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A WINTER WISH

 


by Nadine Millard


CHAPTER ONE

 


"Yes, Mrs. Callahan,
I understand that it hurts but I really do think removing it
is a little excessive."

Mariah repressed the urge to bash the older
woman with her own reticule and tell her to stop being
ridiculous.

Dr. Bolton, Mariah's father, had a packed
surgery today as he did every other day and though it was
unorthodox he allowed Mariah to help out every so often, like this
morning.

As the only surgeon in their small village,
as well as the only apothecary, Dr. Bolton was constantly in
demand. He was coming to rely on his eldest daughter's head for
medicine more and more, though Mrs. Bolton despaired of them
both.

But really, it wasn't as though this were
London or even one of the big cities of York or Edinburgh. This was
a village in Lancashire, where Mariah had lived her whole life.

It wasn't the done thing at all for a young
lady to be working in her father's surgery. But everyone here had
known Mariah her whole life and trusted her implicitly.

Besides, they would rather be fixed up
quickly than hang about waiting for potions and poultices that
would take much longer just for the sake of propriety.

Usually Mariah loved helping out. She got to
use her talents for herbs and see plenty of her friends and their
families at the same time.

Usually it was enjoyable. Today it was
nothing short of painful.

"But the pain, Mariah," whined Mrs.
Callahan.

Mariah sighed inwardly then tried again.
Every week it was some new malady. Every week there was some
dramatic ailment or other. This one, however, was amongst the most
ridiculous.

"I understand, Mrs. Callahan, really I do.
Burns can be very sore indeed. But I promise you, applying this
cream will set you to right in mere days. Wouldn't you rather that
than lose a finger? How will you bake your delicious pies and cakes
without your finger?"

Mrs. Callahan, mercifully, seemed to get
momentarily distracted by the compliment and Mariah pressed her
advantage.

"The Christmas Fete will be a total disaster
without your baked goods as you well know. And our vicar is far too
old and fragile to deal with such a disaster, do you not
think?"

Mrs. Callahan tried and failed to suppress
her gleeful smile.

"Yes, I suppose you are right, my dear.
Nobody could deal with the sheer volume of baking. And I am, after
all, the only one with the secret recipes. But it is terribly
sore," she demanded, making sure Mariah still knew how she
suffered.

As if I could forget! "I am sure it is
and I can tell you, on behalf of the whole of Wymouth, we
appreciate you struggling on to save the Fete."

At this, Mrs. Callahan beamed once again.

Gathering up the cream and her variety of
belongings, she bid a valiant farewell and bustled outside,
forgetting to clutch her hand as she had been doing on the way
in.

Mariah heaved a sigh of relief and went back
to her cough remedy. This one was in high demand and Mariah wanted
to make sure she had plenty at hand.

A cool wind signalled the arrival of someone
else through the door and she looked up with some trepidation.

Even Mrs. Callahan couldn't have injured
herself in the past twenty seconds!

Thankfully, it was merely the vicar's
wife.

"Good morning, Mrs. Yates," Mariah greeted
her with a smile.

"Good morning, Mariah. How pretty you look
today."

Mariah smiled at the compliment, the same one
she'd been hearing from Mrs. Yates since she had been a small
child.

"What can I do for you today? Is the vicar's
gout bothering him again?"

"Oh, no, my dear. Your elixir is truly
working wonders with him. No, I've come with rather a strange
request. I wonder if we might speak privately for a moment?"

Mariah's interest was immediately piqued.

"Yes of course, come through," she said,
leading the way to a small sitting room at the back of where she
kept her supplies.

Only moments before, she had brewed a pot of
tea, and thankfully it was still warm, so she set about pouring
some for them both.

Once they'd settled down with their teacups,
Mariah looked at Mrs. Yates expectantly, her hazel eyes shining
with curiosity.

"I wonder if you've heard that somebody has
bought Greywood Manor."

"Oh, really? Why that's wonderful," enthused
Mariah.

Greywood Manor had been the seat of the only
Peer that had ever lived near their small village. Old Sir Thomas,
a baron, had died without ever having an heir of his own and
apparently some distant nephew or cousin or other had
inherited.

The village gossip was that the nephew, or
cousin, was a bit of a gambler and had immediately set about trying
to sell the place to fund his habit.

Mariah had been fifteen when Sir Thomas had
passed away and in the five years since there'd been no word of a
buyer.

"Isn't it? It will be so nice to have the
place returned to its former glory."

"Indeed," said Mariah, brushing a chestnut
lock from her face. She was still unsure as to why Mrs. Yates
wanted to speak to her but she was too polite to hurry the lady
along.

"Anyway, the place has been bought by a Mr.
Brandon Haverton. Comes from a very well respected family in the
south somewhere."

"How odd that he should have bought it then,
if his family is in the south."

"Yes, I thought so too. But apparently he has
a lot of business interests around Lancashire and Yorkshire. Mills
and such things. So he wanted somewhere to stay here rather than
frequent inns whilst here on business."

Mariah nodded her understanding.

"Anyway, I am sure you are wondering what
this has to do with you."

"A little," she confessed with a smile.

"When Sir Thomas's heir inherited the place,
you know he did not even visit. Mr. Haverton has already hired a
staff to clean the place out and prepare it for his arrival.
However, there are plenty of valuables; books mostly, you remember
how fond the old man was of his library. And I fear the local
village girls just do not have the knowledge required to sort
through such a place. It is a rather monumental task."

Mariah's heart quickened. Everybody who knew
her knew how passionate she was about books. And the Greywood
Library was something she'd been itching to see since
childhood.

"I know how busy you are with helping your
father, my dear so please do not feel that there is any pressure to
accept. But Mr. Haverton's solicitor had asked if there was a
suitable person to go through the library and make note of its
value and general condition and, well, Mr. Yates had thought that
you would perhaps consider it?"

Mariah almost yelped in her excitement.

"Oh, Mrs. Yates. I would love
that."

The older lady smiled indulgently.

"Yes, I thought you might," she said now
reaching into her reticule and pulling out a letter. "Here are the
instructions from Mr. Smith, Mr. Haverton's solicitor. Apparently
the gentleman is hoping to have taken up residence in time for
Christmas so ideally he would prefer if matters were settled by
then."

Mariah did the calculations in her head.

"Four weeks until Christmas day. When does
the gentleman plan to arrive?"

"The week before, if I am not mistaken."

"And what is it that he wants to do with the
library?"

"As to that I am not sure. The letter says
that he wants it catalogued before he makes any decisions. The
furniture in the house will be used. The personal artefacts such as
portraits of Greywood family members are to be stowed away, out of
sight."

Mariah had begun perusing the letter as Mrs.
Yates spoke.

"It says here that they will arrive
before Christmas. The gentleman has a family?"

"No, indeed. He is quite unattached. I have
no idea who is accompanying him. How strange."

Mariah nodded in agreement but did not feel
as though it was any of her concern. She would be gone before the
family arrived. It was a lot of work to be sure. But she was more
than capable of handling it.

Mrs. Yates stood to take her leave after
receiving plenty of assurances that Mariah would be there tomorrow
to work through the library and that her father could manage
without her for some weeks.

As she reached the door, Mrs. Yates turned to
Mariah.

"Mariah, dear. I – that is, well…" The lady
hesitated, and Mariah was surprised to see that she looked worried
about something.

"Yes, Mrs. Yates? Is anything the
matter?"

"Mr. Smyth hinted at a rather, um,
cantankerous nature when discussing Mr. Haverton. He is most
assuredly a gentleman, albeit a rather sullen one by all accounts.
I should not wish you to be at the receiving end of ill manners or
a bad spirit."

Mariah thought of the curmudgeonly souls she
dealt with daily in assisting her father. Though she supposed she
knew them well enough to handle them.

"Please do not worry. I am quite sure I have
met more than my fair share of sullen gentlemen in my time.
Besides," she continued with what she hoped was a reassuring smile,
"if I am accurate and quick in my work, I shall not even set eyes
on the man."

Mrs. Yates seemed well pleased as she took
her leave and Mariah was finally free to feel excited. How
wonderful to take on such a project. Her curiosity was piqued by
the new owner, no doubt. But she was far too pleased about the
opportunity to worry overly much about bad tempered strangers.
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If Mariah was pleased
with the events, Mrs. Bolton was certainly not.

"For goodness sake, Mariah, what possessed
you to agree? You have no need to take on paid work. What will
people think?"

"I do not care a jot what people think,
Mother," Mariah answered firmly.

"No, you never have. But will you have no
consideration for your poor sister? For this family's good name?
Why people are sure to think that we need you to work. Do
you not understand? People will think we're—" Mrs. Bolton raised a
hand to clutch her string of pearls. "—poor," she finished
in a horrified whisper.

Mariah bit her tongue so hard she could taste
blood.

Her mother, even now after years of marriage
to a respectable surgeon, who was lovely but only a surgeon, still
had delusions of grandeur.

Having been the youngest of seven children
born to a baronet of little consequence, Mrs. Bolton had rather
bizarrely managed to convince herself that she was gentry of great
importance. Everyone was used to her, of course. Dr. Bolton
indulged her because it was less painful for his ears and head.
Mariah constantly butted heads with her but even she was tiring of
the tantrums and so usually just said nothing, for the sake of
peace.

Lillianne, however, Mariah's younger sister,
was unfortunately an almost exact replica of their mother.

She joined in the remonstrations now with
ill-concealed relish.

"Mother is quite right, Mariah," she sniffed,
her perfectly coifed chestnut curls bouncing with each curt nod.
"Why, people already think it bizarre that you help out in Papa's
little shop."

It was a testament to how little time Lilly
spent in reality that she referred to the surgery and apothecary as
a "little shop."

"Nobody seems to mind when I am assisting
them."

"Yes, well. Sick people are as uncaring as
they are disgusting. But you may rest assured that once they are
recovered they are very much aware of how unorthodox this all
is."

"Too true," chimed in Mrs. Bolton, not to be
outdone in sheer idiocy. "Do you know how much we've had to spend
on new gowns and such just to stop the rumours of our financial
ruin?"

"If you keep spending so frivolously it won't
be a rumour," said Mariah and then immediately regretted it as it
set off a bout of wailing and whining that even their dog ran away
from.

Mariah's father, who had up to this point
remained sensibly silent, cleared his throat then cleared it again
louder before finally resorting to a near coughing fit to get the
ladies to listen to him.

"My dear," he began in a soothing tone, "I
appreciate your concerns and they are valid."

He shot a warning look at Mariah's very
unladylike snort.

"However, consider if Mariah had said no. The
whole village would be aware that she had refused to help the new
arrivals, the very wealthy new arrivals I might add. And, that she
had embarrassed the vicar of all people, for not adhering to
his recommendation."

The tears abruptly stopped, not that they
were real to begin with.

"Oh, my dear you're right. Oh, how
wonderful."

This was a quick turnaround, even for her
mother.

Mariah glanced at Lilly and saw that she was
just as confused.

"Lillianne, you must go with your
sister."

"I beg your pardon?"

"You must go with your sister to Greywood
Manor. If what I hear about Mr. Greywood is true, he is not only
rich but single."

"Ah, I see," said Lillianne with a smile.

"Well I don't," said Mariah.

"Mariah, dear, I have long given up hope of
you using your natural beauty to your advantage. No doubt you will
have your head buried in books and other nonsense for the entire
time that you are there. Thankfully," she went on loudly to drown
out Maria's sudden objections, "your sister was not only graced
with beauty but with a healthy desire for a good match. Something
you are sadly lacking."

"I fail to see what this has to do with my
working in the library, Mother. I can't just–"

"It has everything to do with it.
Lilly will go to assist you."

"What?" shouted Lilly, horrified at the mere
thought.

"Calm down, dearest. You're not going to
actually work for Heaven's sake. But you will be there to keep the
gentleman company whilst Mariah breaks her neck trying to heft
books about the place."

Mariah thought that her mother didn't have to
sound quite so happy at the idea of her breaking her neck.

"A wonderful plan, Mother. Except for one
thing. Mr. Haverton won't be at the house whilst I am there."

The atmosphere changed immediately from one
of scheming joy to fury.

"What do you mean?" her mother asked through
clenched teeth.

"I mean, he won't be there. I am to prepare
the library and be gone before the family's arrival."

"Well you must wait longer to do it, is all,"
said Lilly, but Mariah could see that her mother, whose ears were
razor sharp when she thought she was either getting gossip or
information she could use to her advantage, had heard "the
family."

"Family?" she questioned.

"Family," confirmed Mariah.

"He has a family?"

"Oh yes, a huge one," Mariah lied gaily.
"Children coming out of his ears and no doubt his wife is as
beautiful as she is – er, fertile."

"Mariah!" her mother admonished but Mariah
could see her heart wasn't in it. Her dreams had just been
shattered. The fact that they were only about two minutes long
wouldn't matter a jot to her mother.

"Ah, well. Try not to be too disappointed,
Lil, I'm sure you'll manage just fine with the suitors you're
already in possession of."

"You're not going."

Now it was Mariah's turn to stare in
astonishment at her mother.

"I beg your pardon?"

"You are not going," her mother enunciated
each word carefully.

"Of course I'm going. You heard Papa just now
about the vicar and the gossip."

"Yes, I did. And he makes a good point. But
if there are no opportunities for you or your sister, I fail to see
the benefit."

Mariah could not believe what she was hearing
but she knew that this was a delicate situation and one which
required careful handling.

"The benefit, mother, is that I will do such
a good job with the library that Mr. Haverton is sure to be pleased
and call on me to thank me."

Mariah saw no sense in informing her mother
that it sounded like the man wouldn't know manners if they ran over
him with a chaise and four.

"Then, not only will you be the first
acquaintance of his in the entire village, excluding Mr. Yates and
Mr. Thompson but—"

"Who is Mr. Thompson?" enquired Lilly
suddenly, possibly sensing fresh meat.

"The solicitor who has lived in the village
since before you were born," said Mariah. "Honestly Lilly, how can
you not know him?"

Lilly shrugged and went back to her dinner,
once again uninterested in the conversation.

"As I was saying Mama, we would be the first
family to know him. And from what Mrs. Yates said about his desire
to be sociable, we will quite possibly be the only family to know
him."

Mariah waited with bated breath for her
mother to weigh up her words.

Finally, Mrs. Bolton sighed and said; "Very
well. I do not suppose you can back out now that you've
agreed."

Mariah thanked her profusely and pretended to
believe that the decision was based on a magnanimous nature and not
a desire to have one up on Mrs. Callahan and the other town
gossips.

With the matter settled, Mariah quickly
changed the subject just in case her mother suddenly changed her
mind again. But thankfully, there was no reversal of the
decision.

As Mariah readied herself for bed that night,
she did not even attempt to still the butterflies of excitement in
her stomach.

For once, she would be doing something
exciting and adventurous all by herself. She could not wait.


CHAPTER TWO

 


Mariah pulled her
woollen cloak more firmly around her shoulders and hunched
over against the biting December wind.

Her father's gig was extremely handy for
traversing the often bumpy country roads surrounding their village.
But it was no use against the inclement weather of a Lancashire
winter.

Her mother had almost had a fit of the
vapours that morning when Mariah announced she would go alone to
the Manor.

Mariah had managed to calm her down with
careful explanations that it was only servants at the house at
present; they all knew her anyway so her reputation wasn't in any
danger and, mostly, by slipping something into her teacup, though
Mariah did not confess to this.

It was nothing dangerous. Just enough to make
her happily drowsy until Mariah made her escape.

As she crested a small hill, Mariah pulled to
a halt.

There it was. Greywood Manor.

The house was a magnificent structure of
stone brought up from London, if the gossips were correct. The
baron who had commissioned it wanted it to stand out next to the
local yellow brick. And stand out it did.

It was made of a grey stone but rather than
seem dull, it was so large and beautifully situated that the stone
could never have looked anything less than beautiful.

The grounds surrounding the manor house were
nowhere near as extensive as those of the estates close by but they
were vast and verdant, the evergreens lushly dark against the cool
winter sky.

Even if she hadn't been lucky enough to be
working in the library, Mariah would have been ecstatic to be here
and made a promise to herself to explore every inch of land when
she had a break to do so.

But right now, time was ticking. She had
risen at first light, determined to finish before Mr. Haverton
arrived.

Mariah was difficult to intimidate but Mrs.
Yates' description of her mysterious employer left her feeling that
she would rather not meet him until she absolutely had to. And
certainly not before she had done an excellent job with the
library.

Pulling up to the front of the magnificent
house, Mariah looked up and spotted a groom coming towards her.

She could not see the man's features from
this distance, but good heavens, he looked to be a fine specimen of
manhood indeed!

His gait was strong and sure and he was tall,
so very tall.

Mariah wasn't exactly tiny and in actual fact
was rather taller than a lot of the men her age in the village. But
this giant of a man would surely tower over her.

And his shoulders! Mariah's mouth dried up as
she took in the breadth of his shoulders and her eyes raked
greedily over the rest of him.

His clothing was dark and nondescript,
although, she admitted to herself, he wasn't in the usual attire of
a groom. In fact, he was ever so well dressed for a groom but he
certainly wasn't dressed as a gentleman.

Curious. Obviously the servants dressed a lot
better in the South than they did up here.

She was not complaining however, not when the
clothes gave her a wonderful few of his broad torso, tapering down
to a slim waist and legs that looked mouth-wateringly muscular in
his tight black breeches.

She was a veritable hussy! Never had she so
scandalously studied a man's form.

The heat of embarrassment and — admittedly —
excitement rose to stain her cheeks.

He was closer now and stopped still, staring
up at her. And now that she could see his face, the air left her
body in one, giant whoosh.

Good God. The man was utterly gorgeous.

Mariah's breath hitched as she returned the
man's curious gaze with a, frankly, lascivious one of her own.

His hair, which was currently being ruffled
by the cold winter wind, a wind that she was now extremely envious
of, was dark, almost black, but with touches of chestnut. And his
eyes. His eyes were the exact colour of hot, dark chocolate. They
made her think of indulgence and luxury and sin so bad that she'd
likely give old Mr. Yates an apoplectic fit were she to confess it
to him.

This would not do! This was a distraction she
did not need.

She was here to do a job and it was a mammoth
task by any standards. She did not need to be distracted by grooms
and thoughts of rolling about in the stables.

She needed to maintain her distance from the
servants so that she could go about her business and get out of
here before the master of the house arrived.

So, shaking her head a little to clear her
less than pure thoughts, Mariah summoned her most haughty smile.
Being the daughter of a snobbish Bolton did have its uses after
all.

"Ah, good morning," she said, keeping her
tone brisk and trying to ignore her insane desire to lick his
strong neck. Never before had she wanted to lick another human
being. It was most disconcerting. "I am come to work on the
library. You may take the horse and gig round to the stables. I
shall find my way there when I am finished for the day."

She stepped down from the gig, grabbing her
reticule on the way. Turning, she made sure not to stand close
enough to smell him because if he smelled good well, her horse
would witness something that no innocent horse should ever see.

"Here you go," she said jovially, though
still a little coolly, there was no need to be rude after all. She
thrust the reigns into his hands, making sure not to make contact
with his skin.

Glancing down she saw that his hands were as
large and strong as the rest of him. They did not even look
work-worn.

Hands, she decided, were underrated. More
people should take about their beauty.

He still hadn't spoken, and Mariah wondered,
with his devilishly dark looks, if he could understand her.

If he hailed from some hot, exotic country
she'd probably faint on the spot.

"Run along then," she encouraged and made a
walking motion with her gloved hand.

He frowned at her hands, then at the
reigns.

Hmm. Perhaps he was a little slow on the
uptake. Bless him.

Mariah smiled encouragingly and then, because
he seemed so confused, she reached out and patted him on the head.
She reached up, rather. His head was quite high up.

"I'm sure you'll do a wonderful job," she
said kindly then turned and marched up the front steps of the
house.

He was terribly handsome, but the poor man
obviously struggled with basic understanding. Well, she could never
take advantage of such a vulnerable person.

As she strode to the imposing oak door, she
tried not to think of what a pity that was.

Mariah knocked and tapped her foot
impatiently waiting for someone to answer the door.

A quick glance around showed that the groom
had jumped up on the gig and driven it around the back of the
house.

So he had understood her instructions, thank
goodness. She didn't fancy having to search out the horse when she
was ready to leave.

The door opened and a ramrod straight man
with snow white hair stood in the opening, along with the footman
who had opened it.

A full staff then. Unusual, since the family
weren't here but again, Mariah didn't know how they did things in
London.

"Good morning," she said a little nervously.
The white-haired man was very imposing. "I am Mariah Bolton. Mrs.
Yates sent me about the library?" she phrased it like a question,
suddenly feeling as though she were standing in front of a stern
tutor and she'd gotten her sums wrong.

"But you're a woman."

The answer wasn't what Mariah had been
expecting and she felt a ridiculous urge to apologise for the
fact.

"Er—"she replied because really, what was one
to say to that?

"You were not supposed to be a woman," the
man stated, his voice incredulous.

Mariah frowned.

"Well, I'm terribly sorry," she said
mischievously, "But I've been a woman for years now. I don't think
there's much I can do to change the fact."

Her response seemed to snap the butler out of
his probably uncharacteristic confusion and he immediately bowed
and stepped back.

"I apologise, madam. Please do come in."

Mariah stepped through into the grand
entrance hall and tried not to let her jaw drop.

The house definitely had an air of neglect
about it, but it was still incredibly beautiful.

The paper-hangings were a dull gold and the
marble floor beneath her feet shone a gleaming white. It had
obviously been cleaned recently.

The staircase that dominated the hallway and
split into the balcony above her, was a dark walnut and that too
gleamed with recent attention.

Mariah tried not to look as though she were a
fish out of water in such luxurious surrounding.

"Once again, I must offer my apologies
madam," the butler was saying. "We had been led to believe that a
young man would be arriving to look after the library."

"Will it be a problem?" Mariah asked in
confusion and felt a moment's trepidation at the butler's flash of
uncertainty before he smiled politely.

"No indeed madam. My name is Fernshaw. I am
the butler of the house. I shall take you directly to the library
and have refreshments brought. Should you require anything, simply
ring and I shall attend you myself."

Mariah was relieved at the sudden turnaround
in the man's behaviour. He seemed polite and efficient now that
he'd recovered from her being a female.

"Thank you, Fernshaw. I must admit I look
forward to getting started. Books are a great passion of mine."

She followed Fernshaw down the large hallway,
with doors closed on either side until finally they reached the
last door on the left.

"Here we are, madam."

The butler opened the door and Mariah stepped
through.

Her eyes widened and she could not help the
gasp that slipped through her lips.

"Oh, my goodness," she whispered in awe.

The room was, without doubt, the most
beautiful place she had ever been.

It was huge for starters, the vaulted
ceilings so high up she could barely see the roof. And the books!
There was shelf upon shelf of glorious books. And more yet in piles
on the tables scattered round the room.

At the far wall there was a large oak desk
and two accompanying stuffed chairs, and Mariah noted to some
satisfaction, there were plenty of sofas dotted round the room for
leisurely reading.

She thought she had died and gone to
heaven.

A niggling voice in the back of her head
tried to make her feel anxious about the volume of work involved in
such a task but she ruthlessly pushed it away.

Yes, it was a lot of work but Mariah felt
excited at the treasures she was sure to uncover here.

"Will you require any assistance, madam?" the
butler asked now, sounding a little doubtful about Mariah's ability
to complete the task.

She didn't blame him. But she would not show
fear.

"Some paper and ink, if you please, so that I
may keep records of what I find. And those refreshments you
mentioned," she added with a smile.

Fernshaw bowed and exited with the assurance
that he would send a maid immediately with what she required,
taking her discarded cloak, bonnet, and gloves with him.

Mariah stood for a moment, not quite sure
where to begin. The room was rather cool, but the huge fireplace at
the other end of the desk held an impressive blaze and she was sure
that she would warm up soon.

With a decisive nod, Mariah rolled up the
sleeves of her simple dimity gown and set to work.

She cleared the contents of the desk — mostly
books — so that she would have somewhere to keep her notes. Next
she set about searching for any records that the previous owner
might have kept about his collection.

Mariah was soon engrossed in page after page
of diaries, household expense records but, as of yet, no book
records.

She heard the door creak open and, without
looking up, called out to the maid.

"Thank you. You can set the tray down on the
desk here if you please, and I shall drink whilst working, for
there is a lot to be done. Did you remember to bring stationary for
my notes?"

"No, I bloody well did not. Who the hell are
you and why do you think you can order me around my own house?"

Mariah yelped in fright at the sound of a
very deep, very male voice bellowing at her from across the
room.

Looking up she was astonished to see the
groom from that morning standing glowering at her, his hands fisted
on those hips she'd so admired earlier.

She was about to ring a peal over his head
for frightening her when his words sank in.

Did he just say—?

"Your house?" she questioned with a dawning
realisation of what she'd done this morning.

"Yes," he said through gritted teeth. He had
lovely teeth, she thought, then berated herself. Now was not the
time. "My house."

Mariah thought back to their encounter this
morning.

She'd bossed him around. She'd thrown the
reigns at him and demanded that he care for the horse.

She'd – oh good lord – she'd patted him on
the head.

The heat of mortification stained her
cheeks.

"Your house," she said again. Just so that
she could be one hundred percent sure that when she got thrown out
on her backside, it would be by Mr. Haverton.

"Would you like me to write it down?" he
asked sarcastically.

Mariah felt her temper flare. She'd been
accidentally rude. He bloody well knew what he was doing.

"My apologies, sir. I did not realise who you
were."

"Evidently," he snapped. "But I ask again.
Who in damnation are you?"

Well, there was no need for such language,
thought Mariah.

"I am Mariah Bolton," she said crisply. "The
lady you employed to take care of the library."

Not satisfied with that however, she
continued.

"And to be frank, I am not accustomed to
being spoken to in such a manner."

She watched with apprehension as anger flared
in his eyes and his jaw, his very strong jaw, dropped in shock.

"But you're a woman," he said now in an
accusatory tone.

It was amazing, thought Mariah. She'd never
before had anyone point out her obvious femininity in her life, and
here she was having it happen twice in the space of an hour.

"Guilty as charged" she said
sarcastically.

His eyes narrowed and she swallowed.

"Why are you a woman?"

Well how in God's name was she to answer
that?

"I believe you'll have to address that
question to our Creator, Mr. Haverton. I had very little to do with
it."

He seemed to realise how ridiculous his
question had been and he looked momentarily abashed. Which was very
endearing.

And that was very inconvenient,
mid-battle.

"What I mean is, we had been led to believe
that you would be a man."

"Yes, so I believe. But, well, I'm not."

"I can bloody well see that," he grumbled,
his eyes raking her and making her feel suddenly far too hot.

"If you do not approve, sir—"

"Oh, I approve alright," he said hoarsely,
killing the words in her throat.

She had meant to say that if he did not
approve of having a woman do the job, she would leave. But he had
stopped her in her tracks with that statement, so all that came out
was a sort of whimper.

Clearing her throat, she tried again.

"I am sure that nobody realised you would
have such a problem with hiring a woman for the task. Mr. Haverton.
If you wish, I will leave immediately. But I warn you," she
continued, her face heating with her growing ire, "you will not
find anyone between this village and the next who knows more about
books than I. And you certainly won't find anyone who could take on
this task so close to Christmas with as much dedication as I
can."

He glared at her in silence for what seemed
like an age before finally huffing out a frustrated breath and
snapping, "Very well. You will continue."

Mariah allowed her indignation to show in the
arching of her brows.

Do not say anything, she warned
herself.

"Please," she said quietly even though she
had just warned herself to keep her big mouth shut.

"Please, what?" he asked frowning.

"I was just finishing your sentence for you,"
she said raising her chin a little, "since you seemed to have
forgotten the word."

His jaw dropped once again, and he spluttered
and mumbled incoherently for a second or two.

Finally, without another word, he spun on his
heel and marched from the room, slamming the door shut on his way
out.

Well, Mariah thought a little shakily, she
would no longer have to worry about impure thoughts around him.

From now on, the only fantasies she would
harbour about Brandon Haverton would involve violence and, most
probably, murder.


CHAPTER THREE

 


Mariah cautiously stuck
her head out of the library door, checking that the coast
was clear before she entered the hallway.

She did not want another run-in with Mr.
Sunshine.

The day had gone very quickly and she'd
enjoyed every second of it. Seeing him now would only ruin it for
her.

At luncheon, a timid maid had knocked and
brought a tray for her and then afterwards she had kept her promise
to herself and tramped around the grounds, albeit in the shadow of
the trees lest her employer appear.

Mariah would have preferred to have eaten
with the staff in the kitchens than all by herself but she realised
that she was in the unusual position of not being quite staff and
not being a guest. So she had eaten a solitary meal by the fire,
enjoying one of the books she was cataloguing before taking some
air outside.

The wind had been bitter and Mariah had
walked briskly, hoping to warm up from the exercise.

She hadn't done. And as a result she had
taken herself off to the other end of the room where the fire still
blazed having been seen to by a maid not long before she left the
room.

It was as she was sitting there, making a
proper list out of the illegible scrawls she'd made on her way
round the room that morning, that the door opened and Mr. Haverton
entered, looking immediately toward the desk she'd been sitting at
that morning.

Mariah had long since thought herself a
mature, respectable and imminently sensible young woman, due in no
small part to the fact that anyone would seem mature, respectable
and imminently sensible compared to the other females in her
family.

However, at that moment she learned that as
it turned out, she was only mature, respectable and imminently
sensible when not faced with speaking with the man whose head she
had patted that morning.

She had a choice; alert him to her presence
at this end of the room, or hide like a small child.

She hid like a small child.

Ducking behind the tall back of the chair
before he turned her way, she curled herself into a ball and prayed
to the Almighty that he would assume she had gone off somewhere and
not coming looking for her.

If he came down here and found her in a ball
she would have to feign some malady or other. She couldn't let him
know that she was hiding from him, after all.

Mercifully after a moment she heard his
retreating footsteps but she did not move until she heard the door
closing softly behind him.

Letting out a sigh of relief, she resolved
then and there to work even harder and quicker so that she could be
out of here sooner than originally planned.

And so that was how she found herself moving
stealthily down the corridor, tiptoeing like a thief in the night
and heading to the stables before anyone saw her.

"Pardon me, madam."

Mariah shrieked and whipped around at the
sound of the voice and as she did, she heard an answering roar of
fright from poor, innocent Fernshaw who had only been trying to get
her attention.

"Oh, Mr. Fernshaw I am sorry but you gave me
such a fright."

"My sincere apologies, madam. I did not mean
to startle you."

"That's quite alright," Mariah assured him
before taking in his pallor and the fact that he seemed to be
pressing a hand to his heart.

She had no doubt scared the wits out of him
screaming like she was being attacked.

"Er, are you alright?" she asked now. The
last thing she needed today was to kill the butler.

"Yes, madam. Quite well," he said immediately
though to Mariah's eyes he still looked rather grey.

The sudden sound of running feet had them
both turning toward the source and Mariah's stomach dropped to her
shoes when Mr. Haverton skidded to a halt in front of them.

"What's wrong? What happened?"

"Happened?" she asked, furrowing her
brow.

"Yes" he bit out impatiently, "I heard a
woman's scream. Yours presumably? And then a man's."

"Yes, that was me. And Mr. Fernshaw as it
happens. We gave each other quite a fright, I'm afraid."

"Fernshaw?" Mr. Haverton gaped and then, if
she was not very much mistaken, his lips quirked in an almost
smile. "Why, Fernshaw, I do not think I've ever heard to you speak
above a whisper."

"I've never had a need to, sir. Until now,"
answered the butler dryly.

Mariah felt her face flame again.

"Was there something you wanted Mr.
Fernshaw?" she asked, ignoring Mr. Haverton. "Only I really should
be going now."

"Yes, there was." It was Mr. Haverton who
answered, not the butler. "I had sent Fernshaw to relay a message
for you to meet me in my study. If I had known you were going to
squawk at him loud enough to wake the dead, I should never have set
the unfortunate soul the task."

Mariah had never wanted to slap somebody so
much in her life, not even Lillianne.

Choosing to take the moral high ground, she
ignored his snide little comment.

"Was there something you wanted, sir?" she
asked, all stiff politeness.

As though he could read her mind, Mr Haverton
grinned, a genuine full blown smile and the result was
staggering.

Mariah's pulse quickened and her heart
leapt.

When Mr. Haverton smiled, he went from
broodingly handsome to incredibly beautiful. There really was no
other word for it.

Mariah would never have described a man as
beautiful before but that was what he was. Beautiful and powerful,
exuding an aura of authority that she found extremely
attractive.

She felt, quite honestly, a little dazed.

"I wonder if I might have a word," he said
now.

Mariah said nothing.

"If that is not too inconvenient?"

Again, nothing. She could not speak.

"Miss Bolton?"

Speak, Mariah she chastised
herself.

"Yes." She finally remembered to breathe. "A
word. Fine. Yes. Fine."

Stop speaking, Mariah she chastised
again and abruptly closed her mouth.

He was looking at her as though she belonged
in Bedlam. He wasn't far wrong.

"Shall we?" he said finally, gesturing
towards his study.

Without another word she stalked past him,
nose in the air.

She may be acting like a complete dolt around
him but she would not let him see the affect he had on her.

Once they reached the study, Mariah stood
wringing her hands while Mr. Haverton circled his desk and sat
behind it.

"Please, sit," he said formally.

Mariah preferred to stand but she did not
want to seem peevish.

"Can I offer you some refreshment?" he asked
politely.

"No, thank you, sir. I really must be heading
back home soon." Mariah said glancing nervously about her. Being in
close proximity to him was playing havoc with her poor nerves.

The study was dim and gloomy and not at all
pleasant, she decided. Though the heavy oak furniture and burgundy
colours were usual for a gentleman's room, there was an air of
gloom about the place. She didn't like it at all.

"You do not approve of the décor?" Haverton
asked and Mariah realised with a start that he'd been watching
her.

"I do not approve or disapprove, sir," she
lied.

"Come Miss Bolton, you can be honest. I will
not take offence. After all, the design is not mine."

"Well, in that case, it's really ugly," she
blurted out.

To her surprise, he threw back his head and
laughed aloud. To her further surprise, she suddenly had an
uncontrollable urge to scramble over the desk and kiss him right on
the column of throat that was exposed from his laughing.

What a wanton she was! If her mama ever
learned of her secret thoughts, Mariah would never recover.

"I agree," he said now, the remnants of his
laugh still on his face.

He looked a lot younger when he laughed. More
carefree.

Mariah smiled tentatively back.

"Miss Bolton, I called you in here to discuss
a matter of great importance," he said now all seriousness.

A lifetime of not living up to her mother's
expectations immediately put Mariah on edge.

"What did I do?" she asked.

"What?"

"What did I do?"

"Nothing. Why?"

"Because in the general way of things, when
people want to talk to me about something of great importance it's
either a minor ailment that they think will kill them. Or it's my
mother. Whom I frequently think will kill me."

Haverton stared at her once again before
shaking his head and chuckling softly.

"Miss Bolton, I can safely say that you are
unlike anyone I have ever met in my life."

Mariah wasn't sure if that was a good thing
or not so she did not comment.

"You did not 'do' anything," he continued.
"At least not to my knowledge. Unless of course you count almost
killing the butler."

"I did no—"

"The reason," he went on, holding up a
silencing hand, "I asked you in was to explain my earlier
behaviour."

Mariah blinked in surprise and waited. This
should be interesting.

Mr. Haverton gazed at her for a moment before
standing and running a hand through his hair.

"Miss Bolton, as you know I did not expect –
rather, I had not thought that the person recommended to me would
be a woman."

"Yes, I gathered," she said dryly because she
really never had been able to stay quiet in such situations.

"Yes, well, I realise that my behaviour
was—"

"Rude?"

"Odd."

"Ah."

"Are you going to keep interrupting?"

"No, of course not."

"Very well. I am sure I seemed a little,
well—"

"Brutish? Bad tempered? Arrogant?" she
supplied.

"Alright, forget it."

"No, no. I'm sorry. I shan't interrupt
again."

He eyed her suspiciously for a minute before
huffing out a sigh and coming to lean against the desk in front of
her.

"Miss Bolton, I am sincerely sorry for my,
what was it? Brutish and bad-tempered behaviour."

"And arrogant," she whispered softly.

His lips quirked.

"And arrogant. I must say though, that I can
already see how much work you've done in the library and it is very
impressive. You are a diligent librarian."

"Thank you," Mariah said sincerely, trying
not to sound too smug.

And then, because she really did have a
problem, she added, "Surprising for woman, is it?"

"Miss Bolton, I assure you my earlier,
er—"

"Rudeness."

"Yes, thank you" he said through gritted
teeth. "Anyway, as I was saying, my earlier behaviour was in no way
a reflection of my opinion on the capabilities of your sex to do a
job well."

"Ah, I see."

He smiled in relief.

"So it's just me, and not women in general
that you have a problem with?" she asked pleasantly.

His smile faded.

"Bloody hell," he muttered standing up from
the desk and muttering even more oaths, some of them rather
inventive as he stalked toward the side table at the window.

Mariah watched in amazement as he poured
himself a very generous measure of brandy, offering her one by way
of gesturing with the bottle. She shook her head in refusal.
Somehow she did not think that her mother would approve of her
arriving home in her cups.

After throwing back the contents of his
tumbler, Mr. Haverton turned to look at her again. His face was an
emotionless mask but Mariah spotted the pulse in his temple; no
doubt he was working very hard to keep some emotion or other in
check.

"Miss Bolton," he finally said wearily, "I
had hoped that the house would be filled with silent servants and
an unobtrusive, bookish young man. I have neither the time nor the
inclination to host anybody else under my roof. You are neither
male nor unobtrusive."

"No, I am not. Though I feel it is only right
to point out that you sought me out to speak today, sir. Not the
other way around. Furthermore, I was led to believe that you and
your wife would not arrive until Christmas or thereabouts and that
my job was to be finished before then, if at all possible. Tis
hardly my fault if you changed your plans and arrived early."

Well, that had probably done it. No doubt he
would now inform her that her services were no longer required but
really, that may not be a bad thing.

The truth of it was, if she wasn't angry and
or insulted by him, she was panting like a dog at his sheer,
overwhelming attractiveness. Neither state was a good one,
especially in light of the fact that he had a family.

"My wife?" he asked in confusion.

"Well, yes. I mean, I assumed when Mrs. Yates
mentioned your family that—"

"I am not married, Miss Bolton. If I were,
your presence would not be a problem."

Mariah started at his words. What did he mean
by that?

"I don't know—"she began before he held up a
hand stopping her.

"My life is — complicated at the moment, Miss
Bolton. Further complications therefore, are unwelcome. I have no
doubt that you have the skills required to take on this task, but
you are very much a complication."

"But how?" she demanded, jumping from her
seat, incensed. "And why? What have I done except mistake you for a
groom and, well, yes I did almost kill your butler but he
frightened me first."

"You misunderstand," he said softly.
"Although you are one of the strangest females I've ever met,
unusually outspoken and, well, loud," he said with a wince,
which earned him a scowl, "it wouldn't matter if you were quiet as
a church mouse. You are a complication."

"Why?" she asked again, sending him an
exasperated glare.

Mr. Haverton placed his empty glass on the
table, with more force than was necessary in her opinion, and then
turned toward her.

He stared at her and she stared right back.
She would not back down on this. She would not return home and tell
her mama that she'd failed and had displeased the new man in town.
She would likely never hear the end of it.

Finally he sighed and ran a hand once more
through his hair. Mariah's hands fairly itched to follow suit but
she balled them ruthlessly into fists. She would not, could not let
herself feel relief at the fact that he wasn't married as she'd
assumed.

"Because," he said after an age, stalking
toward her.

Mariah's heart began to gallop.

"You are the most distractingly beautiful
woman I've ever seen, and I cannot concentrate on what I need to do
when my efforts are being spent on not ravishing you on the
spot."


CHAPTER FOUR

 


Mariah had never in
her life been accused of being speechless, but she could not think
of a single word to say to that.

Her breathing became laborious and a sharp
jolt of desire pierced her with such force that she almost
staggered.

Her mother's words of virtue and propriety
screamed in her head, warning her of rakish, untrustworthy men and
the importance of living a pure, blemish-free existence.

Yet at that moment, she had an almost
physical desire to throw herself into his arms and be entirely
improper.

Not that she knew what that entailed but she
rather guessed that she would enjoy finding out.

But of course, she couldn't do such a thing.
Much as she'd like to.

"Do not look at me like that."

Mr. Haverton's strained voice cut through her
haze of longing.

"Like what?" she whispered, still breathless,
still very much wanting to be the opposite of good.

"Like the idea of being ravished doesn't
horrify you," he said bluntly.

Mariah, a voice still annoyingly like
her mother's scolded her, do not open your mouth in that brutal
forthright manner of yours. Do not say what you are
thinking.

"It doesn't," she blurted out.

Her conscience, Mariah thought, did a
horrible job of actually stopping her from doing stupid things.

She watched his eyes widen at her words,
watched their chocolate-brown depths grow darker until they seemed
black as sin.

"You shouldn't say such things," he muttered
hoarsely.

"I know," she whispered.

"You do not even know me," he went on.

"I know," she repeated. Evidently she had
lost the ability to sound like an intelligent human being.

"You would be well served to stay away from
me, Miss Bolton," he said though in opposition to his words, he
stepped closer still.

Never had Mariah appreciated what a difficult
task inhaling and then exhaling was.

"No doubt," she answered now, sounding more
confident than she felt.

She was terrified. Not of him but of the
feelings raging through her as they spoke.

"Yet, here you stand," he finished.

Mariah swallowed, feeling that she was on the
precipice of something much larger than she could really
handle.

This was madness. Sheer, unadulterated
madness. Why, she did not even know the man yet her body clamoured
for him in a way she had read about but never experienced.

She should walk away. Turn on her heel and
return home. She should tell him that she could no longer continue
working under his roof. Possibly smacking his face for good
measure.

What she absolutely, categorically should not
do was encourage him at all.

"Yes," she encouraged anyway, "I do."

Time seemed suspended. Mariah could not have
moved away if the Prince Regent himself had demanded it.

She waited in breathless anticipation.

She was not disappointed.

With a muttered oath, Mr. Haverton pulled her
roughly toward him, grasping her waist with one strong hand, the
other burying itself in her hair.

Mariah gasped at the feel of his strong,
solid body pressed so closely to her own.

Somewhere in the back of her mind, she knew
this should not be happening.

But then his lips crushed her own and all
rational thought was silenced.

Mariah had never felt pleasure like what she
was feeling right now.

His lips were hard and demanding and fuelled
her need even more.

She gasped in shock at the sensations that
burned through her and he took the chance to deepen the kiss.

Mariah's knees almost buckled at the feel of
his tongue against her own and she was quite sure that it was only
his strong arm holding her up that stopped her from melting to the
ground.

A curious mix of satisfaction and a visceral
need for more was surging through her, the fire that had ignited in
her belly spreading through her so that even her toes tingled with
the heady sensation.

As inexperienced as she was, she did not know
if this was the usual way of things but she knew on some level that
it could not be.

If this was how every kiss felt, nobody would
ever stop. She felt right now that she would never stop.

Feeling emboldened by her desire, by the
evidence of his own, Mariah tentatively mirrored his actions and
the result was as immediate as it was intense.

Haverton growled and pulled her tighter
still. Mariah could barely breathe but she didn't care. How could
she, when he was making her feel more alive than she'd ever felt in
her life?

He dragged his lips from hers but before she
had the chance to feel the loss, he moved to trail them along her
sensitive neck, raising yet more sensations.

Mariah moaned as her head tilted back almost
of its own volition, giving him further access to her skin, pushing
her even closer to his chest.

His hands, which had remained in place, began
to move and he grabbed her hips, tilting her towards the evidence
of his need.

Mariah rejoiced in the proof of her effect on
him. Felt powerful and seductive and more like a woman than she'd
ever felt in her life.

She had no idea what was happening to her but
whatever it was, it wasn't enough. She wanted more, quite
desperately.

"Please," she whispered brokenly, though she
knew not what she was begging for.

Her plea had the exact opposite effect on him
than she wanted.

He stopped immediately, froze stock still
before her, with an audible curse, he pulled away. The movement was
so quick that Mariah stumbled and his arms shot out to right
her.

As soon as she was steady, he snatched his
hands away.

Mariah felt their loss keenly.

"Dear God in heaven," he muttered, his
breathing as laboured as her own.

Mariah could do nothing but gaze at him,
still caught up in the dreamlike feelings he had created.

She didn't know what he was thinking but the
glazed look in his eyes led her to believe that he was as surprised
by what had happened as she, and he had enjoyed it just as
much.

"What the hell am I doing?" he said, his tone
guttural, his face a picture in self-recrimination.

Mariah dropped her eyes to gaze at the floor
before her. His shame made her feel terrible. No doubt he had not
meant for their kiss to go as far as it had. He had not meant for
them to kiss at all, she would warrant.

He must think her an absolute wanton. Perhaps
he even assumed that she gave her favours lightly. She would not
blame him, not after her behaviour.

To her horror, she felt the beginnings of hot
tears prickle her eyes and she turned her back so that she could
dash them away.

"Oh hell, I've made you cry." He sounded
miserable about it, which made her feel slightly mollified. "Miss
Bolton, please do not cry. You have no need to be scared of me. I
am sorry, truly sorry. I should never have touched you as I did,
and the blame lies with me and me alone."

"I'm not scared. That's not why I am crying,
you dolt," she snapped, so caught up in her upset that she did not
even care that she was calling him names.

"Did I hurt you?" he asked horrified.

"No" she sniffed.

"Then what –"

"You must think I am a brazen harlot, and I'm
not," she blurted, feeling even more tears coming and powerless to
stop them.

The sound of his choked laughter had her
whipping round to glare at him.

"What's so funny?"

"You are crying, not because I have taken
advantage of you, not because anybody could have seen us, not
because I was more forceful than I should have been, but because
you are worried of what I think of you, is that right?"

She nodded miserably.

"Unbelievable," he muttered before marching
back to the side table and pouring more brandy. This time, two
glasses.

Coming back he thrust one toward her.

"Here," he snapped gruffly, "drink this."

"I don't want it."

"It's for the shock."

"I'm not in shock," she argued, stomping her
foot.

"Well then, you're the only one," he said
before swallowing the entire contents of his glass.

He stared sternly at her until she finally
gave in and took a tentative sip. The amber liquid burned down her
throat and warmed her instantaneously but the taste was
horrible.

She grimaced and gave it back to him.

With a wry smile he took it and moved it
along with his own, back to the table.

"Not to your taste, hmm?"

"It's disgusting."

"You get used to it."

"Only if you want to," she answered.

He laughed softly then asked, his voice
quiet; "are you alright?"

Mariah was beginning to feel thoroughly
embarrassed about her behaviour and at his question her cheeks
flamed.

She nodded but avoided his eyes, looking
instead at the floor.

"I am sorry," he said now, cupping her chin
and tilting it so that she had no choice but to look up into his
dark eyes.

"You do not need to be," she said licking her
lips, "truly."

She could not in good conscience allow him to
feel that she hadn't been a willing participant in their kiss.

If anything, she was convinced that it would
have been a lot more than a kiss had he not stopped it.

She told herself not to feel so excited at
the thought.

"I don't know what came over me," he said
now, sounding bewildered, "I mean, anyone with eyes can see how
incredibly attractive you are. But that." He shook his head now.
"That was – different."

Oh God! Did that mean she was bad at it?

The thought was even more embarrassing than
anything else she'd felt up to this point.

And in her embarrassment, she found the
strength to be angry. Angry was good. Angry meant she wouldn't cry
again.

"Yes, well, apologies if it's not up to your
standards, but contrary to what you must think of me now, I am not
accustomed to kissing gentlemen I've only just met. In fact," she
continued, trying to inject her tone with some haughtiness, "I'm
not accustomed to kissing anyone."

"Miss Bolton, I can assure you I do not think
you are anything other than an innocent."

His words, instead of calming her down, only
incensed her more.

"Oh, so I am so terrible a kisser that it is
proof of my innocence?"

"What? No, that is not what I meant. I
merely—"

"Oh I know exactly what you meant. Perhaps
they do things differently in London, sir. But here in the North we
tend not to insult each other at every chance we get."

Mariah spun on her heel and practically ran
from the room.

Never had she been so embarrassed, never had
she been so angry and never had she been so convinced that her life
had just changed forever.


CHAPTER FIVE

 


"Mariah, are you
unwell?"

Her mother's short, sharp question sounded
from the doorway.

"I did not hear you knock, Mama," said Mariah
sarcastically. She was far from in the mood to deal with her mother
today.

"That's because I didn't," said her mother
without apology, peering at her with eyes that usually missed very
little. "Why are you still abed? You missed breakfast and I am sure
you should have been at the Manor long before now."

Mariah sighed and sat up. Apparently, her
plan of hiding in her room for the rest of her life had been foiled
already. Before she'd even aged a full day.

"I did not sleep well last night," she
explained now.

It was a gross understatement. The truth was
she had not slept at all last night and had only dozed off when the
cockerel from the neighbouring farm made his presence well and
truly known.

"Well that's no reason to stay in bed all
day. Mr. Haverton will be expecting you."

At the mention of Brandon Haverton's name,
Mariah felt a strange mixture of nervousness, lust and shame spread
through her.

He was the most confusing and handsome man
she'd ever met. The combination did absolutely nothing for her
sleeping habits.

"Mama, I have been thinking and perhaps you
were right yesterday. It does seem unfair that Papa should be left
to do everything by himself and, well, it is rather unheard of for
a young woman to be taking on a job like this one. Besides—"

"Nonsense, Mariah. Your father is more than
capable of handling the patients alone, as he has been doing since
long before you came along. And as for my objections, though I
stand by my concerns, it's no use worrying about them now since
you've already consented to do it. Now—" She bustled over and
pulled the covers from Mariah's head. "—up you get and off you go.
It will do you no good to have his servants tell him that you did
not do a good job."

Last night when Mariah had returned she had
purposefully neglected to mention that Mr. Haverton was in fact in
residence at the Manor. If she had done, no doubt she would have
been sent off with Lillianne trailing behind her, especially if she
were to tell her mother that Mr. Haverton was unattached. And
devilishly handsome.

She did wonder momentarily if she should tell
Mama about her kiss. Just to watch and see if her head would
actually explode. But then, she reasoned that on balance it
probably was a scientific impossibility for a human head to explode
from anger and all she'd be left with is a lifetime of pious
sermons and quite possibly a demand that she marry the man.

And as much as the thoughts of marriage
appealed because it meant she could do all sorts of things with
him, there were plenty of reasons why she didn't want that.

For one thing, she did not know him. For
another he was an arrogant brute. And though she had become too
preoccupied with his lips to think overly long on their
conversation yesterday, throughout her sleepless night she had
thought about everything he'd said in great detail.

His life was complicated, he'd said.

He had dependents coming to live with him,
Mrs. Yates had said.

It didn't sound good. Intriguing, but not
good.

Perhaps she should tell Mama now that Mr.
Haverton was here. No doubt Mama would insist that she cease
travelling to the house of a single gentleman immediately and then
all her problems would be solved.

Tempting though the thought was, however,
Mariah knew she would not do it. Not least because her mother would
berate her for having spent the day there yesterday.

Besides, she couldn't avoid the man forever.
But for today at least she most certainly could. At least until she
worked out how to act normally around him and not throw herself at
him the moment she saw him.

As well as that, she should probably
apologise for her tantrum yesterday evening.

Thinking logically about it, Mariah guessed
that he had meant no insult when he had said she was obviously an
innocent. No doubt he was only trying to reassure her that he did
not think she was the most light-skirted hussy he'd ever come
across.

But to apologise meant having to face him and
that was something that would have to wait, on account of her
excruciating mortification.

Her mother had marched out of the room
calling for Martha to come and assist Mariah as she went.

So, she was getting up then, thought Mariah
snippily before sighing in defeat.

Fine. She would get up and dressed but she
would not, under any circumstances whatsoever, see Brandon Haverton
today.

 


"Miss Bolton," Mariah's heart almost gave out
at the sound of a now familiar masculine voice.

Looking up from the book she'd been reading,
she felt the breath leave her body at the mere sight of him
standing there.

He looked so dashing in his tight breeches,
dark blue coat that did nothing to hide the broadness of his
shoulders and shiny Hessians.

Mariah had been convinced that staying at
home meant she would not have to face her brooding, irritating,
gorgeous employer. But fate, it seemed, had a sick sense of
humour.

"How did you find me?" she blurted out.

"Were you in hiding?"

"No, of course not. But—"

"I went to your father's surgery cum
apothecary first. A very unusual setup, I must say. I have never
seen the two professions combined."

"Yes, well, my uncle was the original
apothecary but he moved to Edinburgh with his wife so my father
took over."

"Your father or you?"

Mariah started at the question.

Being from London, Mr. Haverton would no
doubt be extremely disapproving of her profession. And it wasn't
even a profession, not really. She didn't get paid for it, though
Lord knew she should have really since most of the work in the
apothecary was done by her.

But still. From a respectability point of
view, and from a not having one's mother descend into a fit of
despair and mourning point of view, it wasn't a profession.
A hobby, more like.

"I help out," she admitted now, carefully. "I
have an interest in medicine and herbs and healing, and my father
is good enough to indulge me."

"Ah, I understand," he said, then added with
a mischievous glint in his eyes; "I was only asking because of the
sea of the sick and infirm demanding your presence just now."

"What? Who?"

"I believe I have just made the rather loud
acquaintance of a Mrs. Callahan, a Mr. Davies and a Miss
Thornsworth."

"Oh, blast!" Mariah said with feeling as she
jumped from her chair, uncaring of the fact that she had used such
language in front of him. "They're going to come here then."

"They are?" he asked, brows raised.

"Yes, they are. They always do on the rare
occasions that I'm not there."

"But you shouldn't even be here, should you?
You should be at the Manor doing your job."

All of a sudden, he sounded like the proud,
arrogant man she'd met yesterday and Mariah was immediately on her
guard. Memories of their kiss and her subsequent escape flooded her
mind and her cheeks flamed in response.

"Yes, well. I had thought that perhaps you
would no longer need me," she mumbled.

"Are you finished sorting the library?"

"Of course not."

"Then I need you."

Mariah told herself not to feel anything in
reaction to his words. He meant them in terms of finishing the
task, nothing else.

"I do not think it would be a good idea, Mr.
Haverton."

He sighed and ran a hand through his hair.
"What if I promise to stay away from you?"

No! Her mind screamed.

"That won't be necessary," she muttered
trying not to beg him to do the exact opposite.

"I'm afraid it will be," he answered, a wry
smile hovering on his lips.

"Why?" she whispered, suddenly feeling a
change in the atmosphere.

He stepped closer and Mariah felt a visceral
tug of desire in her abdomen. And elsewhere, if she were being
honest.

"Because you ran away yesterday due to my
attentions. I don't want you to run away, but I can't guarantee
that I can keep my hands off you. So I'll stay away."

Oh my. That was quite an answer. And although
his words played havoc with her heart, she couldn't resist arguing
the point.

"I ran away because you insulted me," she
contended.

"I did not."

"Did too," she countered, not unlike a
child.

"I did not," he bellowed, sounding infinitely
more childish than she.

"You said I couldn't kiss properly," she
shouted.

"God dammit. You are the most infuriating
female I've ever met," he barked rather rudely, to Mariah's way of
thinking. "I most certainly did not say you couldn't kiss
properly. If you couldn't kiss properly, I wouldn't be standing
here wanting nothing more than to kiss you again."

His words succeeded in ending any
conversation and any ability Mariah had of forming a coherent
thought. Excepting one. The thought that if she did not feel his
lips pressed to hers again, she would surely perish from pure
desire.

They stared at each other, his almost black
eyes boring into hers.

This was madness. She barely knew the man,
liked him even less. Yet her body was traitorous in its longing for
him.

He stepped closer and it was all Mariah could
do not to launch herself at him.

"This is madness," he said quietly, echoing
her thoughts.

"I know," she agreed, surprised that she
could even speak.

"And yet…"

He reached out, brushing her cheek with his
knuckles and Mariah shuddered in response.

She was shocked by how much his simplest of
touch affected her.

"Miss Bolton, I—"

Whatever he'd been about to say was
interrupted by a loud banging on the door.

Mariah started then stepped back from
him.

"That'll be the army of the afflicted, will
it?" he asked drolly and Mariah was both impressed and a little
insulted that he sounded perfectly normal while she was going up in
flames.

"It must be," she confirmed dully, knowing
she was in for a morning of imagined illnesses and persistent
complaining.

"You know," Haverton said, a smile playing
about his mouth, "if you were to come back to the Manor you
wouldn't have to deal with any of them. You could bury yourself in
the books you are so fond of and not deal with a single person all
day if you so choose."

Mariah couldn't deny that it sounded
tempting.

Especially because she would be in close
proximity to Brandon Haverton. Which was ridiculous, but true.

The loud, nasally sound of Mrs. Callahan's
voice reached them in the drawing room and Mariah made an
instantaneous decision.

"Fine, I'll come," she said in a fierce
whisper, "but we'll have to sneak out the back way."

"You can't be serious," said Mr. Haverton
incredulously but his words were muffled; he was speaking to her
back as she left him behind.

They darted through the hallway and ran
toward the back of the house. It was ridiculous, running around
one's own house like a burglar but there was nothing else for
it.

Either they would get caught by Mrs.
Callahan, in which case Mariah would be stuck listening to her
imaginary diseases all day, or they'd get caught by Lilly or Mama,
in which case Mr. Haverton would be stuck trying to avoid the
parson's trap all afternoon.

They reached the conservatory and slipped out
into the garden beyond.

Mariah beamed at her co-conspirator,
delighted with their success.

"My horse is in the stable," said Mr.
Haverton, but he offered her an answering grin, which promptly
stole her breath all over again.

"Not to worry," she said, almost giddy with
relief and with being in his company, "we can sneak round to the
stables now. I shall have to collect the gig in any case."

"Your house is rather larger than I
expected," said Mr. Haverton as they walked around to the stables
at the back, keeping a close eye out for perspective
interrupters.

"It is?"

"Indeed. When I saw the size of your father's
surgery, I assumed that the family lived in the building too."

"Ah, well my uncle used to live there until
he moved away. Although my father does own the building. In any
case, my mother would never agree to living in a shop. She's a
terrible snob," Mariah said with a roll of her eyes. "It would be
beneath her to live there. So we live here."

"You are refreshingly honest, Miss Bolton,"
was his response.

"I'm glad you approve. Most people find it
shocking."

"By most people, you mean your mother?" he
guessed with a grin.

"And my sister."

"You have a sister? Does she also indulge her
hobby at the surgery?"

Mariah guessed from his tone that he knew
exactly what she did at the surgery and that she wasn't some
spoiled debutante whose father indulged her silly whims.

"Lord, no!" she exclaimed now, "Lillianne
would faint clean away if she had to get her hands dirty."

At this, Mr. Haverton gave a bark of laughter
which did funny things to Mariah's insides.

"She is not like you?"

A gurgle of laughter escaped her.

"She is frivolous, flirtatious, well-behaved
and beautiful," said Mariah as they reached the stables, "so, no.
Not like me at all."

Mr. Haverton frowned at her.

"If she is beautiful, she is like you," he
said quietly.

Mariah ignored him because really, he
shouldn't say such things and she hadn't a hope of resisting him if
he continued to do so.

"Here we are," she said instead, leading him
in to where his horse was being fussed over by Jimmy, the stable
boy.

"'Tis a beautiful animal you have here, sir,"
Jimmy said as Mr. Haverton approached.

Mariah didn't listen to his response as she
set about readying the horse and gig but she could see him smiling
at young Jimmy and she was grateful to him for it.

Jimmy had come to them hungry and alone some
years before, after his father had left and his mother had passed
away. Mrs. Yates had brought him to Dr. Bolton for treatment of a
broken leg, though he would not say how it had been broken, and
once he'd recovered the good doctor had offered him a roof over his
head and work in the stable. It had proven to be a good decision
for all involved, for Jimmy was a pleasant lad and a hard
worker.

"Miss, let me do that," he suddenly spoke
from behind her.

Mariah dutifully stepped back and watched as
he attached the gig to Bonnie, their biddable mare.

"Miss Bolton, you will surely freeze without
a cloak or bonnet," Mr. Haverton's voice sounded behind her,
startling her and exciting her all at once.

She could feel the warmth of his breath on
her neck and knew that if she stepped back just a fraction, her
body would come into contact with his own. The temptation was
almost overwhelming but the man made a good enough point to
distract her.

He was right.

There was no way she could travel in just her
gown. Warm as it was, it would be no use against the bite of the
winter wind. And the fichu she wore at the neckline was no
substitute for a heavy cloak.

Mariah frowned in consternation. "You're
right," she admitted. "You make your way back now, and I shall come
directly."

"I do not mind waiting."

"Well, I mind you waiting," she blurted out
then coloured at his raised brow.

That had sounded unpardonably rude and he
hadn't been rude at all today. She wondered if there was something
wrong with him, actually, since he was so different to
yesterday.

"That didn't come out right," she said with
what she hoped was an endearing smile. "It's just, well, my mother
doesn't actually know you are here and if she were to find out it
would be, er, difficult for me."

"How so?"

"Well, frankly, because she'd either try to
have you married off to me or my sister before you'd finished
introducing yourself. She would absolutely forbid me from working
at the manor house if she knew you were in residence. And…" She
felt a familiar blush blossom in her cheeks "…I may have intimated
that you had a family. A large one."

His brows rose again. "How large?"

"There was possibly a mention of children
coming out of your ears," she admitted unenthusiastically.

"Ah."

"Quite."

"Well then, I suppose I shall see you at the
manor house."

"You're not angry?"

"Frequently. But not with you. And not about
this," he answered cryptically.

Mariah didn't waste time wondering at his
meaning, however. She watched as he rode out onto the road. Then
she turned and snuck stealthily back into the house to retrieve her
cloak.

So much for not seeing him again.


CHAPTER SIX

 


Mariah looked up from
the books littering the table in front of her and stood to stretch
out her cramping limbs, her eyes moving to the large window. She
started in surprise at what she saw; during the long hours that she
had spent ensconced in the cosy library, immersed in her work and
kept warm by the dancing fire, the weather had worsened
dramatically. It had gone from dry and overcast to lashing with
heavy snow and Mariah was kicking herself for not leaving earlier
when Fernshaw had suggested it.

But she'd just discovered a marvellous
collection of what she suspected were first edition
encyclopaedias and she was impatient to get them catalogued
so that she could inform Mr. Haverton about just what a treasure he
had purchased.

It had absolutely nothing to do with just
wanting to see him again, she told herself stoutly. She didn't
believe herself one bit.

"Miss Bolton." The butler's voice sounded
from the door.

"Come in, Fernshaw. I am afraid that you were
right earlier. Could you please have the gig readied at once? I
daren't wait any longer to return to the village."

"Miss Bolton, I am not sure that you should
be travelling in such conditions. Unless I am very much mistaken,
there is a blizzard on its way."

"All the more reason to leave now," she said
injecting her tone with a lot more confidence than she felt.

The truth of it was that the thought of
travelling alone in this weather, even on roads she knew like the
back of her hand, was scaring the wits out of her. But what choice
did she have?

"Very well, Miss Bolton," said Fernshaw,
though he sounded less than pleased about it.

Mariah took one last worried look out of the
window then quickly donned her cloak and bonnet.

She had been an utter fool to become so
engrossed in her work that she barely paid attention to the candles
being lit around the room and the fire stoked to a blaze by a
quiet-as-a-mouse maid. The servants were too good at their jobs,
that was the problem. If the maid had stomped about it might have
brought her out of her all-consuming concentration on the
books.

Mariah made her way to the front hall and
opened the door to gaze out.

It was worse than she feared.

An icy blast raged through the hallway as
soon as she opened the door, so strong that it pulled the heavy
wood from her hands.

She could barely see anything in the flurry
of white lashing down in front of her. The ground was already
blanketed in thick snow and it was falling heavier by the
minute.

Mariah gulped in fright, standing back to
allow a footman to bolt the door.

"Miss Bolton."

The sound of Mr. Haverton's voice had her
head whipping round to face him, a worried frown tightening her
forehead.

"Where are you going?" he asked sternly.

"I thought it was best that I should leave
now, Mr. Haverton, before the storm worsened."

He stared at her incredulously before shaking
his head.

"Tell me you are not serious. You cannot
travel in that."

"What choice do I have? I must return home.
I've already asked Fernshaw to have the gig prepared."

She drew to a halt as Mr. Haverton began
shaking his head.

"I caught up to him on his way out to the
stable. I told him what I'm telling you; there is no way you are
leaving this house in that weather."

"But, but — I — y-you can't—"Mariah
spluttered to stop, gazing at him in amazement, trying desperately
not to be distracted from her ire by the sheer force of his
magnetism, by the inexplicable and powerful pull she felt toward
him whenever he was near.

Haverton frowned at her for a moment before
his expression cleared, and he smiled pleasantly.

"An eloquent argument, Miss Bolton but my
decision remains unchanged."

Mariah rolled her eyes at his sarcasm. This
wouldn't do. She couldn't stay here all night. She just couldn't.
"Mr. Haverton, surely you understand. I cannot stay in this house
alone with a man. I will be ruined."

