He shifted away from her so that she
was no longer touching him and clasped her hands in his. “I wasn’t
lying when I said I enjoyed your work. I enjoy it immensely. It’s a
shame you have to hide behind a gentleman’s name, but given your
family and society, I can certainly understand why.”

Touched, she smiled. “I do it because I
love it. I tried writing books that weren’t gothic horror, but my
heart wasn’t in it.”

“You can’t force yourself to
do what you’re not interested in.” He kissed her hands then looked
at her in a way that made her weak in the knees. “I’m glad we had
this talk.” When he stood up, she fully expected him to take off
his robe, but he leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “It’s been
a long day. I’ll let you get your rest.”

“What?” She didn’t mean to
shriek but her voice came out sharper than she intended. He waited
for her to continue, so she rose to her feet and approached him.
With a light chuckle, she said, “This is silly. We might as well go
to my bed since you’re here.” If that wasn’t another clear
invitation, she didn’t know what was!

He shrugged. “The hour is late. Maybe
we’ll do it tomorrow night.”

He turned toward the door, so she
stepped in front of him and pointed to the floor. “Wait! I think I
saw something.” She leaned down to inspect the rug, letting her
robe slip off one of her shoulders. When she stood back up, she
shrugged, an action which caused the robe to fall further down,
exposing almost her entire left breast. “I was mistaken. There’s
nothing on the rug. I thought I saw something shiny, like glass. It
would have been awful if you’d stepped on it.”

He glanced at the floor. “How
thoughtful of you to look out for me.” He gave her a chaste kiss.
“We’ve come a long way since we got married. It’s nice.”

As he reached the door, she called out,
“I can’t allow things to end like this.”

He stopped before opening the door and
looked at her. “Oh?”

“It’s not right. I am your
wife and you’re my husband. I should give you a child. If not for
your own pleasure, then we ought to do it anyway. I can’t have a
baby any other way.”

For a moment, he seemed to consider it
but shook his head. “Maybe some other night.” He opened the door
and went into his bedchamber.

Alarmed, she followed him. “What do you
mean maybe some other night?”

“I’m just not up to trying
for a baby tonight.”

“But what if I’m going
through a woman’s time of month when you’re ready to
try?”

“I’ll take my chances.” He
pulled back his bed covers and fluffed his pillow. “Look at how
pleasant things were between us in there.” He motioned to her
bedchamber. “I want things to be like that all the
time.”

“You mean you want to spend
all our time talking?”

“Yes. I found it refreshing.
Now I see why you suggested I go to your bed and just talk, and
I’ve come to the conclusion we’ll never have to make love
again.”

“What?”

“There’s no need to thank
me.”

He let the robe fall to the floor, but
his back was to her so she couldn’t tell if he was still aroused or
not. Her body ached to join him, her flesh screaming for release.
She had no idea it could be so painful if her sexual needs went
unmet. Perhaps if gentlemen went without lovemaking for too long,
they really did lose interest. What a horrible thought!

Clearing her throat, she stepped closer
to the bed as he slipped under the covers. “Perhaps I was a little
hasty by suggesting we just talk.”

“But you wouldn’t have said
it if you didn’t mean it, would you?”

“Well...”

After a moment, he sat up in bed, the
covers concealing him from the waist down, something that seemed
surprisingly seductive to her. A sly grin crossed his face. “Why
don’t you just admit you want to make love to me?”

She thought to protest, but he removed
the covers and her body throbbed with the need to take him into
her. He beckoned for her to join him and her feet moved forward,
excitement rushing through her veins. He undid the strap on her
robe and gently pushed the robe off of her. His lips brushed the
skin below her neck and she sighed in pleasure, her eyes closing so
she could focus on how wonderful he felt.

“I want you to say it,” he
whispered, his hands slowly moving up her body. “You can be
vulnerable with me. I love you, Agatha. I want to give you
pleasure. I want this to be something you can freely
enjoy.”

She lowered her head and kissed him,
and though the kiss was more insistent than she intended, she
couldn’t stop herself from the passion mounting up inside her. Her
tongue traced his lower lip until he accepted her into his mouth.
She tasted him, brushing his tongue, deepening their kiss. She
brought her hands to his shoulders and nudged him onto his back so
that she could climb on top of him.

Shifting, she settled over his arousal
and moaned. Her hips moved against him, her actions more aggressive
than she intended. But everything felt much too good to stop. She
left a trail of kisses from his mouth to his neck. Her mouth
settled on his ear, and she licked the sensitive area just below
it, smiling when he shivered in delight. She traced his ear with
her tongue and was rewarded with a groan. His hands squeezed her
hips and guided her movements. She gasped and quickened the pace,
savoring the way his male hardness felt against her sensitive
nub.

She bit her lower lip to stop herself
from moaning any louder as she neared her peak, but he whispered,
“Don’t hold back. I want to hear you as you receive your
pleasure.”

Her orgasm crashed over her then and
she cried out, for the first time not resisting the urge to be
loud. She grew still and continued to moan as each wave of pleasure
coursed through her.