"I would rather you were ruined than dead,
Miss Bolton. Besides, you said yourself your mother doesn't even
know I'm here."

"Earlier today she did not know. But you said
you'd been in town searching for me. And in that case, she already
knows and is no doubt awaiting my return so she can pump me for
information and then murder me."

Mariah did not appreciate his sudden bark of
laughter one bit.

"'Tis not funny, sir. You have no idea what
she's like."

"No, nor do I want to by the sounds of it.
But I cannot allow you to travel in such weather, Miss Bolton. I
couldn't in good conscience let anyone travel in that. I especially
can't allow you to."

"Why especially me?" she demanded hotly. Was
he accusing her of being less capable than someone else?

He shook his head, smiling bemusedly and
shaking his head. But as he stepped forward, the smile fell from
his face and suddenly his eyes blazed with an unholy fire.
"Because, contrary to first impressions; I am not a monster, and I
do care for the general safety of the people I know. And I am
starting to care very much about you."

"You don't even know me," she argued
breathlessly.

Mariah thought that if she could talk him
into being sensible about whatever this was between them, then at
least one of them would be. Because she certainly wasn't going to
be.

His lips twitched as he answered her. "I know
you well enough to know that you are a constant source of
irritation, bewilderment and frustration."

Mariah frowned. That wasn't terribly
romantic. It wasn't that she wanted him to be romantic, of
course. But still.

"Oh, well. Sorry," she answered lamely, not
really sure what to say in the face of a list of her faults.

"You must be wondering why I care in that
case, hmm?" he asked, a sly smile on his mouth.

Maria was feeling decidedly miffed and her
ego was very much bruised.

"I don't care to know why you care," she
answered snippily, confusing even herself with the convoluted
statement and apparently amusing him greatly.

"Do you know, I thought that these weeks
leading up to Christmas would be quiet and uneventful? I couldn't
have been more wrong."

Mariah sighed and tried to calm her rising
temper.

"Really, Mr. Haverton if my presence is so
irritating and, and bewildering—"

"And frustrating," he supplied helpfully.

"And frustrating," she said with a glare,
"then I rather wonder at you insisting that I stay. I appreciate
that I'm not quiet but once again, I feel I must point out
you sought me out. Not the other way around."

"Miss Bolton, please do not misunderstand.
Your presence is all of those things but that is not to say that I
do not want you here. You are irritating because you do not let me
sulk as I should like. You are bewildering because, well, you're
you."

This earned another scowl. But he ignored
it.

"And you are frustrating because whether I'm
right here beside you or on the other side of the house, or even
the other side of the village, I cannot stop thinking about doing
this."

She knew it was coming and she wanted it more
than she wanted her next breath.

As soon as his strong arms wrapped round her,
she was lost.

His kiss was just as powerful as yesterday's.
Perhaps even more so.

Two days. She had known him only two days and
had been kissed as many times by him.

She was a shameless wanton.

And she didn't care a jot.

The sound of approaching footsteps penetrated
the fog of Mariah's brain but it did not stop her from wrapping her
arms round his neck, running her fingers through his silky hair as
she had longed to do every time she saw him do it. Apparently
though, he was either a lot less affected by their kiss, or he was
infinitely more sensible than she for he gently prised her fingers
from his person and set her away from him.

Mariah felt the loss of contact and
instinctively moved toward him but he stumbled back, issuing an
oath as he went.

"Good God woman, you're as tempting as sin
itself."

Mariah smiled at his compliment and took
another step toward him but he took another back.

"Stay where you are," he bellowed, almost
making her jump out of her skin.

Why was he shouting at her? Surely he wasn't
angry. He had kissed her, after all.

"I'm sorry, I just – if you come near me I'm
not going to be able to stop and somebody is coming."

Mariah smiled again. All the longing she felt
for him just increased with his words.

"For God's sake Mariah, don't look at me like
that," he hissed and she blinked in surprise. He had used her given
name and it did funny things to her stomach to hear it on his
lips.

"Like what?"

"Like you want my hands on you as much as I
do," he said bluntly.

Good heavens. The man was going to have her
heart bursting clean out of her.

A tap on the door signalled the arrival of
Fernshaw.

"Sir," he said, his face totally
expressionless, "the room has been prepared."

"Thank you, Fernshaw," Mr. Haverton sounded
remarkably calm given what had just transpired.

Without another word, the old butler bowed
and left, rather tellingly leaving the door open behind him.

Mr. Haverton smiled wickedly. "It seems you
have a protector in Fernshaw, my dear."

"I do?"

"Leaving the door open," he explained,
nodding towards it, "no doubt to ensure that I don't attack you
where you stand."

"He should mind his own business," Mariah
grumbled unthinkingly, wanting more than anything to feel his hands
on her again.

His bark of laughter drew a rueful smile from
her own lips.

"My housekeeper Mrs. Jones doesn't arrive
until the end of next week, so in her absence I'll have one of the
maids show you to your room. I would offer to do so myself but I
don't think that's very safe," he said bluntly, eliciting a gasp of
completely inappropriate excitement from her. "Besides, I think I
need some time alone to, er, recover from our activities."

Mariah had no idea what he meant but the
mention of their "activities" was enough to heat her blood all over
again.

"Will you join me for dinner?" he asked, all
politeness.

"Well, I have to really, don't I?" she
answered in that unthinking way again.

"You flatterer, you."

She ignored him.

"My mother will be beside herself with
worry," Mariah said, secretly thrilled at the thoughts of staying
here with him but not wanting to show it.

"As soon as it is safe I will send word," he
said gently, "but nobody would expect you to travel in that."

"You haven't met my mother," Mariah
mumbled.

At that moment the maid arrived to escort
Mariah to a guest room.

"Until dinner," Haverton said, raising her
hand to his mouth to place a soft kiss on the back of it.

Mariah was suddenly overcome with a rush of
tender emotions that had no business making themselves known after
a two day acquaintance.

She nodded and fairly flew out of the room,
causing the maid to increase her pace dramatically.

The sooner Mariah was alone, the sooner she
could breathe properly.

The room to which Mariah was shown had
obviously been cleaned, but just as obviously had not been
redecorated in many years.

Though a roaring fire brought a welcome heat
to it, the paper-hangings were faded and even worn in places and
held an air of neglect.

"I am sorry, ma'am," said Dora, the maid who
was escorting her. "We weren't expecting no guests yet."

Mariah smiled at Dora and quirked a brow.
"Ma'am?" she repeated. "Dora Hall I have known you since you were a
babe. What is all this 'ma'am' nonsense?

Dora grinned and sighed in relief. "I'm just
trying to do me job properly, Miss Bolton."

"You're doing an excellent job. Just don't
call me ma'am!"

Dora laughed then sobered as she looked at
Mariah with worry etched on her face. "Your mum is going to be that
angry, Miss Bolton, when she finds out you're here alone with Mr.
Haverton."

Mariah grimaced.

"I know, but what can I do? I know Mama would
expect me to risk frostbite and certain death to get home but she
is the only person outside of Bedlam to do so."

Dora laughed, though it was hesitant. The
entire village knew better than to laugh at Mrs. Bolton.

"Would you like me to stay with you in here
tonight? As a witness, like."

"A witness? Good heaven's Dora the man is
hardly going to sneak into my bedchamber." More's the pity.
"I shall be quite alright."

"Well, if you're sure?"

"I am. Quite sure."

"Very well, Mariah," said Dora cheerfully and
Mariah was pleased that she'd dropped the stiff formality of 'Miss
Bolton'.

"Mr. Haverton has instructed that you should
have a bath brought up and a fresh gown for dinner," Dora
continued.

"Well, that's very nice of him but where on
earth am I to get a fresh gown from?"

"Oh, the lady's trunks arrived with Mr.
Haverton, or at least some of them did. He said she would not mind
if you were to use one."

Mariah's heart skittered to a halt at Dora's
words and she felt as if her stomach had dropped to her kid
boots.

The lady?

Her mind whirled as she thought of the
ramifications of Dora's words.

But she'd asked him! He'd said he was not
married.

Mariah thought sickeningly of the letter she
had read that day Mrs. Yates had visited with the request that she
tend to the library.

Mrs. Yates had made it quite clear that he
was unattached. And he himself had said as much.

And yet, the letter had said 'they' and not
'he'.

"Oh, my God," Mariah whispered, not knowing
she had spoken aloud. He had lied about not being married. The cad!
What was he about? What sort of sick game was he playing with
her?

"Mariah, are you alright? You look as though
you've seen a ghost."

Dora's voice sounded very far away but Mariah
gulped in a breath of air and tried her very best to act
normally.

"Yes, j-just tired I think."

"Of course," clucked Dora, "you've been
working every so hard on that library today. A nice warm bath and a
nap before dinner should set you to rights."

The downstairs maids arrived with a copper
tub and set about filling it with pots of water.

Mariah allowed Dora and the maids to scramble
about readying her bath without saying a word.

Dora left the room to return in minutes,
holding up the finest gown Mariah had ever seen, exclaiming that
the colour would look stunning on Mariah and asking if she should
have it pressed for dinner.

Mariah nodded feeling numb and not even
really seeing the dress.

Who would own such fine gowns if not the lady
of the house?

The bath served to revive Mariah's spirits a
little and, to her surprise, she actually did fall into a fitful
sleep for an hour or two, rising quickly when Dora came to assist
her with dressing.

Mariah's first thought was to plead a
headache and refuse to go down to dinner.

But as her initial shock had abated, a
furious anger had replaced it instead.

She had done nothing wrong!

Why should she hide away while that swine
went about kissing women who weren't his wife and dragging innocent
young girls into his debauchery?

"Would you like me to do your hair, Mariah?"
asked Dora eagerly.

Mariah looked at Dora, a steely determination
making her stand stiff as a board. "Yes, I would" she said with
determination, "and I want you to make me look my absolute
best."


CHAPTER SEVEN

 


Mariah arrived downstairs
just as the clock chimed the hour.

She was a bundle of nerves but was relieved
to note that her hand was steady as she waited for the footman to
open the door to the drawing room.

She had been primped and primed to within an
inch of her life by Dora, who it transpired, had ambitions of being
a lady's maid and took great delight trying out her skills on
Mariah.

So, as it turned out, Mariah looked ready to
be presented at Court by the time she arrived downstairs.

The dress that she had paid absolutely no
attention to earlier was a confection of amber chiffon and silk. It
was by far the most luxurious thing Mariah had ever worn and she'd
had to concentrate hard on not thinking of Brandon Haverton as the
cool silk slid over her curves.

The neckline was lower than any she'd ever
worn and was bordered by a row of tiny pearls that glinted in the
candlelight. The satin bodice was overlaid with chiffon of a
slightly brighter colour and split at the empire line of the gown,
falling open to the bottom.

Dora had managed to find ivory silk slippers
and matching gloves, and even an ivory fan decorated with amber
coloured flowers, before pulling Mariah over to the looking glass
for her to inspect herself.

The colour of the gown highlighted the gold
flecks in Mariah's eyes and her russet curls, dotted with pearls
that Dora had found somewhere, were piled loosely at the crown of
her head with some tendrils framing her face and falling round her
shoulders.

Mariah had been shocked at the transformation
from a pretty but rather plain bluestocking to an elegant lady of
quality. And if Dora's exclamations were anything to go by, she too
was impressed.

Mariah took a steadying breath and stepped
into the drawing room, her eyes seeking out the man who hours ago
had made her feel like the happiest woman in the world and who now
made her feel murderous.

He stood by the fireplace and for a moment
Mariah's anger was frozen by the look of desolation on his
face.

He stood with one arm on the mantel, gazing
into the fire as if it held the answers to every secret in the
world.

He looked tense and angry and, well, sad. So
sad that Mariah, who only moments before had been plotting his
demise, now wanted to run to him and comfort him. Which was
crazy.

As she stepped further into the room a
floorboard creaked beneath her foot and he spun around at the
noise.

As their eyes locked Mariah felt the now
familiar frisson of awareness slide through her body. Dear Lord.
How could she still feel this pull toward him when he had lied to
her? That he had been married to another?

She felt thoroughly ashamed of herself and
her anger at him returned in spades.

His eyes raked her slowly from her toes to
the top of her head and Mariah tried to ignore the flush she felt
in every part of her that his eyes touched.

Finally, after what seemed like an age, his
dark eyes met hers again.

"You're breathtaking," he said hoarsely.

He's a swine, Mariah she told herself
desperately, do not listen to his false compliments. He's
probably said that to hundreds of women.

That thought alone was enough to break the
spell of desire that she was falling under, and she managed to
raise a haughty brow.

"Oh really?" she asked, her voice dripping
with disdain. "As breathtaking as your wife?"

His eyes widened in shock, no doubt as much
at her words as at the venomous tone in her voice. He stepped
towards her.

"What?"

"You heard me."

"Yes, I did. But I thought I must have
misheard since I've already told you I don't have a
wife."

He was stepping closer with every sentence
and Mariah had to force herself not to back away from him.

"Oh yes. You have told me that. Funny then,
that this" she gestured angrily to the dress she wore, "beautiful
gown should belong to the lady of the house whose arrival is
expected in a couple of weeks. Did you really think that I would
not know about your wife when you sent one of her gowns for me to
wear?"

Mariah could hear that she was shouting in a
most unladylike manner but right then she didn't care if she
sounded like a fishwife.

"Did you really think that if I was hiding a
wife from you I would send you a dress belonging to her?" he
shouted, equally loudly. He stopped in his approach and glared at
her from halfway across the room instead, his fists balled at his
sides.

His question took the wind out of Mariah's
sails a little. It did seem rather strange that he should lie about
a wife in order to seduce her only to let her borrow a gown
belonging to the lady.

But then, she rationalised, she knew nothing
of rakish men. Perhaps this was part of the sick little game he
enjoyed.

"I don't know," she said truthfully. "Perhaps
that is part of appeal for you. Perhaps you enjoy seeing
unsuspecting young ladies wearing your wife's gowns. Perhaps you
thought to make love to me while I was wearing it."

Mariah had never before spoken so boldly of
such things, but she had no time to feel embarrassed. Not when she
was so furious with him. Her own fists were curled with the force
of her emotion but she wrapped her arms around herself, holding
tight to her fury, wrapping it around herself so that she did not
feel the hurt that was trying to make itself known.

"You have quite the imagination, Mariah."

"And you have quite a nerve," she
shouted.

"Bloody hell and damnation I AM NOT
MARRIED."

His yell fairly shook the ground so loud was
it and Mariah had to stop herself from covering her ears.

"You are a bloody nuisance. You have given me
nothing but trouble since the second you pulled up to this house. I
am not married. I have never been married and if all
women are like you, I have no intentions of ever being
married," he shouted.

Mariah felt quite hurt at that last bit.

"That was very rude," she berated him and
watched as his jaw dropped open so wide she was surprised it didn't
hit of the floor.

"Are you serious?" he asked
incredulously.

"Yes, I am," she answered firmly. "There
really is no need to be so insulting."

Now, Mariah had been witness to plenty of
afflictions in her time helping Papa. But never had she seen
someone's face turn quite so red in so short amount of time as Mr.
Haverton's did at that moment.

"Of all the ridiculous, exasperating,
maddening chits I have ever met. You — I, you — argh!"

Mariah watched in bemused fascination as the
large man before her, who much surely be over six feet in height,
threw what could only be described as a total temper tantrum right
in front of her.

He threw his hands in the air, even stamped
his feet at one point and shouted mostly incoherent words to the
ceiling.

Mariah wondered briefly if she should slap
him then figured that would probably make the situation worse. So
she waited calmly, hands clasped together until he was
finished.

After a moment or two of frankly ridiculous
behaviour Mr. Haverton stomped over to the sideboard, which held a
selection of drinks, and proceeded to pour a measure of brandy
bigger than any Mariah had ever seen.

He threw back the entire contents then
slammed the glass onto the table.

She waited a few seconds but when he didn't
speak or move, she guessed that the tantrum was over.

"Are you quite finished?" she asked
politely.

He ignored her.

Like a child.

"So" she ventured again after more mutinous
silence, "you're not married?"

Mariah was quite sure she heard a curse
before he turned around to face her.

"No. I told you before and I am telling you
now. I'm not married. Do you really think I would have kissed you
the way I did if I had a wife? Do you think I am that type of
man?"

Mariah felt instantly guilty then instantly
defensive.

"Well how should I know what type of man you
are?" she wailed, wringing her hands nervously. "You barely speak
to me and when you do you are boorish and uncivil. In fact, if you
didn't k-kiss me like, well, like you do, I would think you hate
me."

Embarrassment warmed Mariah's cheeks. This
was not how she had expected the evening to go. She'd had
marvellous visions of her delivering an icy set-down then gliding
from the room, magnificent in her anger.

Instead, she'd been subjected to a full-blown
tantrum, and now here she was, trying to defend herself.

Mr. Haverton sighed and ran a hand through
his hair. She was beginning to see that this was a habit of his
when he was agitated and upset. She found the gesture thoroughly
arousing. But now was not the time to be thinking such things.

"Mariah, I—"

"I really do not think it is appropriate to
call me by my given name, sir," she sniffed.

The look he gave her curled her toes.

"Mariah," he continued, eyes blazing, "if you
could read my mind where you're concerned, me using your name would
be the least of your worries."

A dart of heat shot through every part of
her. Well. What was she to say to that?

"I told you yesterday my life is complicated.
But I am not married. Nor am I the type of man who would look to
anyone other than his wife for affection."

"Well then, who owns this gown?" She picked
at the soft material, shaking it at him.

From the clenching of his jaw it seemed this
was a subject he didn't like to talk about. "It doesn't matter who
owns it. It's not my wife's, since no such wife exists. That's all
you need to know."

Curiosity rose, tempering her ire at his tone
and his refusal to discuss her concerns. "It does matter. It
matters to me," she persisted. "If I am wearing someone's clothes,
I'd like to know whose."

"Drop it, Miss. Bolton," he said
fiercely.

So, she'd been relegated back to being Miss
Bolton?

"But why? I do not feel very comfortable
about this, Mr. Haverton. We have – well, you have kissed me and,"
she could feel her cheeks burn with embarrassment at how naive she
much sound but she continued on doggedly, "and to my mind that
should make me privy to-"

"For God's sake I said drop it."

This time Mariah did cover her ears, so loud
was his shout.

The subsequent silence was deafening.

Mariah could feel tears burning the back of
her eyes.

What dark, horrid secret was he hiding? Who
owned the blasted gown and why wouldn't he tell her?

As the evening loomed ahead, once again, she
cursed the fact that she was stuck in this huge, disused house with
a man who seemed to loathe her when he wasn't kissing her. A man
who yelled at her for daring to want to know anything about
him.

She felt suddenly desperate to go home to
where everything was familiar, albeit annoying. But she
couldn't.

"I'm sorry."

Mariah jumped at the sound of his voice and
she eyed him warily.

His face registered shock at her actions then
he sighed and stepped forward.

"Please, don't be scared. I just—"

"If you'll forgive me, please," Mariah
interrupted him, hearing the wobble in her voice but unable to stop
it, "I find I am no longer hungry."

"Mariah, don't run away. Please just—"

"My name is Miss Bolton," she said injecting
her voice with some much-needed steel. "Goodnight, Mr.
Haverton."

Mariah turned and ran as fast as she could
all the way back to her room.

God, how she wished she could go home.

For the first time in her life, Mariah longed
for her mother's company. Which just went to show, she thought
miserably, how bad it was for her in Mr Haverton's house.
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The next morning,
Mariah opened her eyes, taking a moment to recognise the
unfamiliar guest room she slept in. A pale light shone through the
curtains and her heart leapt with hope. She stepped eagerly towards
the window, barely feeling the cold floor on her bare feet. If it
was bright, surely that meant—

But, no. The storm was as bad as ever.

The snow lashed against the window pane and
made the surrounding countryside completely unrecognizable; not
even the palest sunshine greeted her.

With a sigh, Mariah turned away.

Someone had been in to light the fire while
she slept and she moved toward it to warm herself, suddenly aware
of the cold that seeped through her light night rail.

Her head pounded, no doubt from the tears she
had shed and the fitful sleep she had gotten.

But today was a new day. And a new attitude
was in order.

Perhaps she had engaged in foolish fantasies
and romantic notions about Mr. Haverton but that was at an end
now.

Yes, he was handsome. Yes, his kiss drove her
wild. Not to mention his smile.

But he was a rude, arrogant, boorish bully
who was probably, in all honesty, also a little insane.

She didn't think he would hurt her. Not
physically anyway. But her emotions just weren't up to withstanding
his ire.

So, what she would do, she decided with a
false bravado, was ignore him as much as humanly possible, get the
library finished then get the hell out of there.

Staring into the dancing orange flames of the
roaring fire, Mariah let her imagination wander as it was wont to
do. She gave it free reign now; envisioning bumping into him and
his mysterious woman in the village square and being marvellously
nonchalant about it; seeing him at a dance in the assembly rooms
and laugh at his pining after her while she danced with all the
dashing young gentlemen who begged her.

She'd never been begged for dance in her
life, and the gentlemen of her acquaintance fell abysmally short of
dashing but that was neither here nor there.

Feeling a little better, she managed an
almost genuine smile when Dora came with a cup of chocolate and to
help her dress, taking Mariah's borrowed night rail to wash out and
ready for that evening.

Mercifully, she had brought Mariah's own
simple muslin gown, freshly washed and pressed. Mariah didn't think
she had the fortitude to wear another of the mystery lady's
garments.

"Are you hungry?" asked Dora.

"Famished."

"Good," Dora said with a smile, buttoning the
back of Mariah's dress. "Mr. Haverton said we were to make sure
there was plenty for you to eat this morning, since you didn't eat
last night."

Mariah's heart skittered at the mention of
last night as well as at the fact that he had been so considerate
of her.

"And will Mr. Haverton be at breakfast?"

Mariah sat at the vanity while Dora started
to brush out and pin her hair.

"No. He said to extend his apologies but he
had a tonne of work and would be locked in his study for the
day."

Mariah didn't realise she'd been holding her
breath until it left her in a whoosh of relief. She didn't know if
he was avoiding her or giving her the chance to avoid him, but
either way, she was vastly grateful.

Still angry. But grateful.

The dining room seemed larger than before
with nobody in it but Mariah and the footmen who were attending
her, but that did not put her off her breakfast. She enjoyed a meal
so large that her mother would have rung a peal over her head for
having an unladylike appetite.

As soon as she had eaten her fill, she took a
pot of tea and hid herself away in library. She had absolutely no
desire to see Mr. Haverton. She did not even know what she would
say to him.

The morning went on and on and still the snow
fell. Outside looked incredibly bleak and Mariah was grateful for
the roaring blaze of the fire and the maid who diligently attended
to it, ensuring that it never went out.

Mariah took lunch on a tray in the library
and kept working with a dogged determination to be finished and
gone before she ever had to set eyes on Brandon Haverton again.

By mid-afternoon it sounded as though the
howling of the wind had lessened slightly and Mariah hoped against
hope that that meant the storm was easing.

As the dinner hour approached, her stomach
knotted more and more. She snuck from the library, her muscles sore
and cramping from having been leaning over heavy tomes all day. She
wanted nothing more than a hot bath and a long sleep, and when she
rang the bell for Dora, she informed the young girl of this.

"Won't Mr. Haverton be expecting you for
dinner?"

"Perhaps, but I am simply too tired," Mariah
lied, exaggerating the yawning and droopiness.

Dora didn't look convinced, but she remained
quiet, for which Maria was very grateful.

After a long soak, Mariah requested a supper
tray in her room, and as soon as she was done she crawled into
bed.

This was fine, she thought, snuggling under
the heavy counterpane of her bed, if she could do this every day
there would be absolutely no problems at all.


CHAPTER EIGHT

 


There was a
problem.

Mariah sighed in frustration and threw the
book she'd been reading onto the bedside table.

She was going stark, raving mad holed up in
this house.

For three days, she'd been to the library and
her bedroom, and that was it.

Mercifully the snow had eased off and though
the roads were still completely impassable for her and her small
gig, a footman had been sent with word of her safety and forced
stay at the manor house and had returned with a few gowns.
Unfortunately, the gowns were accompanied by a sermon of some
magnitude on propriety and the ruination of women in society,
courtesy of a letter from her mother.

But this? This self-imposed incarceration was
driving her slowly insane.

Mariah stood and pulled back the curtains
which Dora had drawn earlier. The sky was cloudless, the complete
blackness dotted with shining stars and dominated by the pale,
ice-white moon.

The moonlight illuminated the grounds lending
an ethereal glow to everything. It was peaceful and beautiful, yet
she felt restless.

It was not even past the usual dinner hour
but she felt as though she'd been in this room for hours
already.

What she needed, Mariah thought, was a drink;
brandy or whiskey or some such thing, to send her into a deep,
dreamless sleep.

For her sleeps had been far from deep and
very, very far from dreamless. In fact, she could barely close her
eyes without Brandon Haverton galloping to the forefront of her
thoughts.

Mariah didn't know many compromising
positions, but the ones she did know were put to good use during
the wee hours of the night when her imagination ran wild and she
ended up awakening feeling frustrated, hot and bothered.

This was ridiculous and it needed to stop.
She hadn't even seen the man in days. Not since that last horrid
conversation in the drawing room.

She was exhausted. She needed to sleep. And
she certainly needed to stop thinking about Mr. Haverton.

Her mind made up, Mariah decided to brave the
corridors.

From Dora she had learned that Mr. Haverton
had been keeping to his room and study, no doubt with the same
intentions she had in mind.

So, in theory, it should be safe to dart
downstairs and sneak a drink from the drawing room, which she knew
was kept stocked.

She did think fleetingly that it was rather
concerning to turn to alcohol to deal with life's problems, but
then she figured nobody had ever had to deal with a man such as
Haverton before and if they had, they would certainly be foxed more
often than not.

The house was freezing as Mariah darted
through it. Thankfully, she hadn't yet changed into her night rail,
so if she did get caught she would brazen it out and ask for
tea.

The drawing room was mercifully empty, and
Mariah heaved a sigh of relief as she moved toward the drinks
cabinet. She had thought a medicinal glass of wine would do the
trick but her hand stilled in the act of pouring as she eyed the
amber coloured brandy that Mr. Haverton favoured.

The stuff had been vile. But, because clearly
she'd crossed into complete madness, she felt herself wanting to
drink it because he had been the one to provide her first
taste of it.

How foolish of her.

She silently berated herself as she sloshed
some of the liquid into a glass. Did she think that drinking his
brandy would suddenly bring them closer together? Did she think
that he would suddenly throw off his mantle of secretive sullenness
and fall desperately in love with her because she stole something
from his drinks cabinet?

Mariah had had some strange ideas in her time
but even she could admit that seemed a little far-fetched.

It didn't stop her drinking it, however.

The first sip burned its way down her throat
and she coughed and spluttered and genuinely thought for a moment
that she would die. But, after the burn subsided she quite enjoyed
the feeling of warmth in her belly, and she took another healthy
slug.

"So you're a thief then?"

Mariah yelped at the sound of the voice
behind her and promptly spilled the contents of the glass all over
the front of her.

"Good heavens, you scared the life out of
me," she said breathlessly swiping ineffectually at the front of
her dress. "What are you doing sneaking up on people?"

Mariah waited for his answer as she rubbed at
the now soaking material of her white muslin. When none was
forthcoming, she glanced up and her heart simply stopped then
galloped.

His blazing eyes were riveted to the front of
her dress where the brandy had soaked through the material.

Mariah thought, for a horrified minute, that
perhaps it was see-through but as she followed his gaze she saw
that although there was a hint of skin, there certainly wasn't
anything, well, improper on display.

She glanced back up and this time, her eyes
locked with his. Good lord. He looked almost savage. Mariah
suddenly thought of the pirate captain she'd once read about in a
book she'd sworn up and down she hadn't read when questioned
by Mama.

But she had read it. And she'd enjoyed it
immensely.

And now, here Brandon Haverton stood, looking
like the hero of her scandalous novel come to life.

His hair, though not long, was just as dark
and silky in the dim light of the fire.

His eyes, black as coal but filled with fire
as they bored into her.

He didn't wear a jacket and Mariah could see
the muscular outline of his torso and stomach as her eyes raked
over him greedily.

Suddenly, the brandy wasn't the only thing
heating her anymore.

Mariah waited for him to speak but he uttered
not a word. Just stared.

So then, she should speak.

Really she should leave. She had told herself
that she wouldn't spend any more time with him. And here she was.
Spending.

"If you'll excuse me," she mumbled and made
to leave the room.

But as she passed, Haverton reached out and
grabbed her upper arm.

"Wait," he said gruffly.

Mariah's skin fairly blistered with the heat
from his touch.

This was not good. Not good at all.

She waited. And still he did not speak.

"Mr. Haverton, really I –"

"You've been hiding," he said abruptly.
"Why?"

Mariah pulled her arm away and stepped back
from him.

"I've been busy."

"Too busy to eat in the dining room?"

"How do you know where I've eaten? You
haven't been in the dining room either," she countered.

"Yes, but I admit I've been hiding."

Oh.

"Why?" she asked, still refusing to admit to
the same thing.

He sighed then and moved to decant himself a
glass of brandy, pouring another for her without asking if she
wanted one.

"I don't want another."

"You spilled the first."

"Yes, so I should change my gown."

"Oh, I'm not complaining, just replenishing
your drink."

Mariah swallowed. He had the uncanny ability
to render her totally speechless with just a few words.

He crossed back to her and handed her the
glass, which she took without comment.

"Will you sit for a moment? I want to talk to
you"

Mariah hesitated before complying. He rarely
spoke so nicely to her, and her curiosity was piqued.

Besides, loath as she was to admit it even to
herself, any chance she had to spend time with him was something
for which she was grateful.

She waited for him to speak, but for a long
while he just sat staring into the glowing embers of the fire.
Eventually he began to talk, his gravelly voice playing havoc with
her already fraying nerves.

"I must apologise for my behaviour at dinner
the other night. I was unpardonably rude. And you don't deserve
it."

Well, that was a good start.

"Thank you," she said. Then, because good
manners dictated it, she continued, "I am sorry too. If you do not
want to tell me things about your life then that is perfectly
acceptable. I am only here to fix your library."

He frowned at her then, as if confused by her
words.

"I almost forgot about that. How are you
faring with it?"

"Oh, wonderfully. You have an outstanding
collection here, Mr. Haverton. I do hope you will consider keeping
it. You've gotten an absolute treasure in this place.

He smiled indulgently, which caused her
breath to quicken.

"You are very passionate about books?"

Mariah nodded enthusiastically but stopped
herself from launching into a speech on the wonders of books and
his library.

She was far more interested in what he had to
say.

Another silence. It was most aggravating.

"Tell me, Miss Bolton, do you think that
someone less interested in books than you are, but who could
desperately use a distraction of some kind, would like the
collection in the library?"

Mariah frowned at the strange question.

"I suppose it would depend on what they were
interested in reading, sir," she began, not sure what he was asking
exactly. "But the collection is varied and interesting. There are
even some terribly romantic gothic novels in there." She smiled,
tying to lighten the suddenly maudlin mood.

He did not return her smile, however.

And for a moment he looked so bleak that
Mariah almost reached for him. Almost. "Mr. Haverton, is everything
alright?" she asked, unsure of herself.

He started at her question, as if he had
forgotten she was there. "I have treated you abominably, have I
not?" he said quietly.

Mariah felt sorry for him, her heart ached
for him. But she wouldn't lie. "Yes, you have really. Not all the
time, but yes."

"You are refreshingly honest, Mariah."

Her name again. She didn't correct him. She
liked hearing it too much.

"I was not always so ham-fisted when dealing
with the opposite sex," he said with a self-deprecating shrug which
she found rather adorable. "In fact, I was quite the rake in my
time."

She could well believe it. Anyone who looked
like him and kissed like him was sure to have been the heartbreaker
of many. "You miss it? The life you had in London?"

"I miss how carefree my life was before—"

"Before?"

He sighed and rubbed a hand over his face,
looking suddenly older. "You asked the other day who the gown you
wore belonged to."

Mariah's heart hammered in her chest. Was he
going to admit that actually, yes he was married? The thought made
her feel queasy, and she placed her glass untouched on the coffee
table.

"You should know, you looked enchanting in
it."

"Thank you," she said dismissively, refusing
to be sidetracked from the conversation by his pretty
compliments.

"The dress is my sister's. Was my sister's,
rather."

Mariah felt a surge of relief so intense it
took her by surprise. But as the words sank in, she realised their
meaning.

"Was?" she asked quietly.

"She died two years ago," he said, his voice
emotionless but that ticking in his jaw gave him away again.

"What happened?"

Abruptly, he stood, almost as though he could
no longer bear to sit still. He walked to the fireplace then
stopped, his back to her.

"My sister was beautiful, sweet and
incredibly naïve." The words came out so quiet, she strained to
hear. "She was the apple of my parents' eyes, and mine too. She was
younger than me by some years, and I doted on her as did everyone
who knew her."

Mariah stood and went to stand by him,
feeling suddenly cold and uneasy though not knowing why.

"We knew that when she eventually came out
she would be the toast of the ton. And incomparable, of the
highest order. I worried, as overprotective brothers do, that she
would be pursued by the very worst sorts of rakes as well as men of
good character, and I was determined to stick by her side for the
entirety of her Season."

"It turned out that while we were all
preparing for her catching the eye of a disreputable gentleman
during the Season, she had already caught the eye of one much
closer to home. "

"She was seduced by the son of a neighbouring
earl, who was significantly older and married. We none of us
guessed it. We only found out when she came to me, utterly
distraught. He — he had gotten her with child, and when she went to
him and told him, he told her of his wife and children. Told her to
stay away from him and swore that he would deny any knowledge of
their supposed affair."

Mariah gasped, feeling the pain radiating
from him as he told his sorry tale.

He went on as though she had not spoken. "I
was murderous. I wanted to kill him with my bare hands. But Father
convinced me to stay home while he went to the earl. I did not know
what good he thought he could do. She was ruined. Her life
destroyed at fifteen years old.

"Father returned, as I knew he would, with
the news that the earl had threatened to use all of his power to
keep my family quiet about what had happened." His lips pressed
into a thin line, and the vein in his temple throbbed.

"Daphne was inconsolable. She became a
shadow. Her belly grew with her child, but her soul withered more
and more every day." He ran a hand through his hair, pulling
slightly at the strands, his face a picture of helplessness and
despair. "We none of us knew how to help her. We kept quiet about
it as best we could. Servants were bribed, visitors were sent away.
People gossiped of course, but we ignored it."

Mariah felt herself trembling with rage, with
sympathy, with a myriad of emotions that wouldn't help him now so
she bit her tongue to keep from speaking.

"I took over the estate and began to build my
various business ventures. I had thought if I made enough money I
could give her and the child a peaceful life in the country, away
from prying eyes and vicious tongues." He sighed wearily and it
sounded as though it came from the very depth of his soul.

"When word came that she had had the child, a
little girl, I returned home."

His eyes closed but not before Mariah saw a
flash of pain so raw that her eyes filled with tears.

"I did not even recognise her. The birth had
been hard, but it was more than that. She was lifeless. Like a
ghost. She barely ate, she would not speak. And the strain had
taken its toll on my parents too. My father's heart gave out
completely not long afterwards. Daphne did not even attend the
funeral."

He paused and swallowed convulsively. The
crackle of a log settling was the only sound. She wanted
desperately to reach out to him but she held herself still, wanting
him to finish, sensing he needed to talk about it.

"Anyway, years passed. I went away again and
worked like a dog. I admit now that I was avoiding my
responsibilities. I did not know how to deal with Daphne's sickness
and my mother's grief." He shook his head, his eyes bleaker than
she'd ever seen them.

"I stayed away until I got the letter."

He stopped again, his voice having cracked on
the last word. Mariah was filled with dread. She wanted to tell him
to stop, that she did not need to hear anymore. But something told
her that he needed to speak it aloud.

"When Charlotte, my niece, was three years
old, Daphne took herself into the woods surrounding our estate and
— and shot herself. She was not yet even twenty."

"Oh, Brandon," Mariah knew she shouldn't have
spoken his Christian name, but she didn't care about such mundane
things right now, so consumed was she by pity. She raised an arm
and placed it on his, feeling how tense his muscles were beneath
his shirt sleeve.

"I wasn't there. If — if I'd been there I
could have stopped her. If I'd moved her away sooner, brought her
here where nobody could know, I could have saved her." He grimaced
at the glass in his hand then slammed it forcefully onto the side
table. "I failed her, and now she's dead. My niece is without a
mother, my own mother has been utterly destroyed by it, and all
they have now is me, a man who has made more money than he can
spend in his lifetime and cannot do right by them. I was a coward,
and they have all suffered for it." He pulled away from her
sympathetic touch and leapt to his feet.

Mariah was horrified by the sadness of his
tale. She was horrified that he should blame himself so much.

She jumped up and walked towards him.

"Brandon, no. No! You cannot blame yourself.
I won't let you."

His face was an emotionless mask, devoid of
all feeling. She could tell he was barely listening but she pressed
on.

"Please, hear me. Your sister, your poor
sweet sister, she became sick, Brandon. So sick that she could not
bear it any longer. It would not have mattered had you been there.
She had already stopped living. It was not your fault. You are
not to blame."

Still he did not turn to her, still he did
not react. He was a statue. His grief was no longer showing on his
face but she knew he felt it keenly from the set of his jaw, the
stiffness in his spine.

In desperation she grabbed his shoulders and
turned him to face her. "Listen to me," she practically shouted.
"You cannot help your sister now, but you can be the man you need
to be for your family. For your mother and for Charlotte."

"How?" he asked brokenly. "How can I ever
make it right?"

"By being happy," she said firmly. "By
creating a happy home for them. By being proud of your niece, not
ashamed. The sins of her father and the mistakes of her mother are
not hers. Give her a loving home. Be the father she needs. Show
your mother that she still has a child to live for."

"I haven't lived in a year. I stopped living
the day she did."

"A year?"

"It was last Christmas. Christmas day." he
admitted softly. "That is why I was so desperate for this place to
be readied. I do not think my mother can bear to stay where she is.
And I don't want Charlotte to be there, where her mother died, for
any longer than she needs to be."

Hot tears streamed down Mariah's face. In
that moment she knew she was, without reason or sense, falling
desperately in love with this man. Even though only days had
passed. She couldn't explain it. It was illogical and foolish, but
it was true. She was falling hard and she wanted so badly to help
him.

"Brandon, a big library, a new house. It's
wonderful, but it isn't enough. They need you. Not things. And the
only way to make them happy is for you to be happy. And to
be happy you must forgive yourself. You must." In her desperation
for him to listen, she grabbed at the lapels of his jacket, shaking
him as she spoke.

Bit by bit, his eyes focused on her. They'd
been somewhere else entirely up until that point. He'd been looking
at the past he couldn't escape, not her. But he was looking at her
now.

Slowly, tenderly, he lifted a hand and wiped
the tears from her face.

"You're crying," he said softly. "I didn't
mean to make you cry."

Mariah dashed the tears away impatiently. "It
doesn't matter" she said, dismissing their importance.

"Yes, it does," he argued. "Probably more
than it should. I don't like seeing you cry." He sounded
disconcerted by the fact.

"Brandon, please listen. Please—"

"It's late," he interrupted, suddenly
sounding exhausted and old beyond his years. "Go to bed,
Mariah."

"But—"

"Please," he said in a broken whisper. "I
shouldn't have burdened you with the sins of my past. I only wanted
you to know. When I push you away, when I am rude and cold and
unfeeling, it's because I feel how drawn I am to you, and you
deserve so much more than the shell of a man I have become."

"Brandon—"

"Go, Mariah. Just go."

It was no use. He would never listen to her
now.

Shaking her head, Mariah turned to leave. She
felt as though her heart were breaking.

As she reached the door, she looked back and
saw that he was watching her, his face a mask of utter
desolation.

Without another thought, she ran back to him
and threw her arms round his neck, pressing her lips to his.

She could not kiss away his pain. Her touch
couldn't make up for what he had suffered. What he still suffered.
But that didn't mean she couldn't try. Try to show him that
compassion still existed in the world and he was worthy of it. He
obviously felt that he was undeserving of it. But he wasn't and she
wanted to show him that.

He held himself stiff for a second or two
before, with a muffled oath against her lips, he wrapped his arms
round her and lifted her clean off her feet.

His lips were bruising, his arms crushing,
his tongue demanding. The kiss, which she had only meant as a
comfort, suddenly became something much more. Something wild and
primitive and all-consuming.

It was as though telling his tale had opened
his soul to her. And hers was rejoicing in the fact. She felt as
though she was becoming a part of him and he of her.

It was the most intense, confusing thing she
had ever felt, and she shook with the power of it.

But it was over all too soon.

He gently pushed her from him and gazed at
her for a heart-stopping moment.

Then, with a gentle kiss on her forehead, he
let her go.

"Goodnight, Mariah" he said softly.

She couldn't speak, so she turned and
silently left the room.


CHAPTER NINE

 


The storm had passed,
both inside the house and out.

By mutual unspoken agreement the conversation
of that night, when he'd told her his sorry tale was not brought up
again.

But Mariah hadn't forgotten it. And she was
determined to make this Christmas a happy one for that poor, tragic
family.

The days went on, and they fell into a
blissful routine. Blissful in any case, for Mariah. The library was
coming along magnificently, and since the wind and lashing snow had
subsided, Mariah was able to spend some time in the gardens.

She didn't venture too far since the snow was
knee deep in places, but it did her heart good to get out and
about.

What did not do her heart good was the change
in Brandon.

After the other night, they had continued to
call each other by their given names and though Mariah knew it was
a shocking impropriety that didn't stop her.

But the change in him was her undoing.

He was kind, attentive, chatty, and even
cheerful at times. Well, at least he tried to be cheerful. He
joined her for meals. He even came to see her progress in the
library and complimented her on her work.

He rather moodily joined her on a tour of the
house and listened to her list of ideas for redecorating. Pretended
to listen, that was. But that didn't matter since at dinner that
evening she presented him with a catalogue of notes on her
ideas.

He had laughed and accepted it graciously.
There had been a moment of intense sadness for her when she
realised that his mother would probably make her own changes, and
Mariah wouldn't even be there to see it.

But it was best not to dwell on that. Just
like it was best not to dwell on the fact that she had gone from
falling in love with him to being completely in love with him at
the speed of a runaway carriage. Yes, she was a fool. But she was a
fool in love.

This morning, they sat enjoying a leisurely
breakfast and Mariah was struck by the thought that if he were her
husband, they would enjoy mornings like this every day. It was a
fantasy that she was allowing herself to indulge in far too often
of late.

"What will you do today?" she asked him
boldly, as though she had a right to inquire.

"Since the roads are too bad to travel to my
mills, I had thought to go as far as the village and set about
finding workers to begin your changes."

"My changes?" Mariah gaped at him.
"Whatever do you mean?"

"Well, my dear, some of your ideas are rather
elaborate, which is not in the least bit surprising,"

Mariah ignored his sarcasm just as she tried
to ignore the fact that he had called her his dear. Was she
becoming dear to him?

"So I will need a carpenter at the very
least. Plus, I need to find someone who can source paper-hangings
and such like."

"But, but — do you mean you are making
all of the changes I suggested?"

"Well, why not?" he asked grinning. It seemed
he was enjoying himself immensely. "I read your notes — demands
more like — and they all made perfect sense. You have obviously
thought hard about it, and I'm grateful."

"You are?" she asked, a little bewildered.
Usually her helpful notes, which she distributed frequently to
family and friends on a variety of topics, were viewed as
interfering and unwelcome.

"I am. For so many things," he said and his
eyes glowed in a way that set her body on fire.

He hadn't touched her since their talk, but
she wanted him to — quite badly, in fact.

She smiled in response and knew that her love
for him must be stamped across her face. But she couldn't help
it.

A footman entered with more coffee,
effectively breaking the spell, and Mariah glanced down at her
plate feeling suddenly self-conscious.

"What will you do today?" His soft inquiry
started her. "Continue in the library?"

"Well, I had thought to. Though, to be
honest, since you've decided to keep everything, the work is
practically finished. Will she like it, do you think, if she isn't
that fond of books?" she asked of his mother, for whom he had
obviously decided to keep the library, hoping to distract her from
her grief.

"I have no doubt she will love it," he
answered with a cryptic smile on his face.

Mariah frowned a little, feeling like he was
hiding something but was soon distracted by a less than pleasing
thought.

"Actually, if the roads to the village are
passable, I-I should really return home," she said trying not to
sound too heartbroken by the idea.

He didn't respond, and Mariah looked up to
see him frowning at her.

But then his face cleared and he spoke again.
"Yes, I suppose you should. Though I do not want you driving the
gig alone."

She could argue that she was perfectly
capable of driving it alone, but if it meant more time with him she
was staying quiet. "You are probably right. Would you be so kind as
to take me into the village with you when you run your
errands?"

"Of course. However, I — uh, I have just
realised that I have a pressing missive that I must send off to
Carson this afternoon, so my trip to the village may have to be
delayed. Perhaps even until tomorrow. I hope you don't mind?"

Mariah grinned at him, she couldn't help it.
"I do not mind at all," she said, a burst of happiness exploding
inside her.

His answering grin set butterflies fluttering
around her tummy.

"Neither do I."

Mariah spent the morning finishing her
catalogue of books. The library was truly fascinating, and she
hoped with all her heart that it would bring Mrs. Haverton some joy
and through her, some joy to her son. She hadn't been exaggerating
when she said she was practically finished with it, though, and
with a sigh, she closed the ledger on the last of her notes.

To her mind, a gentleman could live extremely
comfortably on the proceeds of the collections should he chose to
sell but she was delighted that Brandon was going to keep it. In
any case, he hardly needed the money. By all accounts he was rather
wealthier than she had originally thought.

She looked out the window and smiled at the
beautiful vista before her.

The winter sun was bright today, blinding her
as it hit the pure white snow.

Everywhere she looked there were footprints,
some hers, dotted round the place but they didn't spoil the view.
If anything it was nice to see footprints around the old manor
house again.

Deciding that a tramp through the snow would
be just the thing, Mariah went and fetched her sturdy outdoor boots
and heavy woollen cloak then set out on a long, meandering
walk.

She wasn't out long however, when a childhood
memory caught her in is grip and she began making a snowman.

Mariah was so taken with the task that she
did not notice the time and she spent a happy couple of hours
building a rather large specimen of snow.

The problem now was that she could not reach
the top to place his head on.

She had just hefted it from the ground in a
most unladylike fashion when the sound of a chuckle sent her
spinning round.

Brandon was grinning at her, looking carefree
and happy. The sight made her heart soar.

"Allow me," he said stepping forward to take
the head from her hands. He stepped to the snowman and placed it
easily on top before stepping back to survey her handiwork.

"It's a little crooked," he said.

"How dare you? He's perfect."

"He?"

"Yes, he. Mr. Snow."

"You've named a man made of snow?"

"Naturally," she answered as if it were
perfectly normal to name piles of snow.

"Are you done?"

"Of course not, he needs a face and some
arms."

"He does?"

"He does."

Brandon gave a long suffering sigh though he
was still smiling.

"Very well then, let's get him finished
before you freeze to death."

Mariah was so elated at spending this time
with him that she didn't question it and they both set about making
him into the best possible snow sculpture possible.

Mariah couldn't remember a happier time than
she spent in the garden that afternoon. Their search for stones and
twigs descended into a snowball battle worthy of Nelson himself,
and Mariah had to admit a laughing defeat before they could
continue with Mr. Snow.

Eventually, as the sky darkened and her teeth
began to chatter in earnest, she declared their creation finished,
and they sauntered back toward the house.

"You will come to the Christmas fete, won't
you?" Mariah asked him through frozen lips that she suspected were
turning blue.

He looked down at her, and his face
registered displeasure.

"You are freezing, Mariah. We should have
come in sooner."

"Nonsense, I'm fine," she said with
chattering teeth. "But the fete?"

"I don't know," he said doubtfully, "what is
it?"

Mariah laughed.

"What do you think it is?" she asked. "'Tis
nothing painful, I assure you. Just some carolling, food, hot
cider, dancing."

"I don't dance," he said, suddenly sounding
quite petulant.

"Can you dance?" she asked.

"Well, yes," he answered grudgingly, suddenly
showing an intense interest in his Hessian boots.

"Then you dance," she smiled.

"I'll dance if I can dance with you," he
said, lifting his eyes now and smiling.

Mariah smiled shyly in answer. "I'm sure that
can be arranged."

The mood was somewhat ruined suddenly when
Mariah stepped on a stone hidden beneath the snow and took a
tumble. She reached out for purchase to stop her fall and grabbed
hold of his coat. But since he wasn't expecting it, all she
succeeded in doing was pulling him on top of her.

They landed with a thump in the snow, and
Brandon immediately reared up on his hands peering at her, his eyes
lit with concern.

She was and she found the situation most
amusing. She burst out laughing, not caring that her hair was now
being soaked by the freezing snow on which she lay.

She looked up into his eyes and the laughter
died on her lips.

Good heavens, he was beautiful.

Without thought to her actions, she lifted a
hand and brushed a lock of hair from his brow.

Her simple action was like a tinder to a
fire.

She watched, bemused, as his control snapped
and he dove down, plundering her mouth with his.

Mariah gasped at the welcome invasion,
twining her arms around his neck and pulling him closer.

He groaned and complied, rolling over and
carrying her with him so that she lay atop him.

Oh, God. Mariah could quite happily stay
there forever.

The kiss went on and on, and she knew that
she wanted more. That if he were to ask for more, she would give it
to him.

The sound of a gentle throat clearing had
them springing apart, and Mariah scrambled hastily to her feet.

She turned and saw a woman whom she had never
seen before eyeing them both with eager interest.

"Hello, darling" she said to Brandon who was
standing now with a look on his face like he was heading to the
gallows. The woman was smiling, though the sadness in her eyes
clenched around Mariah's heart.

Dear Lord. This could only be his mother.

"We decided to come early and surprise you,"
she said softly. "Aren't you going to introduce me to your, er,
friend?"

Mariah's cheeks flamed. The woman was
his mother. And she'd just caught Mariah sprawled over her son.
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Mariah had made her
escape as soon as possible without seeming rude, though she
laughed, albeit hysterically, at the thought of being concerned
about rudeness when she'd been attacking Brandon on the front lawn
not thirty minutes ago.

What on earth would his mother think of her
now?

As she waited for her bath to come, Mariah
paced agitatedly up and down her room.

Brandon had changed with his mother's
arrival, reverting back to the surly, sullen man he'd been
before.

She tried not to be hurt by it but she was.
Of course she was.

He must be furious with her.

She turned with a smile of relief on her face
as the door opened, no doubt heralding the arrival of her hot water
but instead a tiny person bounded into the room, a blur of golden
curls and white dress.

"Hello." The blur skidded to a halt and
addressed her shyly.

Mariah smiled at the gorgeous creature who
had just burst into her room.

"Hello, there," she answered kneeling down to
the child's level. "I think I know who you are. You're Charlotte,
are you not?"

"I am," answered the little one, her
cornflower blue eyes huge in her baby face. She was an absolute
doll, and from Brandon's description of her, the very image of her
poor mother. "But everyone calls me Lottie."

"What a pretty name for a pretty young lady.
May I call you Lottie?"

Lottie nodded then tilted her head and
studied Mariah closely. "I know who you are too."

"Oh, you do?"

"Yes, you're the damned nuisance that Uncle
Brandon won't marry."

Mariah felt as if she'd been doused in icy
water. "I… beg your pardon?" she said in astonishment.

Lottie shrugged in that marvellously uncaring
way that children had and repeated it.

"At least, that's what Uncle Brandon just
shouted at grandmamma. I'm sure one of those words is naughty
because Uncle Brandon always says naughty words when he's cross,
and he's very cross now."

"Lottie, will you excuse me?" Mariah said
without waiting for an answer as she swept from the room.

She reached the drawing room but paused
outside as the battle that Lottie had heard clearly raged on.

"You simply cannot cavort with a respectable
young lady in full view of God knows who and not marry her,
Brandon. It is simply not done."

"Do you think I give a damn about what's done
or not?" Brandon was yelling. "I am warning you, Mother. Let this
drop. I will not be trapped in the parson's noose because of one
meaningless kiss."

"How can you say such a thing?" his mother
demanded while outside the room, Mariah's heart broke in two.
"After the way your sister—"

"This is nothing like Daphne," Brandon
bellowed. "I haven't touched her save for a few kisses, and nor do
I intend to. How can you think I would do such a thing?"

"I don't," his mother replied now in soothing
tones. "But still, Brandon. The girl has a reputation to think of.
Besides, I saw the way you looked at her and she you. Clearly there
is some feeling between you. Some affection."

Mariah waited with bated breath for his
answer.

Please God let him say he cares, she
prayed fervently.

"And if there was, what good would it do? You
don't know her, Mother. She is young, vivacious, and full of life.
She deserves more than a broken man, half living."

"Just tell me one thing," said his mother
softly. "Do you love her?"

Mariah's heart galloped and she closed her
eyes hoping against hope.

His derisive laugh was like a dagger to her
bruised heart. "Of course not."

As quietly as she could, tears threatening
more every second, Mariah turned and fled.


CHAPTER TEN

 


"Mariah, do hurry up
for goodness' sake. The whole village will be there already."

Mariah bit her tongue, something she hadn't
had to do for weeks now.

"I am coming, Mama" she answered as sweetly
as she could though her teeth were clenched. The woman never
stopped scolding.

It had been four days since she had snuck
from the manor house. She had some pangs of regret for sneaking
from the house like a thief in the night, especially since his
mother had been so lovely to her. But she couldn't face a goodbye,
couldn't look at him again after what she'd heard. She'd been too
cowardly to risk being in his company for fear that she would
either cry and beg him to love her or rage at him for being unable
or unwilling to do so.

Returning home hadn't made the heartache go
away, but at least her mother was a good distraction from it.

As soon as she ascertained that Mariah wasn't
utterly ruined or mortally wounded, she launched into a lecture so
lengthy that even Mariah's father intervened.

Escape had been made only when her mother
rounded on her father.

Mariah had refused absolutely to answer any
and all questions about Brandon Haverton, save to say that she had
completed her work in the library and she no longer had any reason
to be at the house.

"But your gowns," her mother had argued, a
glint of suspicion in her eye.

"He has promised to send them along," Mariah
lied smoothly refusing to explain why she'd left them all there in
the first place.

Now, it was the day of the fete and though
Mariah had tried every excuse and reason under the sun not to
attend, she was going.

Her only consolation was that Brandon
Haverton was extremely unlikely to go voluntarily and his mother
seemed far too sad to insist upon it.

The family left to walk to the square outside
the church where the festivities would take place. As soon as they
arrived they were greeted by friends and acquaintances and Mariah
used the ensuing chaos to slip away to a hidden bench behind the
church.

Relief filled her at finding it empty.

She sat and allowed the serenity to wash over
her and heal her wounded heart. This place had always been one of
solace and peace in times of trouble but today her misery would not
be silenced.

Sitting there, she looked toward the heavens,
seeing the North Star twinkling bright and felt a tear run silently
down her cheek.

Mariah wished then, wished with all her heart
that Brandon and his family would one day be happy. She wanted more
than anything to be the one to bring love and joy back into his
life, but as much as she loved him, she could not make him return
the feeling. Yet she still wanted it for him.

Wanted him to find someone that he did love,
someone who could bring him back to life. So she wished it for him.
Wished it with every fibre of her being.

"Please," she whispered to the night sky,
"please just let him find happiness. Let him find peace."

Mariah sat for a moment or two longer then,
with a heavy heart, she stood to go and find her family.

The village square was resplendent as it
always was, festooned with holly and ivy and paper lanterns that
the children in the schoolhouse had spent painstaking hours putting
together.

Everywhere she turned, Mariah was greeted
warmly, and usually she would return the greetings with equal
cheer. But she could not.

She tried her best to go through the motions,
but her heart wasn't in it.

Her heart was firmly stuck at Greywood Manor
with a man who didn't deserve it.

As the day turned to evening, the hastily
prepared dance floor started to fill. It was far too cold to be
dancing outside but this had been a village tradition since before
Mariah's birth. Usually she didn't feel the cold, since she danced
every dance. This evening, however, she refused to dance even
one.

Mariah stood back and watched as children and
adults alike danced and sang and had a marvellous time. She tried
not to be bitter, but she envied them their cheerfulness. She
wondered if she would ever feel happy again.

"I believe you promised me a dance."

Mariah gasped at the feel of a hand on her
waist.

She knew it was him, of course.

Nobody else's voice set her pulse racing.
Nobody else's scent set her heart hammering.

She turned and looked up into his eyes.

He looked so good she wanted to weep. There
were circles under his eyes, as though he had been sleeping as
badly as she, and he looked miserable, but she could only assume
that this time of year was hard for him.

And in spite of what he'd said, her heart
still ached for him, and she wanted to make it better.

"Where are your mother and Lottie?" she
asked, hearing the wobble in her voice.

"They're ensconced with Mrs. Yates, meeting
the villagers and hearing the list of Mrs. Callahan's
maladies."

She tried to smile at his joke, she really
did. But her mouth couldn't form a smile.

"Please dance with me," he whispered.

Mariah looked about and saw that they were
drawing attention.

Soon people would come falling over
themselves to be introduced to the new man in town.

So, nodding her consent, she allowed him to
escort her onto the dance floor, all the while praying that she
would have the strength not to cry.

The strains of a quadrille started and Mariah
shivered as his hand snaked about her, gathering her close.

"You look beautiful," he said as they began
to move.

Mariah held herself as stiffly as she could
because she wanted more than anything to sink into him, to beg him
to love her even half as much as she loved him. But her pride
wouldn't allow it and her pride was the only thing she had
left.

"You left," he said now, though there was no
accusation in his tone, merely sadness.

"I did," was all she said.

An uncomfortable silence fell between them as
they swept round the other couples. Mariah had never felt so alone
in a crowd of people.

"Lottie told me what she said to you. What
she heard. Mariah, I – please believe me when I say I did not—"

His words were cut off when Bobby Thornton,
who had had far too much to drink, came stumbling into them trying
his best to dance alone.

Brandon muttered a soft oath, dropping her
hand and stepping away. "For God's sake, I cannot talk to you here.
Will you come back to the manor house with me? Please?"

It was the plea that did it. In his words, in
his voice, in his eyes. Mariah knew that she could not deny him
anything.

Without waiting for her to answer, he
clutched her arm and practically dragged her to his carriage which
was, thankfully, the last in a long line surrounding the
church.

Once inside, he placed a carriage run on her
knees and then sat at the other side.

The silence was suffocating but Mariah made
no attempt to break it.

What was she to say in any case?

She could rail at him for not loving her
back, but that wasn't his fault.

She could beg him to consider her as a wife,
but her pride wouldn't allow it.

She could pretend that everything was fine
but her heart wouldn't allow that.

So, she said nothing and neither did he.

The carriage ride seemed interminable, but at
last they rolled to a stop outside the manor.

The front of the house was ablaze with
candles and it looked so welcoming, no longer unloved, that Mariah
felt herself smile for the first time in days.

Brandon stepped out of the carriage then held
out a hand to assist. But after she alighted, he held onto her
hand, not letting her pull away. It was an exquisite type of
torture.

As they stepped into the entrance hall,
Brandon divested her of her cloak, gloves, and bonnet, explaining
that the servants were all at the fete.

They were alone.

A thrill chased along Mariah's spine before
she ruthlessly quashed it. What difference did it make?

"Would you care for a drink?" he asked, his
voice echoing in the cavernous room.

"No, thank you," she squeaked, fairly shaking
with nerves.

"I want to show you something," he said
before taking her gently by the arm and leading her toward the
library.

Mariah frowned. There was nothing he could
show her in there that she hadn't already seen. She'd practically
lived in the room for weeks.

He opened the door and allowed her to step in
before him.

The first thing she noticed was the fire
blazing in the hearth. Surely it was folly to have left it as such
if everyone had planned to be away for the evening.

But then, as her eyes adjusted she noticed
that it had been decorated for Christmas. Every available surface
was covered in boughs of holly and ivy, with cheerful red candles
dotted everywhere.

It was beautiful, and she turned to tell him
as much.

Where was he? He had disappeared! Mariah
frowned in confusion before her eyes travelled down and she gasped.
He hadn't disappeared, merely knelt. He was on one knee before
her.

"Brandon, what—"

"Mariah Bolton. I realise that since I have
met you, I have been the most idiotic, ill-mannered brute that
you'd likely ever met. I let you see the absolute worst of me. I
have told you my darkest secrets, bared the blackest part of my
soul. I do not deserve you and I likely never will. I don't deserve
your loving heart, your generosity of spirit, your pure and
innocent soul. But none of that stops me from wanting them. Perhaps
it's selfish. Perhaps it's just madness. But the truth is that you
stole my heart, a heart that I didn't even know could beat any
longer. You stole it the day you patted me on the head, and I
haven't wanted it back since. It's yours, battered and bruised as
it is."

Mariah couldn't speak, couldn't believe what
was right before her eyes. She shook her head in wonder, the tears
flowing freely from her eyes.

She watched as a look of pure, raw pain
sprang into his eyes, before they turned almost black with a sudden
determination.

"You shake your head," he said misconstruing
what she meant, but before she could speak he had leapt to his feet
and clasped her by the shoulders, "I do not blame you. Lord knows I
have given you no reason to trust me, to love me. But I love you,
Mariah. So much I can barely stand it. And I know I've handled
things badly but please understand, it took me by surprise, and
when my mother was asking me those things I – I was trying to
protect you, dammit." Suddenly, he was yelling at her and it was so
familiar that she almost laughed. "I know you deserve better than
me. I tried to tell her as much. That's why I denied my feelings
for you, why I refused to consider marriage. Because I wasn't ready
for how I felt and I didn't want you to have to spend your days
with someone as dark as I."

He stopped shouting and his tone lowered,
become gentler and more tender than she had ever heard it.

"But that hasn't stopped me from loving you
until I can't breathe. I don't expect you to love me back, but if
you'll let me, I will spend every day for the rest of my life
loving you so much you won't ever have to. Please, please, my
darling, say you'll be my wife."

As he drew to a halt, his breathing laboured
as though he had run for miles, Mariah finally had the chance to
speak.

"Brandon, do — do you mean it?" She took a
tentative step closer to him, hardly daring to believe this was
real. "Do you really want to marry me?"

"Of course I do," he said fiercely. "I adore
you. But, it is selfish of me to ask. To tie yourself to such a
man, to such a family. If people knew what happened, what Lottie
was."

"What is she? Only a well-loved and beautiful
niece and granddaughter! And I would never allow anyone to say
anything different."

"I know you wouldn't, my little tigress.
That's one of the things I love the most about you."

He pulled her close and she went
willingly.

"Please," he whispered, "please put me out of
my misery. Please be my wife."

Mariah gazed up at him, hoping he could see
what she felt for him in her tear-washed eyes.

"I will. Of course I will. I love you so
much, Brandon. So very much."

The look of joy on his face was one she would
never forget.

She was sure she heard him mutter "thank God"
before his lips found hers and she was utterly, completely
lost.


EPILOGUE

 


One Year Later

 


"Merry Christmas, Lottie"
Mariah bent to hand the child a giant parcel containing a
much sought-after doll's house and doll. She couldn't wait to see
her reaction.

Standing back up, she pressed a hand to her
abdomen. These blasted pains were becoming worse and they didn't
seem to be disappearing as quickly.

Brandon was at her side, quick as an
arrow.

"What is it? What's wrong?" he demanded.

Mariah smiled and shook her head. "I told you
five minutes ago, darling. I am fine. Truly. Now, come walk me to
my library. I have your gift there."

Mrs. Haverton, or Mother as she insisted
Mariah called her, assured them that Lottie would be fine with her
and they made their way to the library, Brandon holding her round
the waist as though she were made of glass.

"Brandon, how many times do I have to tell
you? I'm pregnant, not sick."

"Just indulge me, sweetheart, please" he
said, bending to kiss her softly on the top of her head.

Mariah sighed and capitulated, not least
because she secretly loved how much he fussed over her.

They entered the library and she felt the
familiar feeling of home as they stepped inside. The previous
Christmas, after his wonderfully romantic proposal, Brandon had
told her that the library was hers. He had decided that he would
keep it for her alone.

"Either you would have consented to marry me
and therefore enjoyed it any hour day or night," he had said with a
charming smile that curled her toes, "or I would have used it to
buy me some time to convince you."

"You would have given it to me even if I'd
said no?" Mariah asked shocked that something so precious and
expensive should be hers.

"Who else could it ever have belonged to?" he
had asked.

It was a good thing they'd already agreed to
marry at that point because they anticipated their vows right there
on the old chaise by the fireplace.

Mariah could see now that Brandon was
thinking of that day just as she was and she would have felt
excited about it except the blasted pain was back.

Suddenly, it hit her.

Dear God, she was in labour.

"Darling" she said, trying her very hardest
to remain calm, "could you possibly ring for Dora and ask your
mother to come in here please?"

"Why, sweetheart?"

"I don't want you to panic."

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing, just—"

"Tell me. What is it? Are you sick? Is that
it? Do you need to lie down? I'll carry you."