Embracing her, he rolled her over and
kissed her neck. Out of breath, she remained still as he took
control. He felt so very wonderful. His hands traced her body,
going slow and caressing every part of her, rousing her desire once
more. He teased her nipples so that sparks of pleasure ran straight
to her core and she moaned, this time not caring how soft or loud
she was.

“You like that?” he
whispered. “How about this?” His fingers went lower and settled
between her legs. He caressed the wet folds of her flesh, and she
lifted her hips and groaned. “Would you like me to go into you?”
Using one of his fingers, he brushed it against her opening,
letting it hover slightly over it, just shy of going in.

“Yes, yes I want you inside
me.” She shifted so that he was in her.

Her core was sensitive to his touch,
her arousal heightened from her climax just minutes ago. She wanted
another orgasm, needed another one.

Reaching down, she guided two more of
his fingers into her. “I need you.”

He obliged and stroked her. “Do you
desire to make love, Agatha?”

“Yes.” She grasped the
sheets beneath her and squirmed. “I love doing this. I love doing
it with you.”

He lowered his head and kissed her
cheek, but her attention was drawn to her core where he continued
his ministrations. When she experienced her second orgasm, she
cried out his name, no longer feeling that it was wrong to let him
know she enjoyed being intimate with him.

Once her head cleared, she realized he
was kissing her, his actions indicating his need to find completion
in what they started. And she wanted to give him completion. She
wanted to know he received pleasure from her body, just as she’d
found pleasure from his.

She rolled him over so that she was on
top of him and this time, she took him into her. “You feel good,”
she whispered, her breathing still uneven.

“You do, too,” he murmured
and cupped her breasts in his hands.

She moved her hips, closing her eyes so
she could focus on how good he felt. They worked in unison as he
voiced his appreciation for her, murmuring how grateful he was that
they were together. Her body flushed with pleasure, this time more
from his words than their actions, and she realized that even as
they were being physically intimate, they were also growing closer
emotionally.

Why hadn’t she understood there was
more to love making than the physical act, that their hearts were
as entwined as their bodies were? After he found his release, she
drew closer to him. She’d never been more content to be in bed. He
wrapped her in his arms, and she sighed.

“I love you, Agatha,” he
softly said, brushing his lips on the top of her head.

“I love you, too,” she
admitted.

“Good.”

Perhaps stating her feelings didn’t
make her weak after all. Maybe it actually made her stronger. She
contemplated all of this while he drifted off to sleep. Deciding
she’d stay in his bed for the rest of the night, she pulled the
covers over them and returned to his arms. This was definitely one
of the nicest moments of their marriage, and she was determined
they would have many more just like it in the future, even if she
had to go to his bed every night to make it happen.

 



 


 


 


 Chapter Twenty-Two

 


“She what?” Agatha turned to
face her aunt who paced the drawing room floor in her townhouse.
When her aunt came over for a visit, this was the last thing she
expected. “You can’t be serious.”

“I don’t know what to
think.” Her aunt groaned and sat in the chair. “I knew she fancied
Mister Landry, but I thought she’d have more sense than to run off
and elope with him, especially since she was engaged to Lord
Clement.”

After a long moment passed between
them, Agatha looked back at her. “Did Sophie really elope with
him?”

Her aunt nodded.

She stared out the window and
considered her options. There really weren’t any. Her sister had
just ruined her life, and there was nothing she could do about it.
Mister Landry had married her for the money, and now he’d get it.
She could only hope he’d be kind enough to ease her into the
consummation of their marriage. If he did that much, she’d feel
much better about the marriage. With a long sigh, she rubbed her
forehead. “Does Lord Clement know?”

“Not yet. I wasn’t sure what
to tell him and thought since your husband is his cousin
that…”

She took in her aunt’s hopeful
expression and nodded. “Christopher’s the logical choice.” And
since she doubted he’d be tactful about it, she would go with him.
Going over to her aunt who pulled out a handkerchief, she helped
her stand up and rubbed her back as she led her to the door.
“Christopher and I will tell Lord Clement at once.”

Being a gentleman, he had
his pride, and it’d be better if he knew before the gossip spread
across the Ton, though not of her own doing. She couldn’t report
something like this to the Tittletattle, not when she knew how
kind Perry was.

Just as she and her aunt made it to the
door, Christopher rounded the corner of the hall and smiled when he
saw them. “Ah, to what do I owe this pleasure, Mrs.
Garrison?”

“I’m afraid my dear aunt is
distressed,” Agatha answered for her. Lowering her voice, she
added, “It turns out my sister has eloped with Mister
Landry.”

His eyes grew wide and for a moment she
was afraid he’d laugh, but to her relief, his expression remained
solemn. “That’s very unfortunate.”

“It is,” her aunt replied,
pressing her hand to her chest. “I’m afraid this won’t bode well
for Sophie’s future, but what can we do? It’s not like we can chase
after her and undo this travesty.”

Christopher paused for a moment then
said, “I’ll see to it that Mister Landry will treat her with the
upmost respect.”

“Will you?”