He was becoming hysterical, which was exactly
what she didn't want. Honestly, he was worse than a hormonal woman
sometimes.

"Brandon," she shouted and he stopped his
dramatics. "Your child is about to arrive. Get Dora before you
faint."

Afterwards, they would argue about whether or
not he had burst into noisy, tearful wails. Mariah was adamant that
he had, Brandon quite fierce in his protestations that real men
didn't wail.

But one thing they both agreed on was that
their daughter, Faith Daphne Haverton had made quite an
entrance.

Brandon had never asked why Mariah insisted
on the name Faith.

Mariah knew it was because she had had faith
that her wish would come true. And it had.

 


The End.


FOR THE LOVE OF A LADY

 


by Kristin Vayden


PROLOGUE

 


"Pardon?" Elise asked
breathlessly as her heart pounded in her chest. He couldn't
have said what she thought he had.

Jefferson Markfield, Viscount of Trighton
tilted his head in a familiar way. It should be familiar; after
all, he was her betrothed.

At least she hoped he was… a few minutes
before she had been so sure about everything.

Not anymore.

Fear chilled her heart, making every
heartbeat painful.

He took a deep breath, drawing her attention
to his shoulders and the way they rounded and tapered to his folded
hands. "I simply wish to spare you any heartache. While it was
certainly a brilliant plan at first, I don't see the continuation
of our betrothal to be mutually beneficial any longer." He
shrugged, as if he weren't crushing her hopes and dreams with every
word. Taking a deep breath, he continued, but his posture shifted.
"After all, it's not as if we are firmly attached. Better to end it
now before it becomes too… involved." He leaned back on the stone
bench, appearing utterly at ease and even pleased with himself. It
was a strange contradiction. His actions spoke of indifference, but
Essie was not fully convinced. "And since I wish to part ways as
amicably as possible, I'll need you to cry off. You understand.
Neither of us wants to deal with the scandal of a breach of promise
suit."

Elise didn't know which part of his miserable
speech was more painful. The fact that he had no attachment to her,
or that he expected her to end it.

As if it were her idea all along!

Through with his current disposition, his
idea was becoming rather attractive. Of course, she didn't have
to agree with him. The banns had been read and the betrothal
signed; she could hold him to his word and he'd have no choice but
to marry her.

But is that was she wanted? To force a
man to marry her? To be forever trapped in a loveless marriage?
Glancing down she willed the tears of anger and hurt to remain
hidden. She wouldn't appear weak or heaven forbid, attached! What a
folly! To be attached to the man one intended to marry.

What utter rot.

A betraying tear slid down her nose.

"Essie, you always were so sensitive, I
didn't want to hurt you so that's why I went along with it as long
as I did." Trighton reached out and patted her shoulder. As if she
were a toddler in need of reassurance. His patronizing smile made
her blood simmer.

It was maddening.

She shrugged and his arm fell.

How had she been so blind to not see this
facet of his personality before?

"There's no need to get in a snit over it,"
he replied with a clipped tone. She glanced up and wrinkled her
brow at his sudden shift in behavior. He tugged on the cuffs of his
gloves and nodded. "And this is why we will not suit. You're simply
too… emotional." He raised a daring eyebrow, as if it were
obvious.

Essie felt her aching heart begin to seethe
with the burning coals of anger at his callous and arrogant
attitude. Narrowing her eyes she rose from her seat on the firm
stone bench. "I most certainly will cry off. In fact, I thank you
for calling to attention the various flaws in your character that I
so foolishly overlooked. Now, if you please I wish for you to
leave, now." She placed her hands on her hips, heart beating
fiercely as Trighton squared his shoulders and stood as well. He
wasn't much taller than she, but made up for his stature with a now
noticeable dose of arrogance, but Essie refused to be
intimidated.

"I knew we'd come to an understanding." He
offered her a tight smile. "I'll expect your father to make the
necessary arrangements for the broken betrothal contract?" He
asked, even though his gaze strayed to the door as if impatiently
waiting to leave.

As if he couldn't stand to be in her presence
a moment longer than necessary.

"I'll speak with him directly," she said
through clenched teeth. She fisted her palms tightly, already
dreading the upcoming conversation with her parents. He nodded once
and turned to leave.

"And please, do remind your family that you
will no longer be adding my dowry to your coffers," She called to
him, knowing it was a bit low to mention money, but wanting that
final reminder to at least wound him. Hurt was like that, wanting
to infect others with its poison, needing a companion to wallow in
misery. If she couldn't affect his heart, then by Jove, she
would at least make his wallet pinch.

He stiffened and his breath caught. Then,
without a backward glance, he simply left.

Which left her utterly and completely alone
in more ways than one.

Because rejection from someone unknown was
far easier to accept than from someone who was familiar. Because if
they didn't know you, there were always a million excuses for why
so-and-so didn't ask for a dance, or whatever the situation might
be.

But when someone knows you, sees you often
and who was accepted as friend and even a potential lover, rejects
you…

That changes everything.

Because you no longer have the excuses.

Because you begin to wonder, what is wrong
with me?

Essie sat back down on the lonely bench,
listening to the summer crickets sing their familiar song. And
while the temptation to wallow in self-pity was indeed strong,
Essie refused.

The slap of rejection still stinging, she
turned to energies toward planning. Because the season had
not ended yet.

She had six weeks.

And anything could happen in six weeks,
couldn't it?


CHAPTER ONE

 


"Cross! I cannot
believe you! How unfeeling can you be?" His sister's
strident voice was enough to make his ears bleed. It wasn't as if
he was trying to be insensitive; he was simply being
honest!

Blast it all!

"She is surely brokenhearted, and all you can
do is shrug and offer a few trite words?" His sister's blue eyes
flashed at him as she placed her hands on her hips.

He was tempted to tell her that she looked
just like their mother.

But thought better of it.

Devon White, Viscount Crossby was irritated,
but not that irritated.

"Anna, I simply was trying to communicate
that she's better off without the blackguard! How is that trite or
unfeeling?" He threw up his hands and glared at his sister.

She sighed, as if annoyed that she had to
explain such a simple concept.

Cross glanced heavenward, praying for
patience in dealing with his hoyden of a sister.

"You… never mind. Just when she comes over,
keep your opinions to yourself, agreed?" She asked impatiently.

"What gave you the impression that I'd be in
the same room with you two? I certainly have better things to do
than to sit around—"

"You're her friend too! She needs us! How
could you walk away—"

"Easily! She's your friend!" Cross
glanced to the door. He needed to make an exit.

Now.

Because the emotions he felt towards Essie
were anything but friendly.

Quite frankly, they were ferocious in a way
he carefully controlled, tamed till they weren't detectable.

But as always, he felt as if he were only
barely concealing his borderline obsession, and one false move
would expose the truth.

And the truth was anything but safe, because
Essie had never seen him as anything more than her best friend's
brother.

A friend.

How he hated that word. Detested
it.

But it was better to be her friend than
nothing at all. The fact that he hadn't ever pursued her was based
on that very relationship. Because if she rejected him, he'd lose
her completely.

It wasn't worth the risk. And besides, she
was still quite young.

He hadn't expected her to become betrothed so
quickly.

So pardon him if the news of that very
betrothal being broken didn't have him up in arms.

He was doing his best not to cheer!

"You've known her since you were in short
pants!"

"Indeed, poor girl hopefully forgot those
memories," he teased, though his own voice sounded strangely hollow
to his own ears.

He didn't trust himself to be in the room
with her broken heart, over another man, let alone witness her
tears. He didn't trust himself to not react brashly.

Like try to kiss away the pain from her
heart.

Replacing it with adoration from his own.

"Please, Cross?" His sister changed
tactics.

Damn it all.

"Anna…" He drew out her name as only an older
brother can.

"Cross," she mimicked, a small smile teasing
her lips.

"No. You will not attempt to manipulate me
with those blue eyes. I'm immune to your charm, sister." He turned
to leave. Determined in his mission of
escape, but as fate—cruel beast that it was—would have it,
Reginald, their family's butler, stepped into the room, effectively
blocking the exit.

"Miss Esther Flanguard to see you." His
expression was unreadable, his tone dry.

And like a summer breeze after a scorching
day, Essie entered the room. Her blond hair gently twisted at the
nape of her neck, a few tendrils loose and tempting him to test
their softness.

Cross swallowed and glanced away from the
siren call of temptation. But, unable to resist the opportunity to
watch her, memorize her further, he turned his attention to her
once more.

"Anna! I'm so happy to see you!" Essie cried
as she approached her friend in a flurry of pale blue. Immediately
grasping his sister's hand, he watched as her shoulders slumped
ever so slightly, as if bearing a heavy burden. She tilted her head
to the side, offering him a tantalizing view of her neck's graceful
arch. Not for the first time, he wondered just how her
butter-colored locks would appear when unbound, flowing through his
fingers.

Look but don't touch.

So was the story of his life in regards to
Essie. It was enough to drive a man mad, yet he soldiered on, stuck
in purgatory. Heaven a breath away yet never within his grasp.

"Essie, my heart was broken for you when I
heard the news!" His sister's voice was laced with concern. Gently
she released her friend's hand and gestured for them to sit on the
nearby settee.

"I was heartbroken, but no longer,"
Essie replied, as she sat. Then straightening her posture, she
appeared a woman determined.

Cross grinned. How like Essie! It was
endearing, that stubborn determination. Because while other women
would feel defeated, Essie would simply rise to the challenge.
While other women giggled flirtatiously, she'd laugh delightedly.
When other women would shift their opinions to accommodate the
latest trend, Essie held fast to her own convictions. She was
refreshing, candid and charismatic. In the colorless world of the
ton, she was a vibrant shade of crimson, one you couldn't
help but notice.

"And to think, he asked you to cry
off!" Anna was speaking.

Cross turned his attention back to the
chattering women. They hadn't even noticed his presence. Rather,
his sister had forgotten about him and Essie hadn't noticed, but
wasn't that always the case? Anna was much like Essie, a
splash of color that called attention.

While he was more like… Actually he wasn't
quite sure. But he didn't possess the charismatic qualities that
drew the eye. Oh, he was charming and well liked; however, he
wasn't vibrant.

But he wanted to be.

It wasn't as if he were an utter fop. Rather
even he was aware of his desired position as bachelor on the
Marriage Mart. Yet Essie didn't seem to notice him like all the
other ladies her age seemed to. He attributed that to his sister's
earlier observation. Essie had simply grown up with him and never
shifted her perspective of him from boy to man.

It was bloody devastating. Especially when he
readily had made the shift from noticing her as his little sister's
playmate to a potential companion of his own.

Though for entirely different reasons.

He turned his attention back to their
conversation.

"I was shocked myself, but as I've had a day
or two to cool off, I understand that it really was for the best."
She shrugged her delicate shoulders. "Better to find out now what a
nodcock he is, than to deal with him for the rest of my life!"

Cross chuckled, entirely enchanted and
utterly agreeing with her assessment.

Essie and Anna both turned slightly startled
gazes towards him. "Oh, Cross! I had quite forgotten you were
there!" Anna replied, shaking her head and then dismissing him,
turning once again to Essie.

"Cross! You should have let me know you were
standing there!" Essie scolded in a teasing manner. "No doubt your
sister has told you the whole sordid tale."

"Indeed, though to hear it from your lips is
far more entertaining," Cross replied, striding towards them and
taking a seat across from the settee.

"Indeed…" She rolled her bright blue
eyes.

"But I must say I'm pleased that you appear
no worse for the wear. My sister here was sure your heart would be
shattered into a thousand fragmented pieces." He winked at Anna.
After all, just because his heart was all tied up in knots didn't
mean he had to act that way.

Rather, it demanded that he act utterly
natural. Which, upon further reflection, was probably exactly why
Essie had never noticed him.

He had never changed.

He had treated both Essie and his sister the
same since he could remember.

Essie sighed. "I was quite hurt at first, but
upon further reflection, I discovered something." She leaned
forward slightly, a wide grin bending her lips, drawing his
attention. Unable to help himself he allowed himself the freedom to
gaze upon her freely, soaking up the beautiful expression and
committing it to memory.

"I'm on pins and needles," he replied
teasingly, hoping his light tone counteracted his expression.

"Who wouldn't be?" She teased back. "I
discovered that my pride was hurt more than my heart. And that was
a wonderful breakthrough. Because I'd much rather have my pride
wounded. Don't you agree?"

"Utterly. And if I might be frank?" He asked,
raising his eyebrows as he posed the question.

"Always." She shrugged.

"He wasn't worth even one tear. If he cannot
see your merit he doesn't deserve it." He nodded once and stood,
needing to distance himself before he gave away too much.

"Cross, what a kind thing to say," Essie
replied, her tone soft and thoughtful.

He turned to face her.

"Simply the truth."

"And to think, you were about to leave before
Essie even arrived! See! I told you that your presence was needed!"
Anna cut in, a grin splitting her face.

"You were heading out? But Cross, I need you
here! I have a plan and it absolutely will not work if you leave!"
Essie stood and walked towards him.

"There are two phrases that women used which
tended to provoke absolute trepidation and suspicion in the male
heart." He narrowed his eyes as Essie made her way towards him.

"Dramatic," Anna called out.

"Honest!" He replied, glancing around Essie
and narrowing his eyes at his sister.

"And just what are those two phrases, pray
tell?" Essie asked, twisting her lips wryly.

He cleared his throat. "'I have plans for
you' and 'can we talk'." He nodded emphatically.

"Very well." Essie grinned mischievously.
"Would you be so inclined to participate in a series of events that
I'm sincerely hoping you'll agree to partake?"

"That was impressive," Anna said.

Essie turned slightly so that she could see
Anna. "I must admit I was quite thrilled with myself."

"If we're all done congratulating Essie on
her fantastic use of the English language to manipulate those
around her…." He glared at her teasingly.

"Admit it, I was brilliant."

"You are brilliant," he replied
easily.

"Oh!" Essie appeared surprised.

"I never once said it wasn't brilliant, I
simply said it was manipulative." He rocked on his heels and gave
her a grin.

"I wasn't… Oh, very well… I was… but will you
do it?" Essie asked, almost bouncing on her toes.

"Do what? You haven't exactly told me the
plan, though I truly do hate to ask." He ran his fingers through
his hair.

"It's easy. I need you to court me."

He almost swallowed his tongue. "Pardon?"

Essie rolled her eyes. "It's quite easy and
will be painless, I promise. Once I lay out the particulars, you'll
see that my plan is fool proof."

"Minus the fool." Anna pointed to him.

"Thank you, sister dear," Cross replied,
glaring at his sister while he tried to wrap his mind around what
Essie just proposed.

"If your brother was a fool, I wouldn't have
dreamed of asking him to do this!" Essie turned to Anna, hands on
hips.

As if acting of their own accord, his gaze
dropped to her waist. What would it be like to place his hands at
her waist and allow them the pleasure of tracing her perfect
shape?

He had to distract himself, now.

Before his train of thought became…
apparent.

Essie turned. "Please?"

He was too lost in his own thoughts, and his
gaze, which had been resting on her hips, slowly traveled up her
form till it met her eyes. He knew his gaze wasn't shuttered and if
she were to look closely, she'd see desire burning within.

She blinked, as if questioning what she
saw.

He quickly glanced away and took a deep
breath. Turning to her once more, she was the one to glance away!
And was that a faint tinge of rose coloring her cheeks?

"What is the plan?" He asked, his tone not
quite as controlled as he'd like.

Her gaze shifted to his and any blush that
may have been present disappeared as her face lit up.

"I have to get myself engaged." She began to
pace, gesturing with her hands in an animated way. "And with only
six weeks till the end of the season, I need to be quick about it.
After all, what do men want?" She spun to face him.

"Is this a rhetorical question?" He asked,
dubious.

"No. I'm asking you."

"Men want…." He could think of several
things, but most of them couldn't be spoken of in front of a
lady.

"What they can't have!" Anna shouted and
stood, startling Cross.

"Good heavens, Anna!" He scolded.

"Yes!" Essie pointed to Anna.

"I'm failing to see the point." Cross lifted
his hands in surrender.

Essie walked back towards him, her hips
slightly swaying as a delighted, victorious grin overtook her
beautiful features. "Men want what they can't have… so I'm going to
be unavailable. Because you." She poked him gently in the
arm. "Are going to be courting me."

"I am?" Cross asked, knowing it was a
dangerous game he was considering playing.

"Please?" Essie asked, and gone was the
victorious smile, gone was the bravado. Rather, in its place was a
woman simply needing help. The damsel in distress.

And Cross had always wanted to be her
knight.

Here was his golden opportunity.

He'd rescue her by playing the part he all
too well knew how to play… but he was going in and playing for
keeps.

And he'd win the final hand, or die
trying.


CHAPTER TWO

 


Surely it would work,
wouldn't it?

At the time, the idea had seemed so…
instinctive. As if there were no other option available. Yet as
Essie found herself in the crowded Luxberg ballroom, the cold
finger of doubt sent shivers up her spine.

Taking a deep breath, she straightened her
shoulders. After all, what was the worst that could happen? She had
already been jilted—in a way. What could possibly be worse?
Trighton, scoundrel that he was, had given her the perfect escape
that maintained her dignity. Of course that she had cried
off had the ton gossips spinning with wild tales, but it was
far better than being jilted. Less scandalous, less of a danger to
her reputation. And with her attending the rout with Cross she'd
simply allow the gossips to draw their own conclusions. Yes, she'd
appear to be a woman unable to make up her mind, but that was
better than being a woman unwanted. And she did have Cross'
agreement to play along. So she wouldn't be alone. They'd pretend
for a week or so, just enough to get talk started, but part ways
before anyone could think of their attachment as serious. By then,
she was sure that several gentlemen would be interested in
her, Viola! It would be perfect.

Or so she hoped.

Her brow pinched as she gazed at the swirling
dancers. How she had loved the idea of being engaged—for the short
time it lasted. The knowledge that she was wanted, that she was
'taken'; it was delicious, heady and delightful. She acutely missed
that feeling. But oddly, she was thrilled to know that while she
missed the feeling, she didn't feel the same loss for the person to
whom she had been engaged.

Yet as wonderful as that feeling was, she was
sure it didn't compare with the sensation of being in love. And she
was most certainly not in love with Trighton. However she
was in love with the idea of being someone's wife.

Well, now she got the chance to have
both.

Which came back to the point she was trying
to make with herself; the plan was going to work.

Shaking her head, she walked along the edge
of the dance floor, needing to talk with someone other than
herself.

Anna was sure to arrive any moment, along
with Cross. As if her thoughts had conjured them up, she caught a
glance of the dark raven hair for which Anna was renowned. A beauty
and fantastically wealthy, she had the luxury of turning down
suitors, but Essie didn't begrudge her friend; she loved her far
too much for there to be room for such a petty emotion.

Anna glanced in her direction and grinned
widely. Making her way towards her friend, Anna drew the attention
of several young men, all watching her movements with rapt
attention.

Essie shook her head but grinned. She shifted
her gaze from Anna to behind her, searching for Cross. But he was
nowhere to be seen.

"We only just arrived! It's quite the crush
already, isn't it?" Anna spoke excitedly as her royal blue eyes
took in the opulent surroundings.

"Yes, the dancing began a bit early I think,
as well," Essie replied, her gaze still searching for Cross.

"Don't worry, my brother didn't forget. He'll
be here shortly." Anna waved dismissively. "If I didn't know
better, I'd say he was nervous."

"Nervous? Why?" Essie asked.

Anna shrugged. "I'm not sure. Oh! There he
is!" Anna pointed to the archway to the left.

Essie followed her gaze and felt a wave of
relief crash over her.

He was here.

Essie studied Cross from across the room. His
ink-black hair was perfectly combed, yet styled slightly different
than she remembered. His evening kit was cut in perfect lines to
emphasize his tall and lean shape, but as he had grown older, the
thin frame of adolescent boy had matured into the strong build of a
man. At only eighteen months older than his sister, Cross had
always been close with Anna. Which meant that Essie had also come
to know him quite well. But as friendly as they had been to one
another, she had always felt that he kept his distance. Sheer
desperation had lent her the courage to ask him to participate in
her ruse, that and she was quite certain he was the only gentleman
of which she could ask such a question and not be laughed at.

Or rejected.

His gaze scanned the crowded ballroom, as if
searching, yet his movements were so confident, comfortable. He
nodded to a passing gentleman and shook his hand. Skirting the
room, his gaze finally landed on Anna but shifted to Essie, and
remained there. With determined strides he made his way towards
her, never once taking his eyes off her. Essie felt the odd desire
to glance away and shift her position. Never before had Cross made
her feel so… uncomfortable. Yet it wasn't an altogether unwelcome
feeling, simply… strange. As he drew closer he lowered his gaze for
a moment before lifting it again, only this time his face
transformed into a charming grin. His cobalt blue eyes crinkled
slightly, framed by lashes dark and thick.

Essie felt her knees weaken.

What was wrong with her? This was Cross! And
the smile, she was quite sure, was all part of the ruse they were
using to lure other men.

Other men.

Not Cross.

Yet she couldn't shake the strange swirling
sensation of attraction that utterly shocked her.

"Hello, Miss Flanguard." He bowed and reached
for her outstretched hand. His fingers gripped hers
possessively.

Possessively? She shook her head.
Perhaps this was a bad idea, asking Cross.

The whole situation was causing her to
question her sanity.

He placed a simple kiss to the air above her
wrist and straightened, his gaze searching hers.

For what, she had no idea, but she wanted to
know.

"As always, you are utterly lovely. That
shade of blue only highlights the depths of your eyes." He spoke so
sincerely, as if the words were more than a compliment, rather they
were a confession.

"I, er, thank you." Essie glanced away, a
blush heating her face.

She had to pull it together!

This was not real, this was Cross helping her
out.

He didn't truly think those things.

She glanced back to his earnest
expression.

But he surely appeared to mean
them.

"Cross, you really must tone it down. You're
to appear as if you're courting her, not scare her off,"
Anna replied as she smacked her brother's shoulder with her fan
playfully.

"Ah, dear sister, you give your friend far
too little credit." Cross shrugged and turned a mischievous grin
towards Essie.

His eyes gleamed with merriment, adding a
twinkling effect to the slightly lighter shade of blue next to his
iris.

It was fascinating. How had she never noticed
it before?

"Miss Flanguard is easily able to withstand
my poor attempt at charm," he teased, but his expression wasn't as
playful as the intent of his words.

It was strange how she could see that, as if
his expression were able to speak louder than his words.

It was something she'd remember.

"Indeed." Essie found her voice as she pried
her gaze away from Cross'. "But I must admit that your brother is a
far better actor than I anticipated. I dare say if you ever wished
to, you could tread the boards at any theater," she teased.

"A compliment from the lady!" Cross grinned.
"But alas, it could never be. You see…" He leaned forward slightly,
his movements drawing her in, she followed suit till they were
closer than was proper.

Yet she found she didn't care a fig.

"Yes?" She whispered delightedly.

"I have stage fright," he whispered.

Essie laughed and shook her head, leaning
back. "How horrific for you."

"Indeed, it's humbling in the extreme. So
alas, I can never achieve my dream." He pretended to be wounded at
the thought.

Essie laughed and glanced to Anna, who was
watching them with a strange expression.

"Anna?" Essie asked, her brow pinching in
confusion.

"Ah, nothing. Nothing." She shook her head
slightly as her gaze darted between Essie and her brother. "I do
believe I'm thirsty however, I'll be back shortly."

She spun on her slipper and left in a swirl
of pale green silk.

"Odd," Cross commented.

Essie turned a questioning expression towards
him.

"Odd that she didn't ask me to retrieve her
some lemonade. I honestly can't remember the last time she didn't
expect me to procure her a glass." Cross met Essie's gaze then
shifted to watch his sister's retreating back.

"I'm sure it's nothing."

Essie shrugged.

"So, Miss Flanguard—"

"No. Cross I've known you far too long for
you to call me 'Miss Flanguard'. Essie, if you please. After all,
we have a role to play, do we not?" She leaned forward and
whispered the last words quietly.

Cross met her gaze with one of his own,
without hesitation he leaned in towards her. His eyes roaming her
face, finally focusing on her lips. "Indeed we do. Far be it from
me to shirk my responsibilities," he whispered, and leaned
back.

Essie felt his retreat acutely, as if he had
taken the warmth of the room with him.

"I should like to secure the super waltz and,
if you wish to cause a stir, I'll take one additional dance."

Essie bit her lip. "It would indeed make a
statement. Very well."

"Would you care to start now?"

"Now?"

"Yes, dance, you me, the cotillion." He
swayed his shoulders slightly, pretending to dance.

Essie laughed.

He chuckled in return, appearing utterly
pleased he provoked her mirth.

"When you ask like that, how could I
refuse?

"Ah, I learned her weakness!" Cross declared
as he led her to the dance floor.

"I have no weakness sir," she shot back,
grinning.

"Everyone has a weakness, Essie." He spoke
the words with a smile, but again, his eyes were far more serious
in expression than his tone, belying his attempt at humor.

"Indeed, we do," she replied, trying to keep
the tone light.

"But the most surprising truth about
weakness, is that often, it can be turned into a great strength."
He spoke directly. "The trick is to not believe the lie."

"The lie?" Essie asked quickly as they neared
the line of dancers.

"Yes, the lie that the risk isn't worth the
reward. Because Essie…" He paused mid-stride and gazed at her
candidly. "The lie keeps you from achieving the best, the most the
highest and most beautiful. The lie tells you you'll never succeed…
when the truth is, no matter what, you will. You'll either
achieve your goal, or you'll fail and learn something from the
experience, then you dust yourself off and try again. But I'd
always rather try and fail, than be a coward," he whispered the
last words, as if they were more to himself, than to her.

"Who are you?" Essie asked before she could
filter her thoughts.

He seemed startled, then a dangerous light
illuminated his eyes.

"You're about to find out."
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Cross knew that with
each moment he spent with Essie, the risk to his heart grew
exponentially. It was both his greatest dream and most acute
nightmare. For indeed, he was most assuredly courting her, with
every glance, every grasp of her hand as they danced.

But it wasn't real.

Yet.

But he was certain he wasn't imagining the
way she was beginning to respond to him, as if perhaps who she
expected him to be, was not who he indeed was.

If she only knew.

He would take it slow, he would bide his time
and win her over under the pretense of playing the ruse.

As the time for the supper waltz neared, he
made his way around the edge of the ballroom, breathing deeply;
reminding himself of his earlier declaration. He'd not play the
coward. He had been given this golden opportunity and he'd not
waste it.

He had waited too long once before, and she
became engaged to someone else. Fate—blessed providence that it
was—had seen fit to grant him one final chance to win her heart,
and he'd not squander it.

He caught sight of her, a beautiful vision in
her pale blue silk dress. She wore a single ostrich feather in her
hair; it's creamy color highlighting the beautiful tone of her
skin. A wide grin broke out across her face, drawing his attention
to her full lips, the most perfect shade carnation pink. He made
his way towards her as the first strains of the waltz began. As he
neared, she turned slightly and noticed him, her lips once again
twisting into a beguiling smile.

Cross grinned in return, offering his hand to
her. "I believe this is my waltz, my lady." He bowed smartly.

"Indeed it is," she answered and excused
herself from the other young ladies with which she had been
conversing.

For the first time, Cross noticed how small
her hand was, how its slight form made him feel stronger, and
profoundly protective of the woman in his grasp.

"No profound insights to offer?" Essie's
voice called him from his own musings.

"Pardon?" He furrowed his brow in confusion
before understanding dawned. "Ah, minx. No, I only save my deep
insights for the Cotillion."

"Pity, and here I was expecting something
truly deep, since it was a waltz." She shrugged teasingly.

"The waltz needs no assistance in succeeding
to be profound," Cross murmured as he pulled her into the frame of
his body. Oh he had danced with her—waltzed with her—before, but
this time was different…. This time he could make passionate love
to her through the fluidity of their movements on the ballroom
floor. He could let the adoration he held for her deep within shine
through his eyes and flow over her.

"Oh? I find myself sincerely curious as to
how you think so," Essie replied, yet the teasing manner she had
used earlier was more subdued. Softly, she placed her hand on his
shoulder and grasped his hand.

Cross pulled her in close… but not too close.
But his hold was decidedly possessive.

His entire body responded with a thrilling
hum of greatly restrained desire. She didn't resist his hold,
rather seemed to melt into it, as if she fit.

As if she belonged.

If only he could prove that it was indeed the
truth.

Steeling himself against his own thoughts, he
led them into the swirling dancers and thought of how to answer her
question. "The waltz is profound because it takes two seemingly
innocent expressions of humanity and through them, creates an
expression that provokes delight and desire, joy and hope."

"The innocent expressions being?" Essie
questioned, her eyebrow raised in challenge.

Cross grinned and leaned forward. "Music and
movement."

"I can see your point, but I have yet to see
it executed. They are fine words you say, but they hold no power
unless applied." Essie seemed to dare.

"Is that a challenge I hear in your tone?"
Cross asked, raising an eyebrow.

"Me? Challenge you? Never." Her eyes
glowed with mischief.

Cross leaned forward. "Challenge accepted."
His gaze lingered on her lips. "The question is if you are up the
gamble." Any restraint he had employed before was stripped away as
he lowered his hand on her back slightly and splayed his fingers so
that his grip was widened, holding more of her.

Her eyes widened slightly, but she didn't
make any movement to escape or loosen his grip, rather she
surprised him by taking a step closer.

Saints above.

Tilting his head slightly, he leaned forward
and inhaled the soft scent of her, allowing it to fill his senses
as they spun. He led her effortlessly as he gently applied pressure
along her waist, as he guided her through their outstretched hands,
allowing the music to pull them into the grip of its magic. Leaning
back, he allowed his gaze to focus entirely on her, not sparing a
glance for the rest of the dancers, but memorizing the tilt of her
chin, the way her smile began to transition into a humble
blush.

A blush he had provoked.

"I had no idea you were so…" She seemed
unable to find the word as she broke eye contact and glanced down,
her color deepening.

"Charming? Handsome? Feel free to pick one,"
he teased, never once taking his gaze from her face.

She glanced up, a wry grin twisting her lips.
"Daring," she replied.

"You say it as if were a bad trait," he shot
back, playfully.

"Not necessarily, bad… simply surprising."
She hitched a shoulder as the music faded.

He released her waist and immediately missed
holding her, but settle for her petite hand resting on his arm.

"Apparently I'm full of surprises tonight,"
he murmured, glancing to her.

Rather than respond she bit her lip and
looked away, a playful twisting of her lips tempting him.

She took a breath and returned his gaze.
"Actually, I find you rather—"

"Essie!" Anna's voice attempted to whisper
but it truly sounded more of a shout and quite effectively
interrupted whatever Essie was about to say.

Damn it all.

"Anna?" Essie's brow furrowed as she watched
Anna approach, her skirts swishing in the urgency of her gait.

"Essie! He's here and…" Anna's gaze slid to
her brother then back to Essie. "He's here and with Miss
Montray."

"He? Who in creation is 'he' Anna?" Cross
asked in an irritated tone.

As Anna opened her mouth to answer, Essie did
for her. "Trighton." She whispered the name.

Immediately Cross focused his attention on
Essie, trying to read her expression.

Her shoulders lifted with the deep breath she
drew, as if fortifying herself. "All it proves is that I was indeed
fortunate to escape such a fickle gentleman," she replied bravely,
putting on a courageous smile that didn't reach her eyes.

Anna offered her a comforting smile as she
reached out and grasped Essie's other hand, the one that wasn't
still resting on his arm. Reaching over he placed his own hand over
hers, hopefully offering reassurance.

"He was never worthy of you, while the
temptation is to believe that there is something wrong with you,
understand that it is a character flaw within him that
allowed him to miss the treasure that you indeed are. If you'll
excuse me." Cross patted her hand and left, needing to distance
himself from Essie and Trighton before he acted brashly.

And he had already shocked Essie enough
tonight. Fisticuffs with her former betrothed and stealing a kiss
from her were not going to help his case.

And he was quite certain he needed all the
help he could get.


CHAPTER THREE

 


"Is it just me, or is
my brother acting odd?" Anna asked as her gaze followed the
retreating form of her brother.

Essie tilted her head slightly, studying the
man she thought she knew so well.

Not any longer.

When did Cross make the transition from
comfortable friend to mysterious gentleman? It was as if everything
she thought she knew about him had been thrown into question.

It was alluring.

It was alarming.

It was making her feel things she didn't
trust herself to dwell on.

Her hand felt cold, missing the heat his arm
had lent her. When they had waltzed, it had been like a scene from
a fairy tale, the music punctuating each movement, each step.

Each breath.

What was muddling her mind was that all this
was taking place with Cross.

Cross.

No matter how many times she said his name in
her mind, it didn't add up. How had she spent most of her life in
his company and never… noticed him? Was that it? And why in
heaven's name was he not married? His blue eyes were sinful, deep
and mischievous. His broad shoulders declared him powerful, strong.
Essie watched him walk away, the confident and determined stride of
a man who knew his place, who knew what he wanted.

What would it be like for him to want
her?

Shaking her head, she turned to Anna, not
wanting to answer that question.

"Forget that, you both are acting odd.
But I must say, I weren't in on the ruse, I'd be fully convinced
that you two were courting. I had no idea my brother had it in him,
to act so smitten. I had to glance away from watching you dance, it
was…" She twisted her lips slightly as if thinking of the correct
word. "Passionate."

"Passionate?" Essie questioned, thought it
was for Anna's benefit, and to cover up her own secret emotions all
confusing and new.

"He was making love to you with his eyes.
Disgusting. We're talking about my brother." She shivered
delicately and glanced away. "I'm happy to know that you're dealing
well with Trighton's ill taste. Bringing Miss Montray. Everyone
knows she's only after his title…" Anna's eyes widened and she
reached out and grasped Essie's arm. "Do you think his family is,"
She widened her eyes and nodded slightly, as if trying to
communicate something without speaking it.

Essie shook her head in confusion. "I'm
afraid I can't read minds."

"Do you think… wait." Anna pulled Essie's
hand in the direction of an open balcony, thankfully mostly
deserted. "He asked you to cry off, which means he didn't want to
create a scandal, or be the source of one. After all, if you cried
off, it would be far less of a disgrace for both of you if you were
to end it. And since you're here with Cross, people will simply
assume that you both parted amicably, for the most part. But, what
if, Trighton needed you to cry off?" Anna asked in a
whisper.

"He did, he wanted out of the betrothal,"
Essie answered, still not quite seeing where her friend was heading
with this conversation.

"No. What I'm saying, is while your family is
far from poor, you're not as wealthy as some…" She let the words
linger.

Understanding dawned. "As Miss Montray."

"Indeed. She's already in her third season.
So it's safe to say she's feeling a bit desperate. Not to forget,
she inherited all that money from her aunt."

"I had quite forgotten about that." Essie
glanced down, processing all this new information.

"So, since it seems unlikely he had created a
firm attachment to Miss Montray while you were betrothed, it seems
logical to assume that he needs her money."

"But the Trighton's are wealthy—"

"Or so we think." Anna nodded with
emphasis. "Take the McCords last year. Everyone assumed they were
fantastically wealthy; especially after all the money they spent on
their daughter's debut. But it had all been a desperate effort to
marry their daughter as quickly as possible because they were
practically destitute."

"In truth we probably would have never known
unless it hadn't worked as they anticipated," Essie replied,
thoughtful.

"Yes. And if you consider Miss Montray's
prospects… her family's money was produced from trade." Anna
lowered her chin, causing her expression to be direct.

"I had quite forgotten her father had,
er…"

"Bought a Barony. Yes," Anna finished in her
matter of fact tone. "Making it necessary for her to marry
into a titled family in order for her family to be accepted by the
ton."

"I hadn't thought of that."

"I hadn't either until I started to put the
pieces together. Of course, I could be wrong, but, don't you
find it odd that Trighton needed you to cry off, only to
immediately be seen with another deb who is approaching
spinsterhood, and who has a large dowry?"

"When you put it that way…" Essie bit her
lip. "It does seem rather probable. But, it doesn't prove anything.
It's all still speculation and…" Essie sighed and smoothed her
skirt. "Honestly, I don't give a fig." She straightened her
shoulders and walked over to the balcony that overlooked the
garden.

Essie heard Anna's approaching footsteps
before she noticed her out of the corner of her eye as she stood
beside her. "You're right. It doesn't matter a whit, I simply
thought that if you knew it wasn't well… you… then maybe
you'd feel a little better about the situation," she answered
softly.

"You're right. And you're a dear friend for
considering it. I just… I don't want to think about him right
now."

"I hope sincerely that you aren't talking
about me," Cross interjected, a teasing tone to his words.

"You? Never!" Essie teased and turned to face
him. His eyes reflected the torchlight on the balcony, illuminating
his gaze with a smoldering quality that was far from innocent and
light.

"Speak for yourself," Anna teased Essie as
she strode over to her brother, poking his arm. "Where have you
been?"

"There was an acquaintance I needed to speak
with," Cross answered, tugging at his coat sleeves.

"Who?" Anna asked, her brow furrowing.

"No one important." Cross shrugged.

"How insulting," Anna teased, earning a
confused expression from her brother.

"How so?" He asked.

"You left us to our own devices all for the
sake of an acquaintance you don't even deem worthy enough to
mention. How is that not offending?" she asked, smiling
playfully.

"You, dear sister, are a menace," Cross
replied, crossing his arms. "If you want the truth, with Trighton
walking into the room with the Montray girl on his arm, acting
besotted and as if he had never offered for Essie here, I needed a
moment to myself before I made a scene of mopping the floor with
his cravat." He spoke succinctly, daring his sister to reply with a
smart comment.

"Oh," Anna replied, her eyes widening.

Essie felt herself grin, delighted that Cross
would champion her so. Trighton wouldn't stand a chance. He was
almost petite in comparison with Cross' broad stature.

"What a pity," Essie commented, her smile
growing as Cross met her gaze with a surprised expression that
shifted to an amused grin of his own.

"Blood thirsty lot," Anna replied.

Essie shot her a disbelieving glare.

"Oh, very well, I'd like to have seen that
too." She threw her hands in the air and chuckled. "But someone has
to act mature with you two acting to strangely. I had no idea that
when you two agreed to do this, that it would feel so… I don't
know… real?" She shrugged, then tugged on her white kid gloves.

Essie glanced to Cross.

He was watching her, searching her
expression. Not knowing what to do, she glanced down to the marble
floor, feeling a blush heat her cheeks.

If Anna only knew how real it felt, this
whole forsaken ruse. Right down to her present blushing state.

"Essie?" Cross spoke her name softly, almost
intimately.

"Ah, look who we have here." Trighton's
familiar voice sliced through the moment like a sharp knife.

Essie glanced to her right as Lord Trighton
walked onto the balcony, Miss Montray on his arm. His expression
was smug and arrogant, his lips twisted into a smirk.

"Trighton." Cross spoke with a confident
tone, yet as Essie glanced to him, Cross' gaze was focused on her,
watching her reaction.

"How… enchanting." Essie turned her gaze back
to Trighton and Miss Montray. Trighton patted her arm possessively
as Miss Montray's gaze shifted in an uncomfortable manner.

"It is a lovely evening, is it not?" Miss
Montray spoke hesitantly as her gaze darted between Trighton and
Cross, her brow pinched with concern.

"It is, indeed. We'll leave you to enjoy the
air," Essie replied with a polite tone, tugging on Cross' arm.

He bowed to Miss Montray and nodded to
Trighton, but his polite actions were at war with the hard
expression on his face.

Cross began to follow Essie out when Trighton
spoke up once more. "Miss Flanguard?"

Essie sighed silently and turned to face her
former betrothed, wondering what she had ever seen in him.
"Yes?"

Trighton lowered his hand from Miss Montray's
grasp and took a few steps towards Essie, his gaze locked on her as
if stalking prey.

He leaned in slightly. Essie leaned away,
tightening her hold on Cross' arm. His forearm was hard, as if
flexing and practicing acute restraint.

"Desperation does not become you," he
whispered, offering a knowing grin.

"Fortune seeking doesn't become you.
And while a precious few know the truth about the previous
arrangement, the persons who are aware are more than willing
to destroy any threat to Miss Flanguard's well-being or
reputation." Cross spoke with lethal clarity as he deftly shifted
Essie behind the shield of his body.

"I could call you out for such an
allegation." Trighton took a menacing step towards Cross.

Essie reached up, placing a soft hand on the
small of his back, reassuring him and herself.

"You could…" Cross shrugged, utterly
unthreatened. "But it would be to your own detriment… but then
again…"Cross leaned forward and whispered. "We already knew you
were a fool."

Essie peeked around Cross' broad shoulders,
watching the fury mottle Trighton's face. Her gaze shifted to Anna
and Miss Montray, their eyes wide as they watched the verbal
fisticuffs between the gentlemen.

"Do enjoy your evening." Cross nodded,
offering Trighton a tight smile as he held out his arm for Essie to
take. She obliged and tried to still the pounding beat of her heart
as they walked from the balcony and into the hallway leading to the
ballroom. Anna's footsteps followed them.

"More a moment I thought you'd come to blows!
What in heaven's name did you say to him?" Anna asked, her
footsteps quickening to catch up.

"Nothing that wasn't the utter truth," Cross
mumbled, his nostrils flaring.

Essie couldn't' take her eyes from him; he
appeared like a dark avenging angel, furious and strong.

It was magnificent.

"Well… Miss Montray certainly seemed shaken
up from the whole scene. You should have seen her face as she
watched the whole thing unfold. You know she did hear the
part about fortune hunting." Anna spoke in a warning tone.

"Hopefully she'll prove to be a wise young
lady and run from the wolf," Cross replied.

"He did seem not quite right in the head,"
Anna said thoughtfully.

"I must have been daft," Essie said, voicing
her earlier thoughts.

"Pardon?" Cross paused mid-stride and faced
her, clearly confused.

"Me. I must have been utterly daft to even
consider him… let alone become betrothed." Essie shook her head,
feeling ashamed of her lack of judgement.

"Essie…" Cross placed his warm hand on hers
as it rested on his other arm. "Some people are masters of
pretending, of projecting everything that they want you to see.
Just because you are trusting, is not a reason to berate yourself.
Rather, thank the Good Lord that you were saved from such a fate. I
certainly know that I have offered thanks for it, more than
once."

Essie bit her lip, helplessly drawn into
Cross' earnest gaze. "Thank you."

"Always."

Essie searched his face, wondering how she
could have known Cross for so long, yet not know him. Truly know
him.

"If anyone cares for my opinion. I
agree!" Anna broke the spell with her wry tone.

"I make it a point to never need your
opinion, dear sister." Cross seemed to shake himself from the
enchantment and smiled wryly at his sister.

"Your loss," Anna quipped.

"So, Miss Flanguard." Cross resumed their
trek to the ballroom.

"Essie, I'll have to throttle you if you call
me Miss Flanguard again." Essie narrowed her eyes playfully.

"I should enjoy that, I think." Cross
flirted.

She blushed.

"I do believe that the next step would be a
lovely ride in Hyde park." He shrugged casually.

"Next step?" Essie questioned.

"Yes, of course." Cross gave her a curious
expression.

"Oh! Yes! In the… in the ruse." She
swallowed, disappointment pricking her heart as she was reminded
that this wasn't real. Was it?

"Would tomorrow at four be acceptable?" He
took a step closer.

"Perfectly acceptable." She glanced away,
then back, forcing herself to remain in control of her swirling
emotions.

"I believe I shall take my leave until
tomorrow. After all, we want to cause talk… not scandal." He winked
and reached for her hand. Softly, he placed a warm kiss to her
wrist, lingering for a moment longer than was customary. Rising, he
focused on her once more, his blue gaze holding her captive. "Until
tomorrow." With a bow, he left.

"Until tomorrow," Essie whispered as she
watched him smile and turn to walk away.

Anna took at tentative step towards her,
breaking the spell. Reluctantly, Essie glanced to her.

"Anna…" Essie began, pausing as she
considered how to word her question.

"Yes?"

"How can one know someone their whole life…
and suddenly not know them at all?" Essie whispered, casting one
final glance to Cross' retreating form.

"I'm not sure I understand," Anna
replied.

"Never mind." Essie shook her head.

Because how could she expect Anna to answer a
question she doubted anyone knew the answer to, except for
Cross.

Perhaps tomorrow at the park she'd unravel a
bit more of the mystery, the prospect was both alarming and
provocative.

Tomorrow couldn't come soon enough.


CHAPTER FOUR

 


Cross ran his fingers
through his hair and sighed. It wasn't a huge ordeal, simply a ride
in the park.

Yet if it were so simple, why did his heart
hammer in his chest at the very thought? If it were a trivial
manner, why was he so bloody nervous? It was damn annoying.

Last night had been almost too good to be
true. Essie had practically melted into his embrace while they
waltzed; yet her delightfully playful personality shined brightly,
twisting his heart further into knots. It was unbelievable how one
person could wield so much power over another.

And not have a clue.

But he had to admit, that the whole plan was
going quite well. He had danced with her many times in the past,
yet last night she seemed to finally notice him, to recognize him
as more than Anna's brother.

To see him as a man.

It was delirious, wonderful and altogether
frightening yet at the same time empowering. Because all he was
doing… was being himself. Contrary to what she believed, he wasn't
playing a game; he wasn't acting. Every touch, every word was
spoken from an authentic heart; from a mad and driving desire to
pursue till she belonged to him alone.

He descended the stone steps of his bachelor
lodgings and made his way towards Mayfair. It wasn't a long walk,
but enough of a distance that his heart would have a chance to
relax. At first, he had thought of taking the curricle through the
park, but as he considered it—and the weather allowed—he decided
that a simple walk would suit his purposes in a finer way. With a
walk, he could go slowly, talk endlessly, and flirt easily.

Especially flirt.

He didn't want to waste one moment with
Essie, but use each second as an opportunity to win her heart.

As he neared her residence, he ascended the
stairs two at a time and knocked on the door. Her family's butler
answered and regarded him coolly.

"Lord Crossby to visit Miss Esther
Flanguard." He withdrew a card.

The butler held out an oval, silver tray and
accepted the card then nodded and disappeared into the
residence.

Cross turned and regarded the boxwoods
growing beside her door, aware of them but not truly seeing them as
he listened for the butler's return.

As if on cue, the butler appeared. "She will
be out directly," he informed in a cool tone.

"Thank you." Cross nodded.

Moments later Essie made her way out the
door, a young maid in tow.

"Hello, Cross." Essie's cheerful voice washed
over him, heating the blood in his veins. Her lavender walking
dress fluttered and swirled about her feet. When the breeze lifted
a wisp of hair that peeked from beneath her hat, Cross' hands ached
with longing to tear off the straw headpiece and free her hair to
flow through his fingers.

Essie arched one fine brow, bringing him back
to earth.

He returned her smile. "Hello, Essie. You're
looking beautiful as always."

A rosy blush highlighted her creamy skin.
"Thank you. But we have no one to impress right now." She shrugged
and glanced away.

Cross swallowed, but pressed on. "I'm not one
to compliment needlessly, Essie. While my words were indeed meant
to flatter you, I was also speaking simply because they were the
truth, purely stated. You are beautiful. Regardless of the
company we are in, the truth does not change." He nodded and
gestured for them to walk.

She didn't make a move, but seemed to study
his face, her gaze roaming his features, searching his eyes. "Thank
you."

Cross felt a little too vulnerable under her
scrutiny, so he tried to lighten the conversation with a bit of
humor. "Ah! So she does know how to take a compliment!" He teased,
grinning at her.

"Ha ha," she teased and poked his arm. But
she followed his lead as they descended the stairs and made their
way along the street.

The air was clean from the morning's light
rain; the breeze became a soft whisper that flirted with Essie's
hair, teasing it and blowing wisps of it softly against her
cheek.

It was utterly distracting.

In the most delicious way possible.

Glancing at the road ahead of them, Cross
decided to ask the one question he most certainly didn't want to
ask, but needed answered. "If you don't mind me asking, is there a
particular Gentleman that you are wishing to attract, you know,
with the whole idea of wanting what they can't have." He grinned,
though his teeth were clenched after he spoke the words. Damn
right, they can't have. Because you are mine! He wanted to
shout, but he held himself in check, awaiting her answer.

Essie seemed startled slightly, but
recovered, turning to glance at him, she continued walking and
appeared to consider his question. "I'm not quite sure, honestly.
There's Lord Renguard, Viscount Marley, and I had thought to
consider Lord Marchton, but he seems particularly attached to Miss
Wessel. So to answer your question, no. I have no particular
gentleman in mind." She took a breath and studied the scenery as
they walked in silence for a few moments.

"I see." Cross nodded. While he was thrilled
that she didn't have a particular regard for a specific gentleman,
he hated that she was even considering Renguard or Marley. Both of
them were good enough gentlemen, but it stung to think that she'd
consider them… and not him.

"I figure I have at least a bit of time to
consider my options. Tell me, what do you think of Viscount Marley
and Lord Renguard?" She asked, turning her blue eyes to him,
inquiring innocently.

Cross tried not to grimace, because he
wouldn't lie. "Both men are upstanding gentlemen." He shrugged
indifferently.

"Do you have any one that you could suggest?"
She asked lightly.

As if he weren't already dying on the inside
from asking the first question. But he needed to know just
who his competition was. He took a deep breath, and prepared
himself.

"Other than myself?" Cross asked, keeping his
tone light on purpose, his eyes trained on hers, searching, gauging
her reaction.

Essie giggled, poking him in the arm with her
gloved hand. "Aside from the obvious, of course."

"It's always nice to feel wanted." He sighed
dramatically.

"Tell me about it." She spoke lightly, but
she glanced away.

Cross paused. She glanced to him
confused.

"Essie, while it is lovely and good to be
wanted, the most important opinion of your worth, is your own. Does
Essie think she's lovely and good? Does Essie think she's
beautiful? Is Essie proud of the amazing woman she's become?" He
lowered his chin, spearing her with an earnest gaze.

"I… hadn't quite thought of it that way." She
furrowed her brow and lowered her gaze, as if deep in thought.

"Because if you like you, to hell with
the rest of the world. Pardon my language." He shrugged
unapologetically, grinning as she lifted her gaze to his with a
slight gasp.

"Don't pretend to be so offended, you old
stick," he pestered and led them back along the path towards the
park.

"Me? And old stick? That's like me calling
you a prude," she teased, tugging on his arm slightly.

"Why cover what is meant to be
appreciated?"

"Yes that was certainly your motto as a young
child. Why, I'm sure I should be scandalized with all the times
I've seen your bare chest," she baited him, raising a daring eye
brow.

"I hold fast to my earlier sentiment." He
grinned. "But I must say, the view is infinitely more… impressive
these days."

"I'll have to take your word for it."

"Yes, after all, we're after gossip—"

"Not scandal," Essie finished.

"Indeed," he replied.

They walked on in companionable silence for a
bit. Essie shifted slightly, turning to him he saw a curious light
in her eyes, "Cross? Why aren't you married?"

He almost tripped. That was not
expected.

"You've failed to propose, so alas I find
myself waiting." He shrugged.

"Tease! Honestly, though. You're handsome,
you have a great sense of humor, many attributes a woman would
find… favorable in a husband."

"Ah yes, favorable. What a… passionate word,"
Cross replied back, a playfully irritated tone to his voice. "All
men dream of being favorable."

Essie pinched his arm.

"Ouch!"

"You deserved that. You know what I
mean."

"I most certainly did not deserve
that! Abuse, I tell you! And no, I do not know what you
meant!" He rubbed his arm dramatically and narrowed his eyes at
her.

She sighed in an exasperated manner. "I
meant," She drew out the word. "That I can't quite figure you out,
and I'm trying to."

"So I'm a mystery? That's quite different
than asking why a man isn't married when he's so… favorable." He
tossed the word back, grinning.

"I'm never going to live that down, am I?"
she asked, blushing slightly.

"No."

"Delightful," she muttered.

"So, let me see if I understand this. You
want to know why I'm not married, you think I have favorable
traits, and you don't understand me?"

"Yes." She nodded.

"Welcome to the world of me trying to figure
out women." He paused and bowed dramatically.

"Foul!" She cried as she laughed delightedly.
"You're a miserable wretch." She spoke through her laugh.

"I'm quite a few things. All of which are…
mysterious." He wagged his eyebrows.

"Yet another thing I'm sure to never live
down." She covered her face with her hands.

"Essie, you should know by now that I truly
do not need additional fodder when it comes to things to hold over
your head. I've known you for far too long."

"Yes but…" Her smile fell slightly, replaced
by a curious and dangerous glint to her eyes. "That's so puzzling
to me, Cross. You know me so well, you remember… well you remember
far more than I wish you to," she replied almost begrudgingly. "Yet
I… sometimes wonder if I…" She paused, searching his face then
glancing away.

"If?" he asked gently, waiting, hanging on
her every word. Hoping for perhaps a sign that just maybe, she was
truly seeing him.

"Miss Flanguard!"

Cross glanced up, utterly annoyed at the
interruption. And upon seeing the person inquiring, he grew far
more irritated.

"Hello, Miss Montray." Essie, ever the lady,
offered the woman a smile and a polite nod.

"Miss Montray." Cross bowed.

"I'm so thankful to see you. I…" She glanced
cautiously to Cross.

"Yes?" Essie spoke, bringing back her
attention.

"That is, I'm very sorry about yesterday. I'm
not sure what transpired… but there was one element of the
conversation that has me… concerned." She spoke hesitantly as she
glanced down and picked at her gloves. "Perhaps you could walk a
bit with me?"

"Miss Montray, I'd be happy to answer any
questions you have, and I insist on the integrity of my escort,"
Essie replied, gripping Cross' arm tightly.

He felt like soaring. She trusted him
implicitly and had said as much.

"Very well…" Miss Montray's gaze darted
between them. "Did you indeed, part with Lord Trighton amicably? I
understand it is none of my affair, so please forgive my intrusive
question." She blushed and glanced away. "But I need to know."

"Indeed we did, Miss Montray," Essie
answered.

Because while it wasn't her idea to break the
betrothal, she had agreed to it.

"That is… a great relief to hear." Miss
Montray sighed, smiling. "That's what I was led to believe by Lord
Trighton, but after last night, I questioned the truth of his
statement. As I'm sure you're aware, as the ton harbors a
penchant for gossip, my family needs me to marry into a title but
we cannot have any scandal attached." She nodded firmly

"I see," Cross replied, his expression
thoughtful.

"If I may offer one slight suggestion?" Essie
spoke carefully. Cross watched as she picked at her dress, seeming
nervous.

"Of course," Miss Montray answered.

"Take your time. I've learned that
sometimes...we can be easily misled," Essie offered.

"Thank you." Miss Montray accepted the words
with polite grace. "I'll leave you to your afternoon." She nodded
and turned, leaving them alone once more, save the maid.

"That was kind of you," Cross said as they
ambled along the path.

Essie shrugged. "It's not my place to
disclose all the details, but I felt it was wise to give her some
sort of awareness. I've always liked her. It would be a pity to be
saddled with Trighton for the sake of title."

"It would be a travesty to be saddled with
him for any reason."

Essie chuckled. "Aren't fond of the fellow,
are you?"

"I despise him."

"You always were a good judge of character,"
she replied lightly.

Cross narrowed his eyes, trying to discern if
she were goading him, but as her smile grew, daring him to return
the gesture, his irritation melted against the warmth of her grin,
so chuckling lightly, he turned his attention to the park. His eye
caught movement by one of the various trees littering the
landscape, and upon closer reflection, he recognized the man.

Trighton.

"Hmm." He led Essie off the path and towards
a grove of trees not far away, yet still in enough sight for
Trighton to see.

Gossip, not scandal. He whispered to
himself as he pulled Essie a bit closer than was proper.

"Cross, what are you—"

"Shh, just…" he murmured and turned to face
her. Gently he raised his gloved hand and traced the smooth line
along her jaw, savoring the nearness of her body, the scent of
lilac and lemon coming from her skin. A tendril of hair had escaped
her coiffure and, giving into temptation, he drew the long lock of
butter colored curl into his fingers and rubbed it, memorizing the
texture, even through his glove. "Like thick silk, only far finer,"
he whispered.

Essie's gaze searched his, confusion
transforming to an expression of secret wonder. Her bright blue
eyes searched his, as if trying to discern if he were acting, or if
it were real.

Cross lifted her hand, gently he kissed her
wrist, inhaling deeply, closing his eyes as he memorized the warm
fragrance of her skin.

"Cross…" Essie said softly, her pink tongue
darting out to lick her lips, beckoning him to taste their
flavor.

Closing his eyes, he fought a civil war
within himself. Wanting to taste her so desperately, yet loving her
enough to restrain himself. Because now would not be to her
benefit, rather he was quite sure a kiss would do far more harm to
her reputation than good.

So reluctantly, he opened his eyes and
stepped back. Her eyes questioned him, then shifted to behind him,
widening.

Tilting her head, she glancing from Cross to
behind him once more.

He didn't have to turn to guess who stood
behind him, yet he turned anyway. "Trighton." He spoke directly
just before he saw him.

"Crossby." Trighton's tone was clipped, his
eyes narrowed.

"Have a lovely afternoon," Cross replied,
steel in his tone, dismissing him.

Trighton sneered.

Essie squeezed Cross' hand.

Cross couldn't help the victorious smirk that
crept across his face just before he followed Essie's lead.

Trighton's gaze narrowed.

"Good day!" Cross called out as he followed
Essie back towards the path,

"Just what was that about?" Essie
asked, her tone slightly breathless.

"What?" Cross asked, playing dumb.

"For pity's sake, one of you doesn't want me
and the other is playing a game," she replied, brushing a strand of
hair from her face.

Cross paused.

Maybe it was from the undertone of the
meeting with Trighton.

Maybe his blood was still boiling from their
almost kiss,

Maybe it was simply madness taking over.

"Essie." He paused, waiting for her to turn
and face him. Regarding her fully, he held her gaze, wanting her to
hear every word, to see it' truth reflected in his eyes. "I refuse
to discuss Trighton. He's below my mentioning. You however… were
the only one who agreed to play anything." He waited,
allowing his words to sink in.

Her eyes narrowed slightly, searching his
gaze, as if trying to determine if what he said, was what he
actually meant.

Women.

Shaking his head, Cross turned them around
and headed back towards her home. "I think we've tested fate enough
for one day."

Rather, fate had tested him
enough.

And he'd not risk taking a step too far.

He was already afraid he had.


CHAPTER FIVE

 


Essie paced the
floor. The evening sunset bathed her room in an orange glow,
but she was far too distracted by her afternoon with Cross to
observe the beauty of the light.

Just what was happening?

Biting her lip she paused before the hearth,
watching the golden flames lick hungrily at the wood. Was he
playing the part? Was he actually pursuing her? Was that
what he had meant when he said that she was the only one who
agreed to play along? What did that even mean? And how was
it that she had known him her whole life—or most of it—and never
felt so… she didn't know what to call it. But was a pull, an…

Attraction.

Essie gasped.

That was the strange sensation that
completely muddled her mind whenever she was around him! It was
maddening, it was… delightful. But Cross? Of all people—rather, of
all gentlemen—Cross was the one to create such a powerful
lure.

But hadn't she felt attraction before? For
pity sakes, she had been betrothed not a fortnight ago! Of course,
that was obsolete now, but surely she had felt attraction for
Trighton.

Yet, with Cross it was different.

It was more, it was deeper, stronger, more
mysterious and tempting.

It was… Desire.

Essie glanced to the wooden floor, not seeing
it, rather reliving the memory of her interlude with Cross, just
before she saw Trighton. Had Cross been about to kiss her? Would
she have let him?

She grinned shyly to herself. Yes. She
would have and enjoyed every second. Trighton had kissed her cheek,
even dared a quick kiss to her lips, but she had felt a pang of
disappointment. Wasn't there something more? Where was the swirling
ecstasy of falling in love, the powerful attraction and passion
that tempted ladies to risk ruin to find fulfillment in a forbidden
way?

Her lips bent as a smile teased them, she was
certain that Cross would provoke those sensations.

For pity sakes, when she was waltzing with
him she was practically breathless. What would it be like to kiss
him?

She wasn't sure.

But she was sure about needing to find
out.

She still was uncertain if Cross' actions
were in earnest attraction or the valiant effort of a friend. But
with their current agreement, perhaps she could somehow get him to
kiss her.

Or maybe she'd simply kiss him.

Grinning, she giggled as a plan began to form
in her mind.

Another plan. Only this one was
beginning to be far more brilliant than her first.
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"Anna?" Cross tugged
distractedly at his cravat as he scanned the drawing room
for his sister. Anna's gloved hand waved from above the back of a
couch facing the opposite direction.

"Here," she mumbled distractedly.

Cross frowned and strode over to the couch
and looked over the back. "Mother would have your hide if she saw
you in such an unladylike manner," he scolded, but without
heat.

"Which is why I'm here, not somewhere
conspicuous. This is a very good book, you know. I do not wish to
be disturbed." She glanced up from her lounging position and raised
a dark eyebrow.

"Far be it for me to interrupt…" Cross tilted
his head to read the title from the spine of the book. "Miss
Laken's final mystery." He gave her a wry expression.

"This is utterly captivating and I'll not
have you slander it. What in heaven's name do you need anyway?"
Anna huffed and sat up, glaring at him impatiently.

"I was wondering, that is, I was curious as
to if Essie mentioned why she wished to meet with us." He rolled
his shoulders slightly, trying to distract himself from appearing
too interested in his sister's answer.

"Hmm, no. All her missive said was that she
wished to meet at two p.m." Anna shrugged and glanced back to her
book.

Cross furrowed his brow.

"Oh! And she didn't wish to meet with
us, it was you, I think, that she wished to see. She sent
the missive to me because, well, she couldn't very well send a
missive to you. That would be scandal for sure, so she asked
me to pass it along. Sorry, I must have forgotten to mention that."
Anna smiled and returned to her book.

"She wanted to meet with me? Alone?"

"Yes." Anna dragged out the word, eyeing him
curiously.

"And she didn't say why?"

"I believe I mentioned that." Anna regarded
him shrewdly, studying him.

Cross glanced away under her scrutiny.

"Cross…"Anna's tone was curious; curious and
contemplative. As if she were slowly putting a puzzle together and
finally gaining an insight to the full picture.

Damn it all.

"Yes?" Cross cleared his throat and gave his
sister a direct gaze.

"There's… I mean… you don't actually…" Anna
started, her eyes burning through him, trying to lift the truth
from his mind.

"Me? You mean…" Cross pointed to himself,
chuckling.

The sound was decidedly unconvincing.

"Heavens!" Anna gasped. Standing from the
couch. She proceeded to walk around to face her brother.

Bloody hell.

"How long have you been in love with her?"
Anna asked, her voice far louder than Cross was comfortable.

"I have no idea what you're talking about."
Cross turned and strode toward the fire.

"Cross… I honestly… I had no idea." Anna's
tone was softer, almost pitying.

Brilliant. Just what he wanted.
Pity.

"It's nothing you should concern yourself
over," Cross heard himself say, his tone resolute.

"Cross…" Anna's voice was closer and he heard
the tell-tale whisper of her muslin day dress just before she
placed her hand on his shoulder. "I… I can't believe I didn't see
it."

"I didn't want you to see it."

"Why?"

"Why? Honestly?" Cross gave a humorless laugh
as he turned to face his sister. "Because when, in all of our
friendship with Essie, has she ever given you or I the slightest
indication that she felt anything for me other than
friendship?"

"I—"

"She hasn't. Ever. Believe me! I've waited
and watched and studied every emotion, every nuance of her face. I
have every smile, every laugh memorized and they haunt me, taunt me
every moment of the day. Before I even had a chance, she belonged
to another."

"Trighton," Anna whispered, watching him as
if seeing him for the first time.

"Yes, bloody bastard that he was for hurting
her, at the same time I was thrilled that finally I'd have a
chance."

"She asked you to court her… to pretend to,"
Anna murmured, her eyes narrowing as if deep in thought.

"Yes, and I agreed but vowed that I'd play…
but for keeps." He released a pent-up breath. "And I think I might
actually have a chance, Anna… but I have no idea…" He paused,
dropping his gaze to the floor. "She thinks I'm playing the part.
I'm simply being myself… but what if that's not enough?" He slowly
raised his gaze to meet his sisters.

"Then she's a bigger fool than Trighton,"
Anna replied with a warm smile. "She might be my best friend, but
you…" She shrugged and reached out to lightly punch his shoulder.
"You're my brother. And as much as it pains me to admit it—" She
heaved a dramatic sigh. "—you are quite the fine fellow."

"High praise." Cross chuckled.

"Take what you can get," Anna teased. "So…"
She drew out the word. "What are you going to do about all this? I
mean." She held up her hand to keep him from interrupting. "I get
that you're trying to have her fall for you… and, if I may add my
opinion, I think she's doing exactly that—"

"Wait. How so?" Cross listened eagerly.

"If you could have seen what I saw at the
ball, you'd agree with me. She watched you, searched for you and I
don't think she even realized she was doing it."

"Truly?" Cross felt his grin widen with
hope.

"Yes I—"

Just as Anna started to speak, their butler
knocked on the door. Anna quirked a knowing smile and bade the
butler to enter.

He bowed. "Miss Esther to see you." He
stepped to the side and allowed Essie entrance into the
library.