“Yes. She’s my
sister-in-law. I have a vested interest in her
happiness.”

Though Agatha knew he meant well, she
had her doubts about Mister Landry. “You should go back home,” she
told her aunt, leading her to the front door. “Make sure you get
plenty of rest and remember to eat well. We’ll be off to Lord
Clement’s to give him the news.” She glanced at Christopher who
indicated his agreement. When they reached the door, she hugged
her. “If Sophie needs anything, she’ll be welcome here, so try not
to worry.”

“I’ll try,” her aunt
promised then left.

Agatha waited until her aunt was in her
carriage before turning to the footman. “We’ll need the carriage at
once. We need to go to Lord Clement’s residence.”

He bowed and hurried to fetch the coach
driver.

Christopher closed the gap between them
and shot her a pointed look. “All of this is ridiculous. Mister
Landry will be good to your sister. You and your aunt are fretting
over nothing.”

“I’d like to believe you,
but I’ve been married to someone who was charming until the wedding
was over. Some gentleman are only nice long enough to secure
wealth.”

“Agatha,” he pulled her into
his arms then brushed her cheek with the back of his hand, “my
darling Agatha, do you still doubt me when I tell you your worries
are for nothing?”

She started to protest but knew it’d be
a lie and, worse, he’d see right through it. “All right. I do have
my doubts. Do gentlemen tell each other what their intentions are
with the lady they intend to marry?”

A wicked grin crossed his face before
he kissed her. “I can’t speak for all gentlemen, but I didn’t have
to tell anyone what my intentions were with you. It was
understood.”

She glanced around the entryway to make
sure no one heard him. “You don’t mind your words very well,” she
whispered. “I don’t think it’s wise to say such things outside the
bedchamber.”

He chuckled and kissed her again, this
time letting his lips linger on hers, an action which made her melt
against him. Oh, how wonderful it was to be desired so well! When
he ended the kiss, he said, “You should know by now that I refuse
to keep my behavior restricted to the bedchamber.”

“Yes, I remember what you
did to me on my desk.” Her face flushed. If her aunt had any idea
what had happened in the drawing room that morning… Clearing her
throat, she pulled away from him. “You’re a wicked gentleman,
Christopher. Assaulting me while I was trying to
write...”

He brought her back into his arms and
kissed her neck. “I just wanted to help you with one of your more
interesting scenes.”

“I don’t intend to put a
love scene in the book.”

“But it’d be more
interesting if you did.”

“I’m sure for you it would
be, but I’d rather keep people up at night, wondering if something
is lurking in the shadows.”

“You have an evil streak in
you, my love, if you take delight in scaring people.”

She chuckled and kissed him. “I happen
to think it’s fun to get scared when I read a book.”

“Which is why it’s good we
sleep in the same bed. I sleep better knowing you’re there to
protect me.”

Noting the carriage pulling up to the
house, she stepped away from him. “How do you think your cousin
will take the news?”

“You’re growing soft,
Agatha. I didn’t think you cared about anything but his title and
wealth.”

She got ready to give him a scolding
remark for casting her in such an unflattering light when she saw
his teasing grin. Relaxing, she decided to concede to his
observation. “I suppose in the past I have placed more emphasis on
his title and wealth, but then I got to know him and realized he’s
got a good heart. It’s unfortunate Sophie didn’t take the time to
discover that as well. I just hope he doesn’t lose hope. I know
there’s a lady out there who’ll need someone as good-hearted as
him.”

He escorted her down the steps of the
townhouse, and once they were in the carriage, he closed the gap
between them. “Try not to be discouraged. My cousin never gives up.
He’ll be back at the balls, seeking out another lady to marry. He
does this every year. I’m sure he has the routine
perfected.”

She tried to ignore the way her body
reacted to his touch as he traced the skin beneath her ear. “But
that must get discouraging.”

“He hasn’t voiced a
complaint.”

“I don’t think he would.
He’s not the kind of gentleman who makes a fuss.”

He kissed her cheek. “He’ll be
fine.”

With a sigh, she grabbed his hand
before it went to her breast. “You can’t do this right now. I need
to focus on what I’m going to tell him.”

“Are you saying I’m
distracting?”

Noting his teasing tone, she clasped
her hands around his and giggled. “Very. Now we need to figure out
what we can tell Perry.”

“What’s there to say? Sophie
ran off with another gentleman. We’re sorry. Then we leave before
he blames it all on his cane.”

“Oh, that’s silly. He won’t
blame it on his cane.”

Though he rolled his eyes, he didn’t
answer.

She spent the rest of the carriage ride
debating different ways to tell Perry the bad news, but when the
carriage came to a stop, she didn’t feel any more ready than she
had when they left.

Christopher squeezed her hand.
“Everything will be fine. You’re only here to tell him he has to
find another lady to marry, not that he’s going to die.”

She released her breath and nodded,
still not sure how she was going to tactfully handle this. Tact,
after all, had never been one of her strong points. Usually, she
said whatever was on her mind, and that wasn’t always the best
thing to say. Granted, there were times when she thought someone
needed to hear what was on her mind. Right now, she’d like to tell
Sophie exactly what she thought of this whole thing!

The footman opened the door and she
squared her shoulders back and left the carriage.

Christopher followed suit. “You’re ever
the diligent soldier, aren’t you?”

“What do you mean?” She
glanced at the carriage as they walked up the stairs to the
townhouse.

“Your expression and your
body. It speaks volumes about your intentions. You are determined
to do this no matter how painful it may be.”

“I have to do it because my
aunt refuses to, and I can’t let him find out through the
scandalmongers.”

They stopped at the door and
he knocked on it. “So this isn’t Tittletattle worthy?”

“No, it won’t be in there.
At least not by me.”

“You’re a good lady,
Agatha.”

The door opened and Agatha forced a
polite smile as she followed Christopher into the house.

“Is my cousin receiving
company at the moment?” Christopher asked.

The footman nodded. “If you’ll follow
me…” He turned and led them to the drawing room.

“It feels strange to be so
formal in a place I used to live,” Christopher
commented.

“Well, it’s not your home
anymore,” Agatha softly replied.

“True. My place is with you
now and will always be.”

“I’ll tell Lord Clement
you’re here,” the footman said.

“Tell him not to jump up and
down with joy lest he shows some enthusiasm,” Christopher called
out as he left.

Giving her husband a nudge in the side,
Agatha shook her head. “Manners, Christopher.”

“I’m sorry. I couldn’t
resist. I had to do it. For old time’s sake.”

She sighed but held her tongue and sat
beside him on the settee. As she scanned the room, she noted that
it lacked any real warmth. The same had been true for her drawing
room before Christopher moved in and added a couple of his items to
it. She hadn’t thought about it until now, but she realized how
lonely she’d been before he came into her life. Looking at Perry’s
drawing room, she realized he experienced the same loneliness she
had. Even if Christopher hadn’t been the ideal ward, he’d eased
that loneliness.

When she heard the familiar tapping of
Perry’s cane, she turned her attention to the doorway where Perry
greeted them. “Agatha, I hope you’re making sure Christopher
behaves himself,” he greeted as he sat across from them.

The butler placed tea and biscuits
between them while Christopher did his part to look appalled.
“Making sure I behave myself? Agatha’s my wife, not my mother. If I
wanted to be mothered for the rest of my life, I would have stayed
here with you.”

Agatha shook her head and hoped
Christopher understood that now wasn’t the time to make jests. With
a tentative smile, she picked up the teapot and poured the
gentlemen some tea, though she doubted Perry would feel like
drinking tea after he heard the news. He’d most likely want some
brandy instead.

After the butler left, she began, “I
wish I could say that our being here is to bring you a good report,
but I’m afraid that isn’t the case.” She handed them their
cups.

“You don’t need to say it,”
Perry replied, sitting back in his chair. “Your sister has decided
to marry someone else.”

“Oh, so you heard?” she
ventured.

“No, but I figured there was
no other reason you’d come by with bad news.”

“I’m terribly sorry. There
is no excusing her behavior. She’s lost her wits.”

“I don’t blame
her.”

“You don’t?”

Perry shrugged and sipped his tea.
“I’ve gotten used to it. Every time I fancy a lady, she goes off
running to another gentleman. Your sister’s not the first one who’s
done it.”

Agatha glanced at Christopher who said,
“He thinks it’s his cane that repels them.”

“If my limp was the result
of an injury, it’d be one thing,” Perry said, taking another sip of
his tea. “But this is hereditary. What lady wants to pass on a limp
to her child?”

“Christopher doesn’t have a
limp,” Agatha replied.

“It doesn’t happen to
everyone in the family, but there’s no telling if someone will end
up with it or not until you see if their legs are of even length or
not.”

“Even so, you have wealth
and a title. Ladies will overlook a limp.” She stirred some sugar
into her tea. “And besides, it’s not like you have a something that
can’t be overcome. A limp is easy to adapt to.”

“That’s what I’ve been
telling him, but he won’t listen to me,” Christopher said and
gulped his tea. “Well, now that we’ve come to deliver the news, I
suppose we should get going.”

“Christopher,” she warned,
shooting him a pointed look.

“No, he’s right.” Perry
finished his tea and set it on the tray. “You have better things to
do than stay here. I should go to White’s.”

“But,” Agatha glanced at the
two gentlemen as they rose to their feet, “I enjoy our
conversations. Perhaps we might go for a horse ride.”

“Actually, I’m in the mood
for chess.”

“Christopher can play
chess.”

“I don’t like to play
chess,” Christopher added as he helped her to her feet.

“You don’t have to like it
to play it,” she replied, wondering why he insisted on being so
heartless.

“I wouldn’t want to play
with him anyway,” Perry assured her, grabbing his cane and winked.
“He’s not very good at the game.”

“Then maybe I can play a
game,” she offered. “I might not have played in a year, but I
wasn’t bad at it.”

Christopher steered her toward the
door. “Unless you’re as good as Lord Roderick, you’ll be wasting
his time.”