Cross watched with rapt attention as Essie
glided into the room, her cheeks pinking slightly as she met his
gaze.

Anna let out a chuckle that she tried to
cover with a cough.

Cross turned to glare at her quickly.

"Forgive me… I do believe I need some rest.
Yes. Wouldn't want to catch a chill." She coughed again.

Cross decided his sister had no talent for
the theater.

"I'm so sorry to abandon you, but I'm sure
Cross will be a gracious host." Anna smiled sweetly at Essie.

Essie's brow pinched as she regarded her
friend. "I do hope that you improve soon, I'd hate for you to miss
the Smithcote Route."

"I'm sure I'll be completely improved soon,"
Anna answered quickly, too quickly as far as Cross was concerned.
She must have thought so as well, for she immediately slumped her
shoulders slightly as if weakened. "But to insure that I'll be in
attendance, it is of the utmost importance that I rest. You
understand." Anna offered a weak smile.

Cross could help but simply watch the poor
performance unfold and hope that Essie somehow fell for it.

"Of course! I'll be sure to check on you
before I leave," Essie replied with a sympathetic tone.

"That would be lovely," Anna said and walked
to the door. As Essie turned to face Cross, Anna glanced back and
offered Cross a quick wink.

And closed the door.

Completely.

He would have to thank her later.

Profusely.

"Poor Anna! I do hope it's nothing serious."
Essie's expression was still concerned as she strode further into
the room.

"I'm absolutely certain she'll make a quick
recovery. In fact, I wouldn't be surprised if she felt much better
this very afternoon," Cross replied, careful to keep his tone from
carrying the amusement he felt over the whole situation.

Yet the amusement faded as he watched Essie
walk over to the couch and run her hand over the back of the
cushion. She lifted her eyes to give him a quick smile, but it
didn't reach her eyes.

"Essie? Is… are you well? You seem
concerned…" Cross took a tentative step towards her.

"Oh, yes. I'm quite well, I just am… trying
to build up the courage, I need to make another request, you see.
And I'm afraid my request is far more… personal than my last." She
gave him a hopeful smile, but her gaze lowered to her gloved hands
as she picked at her dress.

Cross watched her, curious as to her request
and how it could possibly be more personal than her first.
How did one ask something more personal than courtship? Even if it
was asked under a pretense?

"Essie, I assure you that I will do anything
within my power to assist you in any way," Cross replied, concerned
that maybe something was truly wrong.

"As much as it pains me to have Anna feeling
unwell, it actually is a blessing. This would be decidedly far more
awkward if she were present." Essie gave an uncomfortable half
laugh as she glanced up to him, lowering her gaze once more.

Cross took another few steps toward her till
he was close enough to see the light blue flecks in her eyes as she
raised her gaze to meet his.

"Cross, I… that is…" She took a deep
breath.

The anticipation and worry was slowly killing
him.

"Will you kiss me?"

Cross simply stared. Replaying her request in
his mind, making sure that what he heard was indeed what she said.
Searching her earnest gaze, he tried to make sense of such a
request, not that he minded! He had the impulse to pinch
himself to see if he were a part of some erotic dream.

"Essie…" He whispered her name, tasting the
sweetness of it on his tongue as he watched her gaze darken and
travel his features till it landed on his lips.

When her gaze met his once more, there was a
question in her eyes. Cross took a final step forward, making them
close enough so that could feel the soft release of her breath.

He leaned forward slightly, watching as Essie
swayed towards him, the fragrance from her skin teasing him,
tempting him. He pressed his lips to hers, caressing them, tasting
them and savoring their sweetness. He drew back slightly, pleased
when she followed him. He took her lips once more, this time less
chaste, more of a seduction of the mouth as he traced the seam of
her lips with his tongue before retreating and pulling her lower
lip. She gasped, and he took shameless advantage of her open mouth
by pulling her lower lip between his teeth and nipping gently.

She was a quick study and began to mimic his
attentions, first by pressing into his frame and reaching up to
brace his shoulders. Cross guided her to tilt her head further so
that he could deepen the kiss and she willingly followed his lead.
Reaching around, he placed his hands on her waist, savoring the
tempting curve beneath his fingers. Pulling her in tighter, her
arms left his shoulders as she wound them around his neck. Cross
darted his tongue along her teeth, gently, coaxingly. Tentatively,
she tasted him with her own.

Two thoughts darted through his mind as he
savored the bliss of her kiss, the utter ecstasy of her touch.
First, that she was most certainly an innocent, which pleased him
far more than he dared to admit.

Second, she had never told him why she wanted
him to kiss her.

Now, that was a minor detail, but for some
reason it continued to tickle his mind. Because as he was pouring
himself into the kiss, savoring every hint of flavor from her lips
and mouth, memorizing the shape of her body pressed against his, he
grew acutely aware that perhaps… it wasn't real… for her.

With reluctance, he gradually ended the kiss,
leaned back and relishing the passion in her gaze as he whispered
her name. "Essie."

Her blue eyes were stormy and dark with
desire, freshly awakened.

"I had no idea…" Essie whispered. Slowly she
released her hold on his neck and glanced away, a deep blush
coloring her cheeks.

"I'll take that as a compliment." Cross
grinned, overly satisfied with himself.

"You would." Essie glanced back at him,
narrowing her eyes in a teasing manner.

"But if I may ask, for the reason for your
request?" Cross resisted the urge to loosen his cravat.

"I—that is…" Essie seemed to struggle. "I
thought that perhaps… you could teach me."

Cross felt his heart still, before thumping
painfully. Teach her? As if… as if his touch, his kiss were nothing
more than a textbook on Latin or French.

"Pardon?" He asked, knowing his hurt was
clear in his expression.


CHAPTER SIX

 


Essie had no idea
what to do, what to say, or how to wipe the horrified expression
from Cross' face. For pity's sake! Who kissed a woman like that and
then expected her to come up with a rational answer? She had
planned to use the whole 'teaching' idea as an excuse to ask for a
kiss, but he, well, didn't need an excuse, apparently.

When he'd kissed her, it was beyond anything
she could have ever imagined. It was the fireworks at Vuxhall
gardens, power, exploding and full of passion and life. She didn't
want it to end! Rather she wanted to kiss the hurt from his face,
make him forget her ill-timed words and the pathetic excuse that
they gave.

But she had no idea how… especially when he
turned his back on her and faced the fire.

Essie felt frozen, not knowing what to
do.

"I think…" Cross began.

Essie glanced up, hopefully.

"I think perhaps, you should leave, Miss
Esther." Cross' tone was dark. "In my current state, I find I'm far
more inclined to… teach you… as you put it, far more than
kissing."

Essie gasped silently.

He turned slightly, the fire illuminating his
gaze, making it cobalt fire.

"What if…" Essie swallowed and took a
tentative step forward. "What if I want you to?" she dared,
watching his brooding face make a slight shift to surprise before
settling back on his previous expression.

"You don't. You may think you do, but this is
all a game, is it not? We don't want to risk making it
irrevocable," Cross replied coolly, yet his expression was far from
indifferent. He appeared a man fiercely controlled, a man
guarded.

Why? His words were at war with his
actions—his very expression. But wasn't that how it was when they
waltzed? And then again at the park? It was almost as if… he were
protecting himself.

From her.

Understanding dawned, causing a mischievous
grin to tease her lips.

"I fail to see anything amusing about the
given situation or topic of conversation." Cross narrowed his eyes,
considering her with suspicion.

Biting her lip, she tried to control her joy
at the realization that all along, Cross had wanted her.

And she wanted him every bit as much.

In his kiss she found the truth—about him,
about herself. Yet as she gazed at him, she saw the distance
between them.

Just because she had discovered the
truth, didn't mean that he was aware.

But she was quite certain she could remedy
that.

She would remedy that, and
quickly.

"Cross?" Tilting her head she took a bold
step toward him, offering him what she hoped was a flirtatious
grin.

He backed up a step, misgiving thick in his
gaze.

His countenance changed from skeptical to
resolute, his gaze firming. "Essie." He spoke her name softly, as
if caressing it.

She paused.

He took a step towards her, bringing them
almost toe to toe. "When will you finally realize that you are
mine?" Immediately his lips crushed against hers, his arms pulling
her tightly against him, holding his firm body against her soft
curves.

Essie met his passion with her own, allowing
her fingers the delight of tugging his coal black hair. He groaned
against her mouth, pausing only a moment before his fervent kiss
continued, trailing along her lips and to her jaw. His shadow of a
beard gently chaffed against her sensitive skin as he lightly
nipped at the delicate flesh just below her ear. His kisses trailed
down her neck to her collar, where his tongue tasted her, as if
starving for her, he met her mouth once more.

She knew the hunger; she felt it within as
well. Her hands roamed his back, memorizing the hard lines of his
musculature; caressing his rounded, broad shoulders. His
well-formed shoulders bunched and coiled beneath her fingers, as he
pressed into her, walking her backwards as she clung to him, till
her knees hit the settee and she was guided into a recline.

His delicious weight was a welcome pleasure
as she continued to relish his ardent kisses. His teeth nipped her
ear before trailing kisses down her throat and nudging the edge of
her dress with his nose.

Essie was lost in the spell he had woven over
them, completely given over to the passionate haze of desire that
was thick like winter fog.

So thick, that she didn't hear the knock.

Or the sound of slippered feet on the wood
floors.

She did, however, hear the loud gasp,
which was like ice water on a roaring fire.

Shocking, but only enough to control the
flames.

Because when Cross broke their kiss and saw
his sister's face, Essie could only wish she'd leave once more so
that they could continue.

They would continue… but not now.

"I… that is… I'm leaving," Anna stuttered and
spun to leave, but turned back around. Raising her finger, she
opened her mouth a few times, finally speaking. "I—I am very happy
for you two." She grinned and left again, closing the door
firmly.

"I take it she's feeling better?" Essie
spoke, her voice foreign to her own ears as it was still thick with
desire.

Cross' gaze searched hers, his expression
triumphant and victorious. "I'd say yes… but she was never ill to
begin with." He winked as he lifted himself from his position over
her and, once standing, offered her his hand.

"She wasn't ill?" Essie asked, her heart
hammering as she watched Cross, his blue eyes watching her with a
possessive—dare are she hope—love?

"No… you see." He ran his hand through his
mussed hair, taming it slightly.

Essie chuckled as she looked at his
disheveled state.

"You're rather… ravished yourself." Cross
raised his eyebrows, his gaze raking her body possessively.

"You don't have to be so smug about it,"
Essie teased as she straightened her dress and patted her hair,
quickly realizing it was a lost cause.

That would be difficult to
explain.

"I'm never smug." Cross pretended to be
offended.

Essie sniffed delicately, but then she
grinned.

"To answer your question, Anna was simply
pretending to be sick in order for us to have some privacy."

"Privacy?" Essie felt her brow furrow.

"Yes, Indeed. And I do believe we used it
effectively, don't you?" He smiled playfully.

She bit her lip, remembering all too well the
satiny texture of his lips pressed against hers.

Wanting that sensation, hungering for it.

"I don't understand… how I never saw it.
Rather, how I never saw you." Essie spoke softly, searching
his face, tracing the outline of his body and memorizing every cut
and angle.

"I'm quite certain I can imagine all sorts of
ways you can make up for your ignorance." Cross winked as he
reached out and pulled her into an embrace.

"I can imagine quite a few ways of my own…"
she murmured as she reached up and kissed his lips softly.

He groaned. "How can something so wonderful
be so torturous?" he mumbled against her lips just before he kissed
her hungrily.

"How indeed." Essie giggled, breaking the
contact, but only for a moment before she returned his kiss.

"Marry me?" Cross whispered the words against
her wet lips, plump and swollen from his ardent kiss.

Essie opened her eyes to meet his gaze,
bathing in the glory of his words. Of their intentions… of the
promise they held.

"Yes," she whispered back. She delighted in
the victorious ferocity that lit his eyes—that she tasted as he
ravaged her mouth once more.

This time, however, she did hear the
knock, and tried to untangle herself from Cross' grip, he simply
held her tighter, grinning wildly.

Lady Crossby walked in, her steps halting as
a confused expression scrunched up her face.

Essie had known Lady Crossby most of her
life, and to be caught in such a compromising position before a
mother figure… was uncomfortable.

Apparently Cross didn't feel the same lack of
comfort, rather he held her tighter, caressing her back softly,
reassuringly?

"Cross! Release Essie this moment!" She
scolded as she appeared to gain her wits and strode towards
them.

"Forgive me, I was simply carried away with
the moment… seeming as I just gained a fiancée."

"Fiancée?" Lady Crossby's gaze darted between
them, her eye wide. "Fiancée!" She clapped excitedly! "When Anna
said I needed to check in the library I had no idea that I would be
walking into such wondrous news!" She rushed forward and pulled
Essie and Cross into an awkward hug.

Cross refused to release her, rather used the
hug as an excuse to lower his hand on her waist and pat her
bum.

She glared at him.

He returned her glare with a wide grin,
mischievous and light.

As if all was right in his world.

She recognized the expression because she
felt the same way.

Then she remembered Lady Crossby's words.
"Anna sent you here?" She leaned back and regarded Lady Crossby's
confused expression.

"Why, yes. I assumed it was because she knew
of your engagement."

"Of course!" Cross answered, casting a
knowing glace to Essie.

Because Anna, mischievous hoyden that she
was, had sent Lady Crossby into the library in hopes of her
discovering Essie and Cross in a compromising position.

And she almost had!

Essie shook her head, making both a mental
note to throttle and then thank her friend.

"Anna always was a keen one," Cross replied
to his mother. His mouth pulled tightly as if trying to suppress a
wide grin.

"Yes, well I'll simply pass along the
wonderful news to your father. I assume your parents haven't heard
the delightful news yet, dear?" She asked Essie.

"No, it's quite… recent." She smiled secretly
at Cross.

"In my opinion, it's quite overdue,"
Lady Crossby responded, twisting her lips in a wry manner. "After
all, you two were the only ones who didn't see it."

"Pardon?" Essie asked, her brow pinching.

"Your parents and my husband and I have often
spoken and wondered when the two of you would realize just what a
profitable match this would be! And then you were betrothed to
Trighton. I didn't like the fellow much mind you, but it wasn't
my place to say anything. You're better off without him…
something strange about him anyway." She shivered delicately. "I'm
simply quite pleased in how things turned out." She nodded
emphatically.

"All we need to do is get your sister married
off now!" Lady Crossby replied as she patted Essie's shoulder and
turned to leave.

Cross wasted no time, but took full advantage
of his mother's turned back to place a quick kiss to Essie's
lips.

"Oh!" Lady Crossby turned as she reached the
door. "Essie, darling, you'll want to… tidy yourself up a bit
before you return home. Though you're engaged, we don't want people
to think you had to marry, if you get my meaning." She
raised a dark eyebrow and left.

Closing the door.

What was it with this family? It was as if
they wanted her ruined!

Not that her interlude with Cross had been
anything but; however, that was private. Or so she had though till
Lady Crossby referenced her appearance.

"Don't worry about Mother." Cross spoke
lightly, smiling at her.

"I wasn't, I was worried more about my
appearance and the impression it gives," Essie replied wryly.

"You've never looked lovelier."

"You better say that, you're the cause of
it!" She teased, pushing his shoulder slightly.

"I'll try to be more cautious next time." He
glanced at her hair.

"See that you do." She blushed.

"However…" Cross' eyes twinkled with mischief
as he reached up and deftly began pulling out her pins.

"What are you doing?" Essie placed her hands
over his, trying to stop him.

"Since there is utterly no hope of redemption
for your current coiffure…" Cross swatted her hands away and began
to pull out her pins. "Waste not, want not." He pulled out her
final pin and allowed it to clink to the ground.

"But everyone knows we're here! They could
walk in at any moment!" Essie cried in a whisper, but without heat
as Cross lowered his head to kiss the hollow of her throat.

"My mother closed the door. Believe me, she
will not return." He teased her flesh with his tongue. "Because she
knows I'll be honorable… but only as much as absolutely
necessary." He captured her mouth in a hungry kiss as his hands,
somehow now bare from his gloves, wove through her hair and drew
her into the haze of desire once more.

It was some time later, and after Anna's maid
had been enlisted in repairing her hair, that she found herself
finally leaving the Crossby residence, glowing with the knowledge
that she was loved.

She took the hand of her footman as she
entered the carriage, glancing at his face and absently wondering
when they had hired a new one. Shrugging, she settled into the
carriage. Lost in her own thoughts as it pulled her across the
cobbled streets of London, she relished the knowledge that she'd
see Cross in only a short time, as he presented his suit to her
father.

The carriage stopped
suddenly. She glanced out the window, confused. Her door swung open
and she startled, as a man dressed in black entered. Essie gasped
as she reached for the door, but he was too quick. He pushed her
back into the bench, rapped on the roof twice, sending the carriage
into sharp movement. The man lost his balance momentarily, and in
doing such, the dark hat he wore slipped and exposed his face and
light colored hair.

She felt her eyes widen in shock as she
stared into the face of Jefferson Markfield, Lord Trighton.

"You?" Essie questioned, her heart pounding
with fear and confusion.

"Shut up," he growled as he grabbed his hat
and sat down. "You'll do as I say, understood? You little whore!"
He spoke with a hysterical edge to his tone, his eyes wide and
wild.

Essie swallowed her fear, trying to simply
think.

"You… you told her."

"Told who? What are you speaking of?" Essie
tried to distract him as she scanned the carriage for anything she
could use as weapon.

"Miss Montray. You told her!"

"Told her what?" Essie asked, trying to keep
calm.

"We have nothing! Nothing! She was eating out
of my hand, I had her! And you ruined it! And now… now." He leaned
forward slightly. "You're going to pay."


CHAPTER SEVEN

 


Cross couldn't wait.
Not with the elation he felt, with the utter joy that came
from the knowledge that Essie was his, his betrothed.

With every kiss, every touch, it was beyond
tormenting, having everything he had desperately wanted be so
close… though not his. At least not yet.

He was overjoyed to realize that her passion
matched his own, that where her kiss was inexperienced, she made up
for it with enthusiasm. And if her kiss were that… zealous,
heaven help him when they could enjoy all that lay beyond
kissing!

He was painfully aware of the temptation to
experiment with that very idea before the wedding. Which was
exactly why he was going to attain a special license.

As soon as Essie left, he saddled his horse
and followed her carriage down the side street onto the main
thoroughfare towards the office of the Archbishop of Canterbury at
Doctor's Common in London, to attain his license. However, rather
than turning toward Grosvenor Street, Essie's carriage continued to
go straight.

Electing to follow, he missed his own turn
off. His confusion grew as a hired hack began to trail Essie's
carriage as well. Just as he urged his mount to catch up with them,
a nearby carriage lost a wheel, sending the carriage into his lane,
the horse pulling it, wild, and the driver trying desperately to
right it. Cross' mount deftly side stepped, moving around the
issue, but in the time it had taken him to clear the confusion, he
saw a dark figure enter Essie's carriage.

His heart stopped beating. His lungs ceased
needing air as he watched, too far away to stop the nightmare from
taking place before his eyes. With a primal growl, his heart
continued its beat and his lungs drew in air as he saw red, an
infuriating angry shade of it, coloring his world and eliminating
all details but the carriage holding the woman he loved.

He urged his mount into a gallop as he
pursued the now moving carriage. It only took a moment for him to
catch up. Systematically, he evaluated the situation. Two men; a
driver and a gentleman inside the carriage.

He needed control of the carriage, so,
pulling hat down to hide his face, he pulled in front of the
carriage, trying to appear as if struggling with his horse.

"Pardon! My horse, a little spooked." he
called out, continuing to maneuver till Essie's carriage came to a
complete stop.

"What'er ye doin'? Learn ta' manage yer
horse!" The coachman called out, in a distinctive Cockney accent.
Most assuredly, not Essie's driver.

Cross dismounted and strode towards the
unfamiliar man.

"What—" Cross reached up and pulled the
stranger down on the left side of the carriage. Not giving the man
an opportunity to cry for help, he gave him a right hook across the
face, sending him unconscious into the filthy London gutter.

One down, one to go.

"What's the meaning of this?" A man's voice
asked from the other side of the carriage. Cross bent, hiding
behind the opposing side; looking under he watched, seeing only a
pair of boots as the man disembarked from the carriage. He waited
until the man walked toward the front of the carriage and then he
stood. Through the window of the carriage, he saw Essie, her face
tear streaked. When she saw him, her expression transformed into
one of hope but quickly shifted to fear as she pointed to the front
of the carriage.

Cross gave her a quick reassuring nod and
walked around the back of the carriage. Glancing around the edge,
he saw the man in black with his back towards him. Cross rushed
forward, tackling the man to the ground. The man rolled over,
ducking out of Cross' grip and was nearly trampled by a pair of
bays pulling a barouche. Pushing himself upright, recognition
slammed into him as the familiar face of Trighton stared at him
with hatred. Trighton lurched to his feet, the roared as he charged
Cross.

"Blackguard!" Cross called out, meeting his
charge and hitting the side of Trighton's face with a roundhouse.
Stumbling back, Trighton wiped the blood from his lip while a
deranged smile tilted his quickly swelling lips. "That whore ruined
everything!" He came at Cross, swinging wildly. Cross ducked and
landed a blow to Trighton's mid-section.

Trighton gasped and staggered back. Cross
circled him, careful to remain out of the path of upcoming
carriages. He noticed that several people had stopped to stare and
watch.

"How dare you call her that." Cross spoke
darkly, his teeth clenched as he landed a solid blow against
Trighton's ear, knocking him to his knees.

"No one wants me! And it's all her fault! She
cried off!" Trighton screeched, his hand at his ear. He scurried to
his feet and charged Cross.

Cross simply side stepped, then kicked
Trighton's back, sending him sailing against the cobbles. "You
asked her too, you filthy bastard."

"I had to! It was the only way! We
have nothing. Nothing!" Trighton swore as he rose once more, blood
dripping from his mouth and nose.

It was all madness, Trighton was senseless as
he spat blood and shifted his gaze wildly.

"And you have less now," Cross muttered as he
saw two constables make their way towards them. He gestured to
Trighton and the officers nodded. After a short struggle, Trighton
was subdued and dragged away, swearing as he left a bloody trail.
The officers arrested the driver, who was just now coming about
from the lethal blow dealt him by Cross. With nothing else to see,
the crowd dispersed.

Cross breathed in deeply through his nose,
calming his heart and the intense desire to finish off Trighton. He
jumped slightly when he felt a soft hand at his shoulder.

"Cross?" Essie's worried tone pulled him from
his anger.

He turned and pulled her into a tight
embrace. Closing his eyes, he inhaled the sweet scent of her, the
rose water that clung to her skin. "Are you injured? Harmed in any
way?" He gently pulled her shoulders from his embrace as his gaze
raked her body, searching for any sign of maltreatment.

"No, no. I'm quite well, now at least." Essie
offered him a brave smile but it didn't reach her eyes, they were
still haunted and afraid.

Reaching up, Cross began to touch her face
before retreating, noticing his filthy gloves. He savagely took off
the offending garments and tossed them to the street. Trailing her
jaw with his fingers, he traveled his caress down till he rested on
her shoulders. Leaning forward, he rested his forehead on hers,
breathing deeply, reminding himself over and over that it was
finished; that Essie was safe.

"I'm so thankful you were here," she
whispered.

"I was on my way to the Doctor's Common…
needing a special license," he whispered, opening his eyes and
leaning back, grinning at her.

"Yes, you most certainly do need one." Essie
smiled, this time the joy reaching her eyes.

"Perhaps I'm acting a bit prematurely, since
your parents aren't even aware that I intend to marry you at first
opportunity." He chuckled slightly, reaching up to tug on an errant
curl, overwhelmed with the relief that all was now well.

"If my parents respond anything akin to how
your mother took the news, I think we have precious little
to worry us," she replied, glancing down shyly.

Cross leaned forward, pressing a fervent kiss
to her forehead, closing his eyes he thanked God for delivering her
safely into his arms. "Let's get you home," Cross murmured against
her skin.

"Yes, please," Essie agreed softly as she
wound her arm around his and he led them down the street.
Thankfully it wasn't too far of a walk, but it would be a welcome
distraction, allowing him time to relax from the fear and anger
than had rocked his world.

That had threatened to shatter it.

He reached over and squeezed Essie's hand as
it rested on his arm. As she offered him a warm smile full of trust
and love, he returned the smile, thankful. Because even though fear
tried to conquer the day, and steal the joy of the moment, it
didn't win.

Love held that honor.

And always would.


CHAPTER EIGHT

 


Essie took deep
breaths as she walked down the stone aisle of St. George's
towards Cross as he waited for her. His gaze was almost too intense
to hold, the joy, the raw masculinity of his presence was
overwhelming, yet she couldn't glance away. His deep blue eyes
spoke to her with every step, pulling her in, reminding her how
much she was loved.

How much she was wanted.

As she shared a warm smile with Cross as they
faced the rector, she tried to memorize every nuance of the
ceremony, cherishing it in her heart.

She wanted to remember the strong tone, the
solid confidence of Cross's words when he repeated this vows. The
smoldering gaze he sent her as he spoke the words and the swirling
heat in her belly it caused. Every glance he sent her, every breath
of air that was scented with a hint of cinnamon and clove that
clung to the air around him; all this she tucked into her
memory.

Soon, the ceremony was over… except the
kiss.

Essie bit her lip as she glanced up to her
new husband, shy yet feeling a powerful boldness well within her, a
courage born of desperate desire for the one you loved.

Her husband's eyes twinkled as they smoldered
like blue fire as he pulled her into the strength of his frame.
Closing her eyes, she willingly gave herself over the spell of
passion he wove over them as his warm lips pressed against
hers.

She expected a quick kiss.

And once again, in true Cross fashion, she
was surprised.

His tongue teased her lips, flirting with
them as he nipped her lower lip and sucked it teasingly.

It only took a moment for her to return his
kiss, tasting, teasing, loving him with all the joy in her
heart.

It was only when the priest cleared his
throat that Cross gentled the kiss and slowly withdrew, a knowing
grin on his face.

Essie smiled in return, knowing that if
kissing was as… delightful, everything else must be beyond
imagining.

And for the first time, she wondered why in
heaven's name there was the social protocol of a Wedding
Breakfast.

The only thing she was hungering for was her
husband.

And if the burning gaze her husband continued
to give her were any indication, he felt the same way about
her.
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Cross cursed food of
every sort, every glass of champagne, and every bloody person who
congratulated them.

It might be ungrateful, but to have to smile,
converse and pretend that he wasn't dreaming of the moment he could
leave and finally thoroughly love his wife, was the most acute form
of torture he could imagine.

And Essie wasn't helping! No, she'd send him
the most flirtatious grins, sly little winks and at the table, she
had run her slippered foot up his leg.

He'd choked on his champagne.

The minx had laughed.

He'd turn the tables later, that much he
vowed. He'd make her wait in sweet anticipation, close to
completion till she—

Saint's above! He needed to leave before he
made a scene!

Essie was speaking with his mother, so he
skirted the edge of the room till he came up behind his wife,
sliding his hands around her waist he tickled her softly till she
jumped. It was poor manners, he knew, but it was only his
mother.

Of course, his mother narrowed her eyes and
was about to scold when he interrupted her. "We're leaving, just
wanted to say good-bye." Cross spoke in a carefree manner as he
began pulling Essie backwards, towards the door.

His mother grinned, shaking her head. "I told
you he wouldn't last very long!" She called to Essie.

Cross chuckled. "I find that there are
certain things I have not patience for. It's truly one of my worst
faults."

Essie turned to him, cocking an eyebrow.
"Impatient?"

"In every way possible, yet as impatient as I
am currently, I do believe that you'll find that I have quite the
attention span for other… endeavors." He allowed himself the
pleasure of raking her body with his gaze.

Merciful heavens. She was a goddess, perfect
in every way meant to entice a man, tempt him beyond his ability to
withstand.

Thank the Lord he had no need for
self-control any longer.

As they entered the carriage, Essie's face
began to glow in a becoming blush as she didn't sit on the opposing
side as usual, but promptly sat on his lap.

"I do believe this is one of your more
brilliant schemes," Cross whispered as he hungrily took her lips,
nipping and tasting them.

"I do believe leaving early was one of
your more brilliant schemes!" she teased. She continued to
kiss him, and Cross growled as her velvet tongue danced with
his.

As soon as the carriage arrived at his newly
leased townhome in Mayfair, Cross wasted no time in pulling his
wife into his arms and heading directly to the master bedroom. Her
perfectly curved frame was a welcome weight as he shifted her
slightly so that he could open the door to their wedding bower. The
warming crackle of the fire in the hearth welcomed them as he
kicked the door closed with his boot. Essie giggled as he nuzzled
her neck with his nose, encouraging her to tilt her head just
enough to so that he could taste the sensitive flesh at her throat.
She willingly obliged, offering him full access.

It was heaven.

And it was only the beginning.

He kissed her once more, savoring the moment,
allowing the anticipation to build up into the moment. Gently, he
lowered her to the ground till her dainty feet touched the floor.
She turned to face him, lifting her gaze to meet his; her dark
lashes framed her eyes, a thick haze of desire swirling in them. He
lifted his hand to cradle her face and gently leaning forward, he
pressed his lips to hers, sweetly.

The passion he felt for her was threatening
to burn him to ashes from within, but he wouldn't allow his own
impatience, his primal desire to brand her as his own, overtake the
need to ease her into their intimacy.

Essie's hands traced up his chest and slowly
reached up under his coat, coaxing him to relax his shoulders so
that she could remove it. Her hands trailed fire where ever they
touched, setting him further aflame. Once his coat was discarded,
Cross took her lips with the passion of a man drinking in the one
he loves, while his hands reached up and began to tug at her pins.
Essie broke away as she giggled slightly.

"Allow me." She bit her lip as she slowly
pushed him backwards till he was sitting on the bed. He tugged on
her hand, trying to pull her to the bed as well, but she teasingly
ducked out of reach, winking.

Cross watched, transfixed, as Essie blushed
but began to remove her pins slowly.

Seductively.

With each pin that dropped to the floor,
Cross held tighter to the bed till his knuckles were white with
restraint. Then at last, her hair, the golden flaxen colored
temptation, flowed free and she ran her fingers through it,
loosening it. It hung the length of her back, surrounding her in a
halo of light.

Cross started to stand, and she crooked her
finger, beckoning him to come to her. Closed the distance between
them, only to have her turn and present her back.

"Please?" She asked.

Cross's gaze dropped to her dress, seeing the
sash that secured the Grecian style dress she wore. He tugged it
loose and trailed his fingers across her shoulders, removing the
dress from her shoulders. Kissing the exposed flesh, he grinned as
he heard Essie's sharp intake of breath. Deftly, he removed the
dress till it pooled at her feet in a whisper of silk. He reached
his hand around her waist and grasped her hand, pulled her back
into the frame of his body, he tugged her gloves, removing them and
tossing them aside. He trailed warm, possessive kisses down the
side of her neck and down her back to where her corset strings
awaited his attention.

Tugging them free, he helped her to free
herself from the final restraint, from the final barrier between
them. Her arms instinctively covered herself.

"I do believe it's your turn," Essie
whispered as she turned in the circle of his arms, reaching up to
kiss him, lingeringly.

"As you wish." Cross wasted no time in
removing his shirt and breeches, feeling a swell of pride as her
eyes raked his body, her breathing growing rapid. Her eyes roamed
him as he stood before her in all his glory.

As she stood before him in all of hers.

But the time of exploration had only begun,
and Cross strode towards her, capturing her lips in an explosion of
passion as he ran his fingers over the bare flesh of her back,
savoring the sensation of no barriers between them. Essie followed
his lead towards the bed till his knees encountered the edge of the
mattress. Swiftly and with lethal grace, he swept her into his arms
and lowered her onto the bed, savoring her warm and welcoming flesh
as she welcomed his weight.

And he made sure Essie was marked forever
his.
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Essie awoke in a
cocoon of warmth as her husband's arms banded around her, holding
her possessively as she awoke from their night of love. His warm
breath tickled her shoulder, causing her to smile with utter joy.
Surely there was no more beautiful expression of love than they'd
shared last night. Yet, she knew instinctively, it was the
security, the knowledge of Cross's love and devotion to her that
made it as… powerful as it still was. There was no fear, no
trepidation, only unbridled desire and the precious lack of
restraint that was only found in the security of bearing her
husband's name.

"Awake, my love?" Cross' gravelly voice
called her from her musings.

"No," she teased as she wiggled
enticingly.

"Liar," he mumbled as his lips nipped at her
ear.

"Never," she replied, reached behind her to
grasp his dark hair, tugging on it slightly.

"Don't stop," Cross murmured against her
neck. Trailing kisses to her shoulder, he reached around and traced
circles on her stomach.

"Never," Essie replied tenderly, then turned
to face her husband. "Thank you," she added softly against his
lips.

"For?"

"Loving me. For relentlessly pursuing me… for
risking your heart." Leaning back, she lost herself in his piercing
eyes.

"My sweet Essie… any effort on my part was
worth every risk for the small hope that I'd one day be here, as I
am." He kissed her nose. "Men, true men will go any distance for
the love of a lady. And for you, for this…" He kissed her deeply.
Pulling away he met her gaze once more. "…is worth any cost. And I
will spend my entire life living up to that honor of being called
your husband."

Essie felt tears prick her eyes as she stared
back into the face of her husband. "As will I," she murmured as she
took his lips with a ferocity born of desperate love. Of a love she
almost missed.

But a love that held her body, mind, and
soul. Because what Cross said, rang true.

There was no risk too great, for the love of
a lady.
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Red.

That's all I remember about the first time I
met Rebecca Eaton. That isn't entirely true. I also remember how
pale her skin was, how blond her hair, how her cheeks were slightly
tinged pink from the chilly wind that blew snowflakes around her.
It looked like a scene one would see in a snow globe. Normally, I
do not care for such poetic scenes. I don't think I'm much of a
sentimental person — not now anyway. But at the time, in that one
brief moment, I could have stood there and looked at her
forever.

It was her smile that drew me in closer. Her
red lips, the same color as the wondrous cloak that covered her
body, letting only a little bit of the color of her dress slip
through — enough to make a man interested, but not turn him away in
its vulgarity. She smiled at me. Only me. In the group of men who
surrounded me: future earls, marquesses, the son of a duke, she
looked at me. Her eyes met mine and, in that one glorious instant,
she smiled at me.

And I returned the favor.

I took off my hat and held it in my hand
quickly to show her respect. I had been raised with some manners,
mind you. The wind swirled snow around my head and my ears
instantly chilled, but it didn't bother me at the time.

I'd just seen an angel.

I assure you I wasn't the kind of man who
fell in love — or became infatuated — easily. In fact, in my three
years at university, I had never courted a woman. I had been to
many balls. I had been introduced to ladies and I'd danced with
several. Some were so beautiful I couldn't imagine them waiting
long to find a husband. And some… what can I say? God gives some
people more beauty that others.

And, in my mind, He'd given every drop of
beauty on Earth to the woman in red. I didn't know her name, not
yet. But I knew I wanted to. I wanted to know everything about her,
and tell her nothing of myself.

Not that there was much to tell, mind you. My
father died before my birth. My mother moved us to the family
estate in Darenset. A benefactor paid for my tutor and my entrance
into university. Simple. Easy. Nothing horrible about my childhood.
Nothing sinister like I hear rumblings about now. Even all these
years later, people still whisper about me being the son of the
devil. They wouldn't be entirely wrong, if I had to be perfectly
honest. But at the time, I didn't know that. I only knew those two
facts: my father was dead, and a wealthy person had taken pity on
me and sent me to school.

The other two men whom I had arrived with
were both at university because of their titles. Simon Hartwell, a
man a few months younger than I, wasn't a particularly close friend
of mine. We were acquaintances. Nothing more. Nothing less. He was
the first and only son of a baron and would inherit a place called
Enhurst someday. To be honest — and I'm nothing if not honest — I
didn't think much of Hartwell. He wasn't incredibly bright. I
always outscored him on our work. Always. And he was not the best
looking person to admire from afar, and I mean that in the way a
lady would admire a man. He was sinewy, gangly, nothing special. He
wasn't me, let me just say that. He wasn't me and he never would be
me. He always let someone else do the talking for him. No, ignore
that. He didn't always.

Simon Hartwell was the biggest scoundrel ever
to live in Europe.

Don't believe me? You will. He was… he
is… one of the worst sorts of people. The type that is
always good to your face then stabs you in the back when you
least expect it. I didn't expect what happened from him.

I certainly didn't expect it from
Anthony.

Not the type of betrayal he did to me.

You see, Anthony Wexley was my best friend. I
use the word was in every sense of the word. I have not seen
him in years, nor do I wish to. Though I suppose seeing him would
be quite difficult now, wouldn't it? He betrayed me, hurt me, in
ways I never could have imagined. Everything I did after that
Christmas day in Brighton is on Anthony's conscious. Not mine. Mine
is clear.

But I am getting too far ahead in this tale.
I can't tell about the betrayal if I don't talk about what lead up
to it. To a normal person, telling such events would be painful.
For me, I feel nothing. If I could feel anything, it would be anger
and bitterness. I'm not sure I can feel anything anymore. Strange
that the one person who made me feel whole could have such an
effect on me.

I saw Rebecca Eaton on December 23rd, 1799 on
the top step of Wexley Manor. I loved her. She loved me. And a lie,
a lie I could not see coming, tore us apart.
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I was eighteen years
old then, in school, knowing I would make something of my life. I
had just finished up an incredibly hard quarter and relished in the
much needed rest. Anthony invited me to his home in Brighton and I
gladly went. Christmas wasn't celebrated in my home. My mother
believed in the gift portion of Christmas — especially if someone
gave her the gift — but the deity party — the Jesus and Mary and
Joseph and angels we have heard on high — not so much. See, my
mother believed in making her own luck, her own future, her own
legacy and I was her golden ticket.

But, like I said, I knew none of that
then.

Back to that day out in front of Anthony's
mansion. It wasn't as big as mine is now, mind you. This one is
much grander. I made sure he knew it too before he passed. Still,
it was the biggest home I had ever seen up until then. Nearly four
times larger than the home I shared with my mother, the Wexley
Manor caused the first stirrings of jealousy inside me. I was never
a cold man. Never a callous boy. I obeyed my mother without
complaint and did everything I was asked — with the exception of
the one and only time I drowned the neighbor's puppy.

My friend Anthony was, I admit, a handsome
man. Tall, dark hair, dark eyes. He reminded me a lot of his son
Vaughan. Poor boy.

Even with his looks and his money, I had
never been jealous of Anthony. I admired him. Loved him like a
brother, but never had I ever been jealous, for, in my mind, after
university, I would be wealthy and able to have a life mirroring
his. But in that moment as I watched Miss Rebecca enter Anthony's
home, his grand home with his nice things, I became jealous. I
wanted what he had. I needed what he had. I deserved what he
had.

All of those statements were little tiny
voices at the time. Just small bits of chatter floating through my
mind, but I admit now that they planted a seed. In my business, I
deal in sins.

What is sin? What causes sin? A voice. A
chatter. One idea. One seed implanted in a person's mind at just
the right moment, at just the right time. A person can do lots of
things if he knows how to control sins, if he knows how to plant
seeds.

I learned all of that in time, I had to learn
it to get my revenge.

But I like to think of myself as a
well-educated, well meaning, but a very naive boy back in those
days. I had the desire and the drive, but I lacked the motivation.
I lacked the harsh reality of life. I would learn it soon
enough.
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"She's beautiful, isn't
she?" Anthony slapped me on the shoulder and watched as
Rebecca, though I didn't know her name at the time, disappeared
through the front door.

I couldn't say anything at first because my
mind raced in a thousand directions, but one thought eclipsed them
all: I wish this was my house. I wish this was my house. She
deserves this house.

"He's so smitten he's speechless." Anthony
patted my shoulder harder and laughed in Simon's direction. I took
the moment to glance that way and, to my surprise, he had the same
befuddled look I felt I had on my face. At the time, I knew what it
meant, but I didn't want to believe it. Simon had a lady he called
on a few times in Ravenston. He had even proposed marriage, but the
lass hadn't given him an answer yet. He would be a marquess
someday, and, I believe, the lovely Lady Francine Dragenshire
desired a duke.

I didn't know Simon well, but I knew what
Anthony spoke about him and from what I gathered, he was a loyal
man. He wouldn't ask for a woman's hand in marriage and then become
bewitched by another. So, you laugh now, but I assure you it is not
a jovial matter, I saw the look in Simon's eyes. I knew what it
meant, but I shrugged it off as a man appreciating a beautiful
woman.

Harmless.

It wasn't harmless.

It was cold and cruel, calculating.

"Let's get inside before we are buried in
this storm." Anthony pushed me a little bit forward, and I became
keenly aware of the snow picking up. Before long, it would be piled
over our boots. I was expected home before the morning, and I
didn't want to make my mother worry. Yes, I lived away from home to
go to school, but I had been home a few days and didn't want to
keep her waiting. I know what people say about me. I hear. I see.
But know this. I do have a soul. I do have a heart… or rather I
did. Before.

The plan was to eat a meal with Anthony's
family, sing a few songs of Christian celebration, and depart.
Easy.

I followed Anthony up the stairs, Simon
strolled behind me, and we entered through the front doors of
Wexley Manor.

I cannot tell you my first impression in any
appropriate words. There is nothing to compare it to. As I said, it
was the largest home I had ever seen. The outside made me jealous.
The inside made me green with envy. I knew I wanted a house like
that someday, only bigger and more grand. When we first entered,
our top coats and hats were retrieved. At first the chill made me
shiver, but a roaring fireplace to my right pulled me toward its
warmth. While I stood there and warmed myself, I couldn't help but
look around. Like I said, it was immaculate. It was stunning, and I
was smitten. Though Anthony and I had been friends going on three
years, I had never been to his home. It our last year in
university, he decided it a good idea to show Simon and I where he
resided. I believe to this day he only did it to show his wealth.
But it backfired on him, did it not?

The entire entryway was made of polished
wood, walls so shiny one could see his reflection if he squinted
hard enough. The fireplace was bigger than the one in my sitting
room at home. It was exquisitely decorated for the holidays, green
limbs in the form of garland roped across the mantle and down the
floor. Red holly berries were inserted at various places along with
some white flowers I could not place. Lit candles sparkled. Red and
green bows adorned the sides of the mantle. Very festive indeed.
And I was in a festive spirit, especially since I'd laid eyes on
Miss Rebecca, though we had still not properly been introduced.

The red ribbons, a deep crimson red that
reminded me of blood, caused my mind to return to her, Rebecca. I
didn't see her at the moment, for I did look for her. I saw Simon
and Anthony chatting in hushed tones next to the stairs. Simon's
eyes found mine and then down to the floor as quickly as they met.
He must have known, even then, the treachery he would cause me. You
see, my friends, one my best friends — one I loved like a brother,
and the other an acquaintance from school, are the villains of this
story. They are the men to whom you will not like when I am
finished with my tale. They are the cowards who stole Rebecca from
me. They are the men I have hated all these years since.

At the time, I noticed they acted strangely.
With hushed tones and averted eyes, but I thought nothing of it.
Simon had always been a closer friend to Anthony than I, so it
wasn't entirely strange that they were having a secret
conversation. Still… I should have known. My mother taught me
better than that. She taught me to be cunning and keenly aware of
everything that went on around me. And her training paid off. I saw
what was going on, but I was too trusting, too… naive in my
friendship with Anthony that I thought nothing of it.

Can you imagine if I had? If I had instantly
known what they were planning? Things would have turned out so
differently, wouldn't they? I had barely met Miss Rebecca;. I
didn't even know her name, but I knew there was something between
us. Something people only have once in a life time.

And she had smiled at me.

That didn't happen to me often and I clung to
it.

If I had known the treachery that would
befall me and Rebecca in a few short hours I would have found her
instantly and declared my intentions. I had an unknown benefactor
whom I had never met providing me with funds. I could have provided
a home for her, a life, a family. I could have loved her for all
the days of her life.

If only I had known.

It is easy to talk of such things in the past
with clarity. The fact remains that I did not know. To me, Anthony
and Simon were just two men chatting at a party. Nothing more.
Nothing less. I soon joined them, noticing that their hushed tones
abruptly stopped when I neared, and a more coherent, social
conversation flooded to my ears.

"So, Dodsworth. What do you think of the
house?" Anthony asked as he shifted from one foot to another. If I
had just looked for the signs…

"It is very nice. The house looks lovely
decorated for Christmas. Thank you very much for inviting me." The
words sounded so stiff coming from my lips. I would not tell him
that I loved his house a thousand times more than mine and I
refused to tell him how much I coveted what he had. What good would
that have done? It would have just made me look like a simpleton, a
loser, and I would not do that to myself.

Anthony nodded and clutched his hands behind
his back. "I know it isn't the biggest and the best in Brighton. We
aren't Lord Langton and his fine home, but I believe we have a good
home here."

He said "we" like he knew he'd get the
mansion someday, and he would. Anthony, being the oldest son, would
inherit it. In the not too distant future, all of that beauty would
be his. I tried not to dwell on it too much, but I couldn't help
it. It wasn't right. I had more brains than him, better looks, a
more interesting future, and here he would get this beautiful home
to present to a wife and what did I have? I had my mother's house
and up until then it had been enough. Now, I wanted more. I needed
more so people like Anthony Wexley would keep his big mouth
shut.

I cleared my throat because I knew I had to
be formal and cordial even though I didn't particularly want to be.
"For a house its size, it is very cozy." I said, backhandedness
included. From the look on his face, I knew my comment had the
desired effect.

He glared at me for the briefest of seconds,
and the fire which roared behind me reflected in his eyes. He was
not accustomed to me speaking out of turn or even informally. We
were friends, but I had never let my guard down around him. I had
never let him see the true me. There was a reason for that, a
reason I didn't even know I had until I think back on it now. I
wanted his admiration. I wanted him to like me. I loved him that
much. I concealed my true self because I feared if I didn't, he
would decide we couldn't be friends anymore. Little did I know what
a traitor he'd be no matter what I did. If only I could go back in
time and talk to my younger self. I would have so much to tell him.
So many life stories. So much pain could have been avoided.

Mine.

Yours.

Everybody's.
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I don't remember in
detail the day I married. I don't remember my daughter's
conception. I don't recall the first time I held her in my arms.
But I remember every detail of the night I met Rebecca.

I stood at the bottom of the stairs, staring
at Anthony and waiting for him to speak. Hartwell stood at his side
and hadn't spoken a word since I'd walked up. I paid him no never
mind because, honestly, why would I? He meant nothing to me then.
He means even less now.

From the corner of my eye, I saw Hartwell's
gaze drift up the stairs so, being curious, mine followed. As I
said, I remember every detail.

Rebecca stood at the top of the stairs, her
red velvet cloak had been removed to show a snow white dress with
intricate red details. It was long sleeved which was
understandable, based on the weather. The fabric hugged her bosom
tightly then erupted in what my designers call an empire waist. A
red velvet belt hugged her under her breasts. She looked like an
angel and even more so when she glided down the stairs.

Never in my life have I seen such a beautiful
woman. Ever. I'm not being cruel or biased, for it is a fact.
Rebecca Eaton was the most beautiful woman God ever created on this
cold, dead world. Her hair was the color of the sun, a warm blond.
A trait her daughter carries, unfortunately. Her eyes, oh my, her
eyes! They were dark and seductive. When she looked at me, it
appeared she could see into my soul.

I wanted her to see it. I wanted her to see
how much she meant to me. How much I wanted to get to know her.

And when she smiled, I will tell you the
truth, my heart stopped in my chest. I could not breathe for the
briefest of moments, and it felt as though my chest would explode.
You may think me foolish to say such things over a woman I had not
yet been introduced to, but you must know that the Lord works in
mysterious ways. I was drawn to Rebecca and she to me, for she
couldn't keep her eyes off me. Though strange that she didn't look
me directly in the eye, I took it for what it was — her being shy —
being a fragile girl who needed to be taught the ways of the
world.

I wanted to teach her.

Not like that — though yes, I admit my mind
wandered hastily as to what she looked like under her exceptional
gown. But I also wanted to teach her about the world. About art.
And life. I didn't know much about the world — let me be clear —
but I felt as though I knew more than her. I wanted to share it
with her. I wanted to share everything with her.

Anthony cleared his throat, breaking me from
the trance Rebecca had pulled me into. "Gentlemen, this is Miss
Rebecca Eaton. She is my cousin from Ravenston. Her father is Lord
Eaton, Baron of Crowley."

I barely heard the words from the ringing in
my ears. My heart begged to pump and my lungs ached to breathe, but
I couldn't comply. All I could do was stare at her, gazing at her
eyes, her smile, her lips, which parted in a greeting.

"My lady." Hartwell bowed, and I felt like
boxing his ears. He was being polite, or at least I presumed he
was, but truth be told, I had forgotten all about the other two men
with me. "It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance."

"Same to you, my lord." She smiled my
smile at him, and I knew I had to intercede.

"My lady. You look lovely this evening." I
bowed a wee over dramatically and was rewarded with a giggle for my
efforts. Miss Rebecca seemed to fancy me — or at least my sense of
humor — as much as I fancied her. Sadly, I lost that many years ago
in my need for justice.

"Thank you, my lord." The greeting caused me
to halt my joyfulness and cringe, hoping she wouldn't see. Of
course, I wasn't a lord.. No, I held no title, but I didn't want
her to know that. I believed if I could just get her to notice me,
see the real me, fall in love with the real me, then she wouldn't
care about titles.

The only issue was the other two men with me.
One knew something even I didn't know at the time. Have I told you
that part of the story yet? No? Ah, well we will get to it soon
enough.

"Miss Rebecca," Anthony greeted in his most
formal of voices. The one he usually reserved for the important
people in the world — or the most important occasions. "This is
Simon Hartwell. His father is the Marquess of Enhurst."

Rebecca smiled politely at Simon. The candles
lit her eyes to appear to make them shine, but they did not. She
looked at him like someone would look at a friend. Nothing more. He
got the wrong idea. He thought she meant more than she did. He had
very different ideas on her very innocent expression.

I felt bad for him, quite honestly, at the
time. His face turned as red as the belt around Miss Rebecca's tiny
body. "It is good to meet you. Wexley here speaks of you often." He
answered and bowed again, a little more stiffly than I had. A
little more formally. A little less whimsically. She didn't giggle
at him. I saw no sign of affection in her countenance and I can see
her as clear as day even as I sit here with you.

It surprised me that Anthony had spoken to
Simon about Rebecca at all. He had never mentioned her to me, and
we were best friends. Oh, he said her name on a couple of
occasions, but only in the retelling of some childhood story. You
see, Rebecca and Anthony grew up together. They played together as
children. They were more like siblings than cousins and he wanted
nothing but the best for his "little sister."
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If I stop in my
retelling, think nothing of it. I will tell this story to you,
finally, so you will understand exactly what has to be done and
why. If it bothers you, I am not sorry for the content of the story
is very dire.

Back to it then…

Anthony introduced Rebecca to Simon, who
looked very uncomfortable in the situation. I, on the other hand,
tried to not let my fear show on my face. I wasn't afraid of
Rebecca, exactly. She was the tiniest thing I had ever seen. I knew
she couldn't harm me. But I feared for my tongue and saying
something out of place or juvenile or clumsy.

"And this…" He nodded in my direction. "Is
Frederick Dodsworth."

I nodded again. The clock ticked so slowly on
the mantle behind me, that I could hear nothing else. People
stirred around me, loud conversations from some of the gentlemen
who had partaken in the alcohol a bit too early — Christmas
tradition and all. But I heard none of it. All I saw was Rebecca
turning her attention towards me. I heard the clock beating in my
ears. I felt the sweat forming on my brow. I could smell the
candles burning. I could taste the iron of the blood that seeped in
my mouth as I bit the side of my cheek, waiting. Hoping. All of my
senses were heightened. Everything. I couldn't speak because I
needed her to say something first.

Would she figure out simply from the
introduction that I wasn't a titled man? No one at university knew.
No one. Not even Simon Hartwell. I had made up some fantastical
story about a dead father who was an Earl. Everyone believed it.
And only one person in the world knew the truth. And that man was
the man standing not two feet from me, who could, at any moment,
let Simon and Rebecca in on the secret. I would still have been
welcomed to the party, of course. Money was money no matter how it
came to be, but I wouldn't be welcomed as a suitable match for
Rebecca.

Like I said, I needed her to fall as hard for
me as I had her before she found out my true lineage… or rather the
version of events my mother told me. Little did I know that the
truth I knew and the truth Anthony knew were two totally different
things.

Just as I felt faint and feared my knees
would buckle from under me, Rebecca smiled at me. Her red lips
seductively pulled me in and I relaxed a bit. I could see nothing
but her face, her beautiful porcelain face, smooth skin, lovely
lips, eyes so full of life and wonder. When she looked at me, I
don't… no woman had ever looked at me that way, like I was
important, like I was special and — I don't know.

Her expression warmed my heart much more than
the fire had warmed my hands when I walked into the hallway. I knew
in that moment if I could just keep her with me, see that smile
every day for the rest of time, I could live this life and I could
live it fully.

You scoff because you say I didn't know her.
I counter with the question of how many of the gentry know their
betrothed before marriage? A friendly smile. A warmth toward me.
What more could I want in a wife?

"Mr. Dodsworth." She curtsied toward me and
my mouth went dry when, from the top of her dress, I could see the
wonderfully seductive line formed by her breasts. I'm not a
scoundrel, though I know others disagree on that point and I had
not meant to look. But… they were there. And I wanted nothing more
than to run my hand down it, over her dress, over her body.

You think ill of me for telling you this?
Why? It is the truth. Not many men will tell the truth about when
they fall in love with a woman. No, it wasn't lust. Yes, I admired
her and yes I wanted to know her — to marry her if I could — but it
was not because of lust. It was because with her beauty came
compassion. One couldn't possess that tranquil of demeanor and be a
monster.

As Rebecca rose, her eyes fluttered up under
her lashes and caught mine in their seductive gaze. It was very
hard not to bite my lip, for I knew it would be rude. I'd get to
know her, dance with her, be cordial with her, but by the end of
the night I had no doubt. We would at the very least — the very
least — begin a courtship. At the very hope, become betrothed.

When her kind and compassionate eyes met
mine, I knew two things about life. One, I knew I was in love with
Rebecca Eaton: heart, body, and soul. And two: I knew I would never
let anyone take her away from me.
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I sat next to Rebecca
during our meal. It wasn't difficult to slide my way into the seat.
Anthony was across the room introducing Simon to Lord Culpepper;
the man looked like an old walrus even way back then. He hasn't
aged much, truth be told. He always looked like that. I imagine he
came screaming from his mother's belly with a wrinkled brow and
upturned nose.

When I sat next to Rebecca, our hands touched
for the briefest of seconds. Hers had fallen to her side and mine
moved back to reposition the chair forward. It was totally
unintentional. I didn't mean to touch her. It didn't mean I hadn't
wanted to from the moment I saw her, but, at that time, it hadn't
been my intention.

But… you would not believe the feeling that
rolled through my body at her touch. A current I can't explain
started at my finger tips and flowed through me. It warmed my
chest, erupted inside my heart.

Yes, I realize I sound like a fool to you. It
wasn't love, you say. You cannot love someone so quickly. I say to
you, you should know better for you did.

That isn't cruel for me to say. It is the
truth. Love happens to us all when we least expect it. Sometimes it
is wrong, as with you. And sometimes it is so very right, as it was
with Rebecca and I. She felt it too for her eyes lifted to mine,
filled with wonder. "Pardon me." She said, her voice strained in an
exceedingly lovely way.

Do you know what surprised me most of all?
She made no attempt to move her hand. She kept it there, against
mine, her gaze on me… her lips slightly parted until she bit the
bottom one so tenderly I would have given her my soul right then
and there.

In fact, I might have.

"No, my lady. Don't apologize. I…" I had no
idea how to end that sentence. Was I sorry to touch her? No. Did I
want to pull away? Never. Did I believe she felt the same? Yes.

A love story has to begin somewhere. Even
Romeo and Juliet had one brief encounter that defined the rest of
their lives. This was our moment. Before, yes, I believed I loved
her — but I cannot be certain all these years later if those were
actually my emotions upon laying eyes on her, or just my heart's —
yes, I have one of those as well — way of reacting to seeing
Rebecca in my mind. But I can tell you this, I know more clearly
than the sound of my name that when I touched her hand, I fell
madly, deeply in love with her.

It wasn't just her touch. It was her reaction
to it. She didn't pull away. She didn't act offended that I touched
her in public; accident or not some women would have stalked away.
She acted like she wanted me there, next to her, touching her even
if it was ever so slightly. I like to think that was when she fell
in love with me as well.

You can say what you want. You can remind me,
as I'm sure you want to, that she didn't end up with me. That isn't
the point. That wasn't my fault and neither was it hers. I loved
her and she loved me, and no one will ever convince me
otherwise.

Rebecca swallowed hard and inhaled a deep
breath, the effect of which I tried not to watch. I wasn't someone
who went around gazing at a woman's cleavage, but I have to tell
you, it was difficult not to at the moment. I wouldn't have done
that to her though. I wanted her to know that I wasn't just
attracted to her, though it was what initially drew me to her
admittedly, but that I was in love with her for her — for her sweet
spirit — for her calmness — for her…

Across the room, someone cleared his throat
and our moment was gone. I knew who it was before I even had to
look. Rebecca did as well because instantly she dropped her hand
from mine and turned her body so it was no longer facing me. Pink
tinged her cheeks and I knew she had to be embarrassed that someone
saw what had transpired between us.

I wasn't embarrassed. I was very grateful for
the moment, and I wanted to kill the man who'd broken into it.

Anthony Wexley. My friend.

He patted Simon on the back and they both
took their seats across from Rebecca and me: Anthony in front of me
and Simon in front of Rebecca. He smiled at her very nervously and
I watched out of the corner of my eye as she smiled back politely.
It wasn't the kind of smile she gave me. There was no feeling
behind it. No love. No admiration. It was simply a cordial smile.
Nothing more. But it didn't seem to matter to Simon. He smiled back
like his entire world was for the better now.

The light feeling that had filled my heart no
long existed. The jealousy I had felt earlier came back. Simon was
trying to take possession of something that belonged to me,
Rebecca's heart. Rebecca's soul.

I know how it sounds. I do, but know that I'm
not crazy nor was I then. I knew… I knew that she had given me her
heart at the same unspoken moment I gave her mine. And there was
Simon Hartwell, trying to steal it away with his embarrassingly shy
grin. He didn't deserve her.

Our roasted turkey and side items were placed
on the table. The blessing was given, and the meal began. Chatter
filled the room of twenty or more guests, but I cared not to listen
to their drivel. I only wanted to hear of Rebecca. My two other
companions felt the same, obviously, for they asked her question
after question.

She answered them politely.

"Everdale is beautiful this time of year. We
had our first snow a few weeks ago."

"My mother is well, thank you for asking. She
speaks of you often and is proud of the man you have become."

To this I fought the urge to roll my eyes, a
horrible thing to do. I had been proud of Anthony up until that
night as well. How could a friendship deteriorate so quickly? Over
a woman, obviously, but there was something else. Something that
had been brewing between us since the last school break when he
went on holiday in London and I went back to visit my mother. When
he came back to school, it was like I was a stranger to him, and I
could not understand it. I didn't dwell on it much because I knew
he had much on his mind, still… I know now what caused him to treat
me differently, and I hate him for it. But at the time, I didn't
know. I only knew my friend was no longer the brother I once knew
as evidence from the dinner that evening. He chatted Simon up, "His
father owns over half of Enhurst. It is a beautiful country with
lots of streams and mountains. Simon will be an excellent baron.
Yes, and his home… you should see it…"

On and on this went until I could no longer
take it. It was as if this was all set up to force Rebecca into
falling for Simon which I knew could never happen because she had
given her heart to me.

I wanted to pulled Anthony aside and talk to
him about it because, frankly, I wasn't liking it at all. I would
make something of myself and, really, when it came to love I was —
at the time — a naive soul. People were to marry for love, not for
wealth or titles. I could give her wealth and a happy life. I would
love her until the day she died. What would Simon give her?
Mountains? Streams? A title?

Rebecca didn't seem like the girl who cared
of such things, but I spent the rest of our meal half angry at
Anthony for his obvious bias toward Simon Hartwell and the other
half praying and living in fear that he would disclose my
secret.

But we all know that titles do matter. Money
matters. They are the only two things in the entire world that
matter. Can you imagine living in a world where people only married
for love as they do in the drivels of literature? What a world it
would be. I wanted to live in that world. I lived in that world for
one brief night, and it was the happiest and most exciting time in
my life.

To my surprise, Anthony did not even let on
about my secret. Rebecca never asked about my family or my home.
She didn't seem to care about any of that. She did, however, ask if
I had any hobbies and what I studied in school. She seemed
genuinely interested in my answers and always looked me directly in
my eyes as I gave them. When we spoke to each other, everyone else
in the room disappeared, even the two traitors across the table
from us. It was just Rebecca and I, learning more about each other,
falling more deeply in love.

I learned that her favorite color was red and
she wore it whenever she could, much to her mother's disapproval.
She believed it to be the color of prostitutes — Rebecca laughed as
she imparted this tale to me — but since it brought out the
paleness to her skin, she wore it anyway. Her mother she would
disobey, but not her father, which I learned later.

Also, she loved riding horses and had a
favorite back in Everdale. I told her I should love to visit
Everdale since I had never done so. She smiled and welcomed me. I
felt Anthony's eyes on me, but I refused to look at him. This was
our time: Rebecca's and mine. And I would do whatever it was I had
to do to know her better.

She laughed at all of my silly jokes and
shook her head when I said something most ladies would find
strange. A few ringlets fell around her face, framing her
beautifully delicate features and she reached to place it behind
her ear. I watched in a daze.

I know I sound foolish to you as I tell you
my story, but know I would have done anything for her, become
anything for her. And the longer we talked, the more I believed she
felt the same way.

When the music began in the ballroom, Anthony
stood and looked as if he was going to ask Rebecca to dance.
Without thinking, I stood, held out my hand, and asked before he
could get the words out. Rebecca's brows knitted together ever so
slightly as she looked between her cousin, her cousin's new best
friend Simon, and me.

Duty would expect her to dance with Anthony,
he being family and all. But do you know what she did? She chose
me.

She stood politely and nodded to my
competitors on the other side of the table. "Thank you for your
kind offer, cousin, but I believe I should like to accompany Mr.
Dodsworth. Please find me in a few minutes."

If looks could murder, well, I would be a
marked man. Anthony nodded, but said nothing. His jaw appeared
rigid and I feared for his teeth if he kept clinching them so
hard.

"Shall we?" I asked Rebecca as I held out my
hand, which trembled a little bit. It wasn't so much fear that
caused it to tremble, but anticipation and excitement. Our brief
touch earlier had been an accident — well an accident on our part.
I firmly believe God knew better. However, dancing with her, I
would have a reason to touch her and I trembled in anticipation of
it.

Without a word, she slipped her gloved hand
in mine and I led her into the ballroom. Yes, I took an extra
little second to look over my shoulder at Anthony and Simon.
Anthony's nostrils flared, and Simon looked as if someone led his
favorite pet away. I know I looked smugly at them. I meant to. Here
I had Rebecca when they tried so hard to get her. I had my time and
I would use it to the best of my abilities to get her to fall as
hard for me as I had her. I felt it wouldn't take much, as the look
in her eyes led me to suggest.

We reached the dance floor with the other
guests and stood across from each other. I had never been a
remarkable dancer, but I had taken lessons and knew the basic steps
for each dance. I wanted to dance only with her, but I knew it
wouldn't be the case. Of course it wouldn't. Society would not
allow it. Society and its limiting rules.

We stood in separate lines: gentlemen on one
side, ladies on the other. She faced me and I could barely breathe.
I didn't want to make a fool of myself. You see, this was before I
cared not what people thought of me. I was a young man then and
wanted to be taken seriously in the world. I believed how I behaved
in it would help me meet my goal. I was incredibly wrong.

Rebecca stood across from me, her fingers
rubbed the fabric of her dress like she was nervous as well. I
smiled at her to try to let her know I was nervous as well and she
did the same back. We would be nervous together and that was okay
by me.

The violin began playing and I stood
straighter with my hands behind my back. In a few moments I would
be allowed to touch her again, and I could not wait. But I had to
be patient as I knew the steps to the dance and I knew there would
be several moments before that would happen.

The gentlemen bowed to the ladies and then
every other male turned around on the dance floor, myself excluded
for it wasn't my turn. They came to the middle of the line where
their partners waited, took their hands for the briefest of
seconds, took two steps and let them go before falling back into
place in the line.

Then it was my turn. I stepped around, came
back to the middle and took Rebecca's hand. My world stopped and I
had to force my feet to move to the music. She looked up at me, and
batted her eyes. I wanted to hold on to her hand forever, but we
made to where we started and I had to begrudgingly let her go.

The next part of the dance involved us
pairing up with another couple. Rebecca moved to the center of the
circle and, without touching, mind you, stepped around and then
back again. Watching her dance with another man, even for the
briefest of moments, made me sick to my stomach. I knew it was how
the dance went, I knew that, but actually seeing it. I didn't like
it and I wanted her back with me as soon as possible.