“He’s right,” Perry told
her, keeping their pace as they slowly made their way to the door,
Agatha’s steps the most reluctant ones in the group. “Please don’t
trouble yourself on my account. This development didn’t shock me.
In fact, I’m surprised your sister even accepted my
proposal.”

“And who knows?” Christopher
added as they passed through the doorway. “Next time, he might even
make it to the wedding day before the lady runs off.”

She gasped. Even if he had a teasing
gleam in his eye, he had no right to say that!

“Don’t take what he says to
heart,” Perry said. “I know that, deep down, he only wants what’s
best for me. He says what he can to startle you. Shocking people is
what he does for amusement.”

She glared at Christopher. “Well, I’m
not amused.”

Christopher sighed and turned to his
cousin as the footman opened the front door. “For what it’s worth,
I am sorry we had to come by to tell you her sister eloped with
another gentleman.”

Agatha inwardly groaned. That didn’t
sound at all like an appropriate apology.

“That came out wrong,”
Christopher said before she could protest. “I meant that I’m sorry
Miss Garrison accepted your proposal then ran off. The least she
could have done was told you before she left.”

Agatha relaxed. That was good, and he
seemed sincere as he said it, which was even better. It looked like
he did care about Perry, even if he had trouble coming out and
saying it.

“I’d rather she ran off now
instead of at the altar,” Perry said and looked at Agatha. “I’m
fine. Truly, I am.”

Knowing there was nothing else she
could do, she released her breath. “I’m sorry.”

Once Perry indicated his thanks,
Christopher led her down the townhouse steps and to the carriage.
After he settled beside her, he held her hands and smiled. “You are
far more caring than you’d have others believe.”

“My heart’s not made of
stone,” she replied as the driver urged the horses forward. “Though
I have to wonder if yours is. I can’t believe the things I was
hearing in there.”

“My cousin didn’t want us to
linger there. When he’s upset, he prefers to be alone. Leaving was
what he wanted us to do.”

She considered his words and decided a
gentleman might want to be left alone after hearing his intended
ran away with another gentleman. “All right. I suppose you weren’t
the heartless cad you seemed to be back there.”

Chuckling, he wrapped his arm around
her shoulders and kissed her. “I’ll see what I can do about finding
him a wife.”

“You will?”

“Yes, I will. It’ll be all
right. You’ll see.”

“And you’ll find him a nice,
reputable lady, preferably one who’s in her first Season? One
who’ll do him a lot of good?”

“You sure do ask a
lot.”

“Christopher!”

He pulled her closer to him and kissed
her, his tongue brushing hers in a most sensual way. She melted
against him and forgot what they’d been talking about.


 


 


 



Chapter Twenty-Three

 


A week later

 


“Agatha, you must believe
me,” Sophie said, her eyes pleading with her sister to understand.
“Mister Landry is a wonderful husband. I’m very fortunate to be
married to him.”

Agatha glanced at their aunt who hadn’t
touched the tea she’d been offered though she looked
relieved.

Agatha shifted on the settee in their
aunt’s drawing room so she could get a better look at her sister.
“Are you aware that Mister Landry needs money?”

“Yes, I am,” her sister
replied. “And I knew he needed money before I married him. He told
me.”

Agatha couldn’t believe what she was
hearing. “You married him knowing full well that he only wanted to
marry you for your money?”

“He didn’t deceive me. I
appreciated his honesty.”

“But Lord Clement was honest
with you as well, and he didn’t want to marry you to obtain
wealth.”

Sophie finished her tea and set the cup
on the table so she could reach for her sister’s hands. “I could
never fall in love with Lord Clement. He’s nice but I have nothing
in common with him. I wouldn’t know what to talk about, and I want
someone I can talk to. Mister Landry makes me laugh and enjoy
life.”

“Sophie, I understand Lord
Clement bored you, but his feelings for you were
sincere.”

“Which is why it wasn’t an
easy decision to make.” She sighed and glanced at their aunt. “I
know you both wanted me to marry someone who had a title, but I’ve
seen how happy Christopher makes you, Agatha, and he doesn’t have a
title. I can’t recall a time when I’ve seen you happier than you
are now.”

“Well, yes. I am
happy.”

“And Christopher doesn’t
bore you, does he?”

“No.”

“And doesn’t he make you
laugh and enjoy life? Isn’t he fun to talk to?”

Agatha knew she’d lost the argument.
Their aunt wasn’t thrilled with the news but was at least accepting
of it. She supposed that was all she could hope for. “Now that
Mister Landry has married you and obtained money, how are things?
Is he still charming and witty?”

“He is. He’s a good
gentleman, an honorable one. He needed the funds to help pay for
his younger sister who’s ill and to get his parents out of debt. I
still have some left over, so we’ll be comfortable. And you needn’t
worry. He’s good to me.”

A couple months ago, Agatha never
thought she would ask the question but now she had to. “And what
about love Sophie? Will he love you?”

“In time, I believe so. We
don’t know each other well enough yet for love, but we are enjoying
each other’s company and I think that’s a wonderful
beginning.”