As for Rebecca, she didn't smile at the man
like she did me. She only gave him the polite expression she gave
Simon. It reconfirmed for me how she truly felt for me and the
connection I knew we had.

Once Rebecca and the other man were finished
taking their steps, it was my turn with a lovely brunette who was
the other man's partner. We stepped into the circle, did our steps,
and backed out again. The brunette was beautiful in her own right,
though I have always preferred blondes. She was appealing enough,
but my heart didn't flutter like it did with Rebecca. I took that
as a good sign.

Then all four of us in our little group
joined hands and walked around in a circle. My hand clasped
Rebecca's and all was right in the world again.

Rebecca and I let go as the other couple
danced between us and we again formed into two lines.

Though gloved, my hand felt so empty, so cold
without Rebecca's in it. I had never noticed it before, but it was
a cruel dance, touching then not touching, being together then not.
It wasn't right and it wasn't fair, but I reasoned, holding her
hand even during the briefest intervals, beat not being able to
hold it at all.

Again, it was my turn to step around just as
I had at the start. Rebecca did the same and we met back in the
beginning, her hand warming mine once more. Just like that, we were
released and back into our lines.

We grouped again, stepped back into the
center, and danced without touching, which was more difficult than
you can imagine. She had her hands clamped behind her back as did
I, which was probably a good thing, come to think about it. I
couldn't help it, I smirked, and I knew my eyes lit up when I
watched her. Her cheeks pinked and she did the same.

Again, the group held hands and danced in a
four square. This time we were opposite each other. I looked into
her eyes and she into mine. If I had never known her, if I hadn't
had a meal with her, if I had just met her, I would have fallen in
love with her at that moment. I've already called her an angel
once, but she truly was. I had to tilt my head down to see her
fully, for the top of her head only came to my shoulder, but she
held her own like she was much taller. In that moment, she was my
whole world — everything I wanted. And I would have gladly given
her everything to make her happy.

The four of us let our hands go and went back
into our lines. Due to our positions, Rebecca and I were first to
travel down the row. We stepped together, shoulder to shoulder. I
took one of her hands in mine and placed my other hand on the small
of her back. The feelings that flowed through me when my fingers
touched such a normally off limit place I can never describe to
you. At first, I tried to only let my fingers lightly touch her
because I didn't want to offend her, but with each step we took,
more of my hand pressed into her back. Before we had turned, the
whole of my hand touched her and I felt myself shiver. What that
woman did to me was nothing short of magical.

We took our turn down the row and turned back
to where we began. I knew it was coming. I expected it, but that
doesn't mean I wanted it to happen. Just as it always did in this
dance, another man fell in step with us took the lady's other hand
and placed his hand on the small of her back as well to guide her
back down the row.

It didn't matter who the other person was, I
knew I would want to hurt him. This was our moment and I didn't
want someone else coming in to ruin it. I didn't slide my hand over
to give him any room and for the longest of time, I didn't look his
direction. The three of us danced back down the line of people just
like we were supposed to, but my joviality had soured thanks to
this intruder.

And then I saw him in the mirror over the
fireplace at the far end of the hallway.

It wasn't some stranger holding on the
Rebecca. It wasn't someone who just happened to be there for the
dance. It was, in fact, Simon Hartwell. That bastard had his hands
on my Rebecca, dancing with her. Holding her hand. Touching her
back in places only I should be able to hold.

I couldn't help looking over at him then. I
could barely contain my anger and my composure as I witnessed him
looking down at her — and grinning. God, he looked happy. Genuinely
happy to be touching her and dancing with her. With her! With what
was mine. I sneered at him, which got his attention. I didn't think
I could look evil or menacing, but I felt it at that moment and,
judging by the way Simon's eyes widened and the way he averted my
eyes so suddenly, I assume I gave that impression.

Good, because it was how I felt.

The walk back to where we began was torture.
It seemed mere seconds that we walked one way down the line, but
then on the way back, when there were three of us in a very
uncomfortable manner, it seemed to last an eternity. His hand was
on hers. His hand was in hers. It took everything I had not to push
him away. It wouldn't have been proper, of course, but I knew he
had planned it all along. That fact made me incredibly angry. Simon
hadn't just been in the right place at the right time, he had stood
there on purpose so he could have some time with Rebecca. I knew
that he was going to give me competition for her heart, and though
I knew in my heart Rebecca belonged to me, my head began filling
with questions, doubts, fears.

Simon was titled. I was not.

Simon had a large lot of land in Enhurst. I
did not.

Simon would never have to work to support
her. I would.

Simon was falling for her. I couldn't let
that happen.

As we walked and I felt the anger flush my
face, Rebecca looked up at me. At me. Not at Simon. Not at
anybody else, but at me. She fluttered her eyes and her ruby red
lip pulled up a wee bit into a grin. As we took the last few steps
of our journey, Rebecca kept her gaze on me. She never looked at
Simon, just me. Always just me. My throat dried and the anger
slipped away as, yet again, we were the only two people in the
room. I could have looked into her eyes forever. I would have loved
to, but we sadly made it back to where we began and I had to let
her go. Simon turned her to face the middle again, and I did the
same to the girl to my right. We formed our lines again and once
more, Rebecca and I ended up in the middle. We made one more dance
around the middle, her eyes directly on mine the entire time, and
then we stepped back into the line.

The dance was over.

Everyone else around us greeted his or her
partner, but I couldn't move and neither, it seemed could Rebecca.
She stared at me for what seemed like an eternity and I her, unable
to break her gaze even if I wanted.

Finally, Simon broke the connection for us.
He walked up to Rebecca and whispered something in her ear. My
trance broke, and it took everything I had not to go over and break
his neck. She looked at me, back at Simon and nodded. Without
acknowledging me, he walked away. I found out later what he said.
He is lucky he has lived this long.
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Rebecca didn't follow
him. In fact, she stayed with me and danced another dance.
By the time we were finished, my feet ached for I had never danced
so much in my life. I would have danced a thousand more times if
she had wanted, however. I would have twirled her around the floor
until my feet bled if that was what it took to spend time with her.
I loved her that much.

I haven't danced since that night and I won't
ever again.

Finally, Anthony tapped me on the shoulder
and asked for a turn with his cousin. The way he said "cousin" led
me to believe he would not take no for an answer. I wanted to tell
him to go away, but I didn't want to look like an inconsiderate
brute, so I allowed it. The entire time I watched them, I dreaded
the conversation they most assuredly had about me.

A few other ladies smiled my way. I politely
smiled back, but didn't dance with any of them. I accepted a drink
from a most unusual fellow, or rather a person I wasn't expecting
to get a drink from: Simon Hartwell. My first thought was that
perhaps it was filled with poison, after all, I had won his woman
from him. But then I looked more closely at Simon. He wasn't much
of a man, if you asked me. Soft, he was very soft and too kind. I
believe kindness has its place in the world, but Simon had too
much. He wasn't assertive. He wasn't very perceptive either.

We drank nearly simultaneously as we watched
Anthony and Rebecca dance. Neither of us took his eyes off her. It
wasn't uncomfortable for what did I have to be uncomfortable about?
From Anthony, yes. I did have something to fear from him, but
Simon, never. Not Simon.

"Lovely party." Simon said, his voice grating
on my nerves.

"Indeed." The music swelled around me and my
aching feet wanted to sit, but if Simon wouldn't, I wouldn't. I had
my pride.

"Look, Frederick. I understand you may have
feelings for Miss Rebecca…" And here it came, the part where I
assumed he'd tell me to leave her alone, that he wanted to court
her and as a titled person, he would have first rights to her — if
she accepted of course. I, however, wanted to hear none of that. I
knew the ways of the world and thought they were stupid. In my
mind, love should trump all. Love then money then titles. That
should have been the order of things. Whoever invented the world —
God or man — they got the rules backwards.

"Miss Rebecca has feelings for me," I told
him straight out, lest he make a fool of himself more. I do have
feelings and I didn't want to watch Simon wallow. Also, I wanted
Simon to know that I had won and that the game wasn't still being
played.

Simon nearly spat out his drink at my
revelation. "Does she? Did she tell you as much?"

"Yes," I lied, though it wasn't entirely a
lie. She had told me she loved me. Not with her words, but with her
actions, her smiles, the way she looked at me when we were close,
the tender way she stiffened when my fingers touched her back.
These things were more important than words to me, for what are
words? I can say "I love you," but what does it matter if I don't
have the experience behind it? Words are mere words, useless unless
an emotion is there to bind them.

Rebecca's actions spoke volumes to me. They
reassured me of her commitment. When she danced with her cousin
Anthony, her eyes found me several times as if to say she wished it
were me she was with. The feeling was mutual, for I wished the same
thing.

Simon blew out a deep breath and set his
empty glass on the mantel behind the decorations. Very poor taste,
but who am I to judge? "She really told you that? Did you propose a
courtship?"

This was something I hadn't done because I
hadn't been alone with her, but I would have. The next moment I was
alone with her, I'd ask and she'd say yes. I just wasn't sure how
to tell this to Simon. If I said no, he would think Rebecca was
fair game, and she was not. If I said yes and he caught me in the
lie, Rebecca might not take it well and leave me for being a liar.
I knew she deserved better than that so I hesitated before I
spoke.

Thankfully, the music ended and Anthony led
Rebecca back to us before I had to answer the question. God was
truly on my side at that moment, or so I thought.

"Excuse me," I told Simon and then forgot all
about him. I walked up to Rebecca and Anthony, not acknowledging my
friend any more than he had been acknowledging me.

"May I have a word?" I asked Rebecca with my
hands clamped behind my back. My hands which were aching to touch
her again.

Rebecca looked to Anthony, then Simon, then
back to me…

"You don't have to if you don't…" Anthony
began but she cleared her throat to stop his sentence.

"It is quite alright, cousin. I would be glad
to accompany Mr. Dodsworth." She raised her delicate hand and I
took it, overjoyed that Simon — and Anthony — got to see her
choice. As I led her out of the ballroom, I took the time to wink
at Simon just to let him in on the fact that I had won — and he'd
better not forget it.

If only I had played a better game.
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We retreated to the
foyer and stopped at the stairs. After a brief chat, Rebecca went
up the stairs to retrieve her cloak and I sought my hat and top
coat. I knew it was frigid outside for the sun had gone down a
while before, but I also knew that there were too many people and
too many prying eyes in the Wexley Manor. I wanted some time alone
with Rebecca to make my intentions known to her.

You may think me foolish to move so quickly,
but have you forgotten about my good friend Wexley? He knew all
about my secret and do you really believe that I trusted him not to
tell Rebecca? Actually, yes. I did believe he would not tell her,
but only on that night. I believed that he would not want to ruin
her fun in the evening and, after I'd left, have a chat with her in
the morning. I knew he liked me as a friend, loved even because I
loved him as a brother. Still, when it came to family, real blood
family, that mattered not.

I wanted to talk to Rebecca first before
Anthony had a chance. If she had to know of my station in life,
then I would have rather it come from my lips and not his. I
thought, perhaps, that I could tell her about it in such a way that
she wouldn't worry for her future. I had prospects. I had job
opportunities. I could support her — someday. I was a bit naive
back then, but I had faith in myself and that was all I needed. I
knew I could convince her that love was enough — that what she felt
for me was enough.

From the corner of my eye, I watched as
Anthony and Simon entered the foyer from the ballroom. Both had
puzzled expressions on their faces upon seeing me in my top coat
and hat. Anthony opened his mouth to speak when the wooden
staircase creaked from the second floor and Rebecca descended in
her lovely red velvet cloak.

She stopped hastily. All eyes on her, well
the only eyes that mattered: Anthony's, Simon's, and mine. Her gaze
flickered between the three of us. Her cheeks blushed and she
averted her eyes. I didn't want her to be embarrassed. I never
wanted her to be embarrassed of me and honestly, it killed my soul
that I couldn't be what she wanted — what every young lady craved
in a husband.

I cleared my throat and addressed my friends
— and I use that term loosely now. "Miss Rebecca and I will be out
on the veranda. It is such a lovely night."

"It is a crisp night. Perhaps it is wise not
to go outside. We don't want Rebecca to get a chill," Anthony said,
challenging me. He had a look in his eyes I had never seen directed
at me before. Yes, I'd seen it at school when one of the lower
classmen dared speak to him, but never to me… I was his friend.
His. Friend. I thought that meant something.

You should know that I do not give away my
friendship or my trust easily. I have only given my trust to one
person in this life and that was Anthony Wexley. I shall regret
that decision every day of my life.

I was ready to counter when Rebecca beat me
to it. I was as surprised by her answer as my companions appeared
to be. "Cousin, it is alright. We won't be out long and I do wish
for some fresh air. You know how I feel being cooped up in the
house for hours on end."

"But the chill," Anthony said again. His
voice held a noticeable trace of desperation. I heard it. I hoped
Rebecca did not.

Anthony didn't want me alone with her. It is
understandable, I suppose, his position, but I cared not for how it
made him feel. I still don't.

"It will be alright." She spoke again. This
time with much more force and determination.

She reached the bottom step and I offered my
arm, which she took. "Yes, my friends." I made sure to emphasize
the word friend so they knew I was on to them. "We will only be on
the veranda and only for a short while. Besides, why must you
worry? I will take complete care of Miss Rebecca."

As we walked past Anthony, I couldn't help
but wink in his direction. This didn't please him, but it made me
feel better. I'd won this round and by Miss Rebecca's
insistence.

I felt lighter than I had in ages as we
passed a few other people who didn't even look our way as we walked
out onto the veranda. The chill did hurt my bones, but I refused to
show the effects of the cold for I didn't want Anthony to get the
satisfaction of being correct. A light layer of snow covered the
stone surface, and more snow fell from the heavens. Rebecca placed
her hood over her head, protecting those delicate features from the
coldness of December.

When I could not stand being apart any longer
than necessary, I took her hand in mine and turned her to look into
my eyes. "Will you walk with me?"

She blinked a few times to let the words sink
in. "But I thought... were we not staying on the veranda?

I smiled as innocently as I could. Did I
really think Anthony and Simon wouldn't spy on us? No. Of course
they would. That was why I paid Lord Culpepper to intercept them
and ask all manner of boring questions to keep them occupied and
always from the windows — away from me and Rebecca. "I would love a
stroll, if you don't mind? The movement might keep the chill away."
It wouldn't, more than likely, but I had nothing to lose. It was
now or never.

I do not know if she fell for my ruse because
she said not a word about it, but she did nod and allow me to
escort her down the stairs and toward the path to the garden. I had
the foresight to grab a lamp to guide our way, hoping that her
cousin wouldn't see it and find us.

I only needed a little bit of time. Just a
little bit to tell her the truth. I knew without a doubt in the
world that she loved me as much as I loved her — or at the very
least thought fondly enough of me to want to get to know me
better.

The snow eased to barely a flurry as we
reached the gardens. The interesting thing about Anthony's garden
was that it was constructed in the form of a maze. I hadn't known
that until we reached the high hedge about it and Rebecca informed
me.

"Are you ready for an adventure?" I asked,
hope filling my young voice.

"I believe I am." The lantern reflected in
her eyes, making them even more magical to me.

No, what we were doing wasn't proper. We
should not have been outside alone, let alone wandering the gardens
alone at night. If a daughter I cared about ever dared to do what I
did… or if ever a man ever had the gumption to take her outside
alone, I would have my pistol at the ready and he would not see his
next birthday.

However, at the time, I had none of the
things young men dream about running through my body. Though it is
obvious that Rebecca was beautiful, at that moment, I had no
indecent thoughts about what we could do so far away from
chaperones. On one hand, it was freezing cold and the notion of
being inappropriate would not be entirely possible. On the other
hand, I knew I only had precious few moments alone with Rebecca and
I did not want to waste them.

We walked through the hedge maze, her arm
tucked in the crook in my elbow, as we watched the little flurries
dance in the sky thanks to the light of my lantern. I had no fears
in that instant. Only peace. Only perfect peace for I knew what I
was doing was right. I believed in God, and I didn't think He would
give me such feelings if they weren't honest and true. He wouldn't
have caused me to love her so fully if He didn't make her love me
just the same. It would be a cruel thing to do to a person and the
God my mother told me about wasn't cruel.

I will speak no more on the matter of God or
good and evil. I will say that people make their own paths in this
life. Their own decisions. Some people in the here and now say that
I am a monster for using a man's sins against him. I say this… if a
certain man committed no sins, I would have nothing to use. If a
certain man was good and honest and pure and did no wrong, then I
would have no leverage over him. The men have their own sins. I do
not cause them. I do not make people sin. I only learn of them. I
learn of them. I use them. How does that make me evil?

"What's out here?" I asked as my nose became
chilled. I had not intended to be out in the cold so long and I
feared for not only my health, but Rebecca's. She seemed such a
fragile thing, little… helpless and I did not want to be the cause
of any ailment to befall her.

"Right around this bend and you will see,"
she answered as she took my hand and dragged me forward.

The unexpectedness of the gesture made me
laugh, and I gladly followed her into the unknown. I would have
followed her anywhere.

Sure enough, around the bend was something I
hadn't expected. In the middle of the maze in a clearing not very
large was a white gazebo. Unlit rush torches surrounded it. Rebecca
took a piece of parchment from her bag, lit it from the lantern I
held, and went around to each torch, lighting up the area. It truly
seemed a magical place. You probably think me foolish, but I could
imagine fairies dancing in the nighttime air, playing in the
snowflakes. I could see otherworldly sprits, things I never dreamed
of, floating through the air. We were shut off from the rest of the
earth, Rebecca and I. Secluded by the maze, cozy in our own little
world. I liked it. The magic in the air. The seclusion. It almost
made me believe that what I had to tell her wasn't true — and even
if it was — that it wouldn't matter.

She brought me here. Rebecca. She took
me away from it all, from Anthony, from Simon and into our own
place. My mind finally comprehended what my heart had been saying
all along: Rebecca loved me as I did her. This was the proof.

I took her hand and led her up the steps to
the center of our world. Snowflakes fell all around, but none
touched us. Evergreen garland hung around the circular railing of
the gazebo, and I had to smile. It was as if Anthony's servants
made this place just for us.

I liked the irony in that.

I had read a fantasy romance novel once in my
life and it was out of sheer curiosity. I wanted to see what the
fuss was about when there were much more important things to read
about in the world. It was not my favorite book, but this moment
reminded me of it.

I took Rebecca's other hand and held them
between us, elated to be there with her and terrified of what I had
to tell her.

She blinked her eyes a few times and looked
away as if not believing what was going on herself. Perhaps she
could not believe that she had brought me to such a secluded
location. No matter for I could tell she was becoming chilled and
we needed to get back inside the house hastily.

I knew what I had to do… I knew what I had to
say… And so I began. "Miss Rebecca, I realize I have just met you
and I know that this is no tale of fairies told to children. I
understand this is real life and that the magic will fade soon. But
saying all of that, I want you to know that I am very fond of you.
More than fond if you want the truth."

I pulled her hands to me, resting them on my
chest. She was so close I could feel her breath. It was
intoxicating and I wanted nothing more than to close the distance
between us and claim her mouth as my own.

"Mr. Dodsworth," she began.

"Frederick," I interrupted. "Please, call me
Frederick, at least when we are not in the company of others."

Her lips curved up slightly. "Frederick." My
heart felt as if it would burst from my chest. My name sounded
wonderful coming from her lips. No one, except my mother of course,
had ever called me by my Christian name, and it sounded like angels
singing, if I can be so cliché.

"Frederick," she said again, making my heart
pound in my ears. Never in my life had I felt such an overwhelming
emotion running through me. Never. I wanted Rebecca as mine so it
would last forever. I needed it to last forever. Rebecca gently
tugged at her hands and removed them from mine. Her face which had
once been so full of love and passion turned downcast and she
turned so I could not see her fully. "I have something I must tell
you."

I know now that I should have been concerned
about her sudden turn. I know that I should have questioned it
more, but I didn't because, be it ever so silly to you, I trusted
her. I had no reason not to trust her. And I loved her — love did
strange things to me and I vow never to let it control me ever
again.

Love — the most vile of sins.

I heard her words, she had something to tell
me, but couldn't grasp anything horrible for there was no way she
would or could have done something evil. "Whatever it is, it can
wait, Miss Rebecca."

I had my own truth to tell her and I didn't
want to sully the night, waste it on petty confessions. We were
alone. That was all that mattered.

"No," she said backing away. "No. I must tell
you this before we go any farther. I've made…"

But I didn't listen. "Whatever it is, it is
fine. I assure you. I am infatuated with you. Nothing you can tell
me will change that." Thinking back on the hope in my voice… I was
a different person back then.

She took another step back, but I couldn't
let her do that. She was slipping away, just when I'd gotten her.
Whatever this secret was tore her apart and I couldn't let that
happen. I grabbed her arm and spun her to face me. "Don't do this."
I held her wrists in my hands. "Please, whatever it is you feel you
need to tell me, I don't care. I care about you. I want to be… with
you."

"Please stop" She said as a cold tear fell
down her cheek. She tried to pull away. I wouldn't let her because
I knew… I knew that if I let her go, she would go forever and I
couldn't understand why.

"You brought me here," I said, my confusion
and fear caused me to tighten my grasp on her wrists.

"I did." Her voice trembled.

"You brought me here because you care for me,
as I care for you." It wasn't a question. I knew it… I knew it!

"Frederick," she pulled on her wrists, but I
wouldn't let her go. I needed her close to me. Everything seemed so
confusing. She had brought me there. She's smiled at me. She had
laughed, not at me, but with me. Not two moments before, she loved
me and now whatever she had to tell me was breaking us apart? No…
no. I wouldn't let that happen. I couldn't.

When I tightened my grip, I saw something in
her eyes I never wanted to see. Fear. She was becoming afraid of
me, and I couldn't understand why. All I wanted was to be close to
her. All I needed was for her to be close to me. And I keep saying
it, but I couldn't understand — at the time — why she was acting
like this.

"Why did you bring me here?" I asked, not
letting go. I couldn't let her go.

"I had to tell you something and I didn't
feel it was proper to tell you in front of all those guests or your
friends." Her voice quivered in the cold.

"Yes. I know. You had to tell me something.
That's why I followed so willingly."

She backed away and I followed, still holding
her hands. "You were going to tell me you love me, just as I love
you."

"Frederick…" She shook her head, causing the
hood to fall from her cloak. "I just…."

Her back hit the railing of the veranda and
she had no place to go — no place to escape from her true feelings.
"Rebecca," I had never spoken to her so informally. I couldn't help
it. Desperate times. I used her hands in mine to tilt her chin up
so she could look into my eyes and truly see how much I cared for
her. She needed to know and then she wouldn't be so scared.
"Rebecca, whatever it is, you have to tell me, it doesn't matter.
It is fine. You could have committed the greatest sin of them all,
and it would not matter to me."

She whimpered and trembled against me. I took
it as a good sign. "Please, don't do this."

I could not fathom what she meant by that.
Don't do what? Profess my love? Tell her that her past didn't
matter to me because I loved her for who she was now? I ask you,
how is that bad?

I smiled as warmly as I could to reassure
her. "You have nothing to fear from me, my sweet, sweet Rebecca. I
would never hurt you."

Another tear rolled down her cheek and I
didn't understand why. I hoped it was a happy tear because she had
finally found her match. Did ladies not do that in the storybooks?
Did they not cry from happiness when a man came along offering to
take care of them — protect them for the rest of their days? Love,
security, what more could a woman want?

"But I might hurt you," was her answer.

I didn't take the time to comprehend what she
said. I didn't want to understand it, truth be told. I wanted her
to stop talking, to stop thinking. I wanted her to feel what I was
feeling, to not care about titles or money or whatever the past had
done to us. "You could never hurt me." I laughed as if it was the
most ludicrous idea in the world. How could she hurt me? It wasn't
possible, especially since I knew, even though she had not told me,
how she felt about me. I saw it in her eyes the first time I'd met
her. She couldn't deny it.

"Please back away," she said, and her lip
quivered from the cold.

"Not until you tell me you believe me."

"Please," she said again, pushing against
me.

But… I couldn't let her go. Not until she
understood. Not until she put aside whatever thing she had to tell
me and believe what I was telling her. I felt a tear slide down my
own face and I fought not to wipe it away. If I did, I'd have to
let her go and I couldn't let that happen. "I'm not going to hurt
you. I just need you to stay with me. Just for a little while
longer. I need you to know…"

"I knew this was a mistake and we must return
to the party before others start noticing we are away." She pushed
against me again and again I refused to concede. "Let me go," she
said more forcefully.

My mind raced in all directions. What had
happened in such a short amount of time? It made no sense. "I can't
do that. I need you to understand."

"Oh, I understand."

"No… you don't. You don't understand. Why did
you bring me out here tonight, Rebecca? Why?"

"I told you." Her voice became more and more
forceful. "I had to tell you something and I wished it not be in
the company of others."

"I only care what it is if it was to declare
your love for me."

Her eyes widened. "Frederick… Mr. Dodsworth…
this…"

"Because I love you." I couldn't hold it in
any longer. I bent toward her so hastily she could not stop me if
she wanted and, with her hands still in mine, I did what I'd wanted
to do since I first met her: I took her lips as my own.

Her body, the body I dream about even to this
day, stiffened under me and I could feel her surprise. She tried to
lean back farther, but I wouldn't let her. Her hands were very tiny
and mine, as you know, are big, so I positioned both her of her
hands in one of mine and placed my other hand on the back of her
head to steady her.

She moaned against my lips and I knew she
wanted me as much as I wanted her.

Finally, I was able to show my love in a way
I knew she would understand. Words were just words. Actions spoke
volumes. As the snowflakes swirled around us and the chilly
December wind blew, I kissed Rebecca Eaton, I declared my love, my
desires… In that instant, I knew beyond a doubt that I was hers —
and she was mine. Forever and always.

I leaned back and broke off the kiss, just so
I could see her face. Tears — happy tears I decided — slid down her
rosy cheeks and she looked up at me with big, round eyes. "I love
you. I promise to always take care of you and never let you go. I
promise."

Without waiting for an answer, I took her
lips again, feeling her against me again, forcing her mouth open
this time and claiming her in the way I'd thought about all
night.

I rubbed my thumb over her hands to let her
know it was alright. That I felt the same way too.

In that moment, I believed God was blessing
us. He was forming one heart between us. I had no doubts that He
wasn't, for I had what I wanted. Rebecca Eaton was mine: heart,
body and soul.
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"What in God's name…?
Let her go!"

I heard his words and I wanted them to be a
bad dream, a figment of my imagination. I refused to comply in fear
that it really was a voice in my mind and I would release her
without cause.

"Frederick! I said let her go!" I felt a hand
clamp on my shoulder and pull me backwards. The shock of it all
caused me to release the kiss and Rebecca's hands. She fell back
against the railing. After taking a few deep breaths, she placed
her hand to her bosom and bent over slightly as if unable to
breathe properly.

I understood how she felt for I couldn't
catch my breath either. I had kissed women in my life, none of them
meant anything to me I have to say. But that kiss with her… it took
my breath away and I had to fight to get it back. If it did nothing
else, it reassured me of her feelings for me. Though she had never
told me, as I said, I knew by her actions how she felt. It was not
that difficult to decipher. She wouldn't have kissed me back if she
hadn't wanted me to kiss her. Easy. Simple. To the point. The way
love should be. But our intruder, her stupid cousin Anthony, took
the beauty and the simplicity and turned it around. I could see it
in his eyes what he thought was happening, and he was dead
wrong.

"She brought me here," I said first before he
could speak any of the ill and vile words I could see forming in
his mind.

"And I am supposed to believe that?" His
nostrils flared. "Why would she do that?"

"To tell me she loved me… away from you, away
from everyone." My fists balled and I had to fight not to do the
one thing I'd never done in my life — well, perhaps not the one
thing, but the one thing I never thought I would do: I wanted to
break Anthony's nose.

Anthony looked over my shoulder at Rebecca
and stared at her for the longest time. I suppose his simple mind
couldn't fathom love. True love. Real love. Honest love. We hadn't
done anything to be ashamed of, and, in my mind, I knew we would be
married soon — though I needed to ask her and tell her my
secret.

"Go back to the house. You'll catch your
death from this cold." He motioned over his shoulder. "Go on
now."

Rebecca hesitated for a brief second then
complied. She reached the bottom of the steps and turned toward me.
From the torchlight, I saw her full red lips, red from our kiss,
and I wanted nothing more than to take them again. "If I gave you
the wrong idea, I am sorry."

"Don't apologize to him, Rebecca. Go on,
now." Anthony had the nerve to say. To treat her like his own
property and tell her what to do? What was going on with him? He
had always been a level headed chap until today and it was as if he
had become bewitched.

"No, Miss Rebecca. You need not apologize.
Not for that. Not for any of it," I called to her. She paused her
exit and stared at me for the briefest of seconds before she put
her crimson cloak over her head, took the lantern, and headed off
into the darkness.

When she had gotten a good distance away,
Anthony closed the distance between us and pushed me back. I
stumbled and had to catch the railing to keep from falling. "What
the devil?"

"What did you do to her?" He stalked toward
me. The light flickering in his eyes caused him to resemble the
devil.

"I didn't do anything to her!" I tried to
gain my balance and the scoundrel pushed me down again.

"Do not lie to me, Frederick. I saw you. I
saw it with my own eyes. You held her hands so she couldn't defend
herself, and you attacked her."

"I kissed her." I said almost jovially. Here
I thought Anthony of all people would know that. "There was no
attacking."

"I saw you."

"You saw wrong." I stood and looked down on
him. Anthony was a tall man, I'll give him that, but he wasn't as
tall as me. "I didn't hurt her. I wouldn't do that."

He sneered. "Because you love her so
much."

It would not have taken much to have broken
his teeth. "Yes. Because I love her so much."

Anthony scoffed and rolled his eyes. At least
he had the foresight to back away and get out of reaching distance
of me. "Frederick Dodsworth, you silly, stupid man. You only met
her this evening."

"Have you ever been in love?" I asked because
I knew the answer.

His nose flared. "No."

"No… so how do you know what it feels like?
What it makes you do?"

"I know it would never cause me to force
myself on a woman."

"I didn't… I wasn't forcing myself. Dear God,
Anthony, I was kissing her!"

Why the devil could I not get him to
understand? He looked at me as if I was the villain. As if I
had done something wrong. I did nothing wrong. Not in God's eyes
anyway and no one can convince me otherwise.

"You were…" He stopped and pinched the bridge
of his nose. "That's not why she brought you out here."

"And how do you know that? Because you know
her so well?" I shot back.

"She's my cousin."

"A cousin you haven't seen in years, you said
so yourself." I wanted to walk passed him and be done with this
conversation. I wanted to find Rebecca and talk to her some more,
for there was lots of things to discuss.

Anthony shut his eyes as if trying to decide
on what to say next. I knew a good thing for him to say next:
nothing. "Frederick," his voice softened. "I understand you think
you love her. She is beautiful and much too kind for her own good.
She would make any man a wonderful wife."

"However…?"

"However," he sighed. "Frederick, you are not
the man for her."

My chest constricted and, honestly, I
couldn't believe what I was hearing. I mean. I understood the
words, obviously, but— "I don't understand. You are my friend."

"She deserves better," he said bluntly.

In that moment, I knew what would happen. He
would go tell Rebecca about my lack of title just as I feared he
would. "I have money. I can get money. She won't want for
anything. I'll make sure of it, Anthony. My father's friend — my
benefactor — he will help me."

"You have never met your benefactor," he
reminded me, as if I didn't know.

"No, but he hadn't ever given me cause not to
trust him. I know if I asked, if I told him the circumstances, he
would help secure me a job. I can take care of her." I found myself
pleading with Anthony, needing him to understand.

Anthony walked to me and placed his hand on
my shoulder, squeezing it just enough to get my attention and warn
me to listen. "Know this, my friend. If I see you mistreating
Rebecca again, I will ruin you. Do I make myself clear? Let this
obsession go. It won't work, and it will only bring you pain."

"And you care enough about me to tell me
this?" I scoffed and tried to push his hand away. The iron thing
wouldn't budge.

"No. I lost all kind feelings I had toward
you when I saw you assaulting Rebecca…"

He said more, but let's think on that a
moment. I solemnly swear that I did not assault her. Yes, I held
her so she couldn't run away, but it was only to make a point
because I knew the second her lips touched mine, she would love me
as I loved her. I couldn't let her fear keep us from our destiny. I
wasn't hurting her, I was helping her. If only Anthony had
understood that.

You understand… right?

It makes no matter how you feel on the
subject. Those are the facts. And I will not be bothered to rewrite
history and make myself a monster.

Anthony's nostrils flared as he spoke to me.
"I only tell you this to save whatever dignity you might have left
and keep you from hurting her again."

"I didn't…"

"Stay away from her, Frederick. Or else…"
Such a puny threat when you think about it. Or else… or else what?
What would he do to me? What could he do to me?

He gave me no time to retort, but grabbed a
torch, walked out of the gazebo and into the snow, leaving me alone
with my thoughts.

I can't say my thoughts were entirely pure
and true ones. I knew my intentions. Anthony didn't. Rebecca
obviously understood too, because she kissed me back. Yes, it was
after I forced her mouth open, but she only needed a little budge
to love me. Why Anthony couldn't understand that, I'll never know.
But I do know that what happened next was entirely his fault.

I take no blame in the actions that come next
for, if I hadn't been stopped in the gazebo, all of the issues that
could have come between Rebecca and I would have been sorted out. I
should have picked my friends better. It was a mistake I didn't
make again.
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It took a lot of
composure not to take one of the torches and burn down Anthony's
gazebo, his stupid maze, his house. But then I knew everyone would
know it was me, and I'd be outcast — even more outcast than I
already was. Though my fingers twitched to hurt Anthony as he had
threatened me with "or else," I took the bigger path and snuffed
out the fire on all of the rushes save one, which I took back
through the maze and back to the main house.

Music filled the air, growing louder the
closer I got to the manor. Through the large windows to my right, I
watched as people danced. I wanted to go back to my dance with
Rebecca, when everything was right in the world. When our love was
just blossoming, before Anthony had to dirty it. Anthony made
something pure and lovely and sweet into something cold and dark
and ugly. Anthony did that. Not me. Not Rebecca.

I already knew my friend was no longer my
friend, but I had no idea the lengths he would go to next. And
Simon! I had forgotten about him. He was such a feeble specimen of
a man. He didn't have any gumption to him, no drive… so weak and
frail. The kind of person you just forgot about easily. That was
Simon Hartwell. The type who couldn't stand up to anyone and only
spoke when Anthony was there to back him up. Such a weak man. Then
again, his weakness made the last seventeen years possible, didn't
it?

I walked through the back door. A few of the
guests turned my direction when I entered but none spoke. I
couldn't tell if glares and raised brows were from confusion
because I had never attended one of Anthony's parties before and
they wouldn't know me, or if it was something else. Perhaps Anthony
had already poisoned them against me. Such a jealous man.

Feeling a bit worn from the evening's events,
I desired some time alone to think. I knew I didn't have much time
to find Rebecca and talk to her, but I felt, rightfully so I
suppose, that she needed to be alone for a bit. I was being kind. I
was being nice. I wasn't crowding her or forcing her — no matter
what Anthony said — into anything. I knew she loved me. That only
left explaining my acceptance into university and my benefactor. In
my mind, however, the hard part was over. Love could overcome
anything — at least that's what my naive heart told me.

Like I said, I needed time to myself, which
was fighting with my need to find Rebecca. I knew I should find her
and talk to her, but I also knew I needed to take a second to calm
myself. My conversation with Anthony had vexed me, and I needed to
be in a more put-together mood before I spoke to Rebecca again.

Though I didn't think so at the time,
Anthony's words on the matter did cause doubt to fill my mind, not
on Rebecca's love for me for that could never change, but with
regard to how I had treated her. Perhaps I had been too forceful in
my need to hastily show her my love. Perhaps I might have held her
too tightly, though I hadn't believed so at the time. I didn't
think I had scared her because she didn't appear, to me, to be
scared. However, I knew it was my gentlemanly duty to tell her I
was sorry. It would show her how much I cared to ask about her
feelings and I knew she would appreciate it.

Therein formed my plan. Take a few moments to
compose myself. Get all of the rage out of my body and then go find
Rebecca. Talk to her sweetly, kindly, tell her how sorry I was,
declare my love, and then live happily ever after.

Wouldn't life have ended up so much better if
the next series of events had transpired in that way?

Anthony's guests were scatted around the
manor, conversing, dancing, drinking. I walked through the rooms
and hallways, trying to find a place to rest. I had never been in
the home before and it was slightly difficult to navigate because
of its size. Now, I would not have had that sort of problem, but
back then I didn't know any better.

I noticed as I made my way through the
hallways that gentlemen looked in my direction and then away.
Always hushed whispers followed behind me. I tried not to dwell on
it, but it seemed a bit odd.

Finally, I found a secluded part of the
manor. It was decorated as all other parts of the house in festive
reds, greens, and whites. A small table sat under an antique mirror
and I stopped for a moment to catch my reflection.

And what a reflection it was!

My nose was red and rosy from being outdoors
so long in the cold. My hair was messed around my head thanks to
the breeze that had whipped through the gazebo. My skin was even
more pale than normal. I looked an absolute mess. Definitely not a
way I wanted to greet Rebecca.

I took a few moments to straighten my hair
and play with the tip of my nose to try to get the redness to
leave. It didn't work, so I finally gave up. Perhaps Rebecca would
find it endearing that my nose matched the color of the Christmas
bobbles.

I started to walk away, back to the party,
and search for Rebecca when my eye caught sight of the door to my
left. It was ajar, and I'm not sure why, but it caught my
attention.

What happened next, I can only describe to
you as a matter of fate. I wanted to leave the area and head back
to the party, for I felt the anger dull within me and I believed I
could see Rebecca calmly now. But on the other hand, a strange pull
drew me to that door. It was as if some mystical force wanted me
inside that room. I tried to walk away, but I couldn't. Curiosity,
fate, God, whatever you want to call it, something kept me there.
Something kept my eyes trained on that door.

I wish I had left.

No, I take that back. I am glad I stayed
because if I had not, I would not have known about the betrayal
until much later. I would have learned, most assuredly, but in
front of everyone as they announced — oh, I shouldn't get ahead of
myself. You need to know every detail, every single one, so you
understand why I have to do what I have to do… so you know why
you have to do what you have to do.

After looking around to make sure no one
would see me — sneaking through the rooms of a host was frowned
upon of course — I gently and quietly opened the door to the
darkened room. I saw no one at first but heard a gasp. A female
gasp.

As my eyes adjusted to the lack of light, I
made out the shadows of not one, but two people. One tall. One
short. One a gentleman. One a lady.

I could tell by their posture that I had
walked in on something I shouldn't have. Instantly I said I was
sorry and backed out of the room, and then, I smelled it.
Lavender.

Lavender. The scent that had filled my senses
when I was outside with Rebecca.

Lavender. The smell that engulfed me as I
kissed her.

It filled the room with such a sweet
smell.

The female gasp…

The lavender fragrance…

My mind raced in all the horrible
possibilities, but none of them could be true. Why would she?

But I had to be sure.

"Miss Rebecca?" I asked tentatively, for
surely it could not be her. She wouldn't be in a darkened room with
another man. She wouldn't do that to me.

There was no answer, but I heard their
breathing and I heard her whimper. "Rebecca, is that you? Are you
hurt? Is he…. hurting you?" Because if whoever the other occupant
was hurting her, I would gladly hurt him.

A lantern sprang to life, illuminating the
room, and I saw a sight that will haunt me forever. Rebecca
standing against the desk, for the room I had entered was, I found
out after observation, a study. She stood next to the one person I
never suspected.

Simon Hartwell.

Her lips were swollen and red, obviously from
a forced kiss and I knew, I knew in that instant that I had to kill
Simon. He'd taken advantage of her. He was going to hurt her in
that vile way some men hurt a woman. The anger I had just pushed
away filled me once more and there was no stopping it this time,
nor did I want to stop it.

I pushed a chair out of my way before sliding
over the desk and grabbing Simon by his scrawny little neck. He
nearly dropped the lantern, which would have been an unfortunate
thing because it would have more than likely burned the entire
house down. I had enough sense about me to take it from his hand
and set it on the desk behind me, all the while squeezing his neck
and watching his face turn a very ugly red in the limited
light.

Through it all, Rebecca screamed at me,
yelled at me to stop. Stop? Can you imagine? Telling me to stop
attacking the person who'd hurt her? No. There was no way I would
allow this man to live.

She begged again for me to stop, and it just
made me squeeze harder. Simon put his puny little hands up to mine
to try to release my grasp, but as we have already covered, I was
much bigger, much stronger, much more everything than he was. I
could have snapped his neck without any trouble. It wouldn't have
been difficult at all, but I enjoyed watching the look in his eyes
as he realized his life was ending and it was ending because he
dared put his hands on my love.

"He hurt you." I said without question. My
voice was calm even to my ears, and when I think back on it, I have
to wonder how. I was filled with anger. Filled with frustration.
Filled with horror of what could have happened if I hadn't walked
in and stopped it.

"No," she said beside me with her hands
pulling on my arm. "No, he didn't. Stop, Frederick, please. You'll
hurt him."

"That's the idea, my love." I sneered at him
as I watched his eyelids droop. "No one puts their hands on what's
mine. No one hurts a woman in my presence."

"He wasn't hurting me."

"I saw him!" Simon's legs buckled and he fell
to the floor. I followed and didn't let him go. We were close to
the fire. So close. And I could see Simon much more clearly now. I
enjoyed watching him suffer. I liked feeling his heartbeat slowing
down as my hand clamped his throat.

I would kill him to defend Rebecca, and no
one would think me ill.

"You saw what you wanted to see," she
screamed as she began hitting my back. The thing about Rebecca you
must understand is even when someone hurt her, she defended them.
She was much too nice and too good for her own safety.

"Why would I want to see him hurting
you?"

"He wasn't…" She began but was stopped when
footsteps entered behind us.

"What, in God's name?" I knew that voice and
I hated that voice.

Anthony came up behind me and tried to pry me
off of Simon. He was stronger than Simon, I gave him that, but
still, I was enraged and that was hard to fight. "What are you
doing? Let him go!"

"He put his hands on Rebecca. He was going to
hurt her, just as you accused me of hurting her, and you dare
defend him?" I kept my eyes on Simon and watched as the last few
traces of life left him. He'd stopped fighting. His eyelids
fluttered and I knew he had only seconds to live.

"Damn it, Frederick! Let him go!" Anthony
screamed in my ear and pulled back as hard as he could.

My hands had tired, unfortunately, and when
he pulled back with all his might, I lost my grip and fell to the
floor. Simon, that heartless coward, began coughing and, yes,
breathing. He rolled over onto his side as he tried to catch his
breath — the same breath I had tried so hard to take away.

And do you know what happened next? Did
Rebecca come running to me and thank me for being her hero? Did
Anthony give Simon the same lecture he gave me?

I can answer you those questions right
now.

No. None of that happened.

I was accused of being the villain. The
Villain!

I'd saved Rebecca!

I'd avenged her honor!

And I was the in the wrong? How does that
even make sense? I can tell you right now, it doesn't. Not in the
least. Not in the slightest.

Rebecca didn't run to me. She didn't throw
her arms around my neck and tell me how much she appreciated what I
did for her. She didn't tell me she loved me, as I had proven my
love to her.

No. She ran past me, fell on the floor at my
feet, and threw her arms around Simon.

And I just stood there, leaning on the desk
to try to stop my legs from shaking, and watched them because I
could not fathom what in the world was happening.

She stroked Hartwell's hair and told him
everything would be alright. She placed her hands gently on either
side of his face and held it, so she could look into his eyes.

Those hands should have been on face. She
should have told me everything was alright.

I didn't understand any of it and I wanted
answers. I needed them now.

"You need to leave." Anthony said as he
clamped his hand on my shoulder. "You are no longer welcome in my
home."

"Me?" I scoffed and pushed his hand off of
me. "What about him? Simon is the one who attacked Rebecca and no
one seems to care! If it were I, as you wrongly assumed in the
garden, you would have had my hide!"

"That's enough." He said and grabbed my arm
to led me out of the study. I pulled away and, without thinking,
bent down and grabbed Rebecca, pulling her to me.

I needed to look into her eyes and try to
understand all of this nonsense. Anthony yelled my name and Simon
croaked out Rebecca's, but I wouldn't stop. I needed answers and I
would get them.

"Rebecca… my love." I began and held her like
we were the only two people in the room, like the other two men had
vanished away, leaving just the two of us. The only two people who
mattered in the world. "Rebecca, look at me, please." My voice was
calmer now as I blocked out everyone else and just focused on the
sweet face of the woman I loved.

To my happiness, she complied and looked deep
into my eyes. My sweet Rebecca looked at me like she loved me
again. "Rebecca, you are much too kind for this world. You befriend
people, men like Simon, who do not deserve it. You defend them. You
care for them, and that, my dear, is honorable. It is sweet. It is
kind, but it is also dangerous." I let one of her arms go and
gently touched her cheek. "Someday, you will give a man like Simon
Hartwell the wrong idea. He will think you love him when you don't.
You can't… because you love me…"

She tried to speak, but I placed my finger
over her lip to quiet her. She needed to listen to me. "You love
me, Rebecca. I know it. I knew it the moment you saw me outside. I
knew it in the garden. What Simon thought you felt for him, it
wasn't your fault. Believe me when I tell you that. It was his for
reading the wrong ideas from your kindness. He is a fool for
thinking you had feelings for him when you have obviously given
your love to me."

Her breathing increased and a tear fell from
her cheek. I had heard stories of women swooning over a man and I
had to believe this was what Rebecca did at that moment. See, I
wasn't wrong. She loved me and she wanted to be with me as much as
I wanted her. "I love you, Rebecca Eaton. I love you with my whole
heart and I would love nothing more than for you to be my
wife."

She whimpered against my finger and dropped
her gaze away from mine, clearly overwhelmed by my sudden proposal,
but I had to do it that quickly so other men would know she was a
taken woman and not get the same wrong idea as stupid Simon
did.

I became keenly aware that Rebecca and I
weren't alone in the room when a hand, Anthony's presumably,
clamped down on my shoulder. "You need to leave her alone. You have
made fool enough of yourself."

Can you imagine? Anthony thinking I had made
a fool of myself when clearly it was Simon. I chose not to speak to
him and focus only on Rebecca. "Rebecca, please look at me." She
didn't. "Please." I tilted her chin so her eyes met mine, her eyes
swimming with tears. Women cry at marriage proposals, you know. "I
love you, Rebecca. I love you with my whole heart."

"You only just met me." Her voice
quivered.

I smiled. "True, but look at Romeo and
Juliet. They only knew each other mere hours before they declared
their love."

"And you know how that ended, do you not?"
she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

"Are you afraid we will become the same?" I
ran my finger over her cheek and wiped away the stream of tears. I
never wanted to be the cause of her sadness. I never wanted to hurt
her.

"No, Mr. Dodsworth. I'm simply afraid."

The use of my formal name felt like a knife
in my heart. I felt my own tears stinging my eyes, but I refused to
let them drop. I would not cry in front of a lady and I most
certainly wouldn't cry in front of my former friends. "Why be
afraid of me? I would never hurt you. I love you too much for
that."

"You need to let her go now," Anthony said,
but I didn't want to listen.

And then it hit me. Clarity. "Did he talk to
you before I could?" I grabbed her arms and shook her so she would
answer. "Anthony? Did he talk to you before I could?"

"Stop." Anthony demanded, but I refused. I
needed to know because my mind had finally figured out what was
going on. It was there all along and I was too slow to see it.

"Did Anthony tell you about me?" I gripped
her arm tighter because I couldn't stop myself. I needed answers. I
needed her to speak. I needed her to say something!

Instead of saying anything, she simply nodded
and looked down on the floor, looked past me and at Simon coughing
on the floor.

My entire world stopped as the weight of what
had transpired finally hit me. Anthony had seen how much Rebecca
loved me outside in the gardens. He had run to meet her before I
could and told her of my lineage.

"How could you?" I looked away from Rebecca
for the first time and glared at Anthony. "How could you do this to
me?"

"I did nothing to you. You did it yourself,"
he said, making no sense.

"I brought my birth on myself? Is that what
you are saying?" I let Rebecca go, for I needed both hands to
throttle Anthony. The betrayer.

"I chose to be born to a commoner, not
a titled man like yourself? I wanted all of this? I wanted my
father to die before my birth? I wanted my mother to have to raise
me, a boy, herself?" As I said these words, I pushed his chest and
forced him back until he hit the wall of the study with such force
that books toppled to the floor. Neither of us looked. "Do you
truly believe that I wanted the life I have now? That I wanted the
birth I had? Because if you believe that then you are even more
simple than I first thought." I grabbed his jacket with both hands
and slammed him back against the bookshelf. "How dare you do this
to me? How dare you betray me? You were my friend!"

"I still am your friend," he had the nerve to
say. I would have laughed if it wasn't so sad.

"My friend? You're still my friend after
everything you've done to me tonight?"

"I've done nothing but protect my
cousin."

"You betrayed me!" I yelled, hurting my own
ears. Someone would most assuredly hear us and come in the door at
any moment and I most certainly did not care. I wasn't thinking of
anyone but myself and I needed to know why.

"I didn't betray you. I simply told Rebecca
the truth. She deserved to know the truth, did she not?"

"The truth you could not wait for me to
give?" I sneered, feeling my fingers itch to encircle Anthony's
neck just as they had Simon's

"The truth you do not know." Anthony
said, taking me aback.

"I know the truth about myself, thank you. My
father was a good man. A wealthy man, but he wasn't titled. When he
died before my birth, a benefactor of my father's choosing took
care of my mother and me. What more is there to know? How is that
something Rebecca should walk away from?"

Anthony straightened and forced me to let him
go, though I did not want to. I felt my strength wane as I tried to
figure out the complicated puzzle everyone else in the room seemed
to know, except me, which vexed me since it was my life they knew
about. "The man you believe is your father, isn't your real
father," he said simply.

I scoffed and stepped back. "And how would
you know that? Were you there?"

"It is a well-known fact, Frederick. To
everyone, it seems, but you. I learned of it. I told Simon…."

"And Rebecca."

"Because she needed to know." He had a new
determination in his eyes as if he truly thought he'd done the
right thing. There aren't bad enough words invented in this world
to describe his treachery.

"Then who is my real father? And why would my
mother not tell me?" I did not believe him, no, I take that back.
Some part of me believed him because, even as a young child, I had
questions about my father that my mother never answered. Why did
she have no letters? Why did I have no grandparents on my father's
side? Why did we have to move from Everdale before I was born? So
many things did not add up, but I chose to believe my mother's word
above all else. After all, why would she lie to me?

"This isn't the time or the place for this
conversation." Anthony whispered and I laughed.

"Not the time? Obviously you found time to
tell Simon and Rebecca. Why not tell me? The person who needs to
know the truth above all else, or at the very least, your version
of the truth." My voice shook and I was powerless to stop it. I
hated that feeling.

"Very well. Sit." Anthony motioned at a chair
behind me, but I refused to budge. "Very well," he said again with
an exasperated sigh. "Your true father is Joseph Crothwaite, Duke
of Monroe."

I laughed even harder and staggered back. "A
duke? I'm the son of a duke? Have you gone mad?"

"It is true."

"And how do you know?"

"You do not have to believe me, but ask your
mother when you get home. I'm sure she will tell you the tale,"
Anthony replied.

"According to you, she hasn't told me the
truth in all these years. Why would she start now?"

Anthony shrugged as if he was bored with our
conversation. As if I meant nothing to him. "I suppose that is up
to you to figure out."

"If I am who you say I am and the duke I'm
assuming is the benefactor who has paid for everything my entire
life, why keep me hidden? I am titled, just as you are, if what you
are saying is the truth. So, Rebecca has no reason not to want to
marry me." I felt the slightest tension in my shoulders decrease.
You might think I'd be ill at my mother for lying to me, but I was
not. If what Anthony said was true — and I found out later it was —
then I was gentry. I could give Rebecca everything she wanted. We
had no issues between us, or so I thought.

I have mentioned how naive I was in my
younger days. I should have put it all together, but I still reeled
from the excitement of the night to fully understand what was going
on.

"You are the bastard son of a duke,
Frederick. The bastard son of a married duke who already has two
sons ahead of you in birth order. His wife would not allow him to
claim you, and your mother blackmailed him into paying everything
for you — or she would tell."

"Then how does everyone know?"

"It's a rumor. Nothing more. But it is a
rumor my father believes for he is the friend of Duke Monroe. I
overheard a conversation between our fathers a month ago. I heard
Duke Monroe tell my father you were his son — his greatest
sin."

I didn't know what to say to that, if you can
imagine. Not only had I learned my true father had never wanted me,
but I learned he thought of me as a sin. I was sure my birth had
been quite scandalous and my true father had done everything to
keep it quiet. It made sense if I wanted to think about it, which I
didn't.

All my life, I had wanted, dreamed of, prayed
to be in the gentry. It would have made my life so much easier, I
reasoned. But when I learned it was actually true, all of my
problems — none of them went away. None disappeared. In fact, it
gave me more problems.

"I can't claim a title." I said
matter-of-factly. I knew how the world worked. Yes, if it was true,
and I believed it was, I was the son of a duke. However, a bastard
son, third in line, was little more than a servant. If I confronted
my father, not only would he stop being my benefactor, he could
only allow me to live in his home as little more than a servant. I
was no man's servant.

Letting all of this swim in my mind, I
remembered Rebecca, my sweet, sweet Rebecca, behind me. I turned
slowly, still not certain what to say exactly. When I saw her, she
had bent down to Simon and rubbed his back to help him breathe
better. She was nice like that. Always helping people she didn't
love. "Rebecca," I said as my voice shook. I hated how it sounded,
but I couldn't leave to compose myself. It was now or never.
"Rebecca, this means nothing. Do you understand? Even if what
Anthony told you is true, it matters not. I am still the same
Frederick Dodsworth who professed my love to you. I'm the same man
who wants to marry you. No, I don't have a title and yes, I'm a
bastard child, but… it doesn't change how I feel about you. My
future does not have to depend on my past, on circumstances I had
no control over."

I took a few steps forward and bent down so
our eyes were level. "Please, Rebecca. Please look into your heart
and know what I am saying is true. Please know that I would never
hurt you. I will always look out for you. I have a future. A good
future. Please don't let this one thing that happened in my past
keep you from me." I gently took her hand in mine, careful not to
squeeze as I had her shoulders. As I looked down, I saw black and
blue marks on her wrist and felt sick to my stomach. I would kill
Simon for hurting her in that way. Yes, I grabbed her wrists
outside, but there was no way I could have bruised her. I wouldn't
have done that…

So it had to have been Simon.

I barely rubbed my thumb over her wrists,
careful not to apply pressure and hurt her. I never wanted to hurt
her and I never would — not like Simon Hartwell. He hurt her until
the day she died and I will never forgive him for that.

"Please… Understand that I do not beg often,
in fact, I don't recall any other time in my life when I begged so
much, but I need you to know how much you mean to me. If you do not
know it by now, I have no idea how to tell you. I love you with my
whole heart, mind, and soul. I will love you until the day I die."
I brought her hand to my lips and kissed her knuckles, willing her
to believe me. Willing her to not care about my heritage. "Forget
it all. Forget what Anthony told you. Forget what you know or think
you know about me. Just feel… with your heart. Know what you know
to be true. Marry me."

I waited with her hand in mine for what
seemed like an eternity. The flicker of hope I had in my stomach
kept burning despite the fear I had coursing through my mind.

Finally, my Rebecca brought my hand to her
lips and kissed it gently, just as I had hers. I thought for a
moment that she had listened to reason and she was declaring to be
mine. Heavens, I wanted her to tell the world what we both knew.
"Frederick," she said as she placed my hand on my lap. "What you
have said means the world to me. It truly does and I am very
flattered. However…"

I can't tell you how much I didn't want her
to continue her sentence. I wanted to live in the happy bliss of
not knowing. I felt as though my heart would shatter in a million
pieces and I would never recover. She hesitated before she spoke
again. "However, I must marry for the right reasons."

I stuttered a bit, trying to find the right
words. "The right reasons? What more right reason is there to marry
someone besides love?"

I felt a tear run down my cheek and I wiped
it away hastily. I would not cry in front of them. I would not! Do
you know what she did instead of answer me? She had the nerve to
look down at Simon. Simon! Who was sniveling on the floor like a
kicked puppy, who had yet to even get up after I'd nearly strangled
him to death — my one regret in life is that I didn't squeeze
harder and end it all.

"Is the right reason to marry someone just
for his title?" I asked, jealously and anger filled my voice. I
heard footsteps coming up the hallway behind me and I knew someone
would enter soon, see the scene, and accuse me of being the
instigator. No one would care about the truth. No one would ask me
my side of events. It was Anthony's house. What he said would go no
matter if it was the right course of events or not.

Her eyes met mine and fire burned within
them. "How could you think so little of me?"

It was obvious. If she had married for love,
she would have married me. It was as simple as that. But Simon
would be Baron Enhurst someday and, with that, laid security.
Security I assume she didn't believe I could give her.

The door burst open, and a gruff man asked us
what in the world was happening. I'm sure it was a rather strange
scene. A disheveled Anthony standing next to the untidy book case.
Me kneeling next to Miss Rebecca who sat on the floor next to a
fallen Simon Hartwell. I can imagine now how our little drama must
have appeared. At the time, I could have cared less.

"Frederick, you need to go," Anthony said. It
appeared he had much more courage now that he had back-up. That
back-up, I soon learned was his father — the friend of my father.
If I cared, I could have asked him if Anthony's accusations were
true, but in all honesty, I didn't want to know. I wanted to go
through life pretending I wasn't the bastard son of a duke. I
didn't want him believing that I believed Anthony because then he
would go and tell — then how could my mother blackmail him? I'd
lose everything and gain nothing. Some sins are best kept to
yourself.

"Not without Rebecca," I answered stubbornly.
"I'm not leaving her with you two."

"She's my cousin," Anthony replied. "I would
never harm her."

I stood then, unable to be still any longer.
"And yet, look what you've done."

"Young man." Of course Anthony's father had
to have a turn at me. "You have disrupted this party enough. I wish
you to leave. You are no longer welcome in my home."

I looked down at Rebecca again who made no
attempts to get up and keep me from going. Instead, she held on to
Simon's hand and with the other wiped the hair from his forehead.
She'd made her choice. She chose entitlement over love and I knew
there was nothing I could do to change her mind.

I walked to the door then turned and faced
the people who had meant the most to me in my life up until that
point. My friend, Anthony — the betrayer. My love, Rebecca — who
loved me, but did not choose me. "Know this. This isn't the end. I
will have justice — justice from you, Anthony Wexley and you, Simon
Hartwell. I am a patient man and I can wait for years if I must,
but know this, what you have done tonight — what you have done to
Rebecca — I can never forgive you for. You took the thing, the
person, who meant the most to me — and I will do the same to
you."

Anthony spoke next. "Drop this, Frederick. It
isn't as it appeared. Rebecca loves—"

"Me." I replied more certain than I'd ever
been in my life. "Rebecca loves me, and you took her from me. You
and that coward on the floor, and I will have my justice."

With that, I left. I walked past Anthony's
father and out through the crowd that had gathered outside the
study. Obviously, they had heard us arguing and came to check what
all the commotion was about. I didn't look at any of them. I didn't
want to see their faces and I most assuredly didn't want them to
see mine. It took everything I had to hold back the tears until I
walked out of the front door and into the cold. Thankfully, I
suppose if you can think of any of this as a good thing, I still
had my top coat on. I didn't know what I'd do if I had to go back
inside.

I walked for what seemed like an eternity,
not sure where to go. I knew where I needed to go, but I didn't
want to. Finally, after becoming so chilled I could barely feel my
toes, I made my way back home where I confronted my mother.

She lied to me at first. She said Anthony
didn't know what he was talking about. But then, with a little bit
of coaxing, the truth came out. It was even more truth than I
imagined possible.

You see, my mother confessed to being a
prostitute in Everdale. Her family had died leaving her an orphan
at a very young age and the only way to make money was to sell
herself. It was either that or starve: what would you have
done?

One day, a man came to pay her a visit. She
recognized him immediately as the Duke of Monroe, but said nothing
to him about it. She became with child and contacted him after my
birth. He didn't believe that I was his, seeing as she was a
prostitute and all, but somehow she convinced him. My mother had a
special way about her. Maybe that's where I got it? I like to think
I carry some of her traits in me. She was a remarkable woman.

Anyway, she confirmed what Anthony had told
me as true. I had no father who loved me before I was even born as
she had previously told me. My father had paid for sex from my
mother. Nothing more. Nothing less.

I'm sure you can imagine how difficult it was
for me to sleep that night. My friend's betrayal and my own new
lineage weighed heavily on my mind. Since I could not sleep, I
stayed awake deciding how to get my revenge. At first I
contemplated murder. I'm not entirely proud of that, but Rebecca
could not marry Simon if he were dead.

But then I decided on something better.
Something they would never see coming.

You see, I know Rebecca loved me just as I
loved her, but she made her choice. She chose money and a title
over love, and I would have to find a way to make her see the error
of her ways.

By the time the sun came up, I was ready to
set my plan into motion. I still had time to get her away from
Simon. I just had to make her see that I could take care of
her.
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A few weeks later, I
learned Rebecca had married Hartwell. Just like that. No long
engagement. No proper ceremony. I could barely find the energy to
get out of bed the next morning. Up until that time, I had still
held onto hope that she would change her mind and follow her heart.
Her heart led to me, I knew it did. But after the announcement
came, I knew better.

That's when the wheels began spinning faster
in my mind. If Rebecca had been a pocket watch or some other
possession, Simon and Anthony both would have been thrown in jail
for thievery. The same went for Rebecca — she was my possession, my
own personal love, and they had conspired to take her away from me.
Anthony knew exactly what he was doing when he told her I was the
bastard son of a duke. He knew it… He'd done it to keep me from
marrying her because he didn't feel I was good enough for her.

I'd show him how good I was…

A few months later, I went to a party thrown
by Edward Lofton, one of the richest men in all of Darenset — a
very important thing to me, indeed, for this man had no title. He
had gained his wealth from ownership of a textile factory and, at
the time I assumed, luck. I met his daughter there, a naive little
thing named Cecelia. She was nothing like Rebecca. Her hair wasn't
nearly as spectacular. Her face was a bit too tanned and she had
one tooth in the bottom of her mouth that crooked behind the
other.

Still…

She seemed smitten with me, and I played the
part of smitten lover back. I knew I could never love another woman
as I had loved Rebecca, but I also knew that to get anywhere in
life, I needed to marry — marry well — and have a family. You may
see the irony in this after how ill I thought Rebecca for doing the
same, but my heart had hardened. If I couldn't have love with
Rebecca, then I would have to settle for money and power. To get
that power, I had to marry well and that meant, putting all of my
feelings and disgust aside and marrying the mousey Cecelia
Lofton

The good thing about our union — the only
good thing mind you — was that I got to spend lots of time with her
father and learned the ins and outs of the textile factory. When he
died, it all became mine: the factory, his wealth, and his
collection of sins.

He is the one who taught me how to get ahead
in this world. He said if you knew something on someone, then he
would do whatever you wanted to keep the sin from getting out. So
all I had to do was keep my eyes out, keep my ears open, and I'd
learn everyone's sins. Then all I had to do was threaten to expose
them and everything I ever wanted would be mine.

Well, not everything I wanted…

A few years after Rebecca married Simon, I
passed him walking down the street. He had a little girl in his
arms, a girl about the same age as our Trudy. The girl looked so
much like her mother that it hurt to look at her.

The girl, he told me her name was Emma,
should have been my daughter. Not the sickly girl I could never
take out with me. Not the girl who had cried the first year of her
life and was ill. Emma was beautiful, kind, smart. She was
everything a father could want in a daughter. And she should have
been mine.

Simon introduced me to her, but acted as if
he'd rather be anywhere else. I, however, was exactly where I
wanted to be and smiled at my good fortune. He said he'd heard I'd
married and now owned the factory. I nodded and told him I'd heard
he was expecting another child, to which he answered yes.

He appeared to want to ask me something else,
and I lingered just to hear what he had to say for himself. "It has
been years since that incident at Anthony's manor."

It might have been years, but it felt as
though only days.

"We are both happy now, you and I. Married to
our loves. We both have daughters and Anthony, he has a son. Can we
let the past stay in the past? Can we all move on with our lives
and look to the future? Can our feud be over?"

I heard the fear in his voice and it elated
me. He'd no doubt heard what I had done to a worker who had lied to
me, for if there are two things in this world I hate it is liars
and betrayers. I had only begun my reputation of sin collecting,
but appeared it had already reached Simon. Good.

I stepped closer to Simon and smiled as I
gently pinched his little girl's cheek, making her giggle. "It'll
never be over. I know your sins, Simon. I can use them anytime I
want. I can do anything I want to you — to your family."

I looked Emma in the eyes. "Please tell your
mother that Frederick says hi."

With that, I left him and whistled all the
way to my office. I would get my justice, and I knew exactly how
I'd do it…
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The fire roared in
his fireplace, making Frederick think of that night at Anthony's
home. Perhaps it was why this was the night he chose to make his
confession. In order for everything to happen next, she had to
understand.

They were seated in his study, a place they
had sat and chatted many times, though none of those times were
like this. Those times were just merely to keep her occupied, keep
her happy and content. They meant nothing to him, not really. But
now that he'd told her the truth and he couldn't help but wonder
how she would take it. He imagined it would not be good, for what
wife would accept the discovery that her husband never loved her in
a "good" way?

He took a sip of whisky and leaned back in
his chair, watching the flames breathe in controlled chaos. "So,
now you know. After all these years, you finally know."

Cecelia Dodsworth — formerly Cecelia Lofton —
watched the flames as well. Her fingers played with the fabric of
her plain white nightgown. Everything about her was so boringly
plain. Plain gown, plain hair, plain eyes, plain body, plain face.
Nothing extraordinary about her at all. Not like Rebecca, who was
the total opposite. There was nothing plain about her. Nothing.
"Why has it taken you so long to tell me this?"

He shrugged. He knew why, but she didn't have
to know it, not right this instant anyway. "Because I needed you to
believe I loved you. I needed you, and now…"

"Now you don't."

"I wouldn't say that." He took another sip of
whisky and stood. "I do need you, but not as you imagine."

Cecelia sat in a near daze. "But… all these
years. I thought, I thought you loved me. I thought you married me
because you loved me. You made me believe…"

"I know I did, and I'm not sorry. If it hurts
your feelings, then those are your issues and not mine. I did what
I had to do to secure my place in the world just as I told Anthony
I would do. I needed money, I married the daughter of a rich man.
It is not that hard to follow."

"But we… we have a daughter."

"One does not need to be in love to
procreate," he answered simply. He had wanted to tell Cecelia the
truth since their wedding night. She had been so happy and clingy
and…, on his nerves. She had been completely in love with him,
which, he supposed, had been the point. Her father loved her and
would never marry her off to just some money-hungry man. So he'd
had to play his part perfectly, and he'd done so. They had married,
but then he still could not let anyone in on his lie.

Her father had died about five years after
they were married. An accident in the factory and then all
of it went to Frederick: the factory, the wealth, the connections,
everything. And he grew it into the business it is today. He was
proud of his work, proud of his money, and he didn't feel guilty
for how he'd gotten it.

"So… you never loved me?" she asked, her
voice raw from hearing the story. He imagined her heart had broken.
He also imagined that he didn't care. She was and had always been a
means to an end.

"How could one love a weed when he'd had the
prettiest flower in the garden in his grasp?"

He heard her snivel behind him and it made
him angry. Why it made him angry, he wasn't entirely sure, but he
had no time to comfort her — not that he would. Time was of the
essence, and he had to get her out of his study before the clock
struck eleven.

"I wasn't always like I am today," he said,
trying not let the anger get the best of him. "I once was kind and
good. I loved to please people. I cared what others thought of me.
I wanted to do good, have friends, and lead a good, productive
life. And I was in love, Cecelia. And do you know what? Rebecca
loved me too."

"I love you," Cecelia answered barely
over a whisper. "I've loved you all these years. I've stood by you
when no other wife would."

"I never asked you to. That was your choice,
your conscience telling you what you could and couldn't take. But
know this, you aren't Rebecca… you can never be Rebecca. Ever. And
you never were."

Cecelia gasped like it had just hit her… she
had always been very slow. "Emma Hartwell. Emma is Simon and
Rebecca's daughter. That's why you have her here as a servant! You
are punishing Simon for stealing Rebecca away from you."

He couldn't deny it, nor would he. "I bought
out his debt, and then he owed me. I made the terms and he was too
much of a coward to stop me or even question me. That's what
Hartwell has always been, a spineless coward and even more so after
Anthony Wexley's untimely death."

"That poor man died of a heart attack, right?
You didn't have anything to do with it?"

He liked the questioning in her voice. It let
him know that her love for him was beginning to fade, and she saw
the world, finally, for what it was. She had been a pawn, a means
to an end, and now his use for her was ending. "Are you certain you
want me to answer that truthfully?"

She gasped and her hand moved to her lips,
those lips I had been forced to kiss to keep her happy — never
again. "Why are you telling me all of this now? This night?"

"Because I need you to do something for
me."

"Why would I help you?" she asked, and he
liked the forcefulness with which she said it. Every time she
spoke, he heard the threads of her heart breaking and her love for
him shattering. It was the most wonderful feeling in the world. It
freed him more than he ever thought possible.

"Because if you don't, you will be out on the
streets. No money, no help. Nothing. Do you want that?"

"Do you want people to think you abandoned
your own family?" she bit back. "Do you know how that would look to
the people in society?"

He turned and bent down into her face,
placing both hands on the chair to keep her still and unable to
move. "You do not threaten me, Cecelia. My wife. Do not
forget, I know things about the family business that can tarnish
your good name. And don't forget your daughter. Do you really think
someone would want to marry her if some of the information I know
comes out?"

"She's your daughter too."

"In name only." He sneered and backed away.
The clock on the mantle struck eleven. No more time to waste
talking over things that could never be changed. "Now. You will go
upstairs and change into some day clothing. You will wake Trudy and
tell her to pack her things. We will get Elizabeth to help as well.
You and Trudy will be gone by morning."

"Where?" Her voice shook. He smiled. She knew
she had no choice. It was how he liked it.

"Everdale. My mother's old home. I've
procured a home for you there and a servant. You are to never go
into town yourself, do you understand? You or Trudy for if you do,
I will cut both of you off. No more money. No more protection. And
God help anybody who tries to think or speak ill of me for doing
so." He refilled his whisky glass. "You will be gone indefinitely,
until I have had my revenge."

"You're revenge? Anthony is dead. Rebecca is
dead…"

He held up his hand to stop her. Every time
he thought of Rebecca's death it was like being stabbed in his own
heart. Death during a second child's birth. That made her death
Simon's fault for a woman could not become with child without a
man. "That man couldn't even protect her. If she had been with me,
she would have gotten the best doctor's care. She wouldn't have
died. I wouldn't have allowed it."

"You were out of town when I had Trudy,"
Cecelia reminded him… like he needed reminding. "How would you have
known if something had gone wrong?" She sounded bitter. She was
slowly becoming a woman scorned. Just the way he wanted her.

He said nothing in response. No, he hadn't
been around when Trudy was born. Why would he be? He cared not if
Cecelia died in childbirth. In fact, it probably would have helped
his cause more. The grieving widower. He could imagine the secrets
he would have learned from helpful friends trying to make him feel
better.

Then again, no. He had to admit that he was
glad she'd had no complications and hadn't died. Though he didn't
love her and he was, in fact, breaking her heart at the moment, the
last almost twenty years with Cecelia hadn't been entirely bad. She
had her moments, and they'd had a few moments of happiness. Not
many and definitely not as many as he would have had with Rebecca —
but they were there. Though he didn't love Cecelia, he didn't wish
her ill.

When he wouldn't answer, she sighed and
continued. "You have Simon and Rebecca's daughter. What more can
you want?"

"You have no idea." He answered. How could
she understand? Cecelia had never uttered a cross word about
anybody — ever. She was a good woman, that could not be disputed,
but she had served her purpose, and now it was time for her to do
one last thing for him.

A few moments passed without a word from
either of them. "Go," he said finally, wishing for the interminable
silence to end.

Cecelia rose, but hesitated when she got to
the door. "I loved you, Frederick Dodsworth. Heart and soul. I gave
you the best years of my life. I took care of you. I took care of
our daughter. I would have given you anything in this world.
Anything."

Frederick kept his back to her. "You couldn't
give me what I wanted."

"What was that?" He heard the hope in her
voice. She truly loved him and would have given anything to keep
him, anything to keep him happy.

"You weren't Rebecca."

He heard the door slam behind him and he
smiled. Did he like telling Cecelia he never loved her? Well, not
really. He'd known she would snivel and complain. He couldn't
really blame her, though. What woman would want to hear those words
coming from her husband?

Still, it had needed to be done. She had to
understand what was going on so she would go quietly. Did he think
she would go all the way to Everdale without complaint or a billion
questions if he hadn't told her the truth? If he hadn't told his
story to her? No. He knew she wouldn't because she wasn't that kind
of woman. She would have wanted to know why. What sort of danger
was he in? Why were they not taking Emma and the servants? What was
going on? She had always been an inquisitive sort, it was just that
she had never asked the right questions.

And it did hurt, truthfully, to think of
Trudy leaving. His daughter. His one and only child. She wasn't the
child he wanted or the child he felt he deserved. She was so…
annoying at times. And sick. The doctor's bill alone to keep her
healthy was more than he cared to think about. Still, he could tell
she loved him with her whole heart, just like her mother. He didn't
despise his daughter, but he wasn't proud of her either. She had
only had one suitor come calling in the past few weeks, and it was
that William Haddington, Anthony's son's friend. Then again, that
had been very fortuitous on Frederick's behalf.

The worst part of Trudy leaving was only a
week before, he'd paid for her coming out party. She was to debut
at her first ball tomorrow night. He'd spent a lot of money on her
party, money he couldn't ever get back, but it would be well worth
it.

She'd be gone.

Emma would have to go to the ball.

She'd just "happen" to run into Vaughan
Wexley, son of Anthony, and they would just happen to fall in
love.

The pieces had all been set. The plan had
been set in motion for years. Telling Cecelia had been the last
step. Now that horrible trip into his past had gone and it was time
to look into the future. What better way to get justice than to
hurt their children?

He only wished Anthony had been alive to see
this.

Frederick Dodsworth took the last gulp of
whisky and threw the glass into the fire.

He loved his life.
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CHAPTER ONE

An Unfortunate Turn of Events

 


Cough, cough,
cough. "So, you see, my boy, there
isn't another option. I am at the end of my life and in need of
this final boon in order to pass into the land of our
ancestors."

Benedict Devlyn, Duke of Banbury, was
determined not to roll his eyes as he squinted at his
more-than-healthy aunt. "Forgive me, but I highly doubt the
sniffles will be the death of you. Unless you have some other sort
of illness that has you spouting off nonsensical death wishes. Oh
wait, yes, did your dog bite you? And it's become infected? Yes,
must be it. That's why you're dying, certainly not from sitting too
near Lady Renwick when she was ill last week."

"Impetuous man, look at me!"

He was looking at her. And all he saw
was a woman at the prime old age of one and seventy, with the
uncanny ability to hug a man so tightly he nearly lost whatever
food he'd managed to shovel in during tea while the witch discussed
the importance of her dog. Well, that and he had the sneaking
suspicion that for one reason or another, she was lying through her
teeth. For his aunt, of all people, to summon him wasn't normal.
Nor was answering her every beck and call something he made a habit
of doing.

For one thing, it was common knowledge that
she was slightly mad, and for another, he and his aunt hadn't been
on speaking terms since last season when he'd decided he would
not take her dog to Almacks — to her great disappointment.
She'd been feigning near death ever since.

Her coughing brought him back to the present.
Peculiar that it was now changing to a more drastic coughing fit
than before. "Is that all then? You wish for me to go find a girl
and be done with this whole Devil Duke business?"

"Before I die!" Aunt Agatha interrupted,
thrusting her hand into the air. "You are a stain upon the family
name."

The witch didn't mince words, did she?

"I see," he said, though truthfully he didn't
see. After all, his reputation had been legendary. Every young buck
wanted to be him, and every high-stepping mama who threw her
debutante his way was given ruin and disaster in return. After ten
years of his infamous exploits, women not only gave him the cut
direct, but he had it on good authority they now placed his name
next to devil on all of the finishing school lists when
warning debutantes against ruin. In his mind, it was an
accomplishment of gigantic proportions.

She trained a cold glare on him, momentarily
giving Benedict pause. "Is that it then? You will never marry, even
if it's my dying wish? And you plan to enjoy the short years you
have left living a life that even the devil himself wouldn't
approve?"

Truly, it wasn't as bad as all that. She was
given to exaggeration. If he was that bad, well, he wouldn't
be accepted into Society.

And he was accepted everywhere.

He lifted his eyebrows silently prompting her
to continue speaking. When she didn't, he said, "Well, as you can
see, I am firm in my belief that I will not change. Good day." He
made a move to leave.

She coughed and held up her hand.

Patience was not one of Benedict's virtues,
nor was being used by any sort of woman, especially one who still
held a grudge the size of London. Devil take it, a blasted dog at
Almacks? To see him married before she died? Clearly his aunt was
mad. Perhaps they had room in Bedlam for one more…

"I truly am dying." Agatha held a trembling
hand to her face and winced.

"Ah yes, forgive me for forgetting that minor
detail." He took a seat opposite her and waited.

"Hmmph." Agatha crossed her arms and coughed
again. "I need to see you settled down before I die, Benedict. My
acceptance into heaven depends on it."

That, he believed.

"And what will you give me in return for my
obedience? After all, who knows what kind of notion you're bound to
get, considering you've been cooped up in your bed all day with a
head cold What's to say you won't demand I suddenly begin sprouting
children all over the place? Or take up dog breeding? Or, heaven
forbid, offer a smile?"

Aunt Agatha had the good sense to blush
before answering. "Believe me, Benedict, finding a bride may prove
more difficult than you realize. The idea that you think this to be
easy is quite laughable, if I do say so myself." Cough.

Laughable? Truly? Biting back a curse, he
turned around and ran his fingers through his hair. Mad, his aunt
was truly mad. Either that or she had a death wish. How was it that
his aunt had the nerve to insult him when the rest of the
ton was so deathly afraid of him and his reputation that he
was rumored to be the spawn of Satan himself?

Not that it kept any sort of married female
away from him. Laughable? His aunt didn't know what she was talking
about. Perhaps she was truly dying, for the day a woman had the
audacity to say no to the Devil Duke would also be the day he would
promptly eat his shirt and buy a lap dog.

"And I've already done all the work for you,
my boy!"

Why was he not surprised? She probably had a
special license underneath that dratted chair she was sitting in,
as well.

"And who is to be the victim, Aunt?"

Did her eyes just twinkle? Impossible! The
woman was seldom amused. "Lady Katherine Bourne. I do believe you
are acquainted, though I also have another female in mind,
considering Lady Katherine is a little high in the instep for you,
my boy, but not so much for another young fellow I know."

If he'd had a drink in his hand this would
have been the opportune moment for him to throw back the remaining
contents or slam it against the floor. As it was, he was having a
devil of a time keeping himself from cursing in the presence of his
aunt, even though one could hardly call her a lady with the way she
threw around French expletives.

"You truly mean for me to align myself with
that, that…" Obviously his mind was having trouble conjuring up an
adequate word to describe the girl in question. So much, in fact,
that he could only concentrate on the simple idea that his aunt
wanted him in the same room as the chit.

"She's lovely," his aunt pointed out. "And
need I remind you that she's a Kerrington? Why, every young man
within the city wants to be with the Kerrington family. They are,
after all, closely related to the regent himself, and I'm not one
to brag—"

Benedict stopped listening when the word
lovely was mentioned. It seemed this would be the opportune
time to remind his aunt of her need for an heir, or at least nieces
and nephews to dote on. It certainly would not take place with the
Bourne chit!

"Absolutely not," he interrupted, or at least
he hoped he was. Nothing made him happier than interrupting his
aunt when she spoke.

Her eyes narrowed. "I don't understand."

Typical, the word no wasn't in her
vocabulary.

"I mean," Benedict sent up a silent prayer
for strength, "That I wouldn't marry the chit if you offered me all
the money in the world!"

"She's beautiful!"

"She's as clumsy as she is mad!" Benedict
roared.

His aunt squinted and tossed her head from
right to left, most likely trying to give him the impression she
didn't agree, though it seemed that she was closer to having an
apoplectic fit than arguing.

"I disagree." She lifted her chin in the air
and sniffed. "You have no proof she did those dreadful things.
After all, it has been three years since you've seen her! She's a
girl of three and twenty now! Nearly on the shelf."

"I wonder why," he muttered under his
breath.

"Oh posh, how much harm could she have
done?"

"Harm?" Benedict repeated. "Harm?"

"You said that."

"Harm," he said again, mainly to provoke his
aunt. At her scowl, he continued, "She nearly killed me—"

"Truly you exaggerate."

It was obviously time for a drink; Benedict
walked to the sideboard and poured three fingers of brandy. "I
hardly exaggerate the story. Need I remind you there were
witnesses? The girl followed me home. Hid, Aunt! Hid in the bushes
and nearly scared my horse out of its wits, tossing me from its
back! I was bedridden for a week!"

"Silly accident." His aunt waved it away.

"On our second meeting," he continued,
gaining more courage to argue from the amber liquid swirling in his
belly, "she decided to race Lord Rawlings through the fields of the
estate and nearly fell of her horse! I had to rescue her,
naturally, because Rawlings had so obviously bested her, and when I
came upon the fair damsel, she told me to stop, and at that precise
moment, I was hit in the face with a tree branch!"

"Again, I'm sure it wasn't on purpose."

Benedict growled low in his throat.
"Bedridden, again, three days. Need I go on?"

"Oh, please do." Aunt Agatha sipped her tea.
"I do love to hear of your exaggerations. It's as if someone is
telling me a bedtime story."

Benedict held up his finger and pointed at
his aunt. "The third and final time I was in that girl's presence,
and notice I say girl because to call her a woman would be an
insult to the sex, I offered to dance with her. Wanted to bury the
hatchet and all that. We danced, she was amiable, and then she
looked faint. I, being the gentleman that I am…" Aunt Agatha
coughed. Saucy wench. "Took her to the outside air. Upon reaching
the balcony she leaned over and dropped her reticule. I leaned down
to fetch it and managed to topple over onto the ground. Somehow
hitting my head a third time. Truly, I'm lucky to be alive."

"Aren't we all so thankful that you are,"
Aunt Agatha said dryly.

"I won't do it." He poured some more brandy
and repeated that same sentiment over and over again.

And when he left, his head ached something
fierce. Even the girl was plaguing him from afar. He wouldn't do
it. Couldn't do it. He would simply have to find someone else. And
fast, for his aunt had something up her sleeve this Christmas, and
he wasn't all that sure he wanted to be caught with his drawers
down.
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Benedict approached the
following night's ball with as much enthusiasm as a criminal
facing the hangman's noose. At this point, he would have welcomed
such an end.

He wore his ducal frown, and managed to get
in a few distinct growls at his footman before he made his way up
the marble steps into The Duke of Montmouth's townhouse.

It was to be the first ball hosted by the
duke and his bride, and although it was a time of merriment, all
Benedict could truly think of was the fact that the word
merriment began with merry, which of course reminded
him of being married, which then made his head hurt, and for some
odd reason gave him the distinct impression that he was about to be
injured for the fourth time.

Benedict made his way directly to the whiskey
and poured himself a healthy glass, not turning to his right or
left to make conversation. His sole focus was on the dry liquid as
it poured down his throat. It was his job to be scandalous. He knew
drinking so early in the evening would be frowned upon, but he
didn't give a whit about anything except forgetting he had to
participate in the night's festivities.

"That bad?" a male voice said next to
him.

"Rawlings?" Benedict could hardly believe his
eyes. The once-rakish Lord Rawlings was said to be in the country
with his wife. "What the devil are you doing here?"

"Oh, a favor. It seems one of our mutual
friends is to be in Town, and my wife hadn't the heart to say no to
showing some interest in the girl and showing her about at the
parties."

"Ah." Benedict gave a quick smile. "Thus, she
is floating around the social circles, and you're next to the
whiskey?"

"Did I mention that the girl is naught but
sixteen? And has the distinct pitch of a lap dog getting hit by a
carriage?"

Benedict let out a hearty laugh. "Then
cheers, old friend."

"Old friend?" The Duke of Tempest approached
with a cheery smile on his face. "Just what are we toasting to, and
who's trying to steal my friends away?"

Benedict gave a short bow. "Benedict Devlyn,
Duke of Banbury."

Tempest laughed, his eyes twinkling. "That
sounds about right. What brings you into Town, Devil Duke? I
haven't seen you about this Season."

"He avoids it," another male voice cut
in.

Truly it was as if the entire male sex could
sense that Benedict needed support and were now coming to his aid
in throngs.

"Lord Renwick, a pleasure," Benedict
said.

"You wouldn't be saying that if you knew who
my wife was talking to at this very moment."

"Please do not finish telling me that story
if it has anything to do with my—"

"Lovely aunt?" Renwick finished. "Perhaps I
overdid it when I said 'lovely'. I'm sure we can conjure up a few
more words to adequately describe the—"

"Chit?" Tempest offered.

"Meddlesome bag?" Rawlings input was quite
useful.

"Incorrigible, quick-witted, opinionated
piece of…" Benedict stopped himself when his eyes set on the vision
in front of him.

A beautiful woman had walked into the room.
Her profile was perfect, as if an artist had conjured her from
heaven. Her lips, though he could only see the sides, were plump
and a pale pink. Golden hair cascaded loosely around her shoulders,
falling out of her messily placed bun. A silver dress wrapped
around her perfect form as if it was sewn onto her.

As if his mind had communicated with hers,
she turned and looked at him. His stomach dropped as did his
whiskey. He cursed in every language he knew, not caring that the
men around him probably thought he'd caught some sort of madness
from his aunt. But he knew, even as she walked toward him, and his
stomach clenched, and his head pounded like the devil… This was the
very same "girl," who had nearly stolen his life three times. The
only question hanging in the air between them was whether or not
he'd leave this party dead or alive…


CHAPTER TWO

A Matter of Honor

 


Katherine glanced at
the Devil Duke. His face was a combination of smooth planes
and perfect form. A muscle twitched in his jaw when he set his eyes
on her, and for a minute they darkened, causing her to feel like a
nervous girl still in pigtails. Then his once-smoldering face
turned to something much more predatory. Nostrils flared, fingers
clenched at his sides, and then he raised his hand to touch the
back of his head as if it ached.

Drawing a steadying breath, she straightened
her shoulders and made her way toward the man. An apology was
surely in order after three years. After all, it hadn't been her
fault that he had suffered so much trauma at her hands, he just
seemed to have the worst timing and balance out of any man she
knew! The man was a walking scandal, sin incarnate. She only hoped
she wouldn't be ruined by merely associating with him, for his
reputation with debutantes was clearly marked with scandal. Lucky
for her, she wasn't some debutante, but practically on the shelf,
an old woman. Surely he wouldn't find her the least bit attractive,
and if he did? Well, if he did, she would simply have to ignore his
virility and handsome face. Perhaps if she closed her eyes she
could forget his handsomeness. She tried it.

Of course it did nothing but make her more
curious if her mind had conjured up the same image she had just
gazed upon.

She stole a cautious peek. It hadn't.

He was far more attractive than a man of his
reputation should be. She straightened her shoulders and shook the
foreboding thoughts from her head.

Regardless of his reputation, she needed to
at least acknowledge that all those silly incidents were her fault
and her fault alone. Especially if she was to catch the eye of the
duke's cousin, whom she knew would be in attendance this very
night.

The Dowager Duchess of Durbin had said as
much in her letter. And Katherine was thrilled that she would
finally get her chance with the Scottish duke. The only man
standing in her way was the Devil Duke himself, and she wasn't
about to let the obviously negative man get in the way of her happy
future.

She swallowed and gave a quick curtsy, slowly
raised her eyes toward him, and waited. It was most improper for
her to even use his last name instead of his title, but to her, the
name fit. His last name of Devlyn described him quite perfectly for
he was most assuredly descended from the devil himself. Dark hair,
dark eyes, wide unforgiving lips, and a sneer fit for a true
aristocrat. His eyebrows furrowed as a mocking smile danced across
his face.

"Lady Katherine, it has been too long." If
she was a betting woman, which she most assuredly was not, she
would have half expected him to continue in that same sentiment,
adding that it had not been long enough. Banbury bent over her hand
and bestowed a kiss upon it.

Quickly, she tugged it away and rubbed the
spot where his lips had touched. Perhaps she was catching a chill?
That was why her hand was still shaking when she placed it back at
her side. Or maybe she really was frightened of the man.

"Yes, yes it has." Katherine sighed. "I was
wondering, if it would not be too bold to ask, your grace, might we
take a turn about the room?"

He grimaced. Lovely. Always nice to know a
gentleman enjoyed her company. "I believe that would be
acceptable." He turned slightly to the left and nodded to the men
behind them. Each one of them was a beautiful male specimen, and
oddly, looked slightly foxed. She shrugged and took his arm when he
offered.

Heavens, her heart was beating out of her
chest. Apologies did not come easily to Katherine, and an apology
to such a menacing man, even if he did deserve it, was on the
bottom of her list.

Banbury paused, allowing a couple to walk by
in front of them, and when he did, his other hand reached out and
lightly touched her arm as a warning to stop. It should not have
meant anything; in fact, he was probably just worried she would
somehow cause him to trip and hit his head for the fourth time.
Instead, a shiver ran up and down the length of her body, and her
heart seemed to take flight as if she were ready to faint.

Truly, the man was so fearsome even her heart
was growing weary. They continued toward the back of the room where
less people crowded around, and finally she opened her mouth to
speak.

"I have something that needs to be said."

"Then say it." His voice was smooth and held
no anger, merely impatience.

"I must apologize for any bodily or mental
harm I may have caused you in the past. Please accept my sincerest
regrets that I have been the cause of so much pain."

Banbury's lips moved into what could possibly
be a smile and he brought his hand up to the back of his head. Did
he have a headache?

"Do you have any further plans to cause me
physical harm, my lady?"

"Not that I am aware of, no."

"Well, just in case, I'll be sure to give you
a wide berth when we dance. Now, shall we?" He held out his gloved
hand and winked.

Warmth pooled in her belly as she took his
hand and joined him in a dance. Truthfully that could not have gone
any better! Well, other than the fact that there was a resounding
gasp when she allowed him to take her onto the dance floor.

But she paid the onlookers no heed. Now all
she needed to do was inquire about his cousin. He turned her around
and faced her again.

"Do you often travel to your cousin's estate
in Scotland?" she asked.

Banbury narrowed his eyes. "I cannot say that
I do. I much prefer my estate near Bath. Though I'm sure my cousin
wouldn't be against a familial visit come this spring."

Lost in thought, she merely nodded. Heavens,
she hadn't remembered him being so boring or dry. Thankfully she
wasn't going to have to be leg-shackled to the man for the rest of
her life. Suddenly, she felt quite sorry for the poor miserable
woman who would have to share his bed every night. Granted, he was
a beautiful male specimen to gaze upon, but looks could only take
one so far if he had no sense of humor to speak of and didn't know
how to smile if his life depended on it.

As the song ended, her foot caught and
twisted in the bottom of her skirt, sending her reeling into the
duke's arms, but she was in so much pain and so mortified, she
could only whimper as he helped her off the dance floor and out
into the cool night air of the balcony.

"Where does it hurt?" he asked gently,
kneeling down at her foot.

Unfortunately she lost her balance and kicked
her injured foot into the air trying to regain it, landing a very
hard blow to the duke's head.

He let out a curse and fell backward onto the
ground with a thud.

"Oh my! Heavens, are you all right?"
Momentarily forgetting about her injury, Katherine tried to walk
toward the duke on her bad ankle but lost her footing, landing on
top of him with her skirts up past her knees. The only reason she
knew this was because cold air bit at her calves.

"Get off!" Banbury bellowed.

"I'm trying!" she argued, pushing away from
him, but it was nearly impossible to skitter away when his arms
were flailing about.

And then all pandemonium broke loose. A gasp
was heard from the doorway followed by a cry, and then
applause.

The Dowager Duchess of Durbin was sniffing
and holding a handkerchief to her eye as if she was shedding tears
over their obviously compromising situation. And the three men she
had seen earlier drinking with Banbury were now grinning ear to
ear, all of them clapping their hands as if they had just witnessed
a comedy of errors.

"This isn't what it looks like!" she wailed,
peeling herself from the duke's body and accidently kneeing him in
the shin as she made her way back to her feet.

The duke didn't speak, nor did he yell.
Instead, he closed his eyes and began mumbling things under his
breath.

"Is he praying?" the dowager asked.

A blond-headed fellow piped up. "Most likely
to be struck by lightning."

"Sounds familiar," a man she now recognized
as Lord Rawlings with dark features and crystal blue eyes said,
looking quite amused. She hadn't seen him in years, but he still
held that rakish air.

She hadn't a clue as to the identity of the
other men, mainly because she had been in the country for so long.
Assuming they were friends, she felt even more embarrassed that
they had all just witnessed such a catastrophic event.

"So," a tall gentleman who hadn't spoken yet
said, "When is the wedding to take place?"

Rawlings laughed. "I think he's still praying
God will strike him where he lies. Doesn't work that way, fellow.
Believe me, I've tried. Now, Renwick, Tempest, let us leave the
Devil to his evil doings and have a drink on his behalf. It seems
he'll need it."

Katherine wasn't so sheltered that she didn't
now understand who the men where. Lord Renwick? The Duke of
Tempest? And Lord Rawlings? Two of the most notorious rakes of the
ton and the Angel Duke himself.

Well, it seemed there was no escaping
matrimony. But by George, she was going to try.


CHAPTER THREE

Down for the Count

 


Perhaps he could
merely pretend to have had an apoplexy. How long, he
wondered, could a person hold his breath before he did permanent
damage to his body? Perhaps if he passed out, he could make up a
story about how the woman, who he would now refer to as Eve,
tricked him, tripped him, and clobbered him over the head.

He kept his eyes closed just in case his
ridiculous plan would work.

It didn't.

Another throat cleared. He stopped his
prayers and opened one eye, then two. His aunt's icy blue stare
seemed to penetrate his body with such irritation that his head
began to hurt again, or was the throbbing merely a happy
coincidence with getting hit by Lady Katherine? Saints alive, she
was going to be the death of him.

"Look what you've done." Aunt Agatha shook
her head and sniffled. Well, at least she was over her imaginary
head cold; now it seemed she had nothing but tears and outrage.

"I did nothing wrong, I merely fell after
being struck by a blunt object. You cannot fault me in the
matter!"

"You compromised that woman! What the devil
is wrong with you? Have I not raised you to at least woo a woman
before you lift her skirts? Heavens, we are in public!"

"I was accosted!" he yelled.

"You were seducing her!"

"I was unconscious!" He blinked his eyes and
cursed. Pain was now throbbing at his temples. Truly, if God were
to call him home, he wouldn't fault Him one bit. He'd merely lift
his arms heavenward and thank the Lord for taking him. Then again
his thanks would be twofold, for he would be grateful to even be
near the pearly gates, let alone given free entry.

Aunt Agatha sighed. "Either way, it was bad
form, Benedict. Truly bad form. I shall announce your impending
marriage at once. Now, run along and have yourself some brandy. You
look awful. Hmph."

With swift movements, she left him on the
cold ground, alone and upset. One thing was for certain, he wasn't
going to marry the girl. He would rather jump into the Thames in
the dead of winter! Although, on second thought, jumping into the
Thames would mean he would die of a head injury, considering it was
frozen over. Perhaps he could cut out a little hole and jump into
it. Sadly, the smile on his face was entirely brought on by his
suicide plan, an unfortunate circumstance that. Was marriage truly
that ghastly to him?

The woman was a plague, a disease he could
not rid himself of! It mattered not that she was beautiful, or that
she had grown into those luscious lips and curves. She was still
the devil's own to deal with. And he would not align himself with
such a lady for the rest of his life. Imagine! Lady Katherine? A
Duchess? Married to the Devil Duke himself?

He pushed away from the ground and examined
his body for dirt and smudges. Satisfied, he cracked his neck and
walked back into the ballroom. A resounding hush fell upon the
people dancing and then the whispering commenced. It was the first
time in his existence that people had dared talk about him. Most
were too afraid to even utter his name, not that he was a rake of
any kind. No, he was merely frightening for most women to talk to.
He was dark and brooding and according to the debutantes, fiercely
handsome. Rumor was that he would most likely marry a woman and
kill her in the bedroom with all of the force of his evil
presence.

He let out a long sigh and walked in the
general direction of Lord Rawlings, but was intercepted by Lady
Katherine herself.


CHAPTER FOUR

Innocent as the Driven Snow

 


"How dare you!"
Katherine pointed a shaking finger at the duke, biting back
a curse. "I cannot marry you!"

"Finally, something we agree upon," he
countered then looked around them. Muttering a curse, he grabbed
ahold of her arm and tugged her toward the back corner of the room
where they were given more privacy. "Did you think to trick me into
marrying you? Was that it?"

Katherine burst out laughing. Banbury did not
seem pleased, his eyebrows furrowed. Looking quite offended, he
crossed his arms and scowled. "I assure you, I am quite the
catch."

"I'll just have to take your word for it, now
won't I? Regardless, you've ruined everything and now your cousin
won't even give me—"

"My cousin?" he interrupted. "What about my
cousin? Don't tell me you hold a secret tender for the Scottish
duke."

Heat flooded Katherine's cheeks.

"Oh, so he is the object of your
affection. I would say he was lucky, but it's painfully obvious
that luck is never on your side, nor would he be lucky to be
chained to you the rest of his days. Imagine the scars he would
receive, the bloody noses, the black eyes. Gads, it would look like
he boxed at Jackson's every day!"

"That is quite enough!" Her ivory colored
glove flashed in the candlelight as she pointed her finger at his
and poked him in the chest with her hand. "He is sweet, and kind,
and doesn't scowl. At least he knows how to smile!"

"I bloody well know how to smile." Banbury
winced.

"Were you trying just now?" she asked
sweetly.

His answer was to curse and run a gloved hand
through his dark locks. "We cannot allow this to happen. You must
cry off."

"Me?" Katherine tightened her hands into
fists, but Banbury quickly pulled her aside, shielding her from
whomever had just passed by. Quickly, he pushed her away, as if she
were diseased.

"I cannot simply cry off," she whispered, her
voice wavering with emotion. "I would be ruined! Who would want
me?"

Banbury rolled his eyes. "It isn't as if
you're the belle of the ball currently, is it? What does it matter
if you simply cry off? Tell everyone I scared you, that I barked or
growled, or simply glared and you fell to your knees in horrified
hysterics."

"Yes, because you're simply terrifying when
you're unconscious."

"Apparently it's the only way you can get me
on my back, now isn't it?" His hot breath fanned her neck as he
stepped closer. Instinctively she moved in, undeterred. "Oh believe
me, Banbury. If I wanted you on your back I could get you on your
back without any sort of violence."

What the devil was she saying? Was she
carrying on a flirtation with the Devil Duke? And to say such
things aloud! But he was so provoking!

His eyes took on a lazy look as they appeared
to darken and almost close completely. And then, he smiled. All
white teeth and dimples on either side of his face. Katherine felt
her face heat even more as her eyes widened to take in the male
beauty in front of her.

"Are you quite sure?"

"Positive." Clenching her teeth, she nearly
touched his lips when she breathed out the word. Never would she
back down from such a ridiculous man.

His amusement faded as he grabbed her arm and
pulled her flush against his body. "Then I would have to say I
agree." His lips curved into a devilish smile as they tentatively
touched hers. It was a question of a kiss, almost as if he was
shocked he was participating. And then as their breaths mingled, he
groaned and his lips pushed against hers, molded across her mouth.
Need shot through her.

This was how girls were ruined.

This was what her instructors had warned her
about.

Dark corners, virile smelling men, and the
wet heat of a scorching kiss.

Not knowing what else to do, she held on to
the lapels of his coat, but that forced her to lean completely into
him. Banbury's arms came around her, his hands slowly moved down
her back. With a gasp she prepared to scold him, but the hot
invasion of his tongue made her lose all thought. It was wicked and
delicious. He groaned and she, in purely unladylike behavior,
pushed him further into the alcove against the wall.

"I, ahem, do hope I'm not interrupting
anything," a clearly masculine voice said from behind them. With a
shriek, Katherine pulled away. Banbury was smiling from ear to ear,
his breathing ragged as his dilated eyes looked up. Cursing, he
pushed Katherine behind him.

"When did you arrive?"

Katherine lifted her eyes, her stomach
dropped at the same time. In horror, she looked into the eyes of
the same man she had minutes ago told Banbury she had set her cap
for. With a sob, she ran off, away from Devil himself and from the
man she hoped to marry.
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"Classic." Baldwyn Sinclair,
Duke of Paisley, shook his head at Benedict and burst out
laughing. "Tell me, was your plan simply to assault her in order to
win her favor or had you not fully thought through your
attack?"

Benedict cursed. "I don't know what came over
me, and she's just so blasted irritating. She struck me and then
provoked me."

"Well then." Baldwyn folded his arms across
his chest. "By all means make her cry. It seems you earned a bit of
revenge."

Benedict groaned aloud. "What the devil are
you doing here, Baldwyn? Don't tell me—"

"Agatha." They said in unison. Both as if her
name was an expletive on their lips.

"She got to you, too, I imagine?" Benedict
asked, though it was difficult to stay on topic after the feel of
Katherine's lips on his own. He hadn't meant to hurt the girl's
feelings, but she was so blasted… provoking. He'd said it aloud and
continued to think it in his head.

Baldwyn snapped his fingers. "Woolgathering
or planning to attack another virgin?"

"My apologies. You were saying?" Benedict
shook his head and began walking in the direction of the whiskey
with Paisley in tow.

Baldwyn had been raised alongside Benedict
when they were children. Agatha was Baldwyn's grandmother and
Benedict's aunt, making them cousins and, unfortunately, related to
the same horrid woman that continued to meddle in the lives of the
men in her family.

Benedict could think of only one reason why
she would summon Baldwyn all this way.

"She's going to ruin the both of us."
Benedict reached the whiskey and cursed. "Don't tell me she's
turned her matchmaking sights to you cousin…" He waited, in vain,
for Baldwyn to deny the accusations all together.

"I shall marry Lady Anastasia."

Benedict burst out laughing, sloshing his
drink within the glass and nearly spilling it onto the Persian rug.
"Truthfully? You are to marry her? Tell me, do you still have mud
stains on your person? One would think they were permanent.
Delightful creature that one. I have half a mind to cage her up
with Katherine, at least they could torture one another instead
of—" As the words came flowing out of his mouth Benedict realized
in one horror-stricken moment, just what his aunt had done.

"She's betrothed us to…"

Baldwyn swallowed all of his brandy in one
gulp. "Our enemies? Childhood nemeses? The only woman in London I
could never imagine myself sharing a bed with? Yes, perhaps Agatha
delights in having no heirs to speak of, for if I have to share a
bed with that — that hoyden, then I'm quitting."

Benedict scowled. "One cannot simply quit
marriage."

"Did I say marriage? I meant quitting the
continent."

"And your tenants will simply do without you
for the remainder of their lives?"

Baldwyn poured another brandy. At this rate
he was going to be foxed before he even had a dance, which surely
would not do. "Must you be so logical when I'm this upset? At least
try to see my plight. The girl probably still has pigtails. Do you
remember the way her bony little hands used to pull at my
coattails? She wasn't a bonny lass, and you know it. I think I may
be sick."

"Yes, well…" Benedict took the empty glass
from his cousin's hand. "Whiskey on an empty stomach will do that
to you. Now, why don't you run along and find something to soak up
all that alcohol while I have a nice friendly little chat with
Agatha about your situation. There isn't much to be done about mine
considering we were found…"

"Compromised?"

Benedict growled low in his throat. "As I
said before, to everyone who would listen that is, I was
unconscious, on the cold hard ground, with nothing save a lump on
the back of my head for my troubles. I did not seduce her!"

"Perhaps you've just gotten better at
it."

Benedict lifted a brow.

"Just a thought. Perhaps your sexual prowess
is that of such brilliance that you are able to seduce women in
your sleep."

"What a cross to bear," Benedict said dryly
not finding his cousin amusing in the least.

"Yes well, I was trying to look at the
positive in a very dreary situation. After all, the woman you have
to marry nearly killed you thrice! Not counting tonight of
course."

"Ah, yes. Thank you for the reminder. I shall
be sure to shout 'til death do us part quite proudly, knowing it
will be quite soon in seeking me out."

"Speaking of the devil," Baldwyn mumbled and
sauntered off in the other direction leaving Benedict alone in the
room. He looked up and cursed fluently before downing the rest of
his drink.

"Agatha."

"Benedict, I have just spoken with
Katherine's parents and they have denied your suit."

Odd, how such information could make one feel
elated yet offended all at once. "Whatever do you mean?"

Agatha lifted an eyebrow and took a seat on
the nearest chair. "They find the idea of you marrying their only
daughter quite offensive. In fact, they've instructed me to find
her a suitable replacement considering you've already ruined
her."

Appalled, Benedict could only stare
slack-jawed. "But that's ridiculous! I ruined her, and I should be
the one to pay for it! Granted, I wasn't necessarily awake for the
entire act, but I'm pretty sure when a woman has her skirts up past
her knees it's considered improper! What kind of parents are they?
To subject their only daughter to such ridicule. And all because
they find me offensive? Me? I'm a blasted duke!" He sliced the air
with one hand as his temper broiled and spilled over into an
outright tantrum "What in blazes is so awful about marrying
me?"

Other than the obvious.

His reputation for ruining debutantes.

His favor for strong drink and gambling.

And the rumor that he often walked around his
manor naked in order to offend his valet, which might or might not
have been true.

"That, my dear boy, was my exact question."
Agatha inspected her gloves and shrugged as if she didn't know all
the reasons a family would be less than thrilled to align
themselves with him.

Did that mean the witch was actually siding
with her nephew? Impossible!

"And?" Benedict prompted.

"It isn't so much the parents whom object as
it is the girl in question. She claims you are the most boring
creature to walk the face of the earth. She also finds your
inability to smile quite taxing."

Benedict's blood boiled. "For the last time,
I know how to smile!"

"Don't shout, my dear, I'm sitting right
here." Agatha shuddered. "Either way, I've taken care of it for
you."

Devil's teeth. Those were words one never
wanted to hear from one's insane aunt. The same aunt who thought it
stylish to fasten feathers to her lap dog.

Agatha smiled. "I've merely suggested you pay
court to their daughter until the Kringle Ball in two weeks' time.
If, by then, you've failed in all aspects of intelligent
conversation and of course, managed not one smile, which I do think
will be a challenge, then the betrothal is off."

Benedict opened his mouth to curse, as well
as tell his aunt exactly what he thought about her little deal, but
her loud voice cut him off.

"She was found, on top of you, Benedict, at a
society function. Have a care for her reputation and at least see
this through. Imagine what your mother would say."

With that, Agatha rose to her feet and exited
the room. The slamming of the door sounding much like the final
nail in his bachelor's coffin. For Agatha, manipulative little
thing that she was, knew his weakness. The one weakness he had.

His deceased mother.

"Bloody hell," he muttered and followed
Agatha out of the room.


CHAPTER FIVE

Foxed

 


Katherine wanted to
cry, but to waste tears on such a horrid man seemed truly
ridiculous. Dabbing at her eyes, considering they were going to
turn into watering pots at any minute, she took a deep breath and
walked back into the ballroom.

Her father and mother had just spent the past
half hour trying to convince her of the smart match with the Duke
of Banbury. She had argued until he throat was sore, giving every
excuse under the sun, violence not included for obvious reasons,
that they were ill-suited for one another.

When, in desperation she finally did mention
the accidents that befell the duke every time in her presence, her
mother merely asked, "Could you at least try to be less clumsy?
Perhaps if you practiced."

"I do not think I understand your meaning,"
Katherine had said, as dread writhed in her stomach.

"What your mother is trying to say…" Her
father cleared his throat and looked off into the distance.
"Perhaps if you tried to be more feminine. You know, learned how to
properly walk instead of stomping all over the place. Decided not
to speak your mind. You know what I'm saying." He cleared his
throat again. "Lower your threshold of intelligence so that other
fellows don't feel so intimidated, then you would make a good
match. The Devil Duke would have to marry you then. He'd have
nothing to object to."

"It is I who object to him!"
Katherine said through clenched teeth.

"Of course, my dear." Her mother patted her
hand. "So what shall we tell him?"

In the end, they had come up with a
compromise. If he could win their daughter before the Kringles'
ball, they would marry. If not, well, if not then Katherine would
still be in a pickle, because by all accounts she was still
ruined.

Unless, the Duke of Banbury denied all
accusations. But even if he did, people would still stare and
wonder what did go on that night.

Her parents left her to make herself
presentable, which was quite difficult considering she had a
blasted headache, and her ankle hurt. In the end, she only managed
to pinch her cheeks and walk out into the ballroom.

And now she was trying not to cry for the
third time that night. What she wouldn't give to punch the man in
the face. He didn't want her, and it seemed nobody would now that
she had been ruined by the very man mamas warned their daughters
about.

Who would want a girl that even the Devil
chose not to marry?

She took a shaky breath. Lovely first
meeting. Tonight she'd had every intention of gaining the attention
of the Scottish duke. Now, she was limping, betrothed, and ready to
yell at any man who dared cross her path.

"Hullo there! You must be Lady Katherine!" an
irritating voice bellowed behind her. Slowly, she turned. A man, a
very attractive man, stood not five feet away from her. Cheeky grin
in place, he gave a quick bow. "May I steal you for a dance?"

She wanted to say no, she really did, it was
on the tip of her tongue, not that the man was disagreeable; he was
actually quite handsome, if one liked dark red hair and blue eyes.
But, the last thing she wanted was to have a meaningless
conversation when she was still trying to keep her eyes from
tearing up.

And then, she saw him. Across the room. Lips
in a firm line of hatred. Lovely, perhaps he would smite her with
his smolder. One could only hope, at least in heaven she wouldn't
be betrothed.

"I'd love to," she heard herself say, then
glared back at Benedict. His scowl said it all. He actually kicked
the floor before disappearing behind another couple.

Unbelievable.

Katherine returned her gaze to the man she'd
just agreed to dance with. His beauty was actually quite flawless,
if one liked dandies or perhaps fops. His waistcoat glowed, causing
her eyes to burn just slightly. But that was the result when one
was wearing a bright yellow piece of clothing. Perhaps he was color
blind? He led her to the middle of the ballroom floor and bowed.
She stifled a snort when the couple next to them scowled.
Truthfully, it wasn't necessary to bow that low unless she was
royalty.

He was still facing the floor as the music
started, and then with a sweeping gesture he pulled her into his
arms.

Winded, for they were moving vigorously in
the wrong direction of the steps, Katherine managed a tight smile
and grunted when they stepped toward one another and he stepped on
her toes.

Goodness, did she have to endure an entire
dance with this man?

Apparently, she did. Perhaps this was her
punishment for succumbing to the Devil Duke's charms. Truthfully,
she had no idea what had come over her, and then to have Baldwyn
see it all, well it was turning out to be the worst night of her
life, and then…

"May I cut in?" the Duke of Paisley's deep
timbre sent a shudder down her spine. She paused in the dance and
looked up. He was making an absolute scene. Mayhap he did have
feelings for her? But hadn't his engagement just been
announced?

So, she was to be the pity dance.

Lovely.

Always great to know when she was wanted by
the man she loved the most.

Her dandified partner, whose name she still
hadn't been given, glared, and hopped off. Literally had a hop in
his step as he tried to storm the room.

The music continued to drift, dancers swirled
around her and the Scottish duke held out his gloved hand.

So this was what it felt like to want and not
have.

Reluctantly, she put her hand in his as he
gently pulled her into the dance with a smoothness unmatched by any
man except his cousin, the very man she did not wish to think of.
Paisley had always been the kind one when they were little, and now
he was looking upon her the same way Banbury did — pity and not an
inch of attraction. Had she really changed so little? The thought
darkened her mood; perhaps that was why she was labeled a spinster.
She'd had offers, but none of them were from her heart's true
desire. Suddenly depressed, she grimaced.

"Are you alright?" he asked smoothly. His
face was turned away from hers as if watching. With his red cheeks
and blazing eyes, she wasn't sure if he was foxed or just plain
irritated.

"I'm fine, th-thank you," she stuttered as
she took another sweeping step.

"Don't know why it's my lot in life to have
to save every simpering female within the realm. Have you any idea
who that man was?"

"A dandy?" she guessed.

He did not look amused; instead his eyes took
on more fury, drilling a hole through her very person. "That was
Sir Elliot himself, the very same man, who just a few weeks ago,
was found ravaging the very young Lady Lillian Derby."

"Him?" Katherine tried not to look amused,
but the idea of that man ravishing anything was inconceivable. "And
here I thought it was Banbury who did all the ruining."

"Looks can be quite deceiving, and believe
me, Banbury isn't without his faults, but when it comes to women,
he has more of a mature taste." His eyes scanned her from head to
toe as if to say, Pity, you aren't one of them. He shrugged
and continued to glare in the opposite direction toward the
wall.

"How is the girl?" Katherine asked needing to
change the subject before she burst into tears. Is that how all men
saw her? First she was a spinster, and now she was hardly a woman!
Not even good enough for the Devil Duke to freely ruin and not good
enough for Paisley either.

"Ruined, at the young age of one and six. You
would do well to stay away from him."

At least he would try to ruin her, whereas
everyone else found her disagreeable.

"Noted." She gulped and took one last turn
just as Benedict's voice rose above the music.

Paisley searched the crowd, his eyes darting
back and forth and then suddenly stilled, a smile lit his face.
Katherine followed his gaze and with a sinking stomach spotted the
last man she wanted to see—Benedict. Cheeks ruddy and stance not at
all sturdy, the man was completely and utterly foxed.

What a grand night this had turned out to
be.

Katherine pulled away, thoroughly disgusted
with not only her behavior but that of her betrothed, and to be
honest, a little heartsick that the very man she had loved since
she was a small girl was doing nothing but a small favor.
Protecting her as if she was still a girl of nine years.

Had nobody noticed that she was a woman? Did
she need to shout it just as Benedict was shouting now?

Though he wasn't using words, merely grunts,
and thankfully the music was loud enough to drown out some of his
bellow.

He reached her side and pulled her
aggressively across his body, sending a seething glare to Paisley
before using her as a crutch to leave the room.

She said nothing.

Katherine kept silent, which was a small
miracle in and of itself, and helped Benedict to the doors leading
outside. It was when she reached the double doors that she stole a
glance back at Paisley, whose eyes were trained on Lady Anastasia
as if she was his water in a drought. Katherine suppressed a sigh
of longing. Would any man ever look at her with such hunger? For
she did not miss the way his eyes hooded the minute they set upon
Lady Anastasia. She felt herself blush as she looked back down at
the ground feeling suddenly very much an imposter.

Heartsick, she swallowed the lump in her
throat and helped Banbury down the remaining stairs.

He slurred for his carriage.

Katherine rolled her eyes.

This was her life. Helping the drunken Devil
Duke into his carriage while licking her wounds from the other duke
who was too pigheaded to do anything worthwhile and thought her
nothing but a schoolgirl.

The fact that they were both foxed and angry
just irritated her all the more.

The carriage seemed to take years. The
footman jumped down to help the duke into the carriage.

"Good riddance," she uttered under her breath
as she turned on her heel.

"Wait," Banbury called, his voice strangely
quiet.

Against her better judgment, she stopped in
her tracks. With a resigned sigh, she turned back to the carriage
and leaned in.

"I forgot…" Banbury ran a gloved hand through
his perfectly dark hair.

"What did you forget?"

"My betrothed."

With strength of a god, he pulled her into
the carriage, causing her to tumble across his lap just as the
blasted horses took off.

If she wasn't ruined before, she was good and
ruined now. Her last thoughts before the Devil Duke brought her to
his lap and kissed her.


CHAPTER SIX

To Dare the Duke

 


One kiss, just one
blasted kiss.

Blind rage had engulfed his entire body when
he saw Baldwyn dancing with Katherine. An emotion he had never
before experienced slammed into his chest, stealing the breath
straight from him. Unable to speak, he had resorted to bellowing in
the large ballroom rather than politely walking up to the couple
and punching his cousin in the face.

Truthfully, everyone within the vicinity was
lucky he'd been foxed, for even he was not drunk enough to falsely
believe he would be a good shot. Not with how heavy his body had
felt.

It was all Rawlings' fault, for he had found
great amusement in goading Benedict to drink more. And then Renwick
had joined in, and some other gentleman who had a twin, and to be
honest, it was all quite fuzzy after that.

Montmouth told him he should sleep it
off.

And he'd been planning to.

Really he had been.

Until he saw her.

Heaven above, she was beautiful, and she
really didn't have a right to be anything but disagreeable and
ugly. After all, she had nearly killed him and then ruined him, a
renowned scoundrel of all people, in front of his aunt!

Without logic entering into the equation, he
grabbed the minx by the arm and brought her outside.

His only goal to scare her and warn her of
dalliances with other men. If he was to placate her family, he
needed to have his two weeks without any competition. Not that he
was worried he would lose, it just didn't seem fair.

But once he opened his mouth, her vanilla
scent bombarded him nearly sending him to his knees, and once again
he was filled with a violent lust that left him wondering what it
would feel like to lick her bare skin.

Unfortunately, he was too foxed to use any of
his usual tactics.

Meaning… he resorted to trickery.

Not one of his finer moments.

She didn't even fight him.

Which, according to his drunken haze, told
him she desired him as much as he desired her, which according to
his calculations, also meant she would be receptive to his
kiss.

She wasn't.

Instead, she pushed against his chest and
kicked until, with a curse, he pulled away.

"What the devil was that for?"

"You pompous, arrogant, son of a—"

His hand covered her mouth before she made a
fool of herself by insulting a peer of the realm, one who ranked
higher than she, if only by a tiny hair.

"Cease from speaking, you insulting wench."
Well, he could have said that better. He blamed the whiskey, and
those wretched twins. What were their names again? Anthony and
Ambrose, something? Why the devil had they kept pouring that
whiskey? Terrible idea to begin with. He needed a clear mind, not
one muddled with alcohol.

He shook his head.

Katherine slapped him, offering her
assistance no doubt.

"Well, that was helpful, my thanks." He
scowled and touched his cheek where he carried a painful mark of
her assault.

"What the devil do you think you're doing?"
Katherine's nostrils flared. He didn't need to be sober to know she
was upset, but he did need to be sober to be able to concentrate on
her face rather than the swell of her breasts.

Damn, but she had nice breasts. He had a
brief vision of freeing them from that ridiculous dress, tasting
them, exploring them, a pinch here, a lick there.

"Benedict!" she screamed his Christian name
quite loudly. Why the hell had she done that? Had she no care for
the foxed?

"Stop yelling!" he yelled.

"Why did you kidnap me like that? I'm
completely and utterly ruined now! My parents are probably already
announcing our engagement, elated that I left with you! Oh, this is
so horrible!" She sat back against the cushions and punched the
seat with her hand.

"Yes well, I obviously hadn't thought that
through very well," he admitted touching a hand yet again to his
throbbing face.

"You don't say," she mocked.

"Now see here." His head felt much clearer
when he was enraged, funny that. "We will marry and that is
that."

"Hours ago, you wanted to murder me, and now
you want to marry me?"

"Yes, well no, I'm not sure."

"I feel so desired, la, I'm going to be a
puddle at your feet if you keep speaking to me with such delicate
words and phrases."

"You don't want to marry me," he stated
boldly. "You've told your parents and my aunt, though you
grudgingly admitted to allowing me two weeks to court you."

"I thought it a kindness." She smiled
sweetly.

Minx. "No, you thought to inflict more
torture on my person. But not again, I will not be ruined and then
jilted out of a proposal."

"Pardon?" She leaned forward.

"You heard me, I was quite ruined
tonight."

"What?"

"Ah, so she lacks intelligence as well as
hearing?" Benedict grinned at his brilliance. "You ruined me, not
the other way around. It was you on top of me, and you who clumsily
fell into my carriage; all it would take is one word from me to
your family and you'd be stuck with me."

Katherine folded her arms across her chest,
giving him another lovely view he wouldn't mind staring at for the
remainder of the evening. "Smarter when you're foxed, hmm?"

His eyes darted back up to her face. He
really needed to stop getting so distracted. "I'm always smarter,
and don't you forget it. The way I see things is you have no choice
but to marry me. But never fear. I will allow you to earn the right
to choose and court me as you see fit."

"Me?" Katherine laughed. "Court you? A man?
How much whiskey did you consume?"

Not near enough, not near enough. Blazes, her
smile was beautiful. Why was it so blasted hot in that carriage? He
cleared his throat. "I'll call upon you tomorrow, and you may court
me as you see fit."

"Or else?" she asked in a tiny voice.

"Or else I'll ruin you even more than you're
ruined at this very moment. You won't be accepted anywhere, and my
slip of a cousin will be sorry he ever danced with you.

A defeated look washed across her features as
her eyebrows drew together and her mouth gaped open. "I know what
you're doing."

He sure hoped not.

"You, you!" She pointed at him and pounded
the cushion again. Poor, sad, little cushion seat. "You mean to
make it look like it's my fault when the engagement doesn't work!
You mean to salvage your pride, you hateful man!"

He sneered. "But of course. It works for the
both of us. Your parents see that you truly tried to make it work,
you put forth such a gallant effort. And in the end, when it still
isn't enough to win over the most infamous duke of the ton,
they'll nurse your broken heart, and you will be free to do
whatever you like."

"But—" She chewed her lower lip. What he
wouldn't give to be that lip.

Plump.

Red, with just a hint of pink in the
middle.

Wet.

Hell, her lips looked wet didn't they? One
tiny taste would satisfy any sort of curiosity, now wouldn't
it?

Water, he needed some sort of water to get
rid of his foxed state. He was starting to feel… sentimental.

"But I'll still be ruined, won't I?"

"Of course." He grinned. What did he care if
she was ruined? He'd already planned on ruining her, ravishing her,
and then leaving. That was to be her punishment for all the torture
she'd put him through, and she was more than deserving. He would
enjoy every single second.

She took a deep breath and cursed — quite
impressively for a young lady — ending with, "You're the
devil."

"So I've been told, love. So I've been told."
He picked up her hand, though she tried to keep it at her side, and
bestowed a kiss across her knuckles. "And always at your service
should you need to make another deal with the devil." With a wink,
he pulled back, chuckling.


CHAPTER SEVEN

The devil is in the details

 


Katherine narrowed her
eyes at the man. Surely he was the devil himself! The
injustice of it all. By all appearances it would look — well, it
would look like she was besotted with the man, and then when it
would be time for them to announce their betrothal, there would be
no betrothal to announce. Her parents would be livid, she would
still be utterly ruined, and Benedict would get away scot free,
Devil Duke reputation intact, and if anything, even more famous
throughout the ton!

But worse of all, her heart dropped as her
mind played the truth over and over again in her head. The Duke of
Paisley would be out of reach, for even if he wasn't already
betrothed to Lady Anastasia, what would he possibly want with a
ruined girl?

So, it was in that moment, when she looked at
the choices laid out before her, that she became selfish and
impulsive. If no one was to have her, if love would never be her
destiny, perhaps she could make the duke's life a living, waking,
hellish nightmare. For it was his fault that this was all coming to
pass.

"Why are you smiling?" he asked, grinning and
leaning forward to receive a kiss, no doubt.

"Oh, because." She gave him her most coy look
and blinked her eyes, resting them finally on his lips as her
eyelashes fluttered. She looked back up, into his piercing
gaze.

Eyes dilated, his gaze was ravenous, dark,
sensual. She gulped and leaned forward. His lips met hers in a
frenzy. She reciprocated, allowing herself one moment of weakness
before biting his bottom lip, hoping she would draw blood.

"Damn it! What the bloody hell was that
for?"

"Ruining my happiness, that's what," she
spat. "It seems we have two weeks to become acquainted. Get your
beauty rest, for you'll need it."

He cursed again as the carriage came to a
halt in front of her house. "Oh, and Banbury?" She stepped out of
the carriage and turned. "Consider yourself warned. I never back
down without a fight."

"Been nearly killed four times to prove that
very true statement," he muttered begrudgingly.

"Exactly. Good day, your grace." She winked
and walked into the house.

Not typically one to throw any sort of
tantrum, Katherine stomped up the stairs and quietly closed her
bedroom door, all the while forcing her mind to forget the feel of
the devil's lips as they'd caressed her own.

Why was he nicknamed the Devil Duke anyway?
Granted, he leaned toward rakish tendencies and did have a slight
obsession with horse racing, but didn't all fashionable young
gentleman?

The way things looked tonight, the men of
London were drinking whiskey as if it was going out of style and
slapping one another on the back as if being a man was such a
brilliant privilege that they needed to keep congratulating one
another on their sex.

Katherine knew she needed to get her rest,
for tomorrow would be the most trying day of all. At dawn, she had
to begin courting the devil himself, and every able-minded person
in London would sit back and watch the entertainments, for she
would be the first woman to ever gain a proposal from the duke.
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Knock, knock,
knock.

Benedict lifted his pounding head, rising
slowly from the warmth of his bed. The knocks began anew.

He cursed.

"I know you're in there!" the voice
boomed.

His stomach rolled and clenched as a giant
unseen hand seemed to squeeze his chest like a vise.

Agatha.

Well, now it was final. She was
singlehandedly trying to kill him. Had she no respect for the
inebriated and half dead? He blinked several times and rubbed his
eyes just as the door burst open. Agatha entered with Percy, his
irritated valet, in tow.

"How could you?" she screamed again affirming
his earlier assumption that she was planning his demise.

"How could I, what?"

"Be such a man!"

He wasn't sure if he should be pleased or
horrified that his aunt had accused him of such. He looked down to
make sure at least half of his body was covered and sighed in
relief that it was.

"Did you want me to be a woman?"

Percy coughed.

Agatha narrowed her gaze. "Your very presence
irritates me."

Benedict sighed. "So it seems. I take it this
is the reason for your intrusion? My offensive sex and irritating
presence. Pray, if I offend you so, why don't you simply
leave?"

She snorted and stomped her heel onto Percy's
foot.

Eyes wide, Percy clenched his teeth and
slowly lifted his eyes heavenward.

God does not hear our pleas my friend,
believe me, I've tried, Benedict thought.

"You are not listening to me!" Agatha
yelled.

Any louder and his head might explode. Then
again, if he died, he wouldn't have to listen to Agatha screeching
anymore.

"Apologies, you were saying something about
irritation and my offending sex?"

"You've made a horrible mess of everything!
Do you even know what people are saying? It's all over the gossip
rags. Oh, my heavens. You've done some terrible things, Benedict,
but this is truly worthy of a prize!" She thrust a paper in his
face and lifted a handkerchief to her eyes.

Benedict took the paper and scowled.

It was Mrs. Peabody's blasted gossip rag.
Everyone read it. He would be lying if he said this was his first
offense, the chit clearly had it out for him. With an exaggerated
sigh, he read the words:

This should come as no shock to the rest of
you. This author, however, was utterly appalled. To think! The
Devil Duke ruining an innocent, and at the holiday's first ball!
Shamefully, I was beginning to think rumors of this dark duke's
demeanor were merely exaggerated. Now I believe we can all see
firsthand what type of man he is.

For a man who not only ruins a woman in
front of his own flesh and blood, but has the audacity to capture
her and enclose her within the confines of his carriage sans
chaperone, can only be one thing. A devil in disguise. This
author only hopes that the matriarch of that particular family will
do something before the devil does more damage. La, I have it on
good authority that it would take the fires of hell licking at his
heels before the duke would say yes to an engagement. In case you
were keeping track, dear readers, this brings a grand total of ten
ruined debutantes over the course of three years. This author
shudders to think of the disgrace heaped on both families. Well, it
is positively not done! If he is given more invitations for the
holidays, this author may eat her quill!

—Mrs. Peabody's Society Papers

 


Benedict laughed, amused that the lady would
accuse him so hotly of something that was truly not even his
fault.

She had accosted him.

She had fallen on him.

She had leaned in and kissed him.

Fine, so the last part was slightly
exaggerated, but still, she was just as guilty. No woman should
have such soft lips.

"What will you do?" Agatha asked, arms
crossed.

By the look in her eyes he knew he had one of
two choices. Laugh it off and kick her out of his home with a
hearty farewell or make her privy to his true intentions. After
all, he did have some pride to salvage. To think, a woman denying
him… and a spinster no less!

"I'm so pleased you've asked, and to think I
was just readying myself to come over to your house and tell you of
my plans."

Agatha rolled her eyes. "Which is why you
were still sleeping when I knocked on the door."

"I was merely meditating on the sweet words I
would utter to my beloved."

It was Percy's turn to snort, and Agatha
coughed behind her hand.

"Besides," Benedict added with a stretch, "to
say what happened against my door was a knock would be a terrible
injustice. It was more of a bang, or something akin to a cannon
exploding in my bedchamber. Now, if you will be so kind as to
excuse me, I have a call to make."

With determination, he offered a smile.

He wasn't sure if it was the smile or the
speech, but his aunt promptly fainted.

Three hours later, after an ungodly amount of
smelling salts, tea, and instances when he saw his aunt's ankles,
she was packed into a carriage and sent home.

"Do you think she was feigning illness?"
Baldwyn said beside him. Apparently Benedict hadn't been the only
one to be roused from his sleep in the early morning. In fact,
Baldwyn had smartly chosen to break his fast at Benedict's home
while Agatha stormed into Benedict's rooms to scold him.

Baldwyn had it easy, however. He simply
needed to speak to the girl's father and all would be done.

Benedict had to fight.

But he was used to winning.

And how difficult could it be to win a
spinster's heart?


CHAPTER EIGHT

Try Again

 


Katherine pleaded with
her parents to allow her to return to the country. Instead,
it seemed the more she begged, the more resolute they were in their
decision.