With another look at their aunt who
finally sipped her tea, Agatha took a deep breath. The marriage was
already done. There was no going back and changing any of it. “I
hope that it leads to love,” she finally said.

Her sister relaxed and she squeezed her
hands. “Thank you, Agatha.”

She squeezed her sister’s hands in
return and smiled. “You’ll have to bring him over for a dinner
party. Christopher seems to think well of him, so it should be a
pleasant evening.”

“That’s very kind of
you.”

She rose to her feet and retrieved her
reticule. “I’ll send you an invite within a week.” She went over to
her aunt and hugged her. “I think everything will work out for
Sophie,” she whispered.

Her aunt returned her hug and
nodded.

She bid her good-bye to Sophie and took
her leave.

 


***

 


Christopher was about to enter White’s
when Lord Pennella intersected him. “A word if you will, Mister
Robinson?”

Frowning, Christopher glanced at the
entrance which Pennella had successfully blocked. He turned his
gaze back to Pennella who, despite his pleasant tone, was clenching
his jaw. “I don’t seem to have a choice since you won’t let me go
into White’s. How unfortunate it is that I can’t walk through you,”
Christopher replied, hoping to ease the situation with a little
humor.

“I’m not amused by your
joke, Robinson.”

After a tense moment of bearing with
Pennella’s intense stare, he relented. “All right. Where would you
like to talk?”

“In my carriage.”

Christopher followed the direction that
Pennella gestured to and saw the footman who waited by the open
carriage door. Knowing this wasn’t going to be pleasant, he
followed Pennella to the carriage. As far as he could remember,
Pennella hadn’t killed anyone. He settled in the seat and remained
silent as Pennella sat next to him and instructed the footman to
tell the driver to take them to Christopher’s townhouse.
Christopher breathed a sigh of relief. Good. At least they were
going to his home where he’d be safe. He didn’t ask for trouble.
Truly, he didn’t, but it seemed that trouble had a way of finding
him and this was no exception.

After the carriage moved forward,
Pennella stared straight ahead. Not sure what to say, Christopher
decided to keep silent and glanced out the window, reminding
himself that he’d be back home soon.

“Are you aware that Lord
Edon sneaks into your townhouse?” Pennella asked, still staring
straight ahead.

No, he hadn’t, though it
made sense if Ethan was passing along gossip for Agatha to report
to the Tittletattle and handing her novels to the publisher. He chuckled as if the
news hadn’t surprised him. “Of course I know Lord Edon enters my
townhouse. He’s my friend.”

“I didn’t say he ‘enters’
your townhouse. I said he ‘sneaks’ into it.”

He shrugged. “You know how rebellious
he is. Entering a townhouse the traditional way would bore
him.”

“You think this is for fun?
That he does it for amusement?”

“That’s the only reason he
does anything. Life is one big ball to him. If he’s not gambling or
chasing skirts, he’s sneaking into his friends’
townhouses.”

“Or maybe he’s doing it so
he can spend time with your wife. I saw them talking at my
ball.”

“She talked to a lot of
people at your ball,” Christopher replied. “Including
you.”

Pennella finally turned to face him,
his eyes cold. “You don’t seem to understand what I am saying. Lord
Edon has most likely taken your wife as a lover. I notice he snuck
into the townhouse while you were gone.”

Forcing aside his displeasure in
finding out Pennella had been keeping track of his and Agatha’s
whereabouts, he chuckled. “And what if they are lovers? At least
he’s being discrete.” Not that Christopher believed they were
lovers, but there was no sense in letting Pennella know
that.

“I’ve seen the way you look
at your wife,” Pennella said. “You’re very much in love with her.
As far as you’re concerned, the sun rises and sets at her bidding,
and yet you don’t care that she needs another gentleman to keep her
satisfied?”

“Husbands and wives take
lovers all the time. Haven’t you been paying attention to the way
people behave? This shouldn’t come as a shock to you.”

Pennella’s spine stiffened. “And I
suppose revealing a secret is acceptable? That a gentleman’s oath
at White’s is a trivial thing, just like fidelity in a marriage
is?”

Christopher knew he had to be careful
in how he answered, and after a quick debate on possible responses,
he chose the path that would imply ignorance. “What secret are you
alluding to?”

“Do you take me for a
fool?”

“No.” He maintained eye
contact, silently thankful for all those years he’d worked to
master the level gaze when telling a lie so he wouldn’t get in
trouble with his cousin.

“I’m not the kind of
gentleman you want to cross.”

“I didn’t cross
you.”

Pennella gripped his knees
and took a deep breath. “So you refuse to admit you were the one to
tell someone—someone very close to you who works at the
Tittletattle—about the
wager between me and Davenport?”

“There were other gentlemen
privy to the wager, and who knows who is working at the
Tittletattle?”

“So that’s how you’re going
to be about it, hmm?”

“I don’t understand what you
mean.”

A slow smile spread across his face.
“All right. You want to do this. I’ll do it.” He rested an arm
against the back of the seat and leaned toward
Christopher.

It was closer than Christopher was
comfortable with, but since he was in a carriage, there was nowhere
he could go.

“If you don’t mind Lord Edon
taking your wife, perhaps you won’t mind sharing her with me. I
admit she’s very pleasing to the eye. She certainly has curves
everywhere a lady ought to have them.”

Christopher had to fight to keep his
expression void of emotion. The moment he showed any signs of
weakness, this verbal duel was over. “It has to be her choice, but
I won’t stop her from doing what she wants.” And he knew Agatha
well enough to know she’d never make love to Pennella, or any other
gentleman for that matter.

“Oh? It’s that simple then,
is it? You’d pass your wife around like a lady of ill
repute?”

“I don’t own her. She
decides what she’s going to do or not do.”

The carriage came to a stop, and
Christopher gave a silent prayer of thanks. Now maybe this whole
thing could be over.

Pennella glanced out the window and
snickered when he saw Agatha’s carriage in front of the townhouse.
“It looks like your wife is home. You don’t mind if I invite her in
here and tell her that you just offered her to me, do
you?”

He stiffened. Pennella managed to find
a weakness. He knew the moment Pennella’s lips turned up into a
knowing smile the whole thing was over. “I am not giving you
permission to touch her.”

“Really? It sounded to me as
if you just did.”

The footman opened the door.

“I believe it’s time we paid
your very good looking wife a visit,” Pennella said. “I’ll be sure
to tell her you expect her to take lovers.”

Christopher felt his gut tighten. He
didn’t know if she would believe him or Pennella. He swallowed
hard, wondering what other course he could have taken to yield a
better outcome. Anything he said probably would have brought him to
the same place. Pennella was as upset with him as he was with
Agatha. This didn’t bode well for either of them. He didn’t know
specifically what dark deeds Pennella was known for, but this
definitely wasn’t good.

 


***

 


Agatha had just sat down at her desk
when the door flung open and Lord Pennella barged into the room,
followed by an apprehensive Christopher. Startled, she rose to her
feet.

“Lord Pennella?” She walked
around the desk and glanced at Christopher before turning her gaze
back to him. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”

“I surmise the pleasure will
be all mine,” Lord Pennella said with a smile that unnerved her. He
turned to the butler. “We won’t be needing anything at the moment.
Please close the door and be on your way.”

Her jaw dropped as the butler obeyed.
“Who gave you the right to come into my house and tell my staff
what to do?”

“Oh, I have far more rights
than that.”

Christopher stepped between them. “This
will stop at once. All you do is bully people when they do
something you don’t like.”

“What is this about?” Agatha
insisted, trying to peer around Christopher’s shoulder, but he
placed his hands on her hips to keep her behind him.

“I thought you were
perfectly fine with another gentleman touching your wife,” Lord
Pennella said.

“What?” Agatha
demanded.

“You will not lay a hand on
her,” Christopher told him.

“But what if she chooses
it?” he asked.

“She won’t. You will leave
at once.”

“I will? Are you going to
force me out?”

“If I have to,” Christopher
said through gritted teeth.

She shoved Christopher’s hands away so
she could finally face Lord Pennella. “What is this
about?”

“Agatha—”

“Wait,” she interrupted,
ignoring Christopher’s pleading tone. “This involves me. I have the
right to know what is going on.”

Lord Pennella clasped his hands. “Your
husband just promised me a night of pleasure in your
bed.”

“I did not!” Christopher
glared at him then turned to her. “I never said any such
thing.”

“He said it’s all right with
him if you take lovers.”

Before Christopher could reply, she
asked, “What is this really about, my lord?”

“I think you know,” Lord
Pennella replied.

“Don’t listen to him,”
Christopher told her. “I never said he could spend any time with
you. You know I wouldn’t say that.”

Yes, she did. And from the look on Lord
Pennella’s face, she guessed he was there to finish the
conversation he’d had with her at his ball. “So you’re here to see
if I’m willing to take you as a lover? Was this something you
wished to ask at the ball?”

Lord Pennella reached out to caress her
arm, but Christopher shoved him away. “I told you not to touch her!
Do we need to go to a duel for you to get the message?”

“Christopher!” She stopped
him before he could push Lord Pennella again. “He’s not worth a
duel. Now, let me handle this.”

Christopher remained still for a long
moment, his body tense as he stared at Lord Pennella, but he
finally relented. “All right.”

“Thank you.” She turned her
attention back to their unwanted guest. She was beginning to
understand how Christopher got into so much trouble in the past. He
had a tendency to let his emotions override good judgment. All a
duel would do was get him killed or in trouble since it was
illegal. Placing her hands on her hips, she directed her gaze at
Lord Pennella. “We both know I’ll never take you as a lover, so
stop wasting my time and tell me why you’re here.”

“Money,” Lord Pennella
snapped.

Her lips formed a tight line. Money.
Why did so many things always have to come down to
money?

“You give me what I need,”
he continued, “and I’ll forget what happened at
White’s.”

“What happened?” she asked.
“Did Christopher lose to you in a game?”