Distressed, she had taken to her rooms.

A knock sounded at her door.

Please let it be a thief coming to steal her
away or perhaps knock her senseless? And then she could wake up
confused as to how she had become ruined the night before.

She wanted to forget any of it had
happened.

It was too mortifying.

Too horrible.

Everything, except the stolen kisses.

But they didn't count. Everyone knew kisses
only counted when they were given in earnest, and if Benedict was
earnestly kissing her, well, the whole idea would be ludicrous.

He was merely competitive and a seducer of
innocents and truly the worst sort of man. Well, he had been
successful in ruining her, and now the only course of action was to
go about a betrothal and wait for him to inevitably end things.
Then she could go back to the country and die alone.

Splendid.

Not exactly how she had imagined her life
would turn out.

Another knock came, this one a bit more
insistent.

"Enter," she said, thoroughly disgusted with
herself for entertaining dreams of the rogue's kisses.

"He's here," said her maid Nancy in a tiny
voice.

Katherine picked a feather off of her pillow
and huffed. "Who?"

"You told me not to utter his name,"
whispered Nancy.

Shivering, Katherine sat up. "You mean
he's here?"

"The very one."

"Well, who let him in?" she all but
screamed.

"Your mother. Seems she was overwrought after
the scandal sheets were delivered. Allow me to speak frankly?"

"Always."

"It is worse than you thought upon your
return last night, my lady."

"How much worse?" Katherine asked, sick with
dread.

Nancy drew a deep breath,"Much."

Well, that was descriptive and helpful. She
had to think. Her eyes darted to the window.

"I fear the fall would kill you." Nancy read
her thoughts.

Drat.

Allowing herself a few minutes of silent
pity, Katherine closed her eyes and sighed. Things could always be
worse. She could be deathly ill, or perhaps crippled, or blind,
or…

She shuddered. After all, it was never a good
sign when one had to think of death in comparison to her current
situation.

Katherine managed to make it down the stairs,
though she took great pains to methodically count each step, for in
her mind, it was a reminder of how many steps she would take until
she entered the inferno.

How was it, she wondered, that God allowed
such a man to live?

Upon entering the room, she was given her
answer.

For like Lucifer himself, the man was too
beautiful to kill.

Curse him.

"Ah, my dear, there you are!" Her father
embraced her and patted her on the head. But Katherine's eyes never
left the duke's.

"Your grace." She curtsied quickly and walked
behind the sofa to put distance between them. Merciful heavens, why
weren't there any windows open?

"If I may be so bold, you look extravagant
this morning, my lady." Benedict gave her a stare that made her
heart flutter in all the wrong places. Treacherous body! Perhaps
she should have taken her luck with the fall out of the window.

"You may not be so bold," Katherine clipped.
"Especially when you freely give such compliments without as much
as smiling."

"Apologies." He grimaced, though to be fair
it was probably the closest to a smile she was going to get.

"Yes, well, as long as it doesn't happen
again."

"Katherine!" her mother scolded. "After
everything that has transpired, do you not think you should show a
little more favor to the duke? After all, as of an hour ago, you
are officially engaged."

Suddenly glad she was leaning on the settee,
Katherine sputtered, "S-surely not!"

Benedict's eyes shimmered with merriment as
he narrowed his gaze and approached her. "But, my dear, you seemed
so much more keen on the idea last night."

Fists planted firmly at her sides, it took
every ounce of strength not to lash out at the man. He wanted this
marriage less than she did. What the devil was he up to? What
happened to the two weeks' time in which she had to court him, and
he was going to cry off like the fool he was?

"Then perhaps you should refresh my memory,
for I do not remember hearing any sort of proposal from your
lips."

"No," he leaned in to whisper in her ear. Why
weren't her parents doing anything? She looked from left to right.
Drat, they had abandoned her, and the door was closed. Well, there
was no way out of this one. She would just have to fight.

She pushed against him; he grasped her
clenched hands. "So you want me to refresh your memory, do you?"
His breath tickled her ear.

"If you touch me, I'll scream."

"Not the first time a woman's felt the need
to do that in my presence, I assure you. Besides, with my certain
skill set, your mother will simply blush profusely all the while
fanning herself, and your father would be more likely to pat me on
the back than shoot me."

"How can you be so sure of yourself?"

"Because." A smug look crossed his chiseled
face. "I promised to fix everything."

Interesting that he would do anything so
noble. "Just what do you intend to fix?"

"First, I'm going to fix this business about
ruining you. Second, I'm going to pretend to be infatuated, though
it won't be terribly hard considering you kiss like a courtesan.
And third? Third, I'm going to get to the bottom of this business
with my aunt trying to pair us up."

Katherine burst out laughing. Oh, the poor
deluded man. "Your aunt was doing nothing of the sort, you arrogant
beast!"

"Clearly, you've hit your head." Benedict
stepped back and folded his arms across his chest. "She told me I
was to be married, and mentioned you'd…"

Suddenly his face went very white.

"Mentioned what? Our names in the same
sentence? Believe me, your aunt would never align us. She had much
higher aspirations for me."

Benedict grabbed her shoulders turning her
ever so slightly closer to his body. "Explain."

"She penned a note about the Winter's
Festivities and mentioned to my parents how eager she was for me to
meet the Duke of Paisley."

"Paisley? But he's to be with…"

While he was making calculations, she stepped
back out of his reach. The man was too handsome by half, and it
seemed near impossible to think in his presence. It was why she was
always so clumsy around him. Paisley had always been kind to her as
a child, and Benedict, well, he brooded and girls swooned.

At least now when he brooded, they guarded
their virtue with fans.

"Look at it this way, your grace. It seems
your aunt deemed Paisley good enough to have a choice between me
and Lady Anastasia. I'm sorry all I have is the information given
me, but I do not believe she was trying to trap you, at least not
with me."

"Why not with you?" he roared.

Why the devil was he allowed to be
offended?

Why not, indeed. "Because I'm a
Kerrington, and we do not associate with rakes."

"You're a spinster."

"I'm a woman."

"I think we've established that at least four
times."

"The same amount of times I've accosted you.
Interesting." Katherine moved to the door, but his hand slammed
across the knob.

"Am I that blackened? Tell me you didn't
dream of my kiss, don't want my hands on your body. Tell me you
don't desire me, and I'll restore your reputation and cry off,
forgetting this whole business."

Her body screamed for her to give in to his
touch, his masculine scent of soap and tobacco, the gleam in his
eyes that promised wicked pleasure.

But as soon as she allowed herself the image
of what it would be like to be in his arms, her mind conjured up
Paisley. If there was a chance, however slight, that she could be
with him…

She cleared her throat. "The only thing I
feel for you is revulsion, and that is the truth."

He blinked at her before stepping back, and
looked again at her face as if confused. Without another word, he
opened the door and took a deep breath, giving her one final
glance. It didn't seem possible, but his eyes held pain.

Perhaps the man had feelings after all.


CHAPTER NINE

Impossible Suddenly Quite Possible

 


Benedict walked to
his carriage in silence.

He couldn't find the words to say anything,
not even "Whites," which was exactly where he wanted to go, but
truthfully if his footman suddenly had an inkling to go to the
moon, Benedict would have been more than willing.

Anything to get rid of this ridiculous itch
on his chest.

Well, perhaps it wasn't on his chest.

More like inside his chest, not truthfully an
itch, more like a feeling, cursed word that that was.

And if he was being honest with himself, it
felt quite a lot like the day his nanny chose to give Paisley a new
toy and scolded Benedict for being naughty.

Then again, this feeling was much worse. It
was hard to breathe, as if each time he opened his mouth he was
only able to suck in so much air before his lungs collapsed
altogether.

His footman waited patiently.

"Whites," he finally croaked, thankful he was
able to at least get that much out.

When had that chit gained the upper hand?

His mind was fuzzy as to how a person could
outsmart him, and a woman no less. Had she any idea who he was?
What he could do to her if he so chose?

Perhaps he felt positively ill because he
knew exactly what Agatha was up to. Never would he consider her mad
again, for she had played her cards well.

She had set up a trap, and he had fallen
quite perfectly for the bait. Whatever she was up to, he would find
out.

The rub, it seemed, was that he truthfully
could do nothing to salvage Katherine's reputation. It was good and
ruined, which really was a pity. Reputations should be ruined for
good reason, not stolen kisses or happy accidents, or in his case,
assault.

No, it seemed only fair that she be well and
truly ruined, the way a woman with lush curves and pouty lips
should be.

In bed.

He laughed.

Most likely his footman now thought him mad,
but he didn't care.

His conscience nagged at him, stupid thing
that it was. He had tried to dispel it years ago to no avail.

How was he to ruin a girl already ruined, who
despised him and to whom he was also engaged?

Well, he was always one for puzzles.

Now all he needed was some very strong tea
and a few hours to come up with a plan. Yes, she would rue the day
she told the Devil Duke she had no feelings for him. She would rue
the day she told him "no".
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That night, as
Katherine sat opposite her parents in the carriage, she
could not shake the feeling of dread in her belly.

Benedict would be attending this night's
opera.

She was still ruined.

The ton would be waiting for a
scandal, and worst of all, Paisley would be given a front row
seat.

"Here we are." Her mother beamed when their
carriage pulled up to King's Theatre.

Katherine bit her lip, trying to keep the
fluttering of her stomach at bay, and slowly made her way into the
opera house.

It was too loud for her to be noticed, with
too many people fluttering about.

"…and he has been ever so gracious to let us
use his box!" Her mother clapped her hands together.

"Who?" Katherine loudly asked, for she could
barely hear herself think.

"Why, the duke, of course."

"Which one?"

Her mother paused. "Have you so quickly
forgotten the name of your fiancé?"

Oh, him. "No, apologies. It seems I've
become quite… flushed."

Her mother scowled. "I knew I should not have
left you alone this morning with that dreadful man. His reputation
is black as sin, but surely you know there is no other choice?"

Katherine nodded.

"Did he… make advances toward you?"

Eyes wide, she could only shake her head
no and pray her blush wasn't as bright as it felt. It would
do no good for her mother to know the specifics. Besides, it wasn't
as if she wanted her mother to die of an apoplexy.

No, she'd leave the dying to Benedict.

But then again…

Why wouldn't her heart stop fluttering?

"This way." Her father directed them to the
box. At least there were only six seats. Enough for her parents,
herself, Banbury and…

"The Dowager Duchess of Durbin," the lady
introduced herself to her mother and father, then quickly darted
her beady eyes in Katherine's direction.

"My dear, you look ever so lovely."

Katherine blushed again, and reached out to
grasp the dowager's outstretched hands, leaning in to kiss both of
her rouged cheeks.

"Your grace, it has been an age. I've missed
you dreadfully."

A cough emanated from near the front of the
balcony.

All heads turned in the direction of the
interruption.

"Apologies, seems I've come down with a
cold." Benedict shrugged and winked at his aunt, whose icy glare
caused the group to take a step back.

Benedict didn't seem the least bit affected.
"We are so pleased to have you with us this evening." His voice
dripped with sarcasm. The man was a conundrum, from his black
attire, to the way his eyes scanned each person before him as if
studying them.

Katherine cleared her throat and moved to
take a seat on the opposite side of the box, but a hand stopped
her.

"Katherine," her mother whispered harshly in
her ear. "It will look dreadful if you do not sit next to your
fiancé. Do not make this worse than it already is."

It could get worse. It could get much
worse. For one thing, Benedict could have her skirts lifted merely
by crooking his pinky finger.

She was a wanton hussy.

The man had no shame, and no right to be as
attractive as he was. Why was it that men who had impossible
personalities were gifted with good looks? Should it not be the
other way around?

Then again, Paisley was quite handsome and
kind and…

You're not marrying Paisley, you nitwit!

"Your grace." Katherine curtsied before
taking a seat next to Benedict. The lights soon dimmed, and she
found herself in quite an interesting position.

For the close proximity seemed to cause a
sensual current between the two of them. His thigh barely brushed
hers, but he didn't seem the least bit affected. He crossed his
arms and leaned back as if bored. While she, well, she was near
trembling.

And then the odious man stretched, just
grazing her shoulder as his arm flew above his head. When his hands
came down, a finger brushed hers.

This was why they called him the devil. This
very reason, for he was able to conjure up nonsensical feelings
with a mere touch.

"Tell me." She jumped as his lips barely
touched her ear. "What is it you're thinking of? We both know you
haven't even glanced at the performance."

"If you must know," she hissed, "I was just
wondering where Paisley was located. Your aunt expressed her desire
for us to continue our acquaintance."

"Paisley?" he all but spat. "He's engaged, as
are you."

"According to you, all I had to do was deny
my attraction, and you would cry off."

He shrugged. "I lied. Besides, you're already
ruined. The way I see it, I'm doing you a favor merely by sitting
with you."

She hated that he was right.

"Does he make you feel… things?"

"Who?"

"Paisley."

"Of course. I feel quite happy when I am near
him, which is more than I can say about you."

Benedict chuckled, his finger drawing a slow
circle on her arm. "I do not want you to feel happy when you are
near me."

"What a dreadful thing to say—"

"I merely want you to feel…" He paused.
"…alive."

Any more alive and she would be quite dead
from want.

"You cannot force a person to desire you, as
you well know," she said haughtily, her voice jumping a few octaves
to prove her offense. She refused to look at him and kept her gaze
on the performance.

"My dear, who said anything about forcing?"
His teeth nipped her ear just as she gasped and the crowd broke out
in applause.

The first act was done.

She wasn't so sure she would make it through
the rest.
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Benedict couldn't see
straight, and it had nothing to do with whiskey, but
everything to do with the minx sitting next to him.

Had a courtesan dressed her?

By Jove, she looked like… like… His mind was
having trouble processing large words, and he struggled to remember
to breathe at the same time, And considering he wanted to go on
living, thank you very much, he chose not to think of an
appropriate word.

"Beautiful," he muttered aloud without
thought.

Her head snapped in his direction, which then
made his snap back to the stage where the second act would be
starting soon.

Well, now he looked like an overeager lad.
Splendid.

A commotion ensued to his left a few boxes
down.

Paisley.

Katherine flinched at his side. Was he
imagining things or was the girl actually trying to slouch further
into her seat?

Ridiculous.

"Hiding?" He jerked her upright with one
fluid movement.

She glared. "Perhaps."

"It would never work, you know."

"What wouldn't?" The flicker of emotion in
her eyes told him she knew exactly what he meant.

"You and Paisley. Unlike myself, he's a man
of honor. Aunt has already announced his betrothal. You'd have to
kill the girl in order to gain his hand in marriage, and even then
I'd wager against you."

"Do you always offer such pretty
compliments?" Her lower lip trembled. Blast it, was the chit going
to cry now?

"I'm merely telling you the truth. He is the
honorable one."

"What does that make you?" Surprisingly her
lip stopped trembling, her glassy eyes pierced him with such
longing, he nearly forgot to breathe.

He swallowed, gaining time to gather himself.
"It makes me the defiant one, I suppose."

She continued looking straight through him,
making it deuced uncomfortable to do anything but stare back.

"Besides…" He leaned in and prayed Agatha
wasn't watching. "Do you truly believe he could bring you pleasure
after you've experienced it with me?"

The minx smiled tightly. "Do you believe
yourself to be the expert in that certain area, your grace?"

"I don't believe. I know."

She snorted.

Did she doubt him?

Of all the hair-brained notions. Had she any
idea what type of man she was frivolously playing with?
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"Come on." He jerked
her to her feet and made apologies to the rest of their company.
"The lady wants to take some air… absolutely stuffy in here."

Heads nodded emphatically, and then she was
out into the hall with the duke, utterly pinned by his predatory
stare.

He stretched out his arm, giving her no
choice in the matter but to take it and hope they would return
soon.

Dread filled her with each step away from the
box. Swallowing her fear, and if she were being honest, her
excitement of being alone with the man, she continued on until he
stopped in a darkened corner and pulled her in with him.

"Watch." He turned her toward the wall. Oh
no, why hadn't she tried harder to fight him, or at least pulled
away when he jerked her to her feet.

Trembling, she had only the option of hitting
him in hopes to escape. Of course she had known him since he was a
child, but obviously the man was different than the boy, and she
always had a sort of fear of him.

"You've proven your point, now let me go."
She moved to elbow him, but he slithered away.

"Point? What point?" He sounded quite
confused.

"That you're not above terrifying innocent
maidens into submission in order to gain what you want."

At that, he laughed, throwing his head back
and then finally meeting her gaze, an actual smile of amusement on
his face.

Katherine didn't mean to gasp, nor did she
mean to lean forward to study the beautiful lines that made up this
remarkable change in his demeanor, his deep set dimples, his wide
smile.

Slowly, she lifted her hand and delicately
touched his jaw.

Breath hissed between his teeth as he pushed
her back against the wall she had just been just facing. "Am I
terrifying now?"

"Dreadfully."

He needn't know that she was more astonished
at his smile than truly terrified.

"Good, though that wasn't why I went to all
the trouble to bring you here. Now turn around like a good
girl."

What in the blazes was he doing? Katherine
slowly turned, aware of his every breath as Benedict's lips grazed
her ear, his gloved hands moved to either side of her head, one
lifted, and a small light entered into their alcove, enough to gain
her bearings.

"We're so close to the stage."

"Yes, funny thing that, it seems this box
hasn't been used for near a decade."

"Why?"

"Well." He pulled the curtains back even
wider but not enough for them to be viewed by anyone. "It was said
that Count Von Luxemburg killed his wife in this very box. Nobody
has taken it since. It is also quite close to the middle class,
which is of course, frowned upon."

Katherine nodded. "I see."

He tensed behind her.

"So you've taken me here to frighten me? To
explain that if I don't marry you, my fate will be the same as the
countess, is that right?"

"My, my." His hot breath scalded her neck.
"What a fun little imagination you have packed up in here." His
hand dipped into her coiffure, brushing her skull and causing
tremors. "Unfortunately, I brought you to this abandoned box so you
wouldn't need to stare at Paisley all night, and also so you could
enjoy the opera."

"I am enjoying it," she fired back,
clearly irritated.

"Really?" His whisper mocked her.

"Yes."

"Then what, pray tell, is the name of the
opera?"

Katherine swallowed. Blast, she had no idea.
Not one clue, but surely all operas were similar? "I don't
remember, but it is very romantic."

His body shook with laughter behind her.
"It's a comedy, minx. Le Nozze de Figaro to be exact, and I
suspect that if you were truly paying attention, you would be quite
entranced by the entire performance."

She grinned, and focused back at the stage.
"What's happening?"

He didn't move during the entire act as his
lips spoke delicately into her ear translating each movement, each
song, as if it was his second nature. When she gasped and began
laughing, he laughed with her, his body steel behind her.

The curtains closed for intermission, leaving
them once again in utter darkness.

"We should return," Katherine whispered.
"Surely, they will start to worry about us being alone for so
long."

"Do you truly think it could get any worse?"
he joked.

Katherine stifled a laugh. "Well, considering
most of the ton saw my skirts up past my knees…"

"Glorious looking knees, by the way. I would
love to see them again," he interrupted.

"I thought you were unconscious."

"Perhaps I stole a peek."

"Rogue."

"Always."

Katherine shivered as his body left hers. She
rubbed her arms at the sudden chill. What in the world was wrong
with her?

The white of Benedict's gloves was visible in
the darkened box. His hand slowly moved in front of him and then
reached for the back of her head.

All was lost.

For she went willingly and quite wantonly
into his arms. Not at all sure if it was he who had made the first
move or she, and not caring even if she was the guilty party.

His lips parted, a hungry moan escaped them
as he plundered her mouth with his tongue. A yearning shot through
her at his erotic kiss, causing her hands to clench and tug at his
hair. His mouth was hot and sweet, demanding in its pursuit.

Logic had nothing to do with the way she
arched her back into his embrace, allowing easier access, and then
when his hands began purposefully caressing down her chest, she was
again lost. Sensations she never knew possible caused her knees to
weaken.

Benedict nipped at her neck, and then cursed.
"I cannot ruin you at an opera…"

She kissed him hard across the mouth.

"Devil take me… I so desperately want to
try," he mumbled as he nibbled on her lower lip. "I doubt you would
thank me come tomorrow morning, nor would you be ecstatic to face
your parents once they see you completely disgraced."

She stiffened and retreated.

"Good choice," he uttered, mumbling another
oath before taking an unsteady breath. "Hell, what the devil is
wrong with me?"

Was he speaking rhetorically?

He cursed again, this time kicking something.
"I cannot be walking around like some besotted fool, my aunt will
have me by my b—" He coughed. "My neck, she'll have me by the neck,
and I'll never hear the end of it."

"Your grace," Katherine spoke up.

But he was truly having a one-sided
conversation, so he continued in justifying his actions. "It's your
fault! If you were not a woman…"

Katherine snorted. "Would you rather I be a
man?"

"No!" he sputtered. "No, no, no, no. Heavens,
no."

"I believe you." She covered her laugh.

Was he pacing? She could see movement but
wasn't sure if he was pacing or merely throwing his fist in the air
repeatedly.

"I know!"

She had an idea this was not going to end up
being an intelligent end to their conversation.

"Hit me."

"Pardon?" she choked.

"Hit me, or trip me, anything really. I need
to be reminded how utterly wrong you are for me, so that when I
have moments of weakness — and don't deny it, I've had quite a few
as of late — I remember that we will not suit, we cannot suit."

"So your answer is violence?" she asked.

"Precisely. After all, you've threatened my
life four times before, why not add a fifth"

"Why not?" Katherine felt anger rise in her
chest. The absolute cad! He would rather she strike him down than
admit any sort of attraction?

Fine. He would get exactly what he asked
for.

"It will be an honor, your grace." With that,
she brought her fist back and landed a blow across his eye that
would have done her father quite proud.


CHAPTER TEN

If Only Women were Allowed at Gentleman
Jackson's…

 


To his utter shame
and complete humiliation, Benedict took at least five minutes to
regain consciousness. At least he suspected as much based on the
expectant hush that had fallen over the theatre whil waiting for
the second act. He refused to entertain the thought that it could
have been longer. Being a man, it just wouldn't be kind.

The throbbing on his cheek and around the
tender flesh of his eye screamed in protest as he gently touched
the area where Katherine had hit him.

Clearly, she didn't need to be told twice to
inflict pain. Though, to be fair, he had expected she would merely
give him a light pat across the shoulder or mayhap even kick him in
the shin.

Not, to his great humiliation, give such a
remarkable punch that he was rendered senseless for longer than
he'd care to admit. Were they allowing women at Jackson's these
days? He needed to stop underestimating the chit, his nemesis, his
future wife. Bitter pill to swallow, that.

Breath whistled through his teeth as he set
himself to rights and checked his body for any other sort of
bruising. Naturally, he wouldn't put it past her to give a good
kick after she sent him sailing to the ground.

Although sore, nothing else seemed worse for
the wear, but he did have a sneaking suspicion he looked as if he
had been on the wrong end of an opening door. With one final oath
for good measure, he took another soothing breath and made his way
back to the box.

Thankfully, everything was still blanketed in
black. Unfortunately for him, he had the devil's own luck, so it
wasn't all that surprising that the minute his booted foot stepped
into his box, the stage lights came to life as the second act
began.

And he, the wounded, was no longer in
darkness.

Rather blinded by the spectacle in front of
him. His eyes focused on the stage and then to his horror, Agatha.
Of course the witch was laughing.

"What the devil happened to you?" Agatha said
between giggles. At least have a care for the company! What were
they to think when she was not even a trifle concerned for his
welfare!

"I took a stumble," he lied. His eyes quickly
darted to Katherine.

The minx coughed. "And where pray tell did
you stumble, your grace? Dare I ask the condition of the object
that ran into your face?" She lifted her hand innocently to touch
her cheek and winked. Not a blasted hair out of place. Gloves
pristine.

He suddenly had a very vivid image of his
hands shaking her tiny little body until she apologized.

Then again, he couldn't very well have her
apologize for something he'd told her to do.

Stupidity seemed to blare in front of his
eyes like a bloody sign.

"Benedict!" Agatha scolded. "Really! To leave
Lady Katherine all by herself! Heavens! The poor dear was lost for
near an hour while you were out fighting imaginary dragons!"

"I was attacked!" he shouted, bringing quite
a lot of attention to their box. He swore and quickly took a seat
so nobody would be the wiser to his bruise.

"Attacked?" Agatha's eyes narrowed. "Seconds
ago you were most unfortunate to allow your clumsiness to get the
best of you, and now you were accosted? By what, a child? A
door?"

Katherine snorted behind her hand but kept
her eyes dancing with amusement. Lord and Lady Kerrington were
staring at him as if he had just sprouted an extra head near his
ear.

"Well?" Agatha prodded.

"Both." He closed his eyes. "It was both. You
see, I was trying to find Lady Katherine amidst the crowds—"

"—there were no crowds, Benedict, we were all
seated."

"You did not let me finish!" He shifted in
his seat. "The crowds of er… air." Cough, cough. "You see,
the air was quite crowded with… dust, lots of dust, and you know I
am sensitive to dust, Aunt."

"Indeed."

At his silence she leaned in. "Oh, do go on,
I believe your tale has just trumped my interest in the opera."

Lord Kerrington nodded his head in agreement.
All eyes on him. He scratched nervously at his neck and cleared his
throat. "As I said, the air was crowded with—"

"—dust, yes you've said that already,"
Katherine piped up cheerfully.

"Right." He clenched his teeth. "And by the
time I was able to set myself to right and go in search of
Katherine, who surely must have been confused because of all the…"
He choked on his lie.

"Dust," they said in unison.

"Yes, dust," he said emphatically. "I
wandered into a darkened corner, many of those in the theatre, you
know, and promptly took a stumble. My eyes had not yet adjusted to
the dust-free area."

Devil take him, he truly was the worst liar
that had ever lived. Plain and simple. Didn't help one bit that he
was sweating through his jacket, nor that his aunt seemed to get
more agitated by the minute.

Benedict leaned forward hoping to gain the
attention of everyone and end this mortifying night. "I heard a
scream."

"No!" Lady Kerrington gasped.

He smiled cheerfully. "Why yes, and I being
the strong, courageous…"

"—Don't forget dust sensitive," Katherine
piped up again.

"Dust sensitive," he ground out. "Ahem… man
that I am, I went in search of the damsel. I'm happy to announce I
made it just in time to save the woman in distress no worse for the
wear!"

Odd nobody was clapping. Should he not be
honored for his bravery, fake though it may be?

Agatha chuckled. "Interesting. For Katherine
said both of you were merely lost and in a moment of panic she
accidently hit you in the face because she thought she saw a
rat."

"But," Benedict sputtered. "You asked…"

"Bravo!" Lord Kerrington slapped Benedict
hard on the back. "Your Grace, my daughter was just regaling us
with your ability to tell stories. I say, jolly good one! My dear,"
he looked to Katherine. "You were right. He does possess a certain
talent. Thank you for allowing us to see it firsthand."

"Of course." She winked at Benedict and
crossed her arms.

He gave a nervous laugh. "Ah yes, I do enjoy
telling falsehoods in order to entertain others."

"Good man, good sense of humor, good man."
Lord Kerrington was still chuckling.

Benedict scooted closer to Katherine and
grasped her hand hard within his.

She squeaked but otherwise made no
movement.

"I have half a mind to strangle you." He felt
his jaw clench in frustration.

"But, your grace?" Katherine turned her deep
blue eyes toward him and whispered, "Then you would no longer be
able to kiss me, and you do enjoy that, don't you?"

Before he could speak, she shushed him. "No,
no, you've had quite the ordeal tonight, your grace. Pray, do not
exert yourself any further. Besides, you've kissed a woman, lived
through a fight and apparently a terrible bout with dust. You
deserve your rest. Just remember this one thing."

"What's that?" Curse his voice for being
hoarse with need.

"This round goes to me."

"Minx."

"Rogue."

"Flirt."

"Devil."

He sighed. "Agreed. I have been bested."

"Why, your grace!" Her eyelashes fluttered.
He couldn't take his eyes away from her face if he wanted to. "How
sporting of you."

And then, the woman, the very same one who
had threatened his life so many years before, managed the
impossible.

She didn't sneak, but rather stomped right
into his heart, threatening something much more dangerous than his
life.

His absolute and utter devotion.

Devil take him, he'd be shocked if he lasted
the two weeks without his heart, soul, life, and everything else he
possessed on a platter before the girl.

The whole idea that she could enter into his
life so quickly and steal his very small heart made him deuced
uncomfortable. She was more than a pretty face, and despite his
desire to bed her, he found himself wanting to wed her. Perhaps he
was going mad? It may be the only explanation as to why he
continued to stop himself from fully ruining her, from making her
his. Though his body ached with need, for the first time in his
life, he was putting another human being ahead of himself. It was
such an odd feeling that he found he almost needed to sit before
his knees buckled beneath him sending him to the floor.

What was this foreign feeling? Would it ever
go away? Or was the only cure the very same girl that both provoked
and inflamed him?
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He wasn't going to
last a week.

Then again, she wasn't sure she was
going to last the carriage ride home. The man was altogether too
large to fit in that stifling carriage.

After his aunt accidently tread on her
father's foot with her cane, well, he'd felt a bruised foot as well
as a bruised ego, no doubt.

Meaning, her parents had left the opera
early.

Thanking the heavens that she still had
Benedict's fire-breathing aunt with them, Katherine soon realized
her joy would be short-lived. When the very dragon toppled over in
her chair.

"Oh, you two stay, stay! After all, you are
betrothed."

"I will see that Lady Katherine reaches her
home this evening," Benedict had drawled, his smirk giving way to
the utter satisfaction he most likely felt with Katherine in his
clutches again.

"Well, if you insist." The dowager looked to
Katherine.

"I would be delighted to stay and watch the
remainder of the opera with his grace."

"Well, that's settled!" The dowager nodded
her head slowly. The poor thing did look quite put out; perhaps she
was coming down with a cold? Which is exactly what she had
suggested to Benedict.

He laughed, and stated that she was known for
having a list of ailments, all of which were nonexistent but always
helpful in her manipulations and strategies.

They were silent during the rest of the
opera.

And in the carriage.

Until, all of a sudden Benedict stopped the
carriage a block from her house. "You cannot be silent!"

"Why ever not?" she near shouted.

"It isn't like you!"

"Pardon?"

"Silence? Beauty? Intelligence? Devil take
me, it isn't at all like you! Be disagreeable. Saints alive, help a
man out! It would be so much easier to marry a woman who was…
was…"

She must have hit him harder than she
thought.

"Let me see if I understand you correctly.
You desire for me to be undesirable."

"Bloody hell, yes!" He lifted his eyes
heavenward and sighed happily. "Do you not understand? I was just
getting used to the idea of being married, of being forced — nay,
coerced, perhaps manipulated is a better word? Yes, manipulated —
into marrying you! At least then, I knew I could keep my distance.
After all, you'd probably send me to an early grave, and then I
wouldn't have to suffer alongside you in holy matrimony."

"How romantic."

He shrugged. He would shrug at a time like
this. Devil take him.

"But now, don't you see how much more
difficult it is going to be for me to be… Well, to be…" He bit his
lip and scowled.

"Selfish?" she offered.

"Yes!" he roared. "Now wait one minute, I
wouldn't necessarily say it's selfish for a man to want to live his
life without the irritation of a woman by his side."

"Your words are like poetry," she gushed
mockingly.

Banbury glared. "I do not want marriage.
Least of all with a woman who can throw a right punch with the best
of them, nor one who I can't imagine without pigtails. Besides, she
picked you."

"By she you mean the dowager? Were we not
just discussing this last night? She picked me for your cousin, not
for you. Truly, you need to learn the art of humility."

"She tricked me," he said, ignoring her.
"Besides, you're stuck with me. Forget the courting, hang it all!
You will marry me, and you will be boring!"

Perhaps she should tell the footman to take
them to Bedlam instead of her home. "Are you unwell?" She leaned
forward and lifted a hand to his cheek.

"Why the blazes would I be well? A few days
ago, I was happily drinking the night away at a gambling Hell. And
now, now, I'm… going to the opera with my aunt of all people! Along
with my soon-to-be wife. By God, I'm going to have a wife…" He
leaned his head back against the seat.

"And an apoplectic fit if you don't calm
down," she added.

He glared. "My thanks. That was ever so
helpful in putting my mood in a better state."

"I don't love you," she stated rather
boldly.

He opened his eyes and burst out laughing.
"Truly, a man can't hear that enough. It is akin to a woman
confessing that she only has days to live and has never been with a
man, or when the proprietor suddenly announces that the whiskey is
free."

"You don't love me."

He paused.

Good God, why was he pausing?

The air in the carriage swam with
tension.

"No?" The word hung as a question between
them. He blinked his eyes a few times as if trying to ascertain
that they were still functioning, a side effect of the dust no
doubt.

"No." She nodded and leaned forward. "But,
your grace. We are stuck. Let us think nothing more of crying off
or trying to best one another. Can we not simply be friends?"

"Marriage and friendship?" He looked
skeptical as his eyebrows drew together.

She nodded.

"I guess this means you won't try to be
boring."

"I cannot be what I am not."

His eyes narrowed.

She cleared her throat and patted his hand.
"Just like you cannot help but be disagreeable and grumpy with a
nasty habit of forgetting to smile."

Banbury opened his mouth to speak, but she
kept talking.

"And let us not forget your horrid talent at
telling a fib. Gracious, my three-year-old niece could do it
better. Dust? Really?"

"In my defense, I am sensitive."

She grinned. "Remind me to bring dust to our
ceremony."

"Wouldn't shock me at all if you arrived with
pistols firing, let alone dust."

"It would be less than you deserve," she
added.

"Minx." He tapped the roof of the carriage
and sighed. "Friends?" His hand was outstretched in a manner
signaling a peace of sorts. So why, when her gloved hand touched
his, did she feel that she had just made a deal with the devil?

He smiled.

She gulped. Because the truth hit her full
force. She didn't feel like she had made a deal with the devil. The
deal was already done, and the devil looked quite pleased.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

What's a Devil to Do?

 


He was worse than a
woman. His own mood swings were driving him mad; he could only
imagine how Katherine felt. That was, if he was one to care about
others' feelings, which of course, he wasn't.

He was the devil after all.

It was morning, precisely two days since the
dreaded ball where his life had been changed forever, and less than
twenty-four hours since his last erotic kiss with the woman that
was to be his wife. By his calculations, he had less than two weeks
before the Kringle Ball. The very same ball that would seal his
fate as a leg-shackled duke.

When had he lost control of his life?

Was it the day he'd stepped into Agatha's
house? Or perhaps the very second he decided to accept her
invitation?

And now he was stuck.

With a wife he didn't want. Well, that was to
say he didn't emotionally want her. Wanting her physically was
quite another topic entirely. His body replayed images of her
responsive kiss over and over again until his only solace was
whiskey.

He finished half the bottle. Not a proud
moment since he wasn't one to normally drink alone.

The problem was he saw no way out of this
predicament. Contrary to popular notion, he truly did possess a
heart, though it was small, and at times he did wonder if it worked
properly. Especially considering he rarely felt guilty for ruining
women left and right. It had always been a sport, a way to pass
time, an entertaining amusement.

But now, he had one woman. One irritatingly
attractive woman who was depending on him to make one right
decision amidst all the bad ones.

He swallowed, suddenly wishing he wasn't
nursing a headache or nausea, for the whiskey called out to him
again.

There was no way out of the mess.

It would be helpful if the chit would at
least be agreeable. His demands were straightforward and honest,
but in the end, it wouldn't have mattered if she tried to be
boring. Her eyes shone with intelligence.

Nor if she tried to be indifferent; her mouth
often curved into a mischievous smile when she thought nobody was
watching.

But he watched.

He noticed.

Devil take him, he was actually falling for a
woman who wasn't his mistress.

Which meant he was in danger of creating the
biggest scandal the ton would ever see or talk about for
centuries.

The Devil Duke was successfully becoming
besotted with the very woman he was going to marry.

Wonders never ceased.

He smiled, despite a herculean effort not to,
and took a slow sip of coffee.

"Your grace, this just came for you. It is
urgent that you respond straight away." His butler bowed, but made
no move to leave.

Benedict took the letter into his hand and
broke the seal.

A house party.

Gads, he hadn't been to a house party in
years.

He continued reading.

The party was to be thrown at Lord Marks'
estate just outside London.

A holiday party.

His mind worked sluggishly through the
details. It would be endless days filled with ice-skating and
games.

It sounded like the exact opposite of
something he would normally agree to.

Which was why, when he wrote his acceptance,
he nearly banged his head against the table in order to conjure up
part of his old self.

"Deuced idiot is what I am," he mumbled as he
closed his eyes, and contemplated returning to bed.

But then a thought struck him.

A devilish thought, one that brought a
cheerful smile to his face and did wonders for his headache.

Katherine.

What he needed was to put her in situations
where she would yet again prove disastrous and dangerous, and would
successfully kill any sort of attachment he had for her. It would
remind him that she was not any type of woman he wanted to marry.
This was so simple! The girl was as clumsy as she was beautiful.
Put the girl in skates and she would find the thin ice.

He laughed aloud nearly scaring himself in
the process, for he had just laughed over the thought of a girl
falling into an ice pond.

His smile faded. Did he truly just imagine
her beautiful body falling into an icy hole? What in the blazes was
wrong with him? Perhaps she could just take a tumble, reminding him
again that she was not fit to be a duchess and certainly unfit to
be wed.

On the other hand, considering his
imagination had run away with him again, mayhap he should return to
bed?

No, no, he scolded himself. He had
preparations to make.
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One day later

 


Katherine glared at
the man sitting opposite her. The carriage hit a bump; she
glared harder. Could he not feel the penetration of her stare?

"You're going to hurt me if you keep
glowering at me in that fashion, or worse your eyes will be stuck
in that position, and we both know how offensive you find me." He
grinned, his dimples mocking her every nerve.

Drat the man! Days ago, she had not thought
him capable of emotion, let alone smiling! And now he was
practically enthusiastic. When she agreed to be his friend despite
having to marry him, it seemed the best course of action.

In her defense, she had thought to only see
him a few more times before the Kringle Ball, and at worse, every
day.

But now, she was to spend four days in his
company.

In his cousin's company.

She'd be shocked if she didn't expire from
the emotional turmoil of it all.

Add in ice skating and other games, and she
was a ball of nerves. It had been pure luck on her part that she
had managed not to accost the duke in the past three days.

Surely her luck was running out.

Benedict grinned again. Yes, it was most
definitely running out.

"Am I to understand that you've never ice
skated before?" he asked, looking idly amused. If she could call
inspecting her gloves and smiling amused.

"I am quite skilled at ice skating, your
grace."

He cursed aloud and leveled her with a glare
so intense, she was surprised her face didn't go up in flames.

"We are to be husband and wife. I believe you
can cease from calling me your grace, at least in private."

"Sorry, Benedict."

His teeth clenched. "Don't know why you'd
have such trouble saying my name now, you were deuced good at
screaming it when you were busy trying to plan my demise."

Katherine bit her bottom lip trying to keep
from smiling. "I was concerned for your welfare."

"Concerned?" He tilted his head and leaned
forward. "Pray tell, were you concerned before or after I was
knocked out from a tree branch those many years ago?"

She managed a stoic face. "After."

"And when I fell off the balcony?"

"Before."

"Why before?"

"Your aunt was hunting for you that night as
well, Benedict, and if memory serves, you had just wagered a
thousand pounds that it would rain before morning."

Benedict's face turned serious. "How did you
know my aunt was chasing me?"

"Oh, you looked quite frantic, which is why I
offered you an escape."

"The escape being my ultimate death?"

"I didn't say I planned it well,"
Katherine argued. At this point, her smile was going to freeze onto
her face, permanent that it was.

"Minx, you've been trying to ruin me your
whole life, admit it."

Katherine laughed. "Perhaps you're just upset
that I ruined you first, Benedict." His name came out as a
whisper.

Eyes darkening, he leaned forward. "I didn't
know you could ruin a devil."

"And I didn't know you could redeem one, yet
here we are."

"Yes." His hands moved to her shoulders and
then her neck. "Here we are."

His lips were just a breath away from hers,
but the carriage jolted them out of their moment, putting a stop to
whatever spell had descended upon the carriage.

"I'll just be reading then," Katherine
said.

"…must catch up on my sleep, you understand,"
he answered at the same time and quickly closed his eyes.
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Catch up on his
sleep? More like experience firsthand torture. Confound it!
Benedict had again almost kissed the girl!

It wasn't necessarily the kiss that upset
him.

No, it was the way his body responded to her
laugh, her every word, as if she wasn't just conversing with him
but making love to him.

Which was sheer madness! Speaking was not
making love.

And yet, with Katherine it was.

Every word formed with her delicate lips,
every sigh that escaped without her notice, every bat of her
lashes.

Mad. He was going absolutely mad.

But kissing her? It would make things
exponentially worse, for he wouldn't stop at one kiss. He would not
insult his own intelligence by justifying such an action.

With Katherine, a kiss had never been a kiss,
but sheer ecstasy like he had never known. Her smell, her taste,
everything about her unique and spiced.

Better than whiskey. Blast it, better than
sex.

Madness. When a man compared kissing to sex
and kissing won out, he needed to embark on a weeklong stint of
debauchery.

Yet, all he could think about was her kiss,
her lips, and the simple idea that in a few short weeks she would
say yes, and he could spend his days and his nights finding out
what was so intriguing about the saucy minx sitting in that
carriage.

Yet, a part, a small part, warned him that
once he began that discovery, he would never want to stop.


CHAPTER TWELVE

A Snowball For a Duke

 


Katherine was jolted
awake by Benedict's hand.

"Well? Are you going to wake up, or do I need
to carry you?"

Ah, just what she needed — a reminder of why
he was called the Devil Duke, why he was disagreeable, and why she
was upset she wasn't with his cousin. Katherine had needed that
reminder, for her heart had felt lost on the journey, and she
wasn't sure what was happening to her. Something larger than
friendship was blossoming between them.

And she wasn't sure her heart could take the
devastation of what a man like Benedict would bring. Surely she
could marry him and keep herself indifferent if he was
disagreeable. But what if she began to like him, to befriend him,
to love him?

He would destroy her.

It would start slow. Most likely Benedict
would show her firsthand exactly why women whispered about his
sexual encounters. But after a few weeks or even a few months, he
would get bored. His eyes would wander in the general direction of
the courtesans, and he would be lost forever.

His laugh, gone.

His smile, nonexistent.

And she would be heartbroken.

Which was why, when he woke her up with a
smile on his face, she nudged him out of the way and stepped out of
the carriage on her own.

What she didn't know was that the ground was
far closer than she realized, and she nearly lost her footing.

Thankfully, Benedict was close behind her and
caught her arm, but not before it hit him square in the face with a
resounding thud.

The footmen gasped.

But Katherine laughed.

Benedict cursed. "And there she is. I was
wondering when your clumsy self was to make another
appearance."

She curtsied, because really there was
nothing else to do in such circumstances, and wonder of all wonders
the Devil Duke laughed heartily, causing the footmen to gasp for an
entirely different reason.

Naturally his laugh was followed by an
excessive amount of throat clearing and chest thumping. After all,
the devil was to never laugh in public. Benedict had always tried
to keep his manners indifferent when in the presence of the
ton, far be it from them to discover he actually had a
heart. The mamas would be relentless in their pursuit if they
thought him anything but disagreeable.

Katherine wasn't sure what possessed her to
indulge the man in a bit of playfulness. Maybe it was the way he
cloaked his merriment with a devil-may-care attitude, or the line
of his shoulders when he brought them back and tried to escort her
into the large house.

Perhaps, she thought as she looped her
arms within his, childhood never truly leaves you. Maybe your
physical body grows into what society deems acceptable, but those
dreams, the itches you get to do something adventurous and
dangerous never die. If anything, they are more intense in their
drive, for the minute you decide to give in to the immaturity that
plagued you when you were small, you are able to be free, to laugh,
and to fly.

"Benedict," she whispered out of earshot of
the footman. No doubt they would expire on the spot if they heard
her addressing him as such.

"Hmm?" He turned his large body toward hers.
Eyebrows drawn in as if he was contemplating the meaning of
life.

"I'm sorry."

"Sorry? Whatever for?"

With a quick tug, she had him on his back
against the snowy powder of the ground.

"What the devil!" he shouted.

And then Katherine grabbed a touch of snow in
her hand and drizzled it on his face as if it were sand.

He became very serious then.

Almost too serious.

Making her think she had finally gone too
far.

And then with a roar, he jumped to his feet
firmly packing a snowball in his hand as his eyes turned to steel.
"Run."

So she did.

As fast as her legs could carry her, she ran
around the outside of the estate laughing the whole way. Snowballs
flew past her head. Giggling, she found it nearly impossible to
keep running as she heard him yelling threats from behind.

And then his large arms came around her, and
he whispered hoarsely in her ear, "Now, it's my turn to be
sorry."

"For wh—?"

Benedict pushed her to the ground and pounced
near her in the snow, he pinned her to the cold wet earth and
leaned in. Panting, he lifted the snowball in his hand and laughed.
"What will you give me for a truce, my lady?"

Giggling, she pushed the escaped hair away
from her face and gazed into his eyes. It felt quite like she was
falling, only she was nowhere near a cliff or in danger. Yet her
heart screamed jump, jump, jump. "Will a kiss be
acceptable?"

"No." He threw the snowball down to the
ground.

Her heart thudded, slow and heavy, in her
chest and finally came to a near stop.

Benedict's hands threaded through her hair
pulling her head closer to his until their breaths were mingled.
"Just one kiss is never acceptable."

At the first touch of his lips, her world
spun. His kiss was playful, as his tongue wrestled with hers and
then slid out of her mouth. He tilted his head at a different
angle, his cold nose lighting her skin like a fire, and then warmth
met her again, as he tugged her head tighter and pressed his lips
harder until it was difficult to breathe.

"One kiss is never acceptable," he repeated,
out of breath, and held out his hand. Unashamed, and still flushed
from their little game, she took his arm and walked with him back
to the front of the house.

"I fear we've caused a bigger scandal than
when the ton saw my knees," she said, changing the subject —
anything to rid herself of the odd tingling sensation Benedict's
mouth had left on her person.

Benedict pulled her closer and kissed the top
of her head. "I'm a duke. Believe me, the footmen will be silent,
and as for everyone else, it appears we are the first to
arrive."

"But what about Lord Marks? Surely he'll see
the state of our dress?" She looked into his eyes and tried to calm
her rapid gasps of excitement. Handsome to the point of stopping
hearts, he merely shrugged. "That part, I already have figured
out."

"What do you mean?" Katherine asked.

"You'll see."

Fifteen minutes later, standing in front of
the fire in her room, she knew exactly what the devil had meant.
For the second Lord Marks had greeted them, Benedict had gone into
detail of how Katherine, in all her clumsiness, had tripped him,
causing them both to fall into the snow. He added that she often
fell and took others with her, so it would be wise to watch his
footing throughout the week. And then he winked.

"I should have known," she said before they
parted ways to their rooms.

"But of course, my dear. You know how I love
telling falsehoods."

"Touché."

"Does this mean I win this round?" He brought
her hand to his lips and kissed each knuckle. His eyes danced with
merriment as he licked his lips.

"Yes."

"Then, I believe we're even. Now change out
of those clothes before you catch a chill. After all, I cannot in
good sport play a game with someone who's ill."

She withdrew her hand and curtsied but not
before rolling her eyes at the handsome man. He paused, focusing on
her lips and then her eyes.

"Minx."

"Rogue."

"I shall see you at dinner."

"You shall."

And again they paused, words left unsaid. But
weren't actions louder than words, for their very actions must have
led everyone to believe that a minute without one another was like
a thousand deaths.

And so, Katherine was the first to turn on
her heel and enter her chambers.

She smiled at the memory of the day then
cursed herself for being so infatuated. All was lost, for he
already had the better part of her heart.

"Please don't break it," she whispered into
the fire and closed her eyes as her chest constricted with that all
too familiar pain of rejection. Benedict never said he wanted her,
and it was clear that Paisley had still thought her a little girl.
Fear squeezed the walls of her throat threatening to close it all
together. Was he toying with her? Or did he truly enjoy their
flirtation? And if he did, was it enough for him to marry her in
earnest?

The flames licked into the air as if mocking
her. The very flames that the Devil Duke was born out of no doubt,
yet a small part of him it seemed was not the man he wanted
everyone to believe he was. The more moments they had together, the
closer she was to understanding the man behind all the rumors.

He was actually fun.

Invigorating.

Beautiful.

She cursed. A decision needed to be made. Her
heart was already lost, her body his. So, it was without pause that
Katherine decided on giving in to the very thing she as most afraid
of. If he denied her, refused to repay her vulnerability with his
own truth, then at least she'd have tried and would have no
regrets, save the absolute horror of falling without the proof that
he would be there to catch her.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Erotic Dinners and the Like

 


The evening of the
first day of the house party was upon them, and already Benedict
was feeling lost.

A snowball fight? Whatever had he been
thinking? Or her for that matter! Then again, he hadn't remembered
a time since he was a boy that he'd laughed so hard, or felt
freer.

It was her fault.

She even turned her clumsiness into a private
joke between the two, smiling at him, making him feel warm inside
as if her smile held the secret to the sun's rays.

The secret to the sun's rays?

And apparently, in his mad state, he was
turning into a poet.

Heaven help him.

He was losing not only his sanity but also
his heart. Benedict could only hope that Katherine would do
something, anything to make him remember the girl she once was, not
the seductive woman he currently saw.

It had taken the power of God alone to get
him to stop kissing her in the snow and the strength of angels to
push his feet toward the house.

He made his way down the stairs to the dining
room and cursed his eyes for scanning the room in hopes of seeing
Katherine.

She was nowhere to be seen.

Perplexed, he didn't even see Lord Marks
until the man cleared his throat. "Say, I'm not sure I've ever seen
you so distracted, your grace."

"Yes well, I…" Benedict felt off balance, as
if someone had pushed him onto ice without skates. "Have an
aversion to cold weather," he offered, wanting to slap himself for
such a ridiculous excuse.

"Do you now?" Lord Marks looked amused, his
brown eyes twinkling as he folded his arms across his chest.

"Yes." Benedict stood his ground and promptly
began to sweat. He still felt odd as if something was off, perhaps
the universe was trying to communicate with him that he needed to
stop being a besotted fool and kissing girls who would rather
fillet him alive than marry him. And then, his eyes again scanned
the doors to the dining room. They opened.

His jaw slackened.

Lord Marks cleared his throat. "Close your
mouth before you scare the poor thing. She is not to be the
meal."

Saints alive, let her at least be the
dessert then.

Katherine walked in with more grace than she
ought to possess considering she had only hours ago tripped out of
the carriage and started the most arousing snowball fight he had
ever had the pleasure of participating in.

His eyes openly admired her form in the blue
dinner dress. Had she any idea how much skin she was showing? The
poor thing was going to freeze to death! Suddenly irate and
irritated that she would think nothing of her health, Benedict
stomped over to where she stood and grabbed her arm roughly,
placing her hand in the crook of his elbow and covering it with his
own. A feral growl rumbled in the back of his throat.

Yes, like a dog. He growled to show his
displeasure. Was he now at odds with his body? It seemed to
instinctively do things it ought not do. Poetry? Growling? Staring?
Salivating? Sweating?

Cursing, he clenched her hand and gave her a
tight smile. "Beautiful dress."

"Why thank you. I—"

"Where would the rest of it be? Hmm?" His
eyes flickered to her breasts and then back up to her face, and to
his ultimate shame, back down to her breasts where they stayed for
a painfully long time until Katherine nudged him in the ribs.

"Manners, you devil." She winked.

His stomach did an odd sort of flop.

His heart increased his blood flow to all the
wrong areas of anatomy, and when he made introductions to the rest
of the dinner party, he felt such a stab of jealousy when Sir
Constantine's gaze flew to her bosom, he thought his head would
explode.

If not for Katherine being on his arm, he
would have ripped the man's head off and beat him with it. But the
minute he tensed, Katherine looked up through dark lashes and
smiled brilliantly, striking him dumb and immobile.

"Shall we sit?" she whispered, her lips only
inches from his.

Why did her simple invitation seem to be one
of sin rather than common sense? Shall we sit? Why the devil
would he sit when he wanted nothing more than to lie down, plunder,
possess… Truly he could think of any number of actions he would
rather give his full participation to than sitting.

Alas, he was in public, and though his
reputation laughed in the face of propriety, he couldn't bring
himself to ravish the girl in public, no matter how badly he
desired it. Katherine's eyes crinkled at the sides as she offered a
small smile and brought her hand down her neck to her chest.

Minx.

Dessert, yes she would be his dessert if he
made it through dinner. But about the likelihood of accomplishing
that, he had his doubts.

By the time the third course was served,
Benedict had imagined all sorts of ways to kill oneself with a
fork.

There was of course, the slow death of
pounding one's head against the sharp object. Naturally, he could
slice his skin with the knife if he felt so compelled. And his
personal favorite, trying to swallow the thing and hoping death
would come swiftly in the form of asphyxiation.

None of those options, however, provided him
a fast enough escape from his current predicament.

It had all started with the soup.

And went downhill from there.

There was nothing particularly wrong with the
soup. It was hot, and he was hungry, but his damned eye had the
ridiculous notion that it needed to pay attention to the woman on
his right.

Katherine, to be exact.

And hell if that eye didn't train on her very
lips as she held the spoon near them and closed her eyes in
ecstasy.

He had shifted in his chair.

Deuced uncomfortable dinner to be honest.

He prayed the soup would be taken away and
fifteen agonizing minutes later, it was replaced with something
new.

Ah! Yes, at least roast goose would give him
respite. For what woman in all creation could make roast goose look
erotic?

Oh, how wrong he had been.

Even now his body tightened at the
thought.

And he wasn't quite sure eating dinner would
ever be enjoyable again, at least not when he had guests
surrounding him and Katherine dropping pieces of meat into her
delicate mouth. He nearly wept as she would close her eyes and moan
when no one was looking, no one but him unfortunately. Her
vulgarity knew no end, yet he found it fascinating as the low
rumble would start in her throat and spread until he nearly dropped
his fork each time she brought food to her lips. Finally, she would
swallow and take a sip of wine, what he wouldn't give to be
glassware in that moment.

Well, he hadn't eaten anything at all, which
of course caused a ridiculous amount of questions. Was he not
feeling well? Had the ride from town been rough? If only, he
thought, if only it was anything but demure.

Voice hoarse, he had merely shook his head
and prayed for Katherine to spill her wine or do something
clumsy.

Instead, his unsteady hand hit the wine
causing it to topple onto the white cloth. Once dessert was served,
the women retired away from the men, and he was finally at peace
with his cheroot and brandy out on the balcony.

And then he felt her.

Benedict couldn't help but think it had to be
some sort of sixth sense, that every time she was near, he would
begin to shake and lose control of his calm exterior. His body
would heat, thinking on her until he wanted to begin stripping his
clothes.

"Am I interrupting?" she asked, lightly
falling beside him, her dainty arms leaned across the balcony,
breasts spilled over her dress, and again he was struck dumb. Why
in blazes hadn't she worn a coat?

"You'll catch your death out here," he
grumbled, disgusted with his lack of bodily control. As it was, he
was having a devil of a time keeping his arousal in check, and he
hadn't even touched the girl.

"Well, good thing I have my fiancé
nearby to warm me up." Katherine looked up at him with merry eyes
and patted him lightly on the shoulder.

It was his undoing.

That one touch.

The one gaze from her eyes.

And again he found himself falling, as if he
could no longer see straight or stay in balance if his life
depended on it. His need was so great that he wanted to yell and
laugh at the same time.

Instead he just kissed her.

But to say it was just a kiss would be like
saying the ocean was just a mass of water, or the sun was just a
star. No, this kiss was unlike any other kiss he had ever
experienced in his lifetime or hoped to experience.

Because, he thought as his lips danced with
hers, it was shared with his other half.

And in that kiss, as she sighed into his
arms, as his tongue dove deep into the velvet moisture of her
mouth, he knew he wanted to continue to fall if it meant she would
be the one to catch him.

In the end, was that not what everyone else
wanted?

With the strength of a god, he pulled back
and muffled a curse before raising his eyes heavenward. "She's won,
by Jove, she's won."

"Pardon?" Katherine's lips were still swollen
from their kiss, her eyes barely visible through her thick lashes.
"Who won?"

"The devil."

"I thought you were the devil?"

He snickered. "From where did you think I
descended? Thin air? And I was referring to my aunt."

"Oh?" Katherine squinted at him as if he had
in fact turned into a pink unicorn. To be fair, he was acting like
a complete idiot, spouting nonsense into the sky like a fool. He
sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose.

"Are you unwell?" she whispered near his
face, too near, for it caused him to jerk back and trip. He hadn't
the grace or common sense to break his fall as he collapsed onto
the hard ground and looked up into her amused eyes.

Gracefully, she knelt down and felt his head.
"You're positively flushed, shall I take you to bed?"

"Please," he begged, wanting much more than
she was offering, innocent that she was.

"I meant," she scolded, hitting him with her
hand, "should I help you to you room then promptly leave you to
suffer alone?"

Well, at least she hadn't offered to kill
him. He had been quite forward with her all evening, and he deduced
he was already on some sort of borrowed time considering his
behavior was appalling. Not that he wasn't used to offending
others. But not her.

Not her.

Suddenly, he wanted much more than to give in
because his aunt desired him to marry.

He wanted to.

Devil take him… he wanted to treat her…

Why was it so hard to say in his head?

He wanted to court the girl, to do right by
her.

He waved in the air, literally lifted his
hand and waved, as all of his best laid plans flew into the night
sky. There would be no ravishing, no ruining, no laughing in the
face of marriage.

No, he imagined he was the type of man that
once marriage took him prisoner, he would happily, if not
drunkenly, offer his leg willingly to the ball and chain and boast
about it for the rest of his days.

Such a nuisance that.

Katherine felt his forehead again. "You do
not feel feverish. Tell me, what is your name, and where are
you?"

Oh, he could have fun with this one. Perhaps
just a little ruin never hurt anyone? He gave a goofy grin and
shrugged.

"Oh, my!" Katherine helped him to his feet
and immediately began reprimanding him as she led him into the
house. "And to think you would get so foxed! My goodness, have you
any care for your reputation? Never mind. I momentarily forgot with
whom I was speaking. But we both know how accident-prone you can
be. Imagine if you had fallen from the balcony! Whatever would we
do!"

He smiled smugly. Of course she cared for his
welfare. It felt good.

"I mean…" She cursed under her breath.
"Imagine the mess the servants would have to clean up, and then I
would have to tell your dragon of an aunt that I led you to your
death, and she would most likely say finally, considering I
have brought you quite close at least three times."

"Four." He coughed then slapped the silly
grin back in place.

Her eyes narrowed.

He purposefully tripped on the first
stair.

Shaking her head, she helped him up the
stairs and continued her tirade until she pushed open the bedroom
doors and laid him across the bed.

Surely in his drunken — albeit falsely
drunken — state, one could not blame him for taking full
advantage.

And take full advantage he did. With a sigh
he pulled her onto his body and closed his eyes.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Seduction by Moonlight

 


"Oomph!" Katherine fell across
his hard muscled body with a thud. Well, now he'd done it. She was
in somewhat of a pickle. How the devil was she to pry her body from
his when the man's hands were pulling her tighter and tighter
against him?

Honestly, she'd never seen him so foxed
before. Was he that upset over the marriage? Perhaps it was
boredom. He was, after all, the devil. Meaning he was used to much
more lively entertainment than eating a casual dinner and smoking a
cheroot.

She sighed and tried to pry her body
free.

Benedict's response was a moan. His lips
somehow found hers again and he worked his spell, his wicked magic
over her body until she was sure she was going to go to a very
fiery place.

They were not married.

They were only betrothed.

Accidently, of course.

And now she was in his bedroom. His bedroom!
Acting the absolute wanton, but oh, the things he did with his
tongue.

"Benedict," she whispered against his lips.
"Benedict, you must let me go."

"No."

"No?" His lips moved to her neck, his warm
tongue traced the curve of her jaw.

Oh, the wicked things he did with his tongue.
"Yes, you want me to let you go, or no, you want to stay?"

"Yes. No!"

"Wait, do you mean yes or no? Sorry love, I'm
somewhat foxed and need you to be a little more direct."

She kicked him with her foot.

He laughed. "I deserved that. It appears when
I asked for you to be direct, you were under the impression I
wanted violence."

Katherine closed her eyes and leaned her
forehead against his. "You are impossible."

"So I've been told." He sighed and then
miraculously released her. Only, she wasn't prepared so she fell
off the bed and landed with a thud on the floor.

Benedict chuckled then peeked over the edge.
"Take a tumble, did you?"

"Sometimes I wish I could slap you."

"Believe me, love, it would only encourage me
more."

She smiled despite herself and righted her
skirts, so she wasn't again flashing her knees to the duke, and
then stood on wobbly legs.

"Goodnight, your grace," she said in her
haughtiest voice.

"Goodnight, my love."

Rolling her eyes, she walked to the door. He
was most definitely foxed, for everyone knew the Devil Duke did not
love. He was more likely to jump off the highest balcony in London
than admit any sort of emotional attachment.

That really was a pity, considering her heart
did a tiny clench when he uttered those sacred words.

"Goodnight," she said again before stepping
quietly into the hall.
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The next morning,
Katherine was slow to rise. By the time she made it down to
break her fast, nearly all the guests were already seated and
eating.

She took a plate and began to fill it.

As she reached for the toast, a hand slipped
beneath hers and took the plate away. "Allow me."

She looked up and nearly fainted dead away.
The duke of Paisley began filling her plate with every available
dish, all the while glaring at her as if she had suddenly announced
that she was fighting for Napoleon.

"Thank you." she said trying to take the
plate from his hands.

"What the devil did you do?" he seethed.

"Pardon?"

"You heard me." His Scottish brogue was
fighting to break through the words. "Last I left my cousin, he was
debauching the better half of London, and after nearly a week in
your presence he's… he's… well, look at him."

Perplexed, she looked in the direction
Baldwyn pointed. Benedict was sitting at the table, conversing with
everyone around him and laughing. Everything looked as it should.
Perhaps Paisley was the one with the issue. Was he foxed this
early?

She turned back to the Scottish duke. "I have
no idea what you're referring to. He's acting perfectly fine." She
shrugged and continued piling food onto her plate.

"Fine!" Paisley roared, gaining attention
from everyone in the room including Benedict, whose smile very
quickly faded as he pushed away from the table, his chair scraping
the floor. "Drinking, scowling, prowling, devil take it! Stripping
naked in public! Those are the things I come to expect from my
cousin, not this… this lightheartedness! I want him back. Give him
back."

"Give what back?" Benedict interrupted.

"Good morning, your grace. It seems your
cousin would like me to give back your scowl, prowl, drink, and
what else? Oh yes, he would prefer if you were naked."

Paisley blushed. "That is not what I
meant."

"Wasn't it?" Katherine winked.

"It's just… Benedict." He turned to his
cousin. "Why the devil are you so happy? It's as if she's won." At
Benedict's sheepish look Paisley cursed fluently. "Don't tell me.
Do not tell me. You, you, you…"

"Use your words." Benedict slapped him on the
back.

"Y-you are happily marching to the marriage
drum! And with her!" He pointed at Katherine. Honestly, was she so
bad?

"Yes." Benedict turned to her and grabbed her
hand placing a kiss across the knuckles. "Her."

Well, that was nice. With a smug grin, she
glanced back to Paisley and lifted an eyebrow.

"I cannot believe this." Paisley shook his
head. "I…I…"

"Your grace?" Katherine tilted her head. "You
wouldn't be afraid of the same fate, now would you?"

"Ha, ha!" He laughed and slapped his leg.
"Now that is absolutely ridic—"

He froze, the words died on his lips. His
eyes glazed over, Katherine fought the urge to wave in front of his
face. Instead, she looked in the direction that Baldwyn was focused
on. Lady Anastasia entered the room, looking much like a fairy
princess. That was when Katherine knew. The poor man had already
fallen. He just didn't know what to do about it.

"Go." Katherine pushed him. "Tell her she
looks pretty."

"What?" he scoffed.

"Try kissing her hand," Benedict offered.
"And do attempt to keep the drool from dribbling out of your
mouth."

With that, they both pushed him in her
direction and sighed in unison.

After a few minutes, Katherine felt
Benedict's hand on her back, and then his lips near her ear. "Ice
skating?"

"Yes."

A loud commotion at the door interrupted
their moment.

Suddenly servants were rushing out of the
dining room.

And then running.

Several stopped and began to mumble
prayers.

Were they under attack?

Had something happened?

"Hurry!" the butler yelled, then stopped and
pulled out a handkerchief and wiped his perspiring face. "It must
be perfect!"

A footman quickly opened a flask and gulped
its contents. Another began to cry.

What the devil?

And then she heard it.

But she was convinced rather than hearing the
familiar female shrieking, Benedict felt her presence.

"Am I too late to join the party?"

The voice was unmistakable. In fact, it
seemed the entire room went tight with tension and mumbled under
their breath in unison, "Agatha."