“Nothing so
simple.”

“Then what is
it?”

“So you’ll pretend
ignorance, just as your husband did?”

She groaned. “I tire of this game. Why
don’t you just come out and say it?”

“Fine. There’s a lot more to
you than people realize. I’ve been watching what you’ve been doing,
and I discovered something very interesting about you. You enjoy
morsels of gossip when they come your way. In fact, you enjoy them
so much, you can’t help but pass those morsels on to
others.”

She took a deep breath, forcing her
mind to reason through this situation. She already deducted that he
knew she had a hand in exposing his wager with Lord Davenport. But
apparently, he wasn’t going to let the matter go. He was going to
insist on restitution, and in this case, restitution involved
money. Well, she wasn’t one who could be manipulated. If she gave
in now, who knew how much more he’d demand? For all she knew, he’d
keep coming after her for money for the rest of her life. She
couldn’t accept that possibility. She had to stop it now, before it
got any further.

After a moment, she figured
out her best option. He had other things to hide, much more
pressing things that only someone writing for the
Tittletattle would know,
though she hadn’t disclosed it publicly since it would be
dangerous. With more courage than she felt, she straightened her
back, refusing to give her apprehension away.

Taking a deep breath, she said, “I hear
Spain is nice this time of year. In fact, there’s a little town of
special interest. It’s not far from Madrid. Does the name Raquel
mean anything to you?”

A moment passed between them, one in
which time itself seemed suspended. The tension in the air was
thick. Behind her, Christopher stepped toward her, his presence
comforting despite the circumstances. Her heart raced but she
lifted her chin and kept eye contact with Lord Pennella, refusing
to blink. There had been a rumor about the lady he secretly married
and kept hidden.

But as she stared at him,
she knew it hadn’t been a rumor. It was the truth. Had it not been
for his brother, she never would have heard about it. Disguised as
Gerard Addision, she had found his brother lying by an alley,
intoxicated and rambling on about it. At the time, Agatha thought
it was the alcohol making him say those things, but now she knew
better. The only reason she hadn’t put it in the
Tittletattle was because
she hadn’t been sure if it was accurate.

And now, as she played the only card
she had to get Lord Pennella to leave her and her husband alone,
she hoped her maneuver would work. “I’m willing to overlook it, of
course,” she began, sounding more confident than she felt, “if a
certain wager at White’s can be forgotten?”

After a long pause, he finally offered
a stiff nod.

She released her breath and swallowed
the lump in her throat. Good. Her ploy worked.

“Just know one thing, one
thing no one else would believe if I told them,” he
said.

Her body tensing, she waited for him to
continue.

“I was never going to marry
Miss Giles.”

She watched him as he strode out of the
drawing room, wondering why he felt the need to tell her
that.

After a moment, Christopher turned to
her. “Lord Pennella has a wife?”

“Apparently so, but for some
reason, he doesn’t want anyone to know.”

“It never ceases to amaze me
how much you learn about people.”

Shrugging, she said, “It
comes from reporting gossip in the Tittletattle.”

“Are you going to report the
news about his wife?”

“No. I reported the
information about the wager because I didn’t want the gentlemen to
make a fool of Miss Giles. She had a right to know what was going
on.”

He wrapped his arm around her waist and
gave her a kiss. “Who knew that under that stony exterior is a lady
who uses gossip for good?”

She gasped, feigning indignation as she
turned to face him. “I don’t think that’s very kind of you to
say.”

His eyes widened in mock innocence.
“You take offense to being told that you use gossip for
good?”

“No, I take offense to being
told I have a stony exterior. I much prefer the word
‘tough’.”

He studied her, his eyebrow raised as
if trying to determine if she was joking or being
serious.

Unable to stop the smile that tugged at
her lips, she playfully jabbed him in the side. “Come now,
Christopher. Certainly you can tell when I’m teasing.”

“Ah, but you are tough. You
make it hard for people to get to know you.”

“What would be the reward in
knowing me if I made it easy? I have to say I’m rather disappointed
in you. I thought you enjoyed a good challenge.”

He pulled her into his arms and
grinned. “I do. I also enjoy watching a lady who knows how to
handle a tyrant like Lord Pennella.”

“Everyone has something they
won’t risk losing, no matter how much they have to sacrifice to
keep it.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him. “I
thought it was very noble of you to step in and let him know you
wouldn’t let him take advantage of me.”

“I’m a selfish gentleman,
Agatha. I don’t want to share you with anyone.”

“And you’ll never have to.
The invitation to my bed is only for you.”

With a smile, he asked, “Care to extend
the invitation now?”

“Not right now.” Noting the
disappointment on his face, she added, “I have something I need you
to do in this room first.”

“Oh?”

She gave him another kiss, this time
letting her lips linger on his, knowing full well it would arouse
him. When she pulled away from him, she winked and went over to her
desk where she sat on it and offered him a generous view of her
legs. “Why don’t you lock the door and find out what I have in
mind?”

“My love, it will be my
pleasure to do your bidding,” he replied then turned to lock the
door.
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