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The Visitation

 


If lightning struck
the very ground he stood on, Benedict would only give thanks
to God for the rescue. Of course, he would push Katherine out of
the way and take the brunt of it. Then again, she would be left to
face Agatha without him.

Sometimes it was better to be the selfish
cur.

Struggling between his two lofty dreams,
Benedict decided it was time to face the music, or in this case the
dragon. So he stood his ground, pulling Katherine firmly by his
side.

Agatha hobbled in, rather than walked. It
seemed her health truly had taken a decline. Either that or she was
a splendid actress and belonged on Drury Lane with the rest of
them.

Most likely the latter.

"Ah, Aunt! How splendid to see you!" The lie
fell easily off his lips as did his smile, stunning his aunt so
completely that her jaw dropped and a smile tugged at the corners
of her mouth.

"I knew it!" she shouted. Did she need to
shout her victory in front of an audience?

"Knew what?" Katherine asked.

"That he would one day remember to smile. He
just needed something to smile about. Isn't that right, my
dear?"

Katherine blushed profusely.

"Am I interrupting the morning meal?" Agatha
peered around Benedict to see everyone sitting stiffly at the
table.

"Not at all, Aunt. Join us?" He held out his
hand as a sort of peace offering.

Grinning, she took it and tucked his arm
close to her frail body. Had she been losing weight? She smelt of
his family, of memories, and he was suddenly feeling like an
absolute cad for his treatment of her, his one remaining female
relative.

"Do tell me you shall go ice skating on the
pond." Her eyes glistened.

"Yes," he answered unable to pull his gaze
away from her face. When had she begun to age? And why was her skin
so pale?

Katherine joined them and kissed Agatha on
the cheek. He never thought he'd see the day that his aunt would
blush. "Actually, would you care to join us? We were just going to
grab our skates."

Agatha smiled and patted Katherine's hand. "I
would love to, dear."

Dear? Benedict fought to keep the shock from
his face.

"It is such a beautiful house, and a perfect
day for the outdoors!" Agatha announced. At that precise moment,
the butler collapsed, and a footman exhaled, thanks to God, while
servants slumped against the walls. As if the woman had just
declared that Parliament was in session and everything was as it
should be.

She gave a jolly laugh and walked out with
Katherine. Benedict followed, his heart warming at the sight of
Agatha and the woman he cared for chatting about ice skating.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Dukes on Thin Ice

 


Katherine held Agatha's
hand and placed it on her arm until they reached the frozen
pond. After setting the dowager on a bench and wrapping her frail
body in blankets, Katherine was shooed away to join the
festivities.

Benedict wasn't far behind. Paisley and Lady
Anastasia soon followed. Several couples were already skating on
the pond, and Katherine didn't want to wait to join in the fun.

Quickly, she attached her skates, and began
to wobble along. Everything was going perfectly well until the ice
seemed to jump up and catch her skate, causing her to stumble. Soon
her arms were waving frantically, and she could already feel the
pain slicing her bottom if she were to fall.

Strong arms surrounded her, and then warm
breath grazed her ear. "May I be of assistance, my lady?"

Katherine regained her balance and looked at
her rescuer.

The joke was obviously on her, for God hadn't
sent her a guardian angel. No, something quite the opposite.

If anything, Benedict's devilishly handsome
looks seemed to only intensify with the white snow in the
background. Curse the man.

"My thanks." She smiled.

He held out his arm. With a laugh, she hooked
her arm within his and skated alongside him. They pulled up right
next to Paisley and Lady Anastasia.

"Paisley, you skate like a woman," Benedict
called out in good humor then nudged Katherine. "Looks like one,
too, with the way his skates are tied on. Poor soul would be better
off sitting on the bench, I fear."

Katherine stifled a giggle while Paisley
accepted Benedict's challenge to race.

Apparently, he felt he was defending not only
his own honor but that of his fiancée's, for he asked to
carry her colors. As if he were a knight about to joust in the
tournament.

Benedict rolled his eyes and released his
hold on Katherine. Her arm suddenly felt cold. Why hadn't Benedict
made a similar offer? Sighing, she took a seat on the bench next to
Lady Anastasia and tried not to slump or do anything to outwardly
show her displeasure, though she was slightly disappointed. And
then Paisley turned his beautiful eyes toward her. "Lady Katherine,
might I wear yours as well?"

His mouth widened into a breathtaking smile.
By Jove, she had forgotten how handsome he was! Yet, her reaction
wasn't the familiar fluttering that she was so used to with
Benedict. If anything it was amusement, not attraction. Odd? With a
relaxed giggle, she offered a handkerchief as well, smugly
satisfied as Benedict's face seemed to contort with jealousy.
Served him right for ignoring her. Well, what could she expect when
a man such as he was faced with competition?

The race was fast.

Paisley was faster.

But unfortunately, Benedict was slow, though
it could have been in part to the fact that Baldwyn tried to trip
him around the first circle nearly sending the Devil face first
onto the icy surface.

Never had she heard so many curses and oaths
during a children's game.

By the time both men returned, they were
breathing heavily and slapping one another on the back.

"A pleasure as always, your graceless."
Paisley smirked.

Benedict's eyes glowered, his usual mask of
anger, until a small smile began to tug at his lips. Katherine knew
that smile. It held secrets and manipulations. Oddly enough, it
looked exactly like the smile the old dowager had when she was
planning on doing something malicious. Not that she would ever tell
Benedict that, for fear that he would stop smiling altogether.

"Speaking of graceless, did any of you happen
to hear that commotion out in the corridor last evening?"

To say the conversation took a definite
change into uncomfortable territory would be an understatement.
Paisley laughed off the noise as if a vase had fallen, and Lady
Anastasia looking so mortified she might have been ready to go up
in flames despite the low temperatures.

A change in subject was needed.

But before Katherine could open her mouth,
Lady Anastasia requested some mulled cider, successfully pulling
Baldwyn away from the group, but not without giving Katherine a
chilly stare.

"Care to skate, Kate?" Benedict held out his
hand.

Katherine rolled her eyes. "Promise to
behave?"

"I'm not sure I understand the definition of
the word."

"Promise?"

"No, behave." He smirked and tugged her body
so close to his she began to perspire.

"I imagine there are many words you lack the
experience of hearing. Take for example—"

"Tsk, tsk, Katherine, don't go spoiling our
little outing, not after I've been watching the wind pick up your
skirts enough to glance at your ankles. Think of the terrible mood
you'll put me in when you begin to repeat all the words I so
despise hearing."

"As in?"

"No. I despise the word no. It is so
final, so cruel."

Katherine laughed. Oh, the man was
ridiculous. "And when was the last time someone told you no,
Benedict? If ever?"

"Well, I recall a certain someone saying no
to my proposal, and a certain someone also saying no to courting
me, which I'm still terribly distraught over. To think I missed any
chances I would have had at being skillfully wooed by a woman."

"My heart aches for your loss, your
grace."

"Does it?" He stopped skating, and pulled her
flush against his body. "And what, do you think would cause it to
beat, just a bit faster? Perhaps a kiss? Or mayhap, a tiny taste,
right here I think." His hand reached out and touched her chin. "I
find myself fascinated with your skin here, maybe your heart shall
begin to heal if I kiss right here."

"Or…" Katherine pulled away from him, feeling
flirtatious. "I'll merely say the word you despise the most in all
of the world, sending you into fits of hysteria."

"Wouldn't be the first time you've caused
mental and physical harm."

"And dare I say it won't be the last." She
winked.

Benedict threw his head back and laughed. It
seemed to silence the skating around him, causing stares to come
from every direction. Suddenly uncomfortable, Katherine blushed and
darted next to his side. But he wasn't totally balanced, he took a
topple so hard that her own bum hurt.

Letting out a string of curses, he looked up
at her from the ice and grimaced.

Katherine tried to keep from laughing. Really
she did, but the look on his face was so pouty, she couldn't help
but outright laugh at the picture he gave. Benedict's brows drew
together, his lips formed a grimace, and his face reddened just
slightly.

"Very funny," he hissed through his teeth as
he tried to set himself to rights. With Katherine's help they were
able to slowly make their way back to the bench where Lady
Anastasia and Paisley stood, mulled cider in hand.

Once Benedict was safely on the bench, he
smiled and refused to release Katherine's hand. "How about a kiss
for the wounded hero?"

"Wounded? Hero? Where, your grace? All I see
is the devil being brought back down to earth."

Paisley burst out laughing; then, at
Benedict's piercing gaze, he found his mulled cider even more
fascinating than before.

"Please?" Benedict pulled her closer, but at
that precise moment her skate caught on a chunk of ice. Her body
seemed to hang suspended in the air, her arms flailing at her sides
and then with a grimace she fell, but didn't touch the cold hard
ice as she thought would happen.

Instead she was in the arms of the duke.
Again.

The wrong duke. Paisley.

Mulled cider had spilt all over his clothes,
but he didn't seem to care a whit. "Are you well, my lady?"

She gulped and nodded her head. "Yes,
apologies. I didn't mean to ruin your cider."

"It's the cup I'm more concerned about." He
looked down to the broken mug lying across the ice.

"Sorry." Shaking off the embarrassment of
nearly taking another man down with her, Katherine tried to pull
away, but Paisley kept his hand firmly grasped around her waist.
"On that note, I believe it is time for us to skate." He flashed
her a smile and tugged her into the line of graceful skaters.

It felt different holding his hand.

As if they were opposites trying to attract
one another. It was warm and comforting but nothing more.

There was no nervousness at being near
Paisley, no tension as there was with Benedict.

Perplexed she looked up at his face and
squinted, perhaps getting too close, for he suddenly stopped and
looked at her as if she had lost her mind.

"Did you hit your head?" he asked
politely.

"No." Katherine blushed. "I was merely, er,
examining you."

"For?" He lifted an eyebrow.

"Imperfections?" she offered.

"And the consensus?"

"None."

Paisley put a hand to his heart and sighed.
"Imagine my relief."

Katherine bit her lip. "I'm terribly sorry.
It was rude of me to examine you so closely, it's just that…"

"What?"

They continued skating in circles, lazily
falling behind the groups racing around and around.

"I used to have a frightful tender for
you."

That stopped him. Perhaps she'd said too
much.

"And now?"

"Now?" She lifted an eyebrow amused that his
smirk didn't seem the least bit offended or wounded. "Now, I find
you perfectly perfect."

"Yet perfectly wrong for you?"

"Absolutely. So glad you understand,
Paisley."

He rolled his eyes. "Far be it from you to
use any sort of propriety with a man you find so repulsive."

"Not repulsive." Katherine nudged him. "More
brotherly than anything."

"Music to every man's ears." He laughed
aloud, this time stopping in order to catch his breath. "And dare I
guess where your affections lie?"

It was Katherine's turn to blush. But Paisley
stopped her, his hand cupping her chin in an intimate yet brotherly
fashion. "Do me a favor. Considering you find me perfectly
brotherly, take my advice. Tread carefully with my cousin,
alright?"

She nodded, and they continued to skate,
falling into easy conversation and laughing the entire time.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

A Plan Forms

 


Benedict watched, perplexed
how his plan could go so utterly awry. His brilliance was,
in fact, not so brilliant when his ploy of being injured left him
alone on the bench pouting, and Katherine skating with his
cousin.

The same cousin she used to desire.

The more they talked and laughed, the angrier
he became until a soft sigh on his left stole his attention.

Lady Anastasia looked quite ill. "Are you
unwell, Lady Anastasia?"

She sighed even deeper. "I'm lovely, just
lovely," came her dry reply. If he didn't know any better, he would
think she was being sarcastic.

He reached out and touched her arm. "You are
quite pale." Perhaps she would take the hint and tell him why she
looked so troubled. If anything it would take his mind off of
shooting his cousin in the arm for touching Katherine.

"Am I?" She slumped. Never had he seen Lady
Anastasia slump as if totally defeated. "Perhaps if your grace is
recovered enough, might you consider taking a turn with me around
the pond? I believe the cold is settling into my bones."

A conundrum. If he skated, Katherine would
know he wasn't injured, but anything was better than sitting, so he
hobbled along with Lady Anastasia and pasted a smile on his face,
though he could have sworn it felt menacing.

What the devil did Baldwyn find so amusing
about Katherine? And why was she leaning in toward him like
that?

He took Lady Anastasia's outstretched hand
into his, and limped while trying to appear a graceful skater,
around the outer perimeter of the pond.

"Careful," Lady Anastasia said to his left.
"Or you'll fall on your injury." Her smirk told him she didn't
believe for one second he was injured.

"What gave me away?"

"You were limping on the other foot not five
minutes ago."

Benedict cursed. "Perhaps I have a small
desire to be nurtured. Is that so wrong?"

"So even the Devil desires good deeds?
Interesting."

Well, when she put it that way…

"How are things progressing with my cousin?"
Benedict asked politely.

A blush crept up Lady Anastasia's cheeks as
she jerked her attention away from staring at Baldwyn. "I'm afraid,
they aren't."

"Aren't?"

"Progressing. In fact things seem exactly the
same as before, well, I guess that isn't entirely true after last
night's…" She clamped her mouth shut.

Benedict laughed heartily. "Your secret's
safe with me, though I wonder why the blasted man needed to be so
inebriated to do something he's been craving to do for days."

"I doubt that." Lady Anastasia looked down
and stopped skating.

Benedict wanted to strangle his cousin. How
dare he make this woman feel unwanted? It was safe to say that if
it was him the girl would already be ruined.

Katherine was a shining example of the way
Benedict handled women. But this was different, so he reached over
and touched her face, careful to slow his movements enough to gain
attention.

"Wh-what are you doing?" Lady Anastasia
sputtered.

"Giving you progression, my lady, in the
basest way I can."

"How?"

"Jealousy." And with that Benedict leaned
down to whisper nonsense into her ear about laughing and managing a
tiny blush.

The timing was perfect. Baldwyn's head
snapped to attention, and Katherine's eyes narrowed. Benedict shook
his head slightly and Katherine nodded. How was it that by that
simple action, he knew Katherine trusted him? In that very
moment?

He was about to skate to her, to steal her
away from his Scottish cousin, when shouting commenced from the
bench.

"I want to skate, and I'm going to skate!"
Agatha wailed.

Merciful heavens above, was it too much to
ask for God to have at least given her a quieter voice? Or perhaps
the ability to practice patience?

"Crazy old woman," he muttered as he
deposited Lady Anastasia on the bench and made his way toward his
aunt, praying a cloak of invisibility would suddenly find a way to
shield him from her pensive glare.

She yelled again, "Gentlemen!"

Benedict swallowed. She was referring to him
and Baldwyn, like little boys being punished, they slowly skated to
her side, each taking an arm.

"I wish to skate," she announced.

Benedict rolled his eyes at Baldwyn who
looked ready to cut himself a tiny ice hole and jump into it. "Yes,
I believe the entire pond has been made aware of your desire to
skate, Aunt."

"Hmph." Her usual response.

"Don't argue with me, Benedict. Take my arm,"
she demanded. "Baldwyn! Look alive there, boy! I'm not growing any
younger."

Clearly, thought Benedict.

"Take my arm and let's be off!" She waved
wildly in the air as if they were planning on flying rather than
skating, not that he would say it aloud lest she get ideas that
they should figure out a way to catapult her into the icy air.

"If you'll just hang on to us, I'm sure we
can take a turn about the pond, nice and slow now."

Baldwyn looked heavenward then back to
Benedict as if to say, "Do you think we have a chance of leaving
her in the middle and feigning memory loss?

"Faster," Agatha demanded.

"Aunt." Benedict cleared his throat. "If we
go any faster, I believe you'll lose your breath and have one of
those very real coughing fits."

Very real his a—

"I said I would desire for you to take me
faster, now do as I say."

Or reap the consequences, Benedict
added mentally.

"As you wish." He increased his speed, as did
Baldwyn and soon the dragon was smiling.

"This is my favorite part."

"Pardon?" Benedict nearly tripped. Was she
just being polite?

"The wind, I miss the wind on my face. Makes
an old woman feel alive." Her pale eyes looked at Benedict and a
smile curved her lips. For such an ancient thing, she was quite
beautiful still. His heart clenched as she turned her face upward
and sighed.

Inwardly scolding himself for being so rude,
Benedict tightened his grip on her arm. If she trusted them enough
to close her eyes, if she was so completely within their clutches,
he was going to do a blasted good job of keeping her standing
straight, even if it killed him.

After a few minutes, Agatha sighed. "Stop!
I'm cold, take me back to the house at once!" Agatha paused, and
released their arms. "Baldwyn, Lady Anastasia looks quite frozen
over on the bench. Please see to her needs."

Benedict opened his mouth to speak, but
Agatha interrupted, "And Benedict, do be sure that Lady Katherine
is brought back to the house soon. She so desired to read this
afternoon, and I would hate to see her too frozen to do so."

With that, Agatha, frail little Agatha skated
off, at top speed, alone.

The little witch.

She knew exactly how to skate.

Why the devil did she…?

Separation. Benedict tossed his head back and
laughed, torn between the desire to applaud her genius or strangle
her for misinterpreting everything going on that afternoon, for she
should know him well enough to know. His attraction was to
Katherine, not Lady Anastasia.

He skated to Katherine and held out his hand.
"Oh, no you don't," she teased. "Last time we skated, we both fell,
and you were peeking beneath my skirts."

"It isn't peeking if the skirt flies up."

"Says who?" Her eyes widened with
indignation.

"I do."

"And let me guess, you're a duke, so your
opinion has to count for something?"

"Look how well we are communicating, love."
Benedict pulled her into a tight embrace, not caring that everyone
around them was most likely staring. "So if I kiss you right now,
it will not matter."

"B-because you're a duke."

"Precisely."

Katherine leaned in, her eyes
half-closed.

"But," Benedict said when their foreheads
touched, "I would hate to subject you to the whisperings and
gossip, so another time, then." He lifted her hand to his lips and
kissed each knuckle before slipping her arm within his.

She tripped, nearly losing her footing.

"My, my, and to think I didn't even kiss your
lips. I wonder if you would be able to walk in a straight
line."

"Obviously I did before."

"But my kiss is different now," Benedict
argued.

Katherine let out a loud sigh. "You're
baiting me again. You want me to say, 'but how, Benedict? How is it
different?' Then you'll lean in and wax poetic about how you'd love
to show me Then I'd be breathless, you'd still be the Devil, and
I'd kick you in the shin. Sound about right?"

He shuddered. "Sometimes you frighten
me."

"Perfect, so let us just skip ahead to the
part after where you tell me all about why you felt the need to
make Paisley jealous."

"Straight to the point. I like it." Benedict
smirked. "At this rate, that of a snail or that of a disabled
tortoise, Paisley will be happily engaged in holding her hand by
the end of the year."

"I take it by your tone they need to be doing
more than holding hands."

"Considering they will be married, yes that
is the idea, nay the point, don't you think? One cannot beget an
heir by endosmosis."

"Endosmosis?"

"The practice of—"

"I know what it means, I'm just curious as to
why you used that particular analogy."

"We are on ice you know." Benedict quirked.
"The examples are perfect. Besides, I have a plan."

"Of course you do."

Benedict grinned devilishly. His plan was
more self-serving than he let Katherine believe. Could he help that
he wanted her all to himself? So tonight, after dinner, he would
make an absolute spectacle of himself, gaining her attention for
the remainder of the evening. Hopefully after several bottles of
port, his cousin would loosen up enough to attempt to converse with
his fiancée. One could only hope that he wouldn't have to
get the man foxed in order to do so.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The Christmas Carriage

 


Katherine left Benedict
and went to her room to take a nap before dinner. However,
the minute she closed her eyes, all she could see was his face.
Foolish of her really, but it was impossible to concentrate on
anything else.

Besides, he hadn't exactly told her his
brilliant plan for the evening meal. She actually doubted he knew
what he was going to do. His plan, it seemed, was to somehow
separate the couples so Paisley was stuck with Lady Anastasia with
no means to escape.

Sounded a lot like desperation, but if that
was the only way to get them to pay attention to one another, then
so be it. She still wasn't sure why she was helping, other than
Benedict had asked it of her, and she soon found out that when the
man smiled, when he leaned in and touched her arm just so, well she
would most likely give him anything.

Which did not bode well for any future dark
corners or hallways.

She did have some morals, though she felt
them crumble every time she tasted his lips.

She shuddered and closed her eyes. Sleep, she
just needed sleep.
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Dinner started pleasantly.
Benedict and Paisley sat across from one another at the head
of the table, near Lord Marks, and Katherine and Lady Anastasia
were across from each man respectively.

After the first two courses, Katherine began
to wonder if Benedict had lost his nerve.

And then, he leaned in toward Lady Anastasia
and mumbled something that made her blush so brightly Katherine was
ready to throw wine in the woman's face. Benedict pulled back,
looking more pleased than he ought, then nodded to Katherine.

Clearing her throat, she leaned over and
whispered nonsense about the weather into Paisley's ear, but at the
last moment when his eyes turned to gaze into hers, she very gently
placed a note in his hand.

He looked down, then up. She shook her head
and reached for her wine.

The bait was set, now it was up to her to see
if both parties would take it.

Once dinner was finished, Katherine kept a
close eye on Paisley. He retired with the rest of the gentlemen,
but as planned, within minutes he was walking down the hallway
toward the far end of the study.

Perfect.

Katherine went in search of Benedict who was
at that very moment walking down the same corridor with Lady
Anastasia.

"You see, I cannot find the button, and it
means the world to me!" Benedict pleaded with her. Though Katherine
thought he was laying it on a little thick.

Most likely Lady Anastasia thought the only
way to escape his presence was to actually go into the study and
look for the blasted button.

"I'll just be here waiting, shouldn't follow
you in, isn't proper and all that." Benedict coughed.

Katherine rolled her eyes from her hiding
spot in the hall.

Once the door clicked shut, Katherine hurried
to his side. "Tell me you have the key."

"Oh, I have the key. Did you know…" Benedict
turned the lock. "…that Lord Marks is quite the fellow? He offered
to pay me to get those two together in such circumstances. Jolly
fellow, should probably send him a Christmas ham."

Katherine stifled a laugh when she heard
Paisley's voice begin to rise.

"How much port did he drink?" Katherine
asked.

"Enough to hold her hand, possibly enough to
be tempted to kiss her."

"What's wrong with you!" Katherine pinched
him in the arm. "You had one job, well two. Get him foxed and find
the key."

"Listen," Benedict pushed her against the
wall playfully, his hands resting on her hips. "I did the best I
could. What were you thinking wearing a dress like this?" He seemed
mesmerized as his hands slowly caressed the satin.

"What?" Utterly confused and a bit tipsy from
the many glasses of wine she drank at dinner, Katherine could do
nothing but stare at him in disbelief. "What the hell does my dress
have to do with anything?"

She covered her mouth with her hands. Where
had that come from?

"Heavens, I love your dirty mouth." He
winked, his hands still playing with the fabric, twisting the
ribbon around her middle with his fingers. "Your dress, my lady, is
distracting. You're lucky I was able to concentrate on the mission,
let alone not drink myself into oblivion without touching you."

"Oh." She wished in that moment that she
would have thought of a better response, but she was yet again
dumbstruck by his dark sensual looks, his hooded eyes, and full
lips.

"Shall we?" His voice was husky as he offered
his arm.

Telling herself it was silly to shake or be
nervous around someone she was marrying so soon, Katherine nodded
and gave him her arm.

Thinking he would lead her back to the party,
she began to get somewhat alarmed when he escorted her outside.

"Where are we going?"

"It's a surprise," he mumbled in her hair
before bestowing a kiss on her temple.

Far be it for her to argue a surprise.

Such a stark contrast between the glowing
white snow and the dark sky. The moon hung in the sky like a
picture. Benedict led her around to the front of the house, where a
carriage was waiting.

"What's this?"

"Your Christmas surprise," he answered
sweeping her into his arms and placing her in the seat. Fur
blankets were stacked to the right, a bottle of wine and glasses in
a basket to the left.

Grinning from ear to ear like a small child,
Katherine managed not to throw her arms around his neck and
laugh.

He remembered.

She had no idea he had listened that night
when she was but seven years of age.

"I want my own Christmas carriage!" she
wailed and wailed, until her father announced he was going to sell
all the carriages if she kept complaining.

"Silly goose." Benedict sat next to her. At
fourteen, he seemed so much older, darker, and of course wiser.

"I'm not silly." Katherine crossed her arms
and lifted her chin into the air, trying to prove to him that she
was absolutely an adult who could make her own decisions, and at
that point in her short life, she wanted her own Christmas
carriage. "It just isn't fair." She sniffled and wiped her nose
with her sleeve.

Benedict laughed then, a boy laugh that was
more amused than mocking. "Then we shall just have to get you one,
but not now, for your father looks ready to shoot anything that
speaks."

Katherine giggled. "When, Ben? When can I
have my own Christmas carriage?"

He pulled her to his side; she tucked her
feet underneath her and sighed as the weight of his arm held her in
a warm embrace. "How about I tell you a story, and in that story
you'll see. Hmm?"

"Oh, yes!" She clapped her hands with
glee.

"One day when you are all grown up and going
to lovely parties with sparkling ball gowns and handsome men…"

"Like you?" she asked, for she thought him
quite handsome.

"Yes, like me." He blushed. "One of these
days, you will catch the eye of one of those men, and he will
proclaim his undying love to you. He'll offer to buy you any dress
in the world if only you will love him. He'll offer to sail to the
moon."

"That's silly!" Katherine covered her
laughter with her hand. "One cannot sail to the moon!"

"Exactly my point, Kate, one cannot sail
there, but his love will be so deep, that in his mind, he has
already decided that if it is within your desires, he will find a
way to do it."

Katherine sighed then, for she did not know
that type of love existed.

Benedict coughed and cleared his throat.
"So, when that moment happens, when you see the stars shine in his
eyes, when you see his eyes reflect the same feelings you have
inside here," he tapped his own chest, "then you shall ask him for
your Christmas carriage. Because you waited, it will be even more
special. You will also be sharing it with the person who cares the
most for you in the world."

Katherine sighed again. "I like that story.
Is it true, Ben? Oh, tell me it is true!"

"I promise." He ruffled her hair and kissed
her on the cheek and she hopped up to bed, with dreams of Christmas
carriages dancing in her head.

Benedict's weight made the carriage tip, just
slightly. "Do you like it?"

Katherine wasn't sure whether to laugh or
cry. Instead she just stared at him, marveling at the expression on
his face, a mixture of apprehension and… love.

"Your eyes," she whispered, suddenly
breathless.

"My eyes?"

"They reflect the stars." Katherine moved to
sit near him, placing the blanket over both of their bodies.
Benedict tapped the roof and they were off in their Christmas
carriage for a ride through the snow.

He kissed her, a feather-light kiss across
the forehead. "Yes, love, yes they do."


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Temptation, Thy Name is Katherine

 


Benedict wasn't sure
if he was more amused, irritated, or pleased that Katherine
had fallen asleep during their carriage ride.

He hadn't the heart to wake her up, not when
her tiny hands reached inside his jacket and hugged his middle.

It was a shared moment, perhaps the most
intimate moment of his life. To have a woman in her sleep
completely trust him, forsaking her own safety and sanity and
clinging to him. Well, it made him feel like the past few years of
his life had been for nothing but selfishness. What had he been
thinking?

He looked down at her sleeping form. This
feeling, this raw desire, this primal need to protect her from
everything, even if it killed him, was what he had been missing.
And he hated himself for being so blind and stupid.

In fact, he was quite ready to shout it to
the world, but again, he didn't want to ruin the moment.

He could have spent hours watching her sleep.
The way her lips fell slightly open, her eyelashes resting against
her pale skin. Her furrowed brows when she must have been dreaming,
and the way her breathing seemed to lull him into a relaxed state;
he could listen to her breathe all day.

And again he was hit with that thought, he
had completely and totally fallen for this bewitching beauty, his
childhood nemesis, the one girl he'd always thought he couldn't
possibly come to care for in such a way, let alone bring himself to
marry.

The carriage pulled to a halt. When he slid
his hands beneath her a sense of rightness washed over him. It was
like lifting a wisp of a cloud—a cherished, beautiful cloud.
Walking with care, he gently carried his precious package up the
stares. His heart pounding with each step.

The desire to stay with her was such a strong
pull. He was half-tempted to run naked in the snow in order to
shake off his improper feelings.

His valet would love that.

At least he'd been wearing clothes as of
late, and at least trying to be amiable to the man. It wasn't
Percy's fault he didn't like being fussed over or touched by a man
in places no man should be touched by another man.

Regardless, he managed to set her on her bed,
and kiss her just lightly across the lips before walking to the
door.

"Benedict?" Her voice was groggy from
sleep.

"Yes?" Run, run! His head screamed at
him, old habits died hard, and he wanted desperately to show her
how much he cared for her, to make her his before the vows were
said.

"Thank you for my Christmas carriage."

His heart melted, then began hammering in his
chest, it was nearly painful, the way her words affected him,
making him want to hit himself in order to return to reality.

"You're welcome." His hand touched the
door.

"Benedict?"

"Yes," he near growled. She had no idea the
danger she was in of losing that precious virginity a week before
she planned.

"Stay."

Fighting the urge to roar like a Neanderthal,
Benedict chuckled. "Love, that wouldn't be a good idea."

"Please?" She rose from the bed just
slightly, her hair falling across her shoulders in waves. His
imagination would never be able to dream up a woman of her beauty,
of the absolute devastating pull she had on him.

"If I stay…" Benedict groaned and leaned his
head against the door. "I'll only stay until you're once again
asleep, love, then I need to leave."

She sighed and lay back down on the bed.

He walked cautiously to the other side, not
bothering to take off his boots, for that would be the beginning of
the end. As far as his body was concerned, taking his boots off
while lying next to a beautiful woman meant he was about to take
off the rest of his clothes.

And he wasn't sure he would be able to stop
with his boots.

Hilarious that the Devil Duke would need to
keep his boots on in order to keep his lust in check.

"Sleep." He kissed her forehead, but she
reached up and pulled his head closer to hers, opening her mouth to
him.

He should have run.

He should have escaped when he had the
chance.

He should have said no.

Hang honor, hang it all.

His lips crushed hers, Benedict's hands
grasped her wrists pinning her to the bed as he nipped her lower
lip, tugging it between his teeth.

She moaned.

He cursed then straddled her, because at the
time it seemed the only option, not that it was intelligent by any
stretch of the imagination.

Her body fit perfectly underneath him. Of
course it would. He tugged at her bodice, pulling it down to her
waist.

And then froze.

Time stood still.

He hated he was using such clichés in his
mind, yet time did seem to stand still as he glimpsed her.

Bewildered that he was able to think beyond
pleasuring her, he slowly pulled her bodice back up and kissed her
gently across her lips.

"I'm going to give you more."

"What?" Her eyelashes fluttered against her
cheeks. "You don't want to…?"

"I want to give you the moon." He kissed her
cheek. "I want to give, not take."

She nodded.

"Kate, you are far too special, and I fear it
would be over before it began, for I find I'm having trouble
controlling myself at this moment."

She smiled and touched his face with her
hand.

"Goodnight, my sweet."

"Goodnight," she mumbled then turned to her
side and closed her eyes.
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To say that Benedict
had a good night's sleep would have been a grotesque lie straight
from the pit of Hades.

He did not, in fact, have a good night, nor
did he sleep.

Oh, he was prone to exaggeration, this much
was true, but when his valet came into the room to help him dress,
he was already sitting in front of the fire, twiddling his thumbs,
or if he was being completely honest with himself, thinking of
Katherine.

"Your grace?" His valet's eyes were so
incredibly wide it was amusing, except for the fact that Benedict
was grumpy and tired, and truth be told, slightly aroused, even
still. God save him.

"Well, let's get on with it," Benedict
snapped. When he looked in the mirror he nearly burst out laughing,
apparently insanity was a close friend whilst running on little to
no sleep. But he couldn't help himself.

"You're drunk then?" It was a statement from
his otherwise stiff-necked valet. No doubt he was used to seeing
Benedict at his worst.

But that was what kept making him laugh. He
had stayed up all night, thinking about one woman. He hadn't been
out with his mistresses, nor had he been at the gambling hells. He
had simply sat in a chair, and he looked as though he had just
spent the night in the worst parts of London.

"No," he answered. "I'm not drunk, but I will
admit to being slightly unstable, in the emotional sort of way, so
if you'll be quick about your duties, I have a woman to attend
to."

"Always do."

"What was that?" Benedict snapped.

"Good for you." His valet smiled cheekily and
patted his back smoothing out the lines of the coat. "It is the
best I can do in your drunken state, your grace."

"Again, I'm not drunk."

"If you say so."

Benedict pointed to the door. His valet
lifted up his hands in mock fear and walked out. That was the
problem having the best valet money could buy — the man could
afford to have an attitude.

Benedict clapped his hands together and
nearly ran out the door, tumbling right into a woman.

"Apologies, I…"

Katherine looked up with bright eyes and a
shy smile. "Benedict." Her chest heaved though he knew it couldn't
possibly be exertion.

"How did you sleep?" she asked.

"Like a baby," he lied and offered his arm.
"So, what shall we do today?"

"Well," Katherine blushed just slightly, the
color bringing a rosy hue to her delicate cheekbones. "I thought
perhaps we could have a snowball fight."

"In public?" He placed a hand over his chest
and pretended to be offended. "My dear, dukes do not run around in
public throwing snowballs. I don't know what anyone has told you
about me, but…"

She threw back her head and laughed. "But,
good sir, I was under the impression that dukes can do
anything!"

"If only." Lust pounded in his veins, and he
clenched his fists as he watched her eyes dilate and lips part.
"Perhaps we'd best join the others."

"Perhaps." The minx winked and reached for
his arm.
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One fort, three
snowball fights — all of which she lost — and two meals
later, and Katherine was utterly exhausted. It took everything
within her not to take a nap before dinner.

Once dinner was finished, she could barely
keep her eyes open. But she didn't want to miss a thing. Benedict
had been called back to Town that evening on business, so he was
ordering servants around in order to rush back in time. Though he
needn't meet with his solicitor until morning, he apparently wanted
to get a head start, which was a tad frustrating for Katherine, but
she didn't mind. She'd follow a few hours later and would soon be
in London, waiting to marry the man she had once despised.

Lord Marks cleared his throat. "I thought a
few games of whist would revive some of you after this day's
festivities. You will find several tables set up in the purple
salon as well as sherry and port. Please, enjoy your final night
here."

A loud thumping echoed throughout the room.
Katherine glanced about, trying to locate the source. It couldn't
have been Agatha's cane; ever since the ice-skating she had taken
to her room feigning illness, or in Benedict's words, just biding
her time until she snapped at one of them again.

The thumping continued, until finally
Katherine turned around. Lord Marks was hitting his cane on the
corner of his boot.

The rest of the dinner party had left,
leaving them alone.

"May I ask a favor of you, Lady
Katherine?"

"Of course."

He leaned forward. "I appreciate what his
grace and you have done in respect to the Duke of Paisley and my
daughter. I was wondering if you won't give me one more boon before
everyone leaves?"

"Absolutely."

"My daughter…" He sighed deeply. "…she is
very competitive. Why don't we arrange for you and Baldwyn to sit
near one another, perhaps be partners in a few games. I think it
might be the very thing to get her to admit her feelings. I
believe, as a father, I'm resorting to jealousy to get my daughter
to become vulnerable. I hope I do not live to regret it."

Katherine smiled. "You won't, and I'll do my
best."

Which she did.

Three hours later, she and Paisley were
laughing so hard she nearly fell out of her chair, and it was all
because he could not play the game to save his life. He was awful.
Terrible, more like it.

Lady Anastasia was never without wine in her
hand, and after a while Katherine became a little more than nervous
that Lady Anastasia was going to topple over. Instead, her face
became redder by the minute until finally she had an outburst.

"The two of you are rather cozy. And where is
the Duke of Banbury at present, Lady Katherine?" Lady Anastasia
coolly eyed Paisley as well as Katherine, a bitter smile spreading
across her lips.

Unfortunately everyone was privy to her
little speech.

Causing the game to stop.

And Paisley to grow pale.

"You know well, Lady Anastasia, that my
fiancé has retired early." Katherine kept her gaze level on
Anastasia, hoping to convey the message for her to stop making a
scene in front of everyone and embarrassing poor Paisley, for it
was evident that he cared for her so. But the women continued to
talk.

"How fortunate for Paisley."

Katherine gasped, then quickly offered her
apologies and went in search of Benedict, for she hadn't meant to
hurt Lady Anastasia's feelings, at least not in that way. She had
only hoped to spur the girl on as Lord Marks had suggested. The
wine had not proven helpful, that much was certain.

She ran up the stairs to Benedict's chambers,
nearly out of breath when she knocked on his door.


CHAPTER TWENTY

A Man's Shame

 


Knock, Knock,
Knock.

Benedict went to the door to open it, but the
person on the other side was obviously in a losing battle with
patience, it swung wide nearly hitting him in the face.

"Should have known," he grumbled.

"Sorry," Katherine said. "May we leave
now?"

"In the evening?" Benedict scowled. "I meant
to leave first thing in the morning. Do you think you can practice
patience until then?"

She bit her lip and crossed her arms.

"What happened?"

"Hmm?" She gave him an innocent look, much
like a cat hiding a mouse under its paw.

"What happened?" he repeated, grasping her
crossed arms and pulling her closer into his embrace.

"Lady Anastasia drank too much, yelled at me,
made me feel a fool, and now I just want to go home."

He turned slightly toward the light to get a
better look at her face. Was she crying?

"See? That wasn't too hard." He lifted her
quivering chin and kissed a fallen tear. "We'll leave
immediately."

Within a half hour, they were in the carriage
on their way back into London.

"Now." Benedict patted Katherine's hand.
"Tell me what is really going on in that little head."

Katherine smiled. "Well, you see. I think
Anastasia loves your cousin desperately, and she accused me of
flirting with him, which is ridiculous. He was my partner in cards,
nothing more."

I believe I know how Lady Anastasia
feels… But Benedict fought the surge of jealousy.

"It doesn't matter. She yelled and was quite
embarrassed and left the room. Paisley went after her, and I just
figured it would be better if we were not at the house. That way,
he cannot go looking for you when he gets afraid of the woman, and
she cannot spend time apologizing to me." She proceeded to tell him
about her and Lord Marks' agreement.

Benedict raised an eyebrow. "My dear, are you
matchmaking?"

She looked at her hands.

"You and Agatha truly should not live in the
same city, you do know that?"

"I love her."

"Who?"

Katherine sighed. "Agatha. I think she's
brilliant."

"Yes, but you also trip over your own feet
and show your knees in public."

"Very funny." Katherine made a face and
raised her voice. "But truthfully, she's lovely!"

"Keep your voice down. She'll hear you!"
Benedict all but shouted.

"In the carriage? But she's at the house.
She's been sleeping for an entire day!"

"She has her ways." Benedict outwardly shook.
"Now, let us have some rest before I deliver you to your home."

Seconds after saying those very words, the
carriage jerked to a halt. Benedict peered through the window,
looking for the reason, and then a rap was heard at the door.

He opened it to find one of the footmen
waiting, an anxious expression pinching his face.

"Problem?"

"Your grace, a wheel is stuck. It seems the
snow is too deep, and we need to return, but it's at least a
two-mile walk back up the drive, and in this weather…" The footman
shuddered. "I think it best that you and the lady stay here in the
safety of the carriage."

Benedict wasn't sure exactly how safe she
would be in the carriage with him, but he didn't say it aloud.
Instead he thought quite hard about their situation, waiting in the
carriage meant they would still be freezing by the time his driver
and footmen made it back. Even if they did take the horses.

His eyes scanned the road ahead of him, then
back toward the house.

"There." He pointed. "What's that?"

"The hunting cabin?" the footman asked. "It's
for tenants and those who like to hunt on the countryside. I dare
say there may be some wood to build a fire."

"Right." Benedict hopped out of the carriage
and held out his hand to Katherine. "We're to go on a little
jaunt."

"A jaunt?" she repeated, teeth
chattering.

"Yes, or adventure. Would you rather I use
the word adventure? How about if I say it's a Christmas adventure,
hmm?"

Katherine's eyes narrowed.

"No? Alright." He placed her arm within his
and trudged with her through the snow. "I thought rather than
freezing to death in that carriage, that we would build a fire in
that lovely cabin over yonder."

"That?" she repeated, dread filling her
voice. Scrunching up her face, she leaned forward and peered into
the distance. "It looks haunted."

"It's nothing of the sort," he assured her.
"It's merely dark. Besides, things aren't allowed to be haunted
during the holiday season."

"Says who?"

"I say, and I'm a duke, so the ghosts have to
listen."

"Arrogance, arrogance." She laughed but
followed him to the cabin, and within minutes they were inside. He
helped Katherine to a chair and searched for wood.

Fortunately, the moonlight mixed with the set
of matches he had acquired the night before, while smoking cheroots
with the gentlemen, helped shed enough light that he was able to
locate where the wood was hiding.

Soon, he had a roaring fire, and was thankful
to feel heat begin to radiate from the hearth.

He motioned for Katherine to sit near him by
the fireplace.

It was a tiny hunting lodge, nothing to boast
about, truly. It held one small bed in the corner, a table in the
middle of the room, and two sitting chairs in front of the fire. No
stove to speak of and no food.

Pity, for his stomach needed sustenance.

As if on cue, it growled.

Katherine smirked. "Hungry?"

"Only for you," he teased, though the sudden
plummet in his stomach should have hinted him toward the truth of
those very words.

They were alone, very alone.

He should have laughed at their
circumstances; had he not, merely days ago, been planning on fully
ruining the girl in hopes that she would cry off? And the day after
finally giving up and realizing how deeply he cared for her, he
found himself completely alone with the girl.

His conscience fought an epic inner battle as
his eyes continued to rake over her. He couldn't force his gaze
away from her as desire and interest swirled around his chest like
a windstorm.

"When will we marry?" Katherine asked,
breaking the silence.

Benedict wasn't sure what the correct answer
was to be. After all, weddings were sort of a sacred ritual to
women. They were cause for great joy, weeping, insanity… so he
needed to tread carefully. "When would you like to marry?"

"Oh, you mean it?" She clasped her hands
together in excitement allowing him to exhale with relief.

"Of course." His chest puffed, just
slightly.

"Tomorrow, let's marry tomorrow."

"Pardon?" He coughed.

"Tomorrow," she said slower and reached out
to touch his arm. "I'm already ruined. We both know I don't need
any sort of fanfare. After all, the ton has seen my knees,
have they not?

Benedict chuckled.

"I know we wanted to wait until after the
Kringle Ball, but I truly cannot wait to start our lives. Don't you
agree?"

He suddenly felt very, very hot, and deuced
uncomfortable, and the innocent look in her eyes haunted him.

"Er, yes." He rubbed the back of his
neck.

"To think! In just a few hours, I'll be able
to move into your house, and we'll be able to…" She blushed
profusely and looked at her hands.

"Be able to?" He leaned forward and lifted
one eyebrow in question.

"You know…"

"No, I truly don't."

Her look was incredulous. "Benedict!"

"Katherine."

She scowled. "We'll be able to really be
together."

"Like we are now?" He played innocent. Gads
how he loved the way she became so easily flustered. Her cheeks
took on the most beautiful shade of pink, tempting his tongue to
caress the spot right below her jaw where the pink met ivory
skin.

"No, not like we are now." Her little bum
shifted in the chair.

He leaned even closer, placing both hands on
either side of the chair until his face was so near, he could hear
her shallow breaths. "You mean like this?" His hands reached out to
touch her neck and then moved down her shoulders, her arms, and
finally to her legs. With little effort, he lifted her into his
arms showing her how to wrap herself around him, and just held her
there as he placed long lingering kisses on her neck and face.

"Y-yes… Oh, heavens yes, like this." Her head
fell back exposing her throat.

Careful, his inner voice warned him.
Take it slow.

But he was never one to listen to his good
conscience.

So he laid her across the dusty bed and
hovered over her, watching her squirm and sigh beneath his
touch.

"Benedict." Her voice was hoarse.

"Yes, love?"

"Will your servants like me?"

What an odd question. And dreadful timing
considering his hand was already placed halfway up her creamy
thigh.

He kept his arousal in check and tried to
answer the question, mentally going through every person in his
employ.

And then his body went cold.

Maria.

Suddenly, he was disgusted with himself.
Withdrawing his hand from the pleasure of her leg, he leaned back
on the bed and shuddered.

"What is it?" Katherine asked.

"It's just that…" Benedict couldn't even look
her in the eyes his shame was so great. "I had forgotten about some
business at the house, business I need to attend to before I
welcome you with open arms."

"Oh." She looked down.

"But…" he interjected. "It won't take long.
Before you know it, you'll be the mistress of the house." He gulped
against the bile that rose in his throat at the use of the word
mistress. Could he have not come up with a better description? She
was so much better than that.

And he, the Devil, did not deserve her.

If she knew…

Well, if she knew, she wouldn't continue to
give him a chance. He was afraid, devil take it; he was terrified
that if she truly knew about some of the things that had taken
place under the roof of that house, she would be more than
scandalized.

"Let me buy you a house." The words fell out
of his mouth in a rush.

"A house? You want to buy me a house?"
Katherine shook her head. "Whatever's wrong with your house?"

"It's old."

"Alright…" Katherine's eyes searched his.
"And you want to buy a newer house, is that it?"

"Yes. I want you to have the best." At least
that part was true. "I'll buy you a house, move you into it…" Why
in the blazes was he going on in this fashion? As if she was some
type of mistress. "Naturally, I'll live there too," he added.

"I should hope so." Katherine laughed. "We
are to be married." She lifted her hand to cup his face. "After
all, you won't get a traditional ton marriage from me."

"I won't?" He feigned depression, though he
couldn't have been more pleased.

"No." The minx leaned closer to him, her arm
hooking his neck like a shepherd's crook, pulling him down closer
and closer until he once again hovered over her. "I'll want you by
my side every day."

"That can be arranged."

"And in my bed every night."

What was that? Angels singing?

"I believe I can manage to agree to your
terms."

"Promise." Her eyes sparkled in the
moonlight.

He took a shuddering breath before lowering
his lips to hers and mumbling against them, "Promise."

Now all he needed to do was make sure she
never found out his secret, never know the depths of his depravity,
lest she lose that sparkle he so adored.
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Something was bothering
Benedict, though Katherine hadn't a clue what it could be.
By all standards, he was acting the perfect gentleman.

That should have been her first hint.

Originally she had thought he was going to
seduce her, not that she minded one whit.

And then he had pulled back, a look of
absolute horror on his face as he began to sputter nonsense about
buying a new house.

He was wealthy. Everyone knew how wealthy.
Even though he gambled as if he truly desired to lose his entire
fortune, he never lost.

So it could not be lack of funds.

She bit her lip and looked at him again.
Benedict had kissed her and then told her to sleep.

As if she could sleep after his hands had
been halfway up her thigh.

Ridiculous!

Perhaps, she thought as she closed her eyes
and tried to relax, he was embarrassed about the state of his
house? After all, bachelors were known to be careless in their
décor as well as their upkeep. The poor man probably didn't even
pay a full staff.

What his house needed was a woman's touch!
There was no need for him to spend money for her sake.

A smile curved her lips. That was it! She
would surprise him. Tomorrow after he dropped her off, she would
quickly change, and then arrive at his house and offer her help.
After all, the way things were going, they were planning on gaining
a special license as soon as possible. It wasn't as if she were not
already ruined.

With a grin, she finally relaxed enough to
try to sleep, all the while thinking of ways she could surprise
Benedict.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Not All Surprises Are Welcome

 


By the time the
carriage dropped Katherine off at her home, it was some ungodly
time of the night. At least two or three a.m.

The footman had taken another hour to trudge
back to the cabin with different transportation. The snowstorm had
let up enough for them to continue on at last.

Though… there was a part of Benedict that
wished he and Katherine could have stayed in that cabin forever,
away from his past, away from his uncertain future.

Stupidity seemed to be the only way to
describe his actions. How had he not remembered Maria?

Or the six before her?

Exhausted, his legs felt as if he had poured
sand into his boots. Slowly, he made his way into his house and
heading straight up the stairs, not bothering to deal with the
situation as of yet. He would need energy and sustenance to do what
he had to do.

He pushed open the door to his room and
cursed.

"I've been waiting for you," a lush feminine
voice said in the darkness.

He wanted to hit something. How the devil did
she know he would be arriving at such a time?

"You must be exhausted," the throaty voice
continued. "Let me relieve some of that tension, your grace."

"No." His response was cold, angry.

"No?" Maria laughed as Benedict lit the
candle nearest the bed.

The woman was draped with nothing but a
sheet, her hair tumbling around her waist, a coquettish pout on her
lips. "Spirited tonight, hmm?"

Benedict pinched his nose and prayed for patience.
"Listen to me."

She leaned forward giving him a view that
made him ill with disgust.

"If you do not leave within the next five
seconds, I'm going to remove you myself, and I guarantee you there
will be nothing sensual or erotic about it. Now, get out of my bed
chambers."

Maria's smile fell, her eyes narrowed. "Is
this a new game?"

"No!" he yelled. "Get out!"

Slowly, because Maria was provocative about
everything, she pulled back the blankets of the bed, exposing
herself to him. With languid movements, she reached for the nearest
robe, wrapped it around her naked body and, with a seething glare,
slammed the door.

"That went well." Benedict cursed again, then
tumbled into bed. It was too late, and he was too irritated and
upset with himself to deal with the woman tonight. In the morning…
he would fix everything in the morning.

And hire a new housekeeper as soon as
possible.

His eighth in the past two years.

Meaning, he had been going through at least
four mistresses a year, hiring each of them as his housekeeper in
order to keep things…

Convenient.

Their jobs were simple: be available to
pleasure him at all hours of the day and night, and he would not
only pay them a salary, but on their parting terms give them a
special bonus.

He laughed bitterly.

A bonus?

For what?

Sex?

Convenience?

Utterly sickened, he closed his eyes and
tried to sleep. Tomorrow would be the day the Devil came to terms
with his demons.
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Katherine woke earlier
than usual and quickly dressed in a simple white muslin. If
she was to be decorating and surprising Benedict, she didn't need
to wear anything more lavish.

Besides, she would not be making any morning
or afternoon calls. At least not today.

Excited for her idea, she quickly went to
Bond Street and made several appointments for the house
redecorating. Giddy with excitement, she made her way to Benedict's
home.

It was located in Mayfair, much like hers.
But it was big, so much bigger than she imagined it would be.

Nervous, she bit her lip and knocked.

A crisp-looking butler opened the door and
peered down at her through spectacles.

"His grace has enough servants."

Katherine laughed. Did she truly look that
horrendous? "No, I'm sure his grace wouldn't mind for me to visit.
You see, I'm his fiancée."

At that, the butler's lips quirked into a
smile and then his eyes darkened. "You poor thing."

"Pardon?"

He sighed. "I'll see if he is receiving
callers. Why don't I show you to the Lavender room? Would you care
for some tea, miss?"

"Lady Katherine Bourne."

"Pardon, did you say Lady Katherine
Bourne?"

"Yes."

"W-well, why don't you have a seat, there,
right there." His shaky hand pointed to the settee. "And I'll have
Ma—" he coughed. "That is to say, I will have someone, anyone bring
you tea."

"Alright." She smiled warmly and leaned back
against the sofa, taking in the beautiful room surrounding her.

It was done up in purples and eggshell
colors, beautiful actually, and not masculine at all. After a few
minutes, she began to feel the need to snoop. After all, he was to
be her husband in a manner of days.

Her eyes fell on the large bookcase at the
far end of the room. Her gloved hand traced the furniture as she
made her way to the books and began reading the titles.

Odd, they were all in strange languages.
Curious, she picked one up.

And promptly dropped it to the floor.

What type of man kept books with pictures
like — like that?

She tried another.

Same thing.

And another, until she had looked through at
least ten books. All of them with graphic pictures she would never
be able to remove from her memory as long as she lived.

Carefully, she put them all back, the last
one, however had fallen on its spine causing the first page to
flutter open.

Scrawled across the page were the words,
My love, Maria.

Who in the blazes was Maria?

A sudden commotion took place outside the
doors. A woman's voice. A man's. And then suddenly the door burst
open.

A beautiful woman with dark hair and dark
eyes came into the room. Her uniform was typical of a servant, and
in her hand was a tray with tea and biscuits.

"Hello," Katherine greeted.

The woman glared.

Katherine cleared her throat. "You must be
the housekeeper?" she guessed.

"Yes," the woman answered crisply.

A butler who stuttered and laughed, and a
beautiful exotic woman with the manners of a streetwalker.

Apparently before any decoration was to take
place, Benedict needed a new staff.

"Please, sit." The woman's eyes fell to the
book in Katherine's hands then snapped back up to her face. "Find
anything interesting, my lady?"

"O-oh, this? No, no, it fell, so I was
putting it back." She felt heat rise to her cheeks as she pushed
the book into its rightful place and shuffled back to the sofa
where the housekeeper was laying out the biscuits and tea.

Katherine couldn't help but notice how
striking the woman was. She could not be much older than Katherine
herself. Jealousy surged, but Katherine fought it with everything
in her. Perhaps Benedict was extending a courtesy. After all, a
woman this striking would surely find herself in a house of ill
repute if left to her own devices to survive. Shame washed over her
jealousy.

As the woman made a curtsy to leave,
Katherine reached out the only way she knew how, politeness. "Thank
you… Apologies, I did not catch your name?" Not that it was typical
for ladies to ask such things, but this woman did not need to know
that.

The woman gave a hollow laugh. "Maria, his
grace's seventh housekeeper in two years."

Odd. "Does he have trouble keeping
housekeepers, Maria?" Katherine asked with amusement tickling her
voice.

Maria turned cold eyes to Katherine. "Let us
just say his grace has a variety of tastes."
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Benedict awoke with a
start.

His butler, Marsail, hovered over him, worry
etched in his every feature.

"What the devil are you doing in my
room?"

Marsail cleared his throat. "A young lady is
here to see you, your grace. I thought it best to keep her away
from other parts of the house, but I fear…"

"Who? Who is it?" Benedict demanded.

Marsail began to perspire. "She claims she is
your fiancée, but that is a ridiculous notion, is it not?"
He patted his forehead with a handkerchief.

Benedict reached for Marsail's coat and
pulled him close. "Tell me that Maria is no longer here. Tell me
that Lady Katherine has been locked in the very room you put her
in."

Marsail looked away. "Maria stole the
key."

"How does a tiny woman steal a key from
you, of all people?"

Marsail began to shake.

"Never mind." Benedict cursed and pulled on
his clothes in rapid fashion. His valet rolled his eyes when he
strolled into the room, but aided in making him presentable,
mumbling something under his breath that at least his grace was
choosing to wear clothes after such a late evening.

Benedict chose not to comment.

He raced down the stairs and pushed open the
doors to the Lavender room with such urgency he could have sworn
they were going to fly off their hinges.

Katherine sat prim and proper, tea in hand,
but her eyes were distant.

"Katherine?"

She licked her lips. "I shouldn't have come."
She placed her tea on the table and rose.

"No, don't." Benedict reached out to her, but
she pulled away.

"Benedict."

"Yes?" His voice felt shaky. Devil take it,
he was nearly trembling with fear, shame… all of the above.

"Why have you had seven housekeepers in the
last two years? Why would a man need that many replacements…
unless…"

She was assuming the worst, not that he
didn't deserve it. "You should sit back down."

"I don't want to sit back down!" she yelled,
her arms clenched at her sides. "Explain to me why you would need
so many housekeepers." Her eyes pleaded with his. It was as if she
was begging him to lie, to tell her that her suspicions were not
correct.

He looked down at the floor. He couldn't bear
to look at her, not now.

She walked toward him then. He saw her shoes
beneath her dress, and slowly raised his eyes to meet her face.

"Tell me," she said.

"A man doesn't need seven housekeepers in two
years, not unless he's the absolute devil. Not unless he hires them
to be his live-in mistress. Not unless he's so deranged that he
values convenience above all else."

"Alright." Katherine bit her lip. "Alright."
She repeated, her head nodding up and down as if she was trying to
make sense of the information.

"But…" Benedict grabbed her arms and pulled
her against him. "I'm not that man anymore. I cannot be that
man."

Katherine said nothing.

"I-I…" Benedict ran his hands through his
hair. " Damn it, I promise you, I had every intention of getting
rid of Maria last night when—"

"When?" Katherine's eyes narrowed.

"When I was in his bed," Maria's voice
announced from the entryway. "Isn't that right, Benedict?"

Katherine jerked back in horror.

"You are a witch." Benedict glared at Maria.
"Leave my house this instant."

"But what about your promise?" Maria tilted
her head.

Benedict groaned.

"Promise?" Katherine asked.

"Yes, you see, his grace here is so brilliant
in the way he hires mistresses. We live and work here, and then
when he cuts us loose, as he's doing this moment, he settles us a
grand sum of money for our troubles. I take it…" Maria looked
Katherine up and down. "…that you will be housekeeper number
eight?"

"That's it!" Katherine yelled and surged
forward. Benedict didn't stop her, mainly because he knew he
deserved whatever physical blow she would deal him.

But it wasn't him she was charging after.

Nor was it him that she hit, repeatedly.

He really shouldn't be amused. It wasn't the
time to laugh, but seeing Katherine claw at Maria was a proud
moment for him.

Maria screamed until finally Katherine
relented and pushed her. "If you ever speak of me in that way
again, I'll kill you."

Benedict wanted to add how truthful she was
being. After all she had nearly killed him, how many times by
accident now?

Katherine continued to push Maria until she
was out of the room. "And if I ever see you here again, I'll not
hesitate to shoot you. His grace will stay true to his promise. He
will give you the money you deserved, spreading your legs like a
whore. But know, this man," she pointed back to Benedict with fire
in her eyes, "is mine. Do I make myself clear?"

Maria nodded several times before gathering
her skirts and running out the front door.

Katherine's whole body shook.

Benedict couldn't comfort her, couldn't touch
her, not after everything. Never had he felt so dirty, so debased.
To see his innocent fiancée yell at his former mistress
after revealing so much about his affairs. He could not bear it.
Could not fathom it.

He truly was the Devil Duke.

"Benedict," Katherine said without turning.
"You will still marry me."

It wasn't a question.

"If you'll have me."

"One question." Her hands opened and closed
at her sides as if she was trying to regain feeling in her
fingers.

"Yes."

"Last night, did you—"

"No!" he yelled, and then, "Absolutely not!
You must know how I feel about you, Katherine. I would not do that
to you. I have not touched another woman since that first night at
the ball."

"Good," she said tersely.

"Good?" He shuffled closer to her.

"Yes." She whipped around and charged toward
him.

Here it comes.

"You are mine. Mine, you devil! If I ever
catch you with another woman, if you as much as grin at a woman in
the next ten years of our marriage, I'll castrate you. Do I make
myself clear?"

His body responded to her in such a violent
way he he nearly fell to the ground. Groin tightening, he couldn't
help the growl that passed through his lips at her possessive
words. "Crystal." Heaven help him, he loved her. He wanted to tell
her, to fall to his knees. It wasn't the time. Would it ever be the
time?

"Fine." She pushed away from him and walked
to the door.

"Katherine," he called.

She stopped.

"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry." The words seemed
too shallow, not deep enough to convey how wretched he felt, how he
wanted to cut himself open and bleed all over the floor.

Benedict wasn't sure how long he stood there,
immobile. Matters became worse when people continued to shuffle in
throughout the day in hopes to help redecorate a few rooms as a
surprise-wedding gift from Katherine.

He was a cad.

He wasn't sure if he should get foxed.

Shoot himself in the foot.

Or just apologize again and again until she
knew he meant it.

He started with flowers. As many as he could
order, and sent them to her house. No response.

So he became creative.

He bought her a horse. Stupid idea really,
what the devil was she going to do with an extra horse?

And then a thought occurred to him. When they
were young, she had always liked to read. Books were her favorite
pasttime, the little bluestocking.

With a smile, he placed his next order.

Books, lots and lots of books.

When his final gift elicited no response, he
decided to make his way over there in person.

"Lady Katherine is indisposed and not
receiving callers, your grace." The butler's expression was heated.
Benedict half-expected his coattails to catch on fire.

"Do you know if she at least received the
books?" Benedict asked.

At that, the butler's face broke into an
amused smile. "Ah yes, I believe the lady mentioned something about
using the books for kindling in place of wood. Brilliant idea, if I
say so myself. Good day." The butler shut the door.

In his face. A duke's face nonetheless.

Benedict cursed and looked up at the large
house, scaling the wall was out of the question.

Desperate, he ran around to the back.

Spying. He was now resorting to spying on the
woman he was to marry.

A door opened, Katherine emerged onto the
balcony, a sad smile on her lips. "Is he gone?"

"Yes, my lady." The maid curtsied. "Will that
be all?"

"Yes, but, next time he arrives, allow him
into the sitting room. I shall see him now."

Benedict almost ran back to the front of the
house to knock on the door, but something in Katherine's expression
gave him pause.

And then he saw them. Watery tears running
down her cheeks. She lifted her dainty hand to wipe them away then
let out a guttural sigh before laying her head against the rail of
the balcony and hiding her face in her hands.

He was the reason.

Suddenly, he felt quite at odds with himself.
As if he had put his boots on the wrong feet. Having made a mess of
things, he knew the only person he could trust to give him adequate
advice was the one person he never expected to be seeking wisdom
from.

Agatha.

She should be arriving today.

After all, she was to make an appearance at
the Kringle Ball in a few days, and she would want to rest up
before she did so.

A new plan began to form in his head, one
that caused a slight smile to replace the frown.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

A Sad End, A New Beginning

 


Benedict appointed his
very best footman to stand watch by his aunt's house. The
minute she arrived, he wanted to know.

Hours later, he was knocking on the door with
such force, he thought it would come off the hinges.

"Yes?" Baldwyn answered, odd. Where the devil
was the butler? The minute his eyes fell on Benedict, he exhaled
and pulled him into a hug. "I saw you from the window, by the time
Agatha's old butler would have made it here, you would have been an
old man."

Coughing was heard from behind Baldwyn. He
rolled his eyes.

Benedict stepped into the house; it felt odd,
almost eerie. "What's going on? Something's wrong." But everything
seemed to be in place. From the perfectly calm servants to the
sparkling floors.

Everything but… Agatha.

Dread shot down his spine, Benedict looked at
Baldwyn with a questioning gaze. "I take it she's resting."

Baldwyn lifted his arm and scratched the back
of his head, and it was then that Benedict was able to focus on his
cousin's horrendous demeanor.

"What the devil happened to you?"

"Life," Baldwyn muttered. "Agatha, Anastasia,
marriage, and a half-empty bottle of brandy, thanks for
asking."

Benedict squinted and leaned in toward his
cousin. "Let's start with the first one, though I can't help you
with life, considering I've mucked up my own and that of the woman
I love quite thoroughly. Let's discuss Agatha."

At the mention of her name, a nearby maid
burst into tears and ran from the entryway.

Was the woman that much of a dragon to her
own staff?

"She's not well." Baldwyn swallowed and
looked away, his eyes glassy from being foxed or perhaps
depressed.

"I need to speak with her."

"Follow me." Baldwyn led him to Agatha's
chambers. "I'll just be outside while you two have a little
chat."

Benedict opened the door and paused.
"Baldwyn?"

"Hmm?"

"Do you love her?"

Baldwyn paled. "Agatha? Of course, you fool,
anyone would—"

"Not Agatha. Anastasia. Do you love her?"

Immediately Baldwyn looked to the floor.
"Yes."

"Then you should tell her before you lose her
forever."

Benedict slapped his cousin on the shoulder
and walked into the large room. It reeked of medicine and tonics.
Confused, he looked from left to right until his eyes finally
settled on a lump in the bed.

"Aunt?" He walked closer, irritated at the
ridiculous knot of emotion in his throat.

"Benedict? Is that you?" Her voice was raspy
and weak.

"Yes." He sat on the bed and grasped her
frail hand. "Are you feeling under the weather?"

"Oh, it will blow over, it always does."
Agatha waved him off with her other hand. "So, what brings you
here? I can only imagine the amount of pride you swallowed to seek
me out. Surprised you made it up the stairs without cursing me to
perdition."

Benedict chuckled, his hand slowly caressing
hers. "It seems I've some more pride to swallow, if you'll allow
me."

"Always." Her eyes twinkled, but her face was
still far too pale for his liking.

"Well, I don't really know how to start."

"Remember, I do love your stories. Let us
start at the beginning, shall we?" With a sigh, she tried to
squeeze his hand though it was a vain effort for the thing had
little strength in her.

"Katherine, she won't, that is to say she
won't…"

"Marry you?" Agatha interrupted.

"No, she'll still marry me."

"Then she's disagreeable?"

"No, she's amiable, perfect really." The
most beautiful woman I've ever seen, he wanted to add.

"Did she offend you in some way then?" Agatha
coughed and reached for the water. He helped her take a sip and
shook his head.

"No, I'm afraid it is I who has done the
offending. Though I wasn't aware that my past actions would
overshadow my future happiness, it seems I've done just that. I've
ruined it."

Agatha tilted her head. "But you say she's
still going to marry you?"

"Yes."

"Then what is the problem?" Agatha's eyebrows
pinched together.

"She won't forgive me."

"But she'll marry you?" Agatha repeated. She
truly must be sick for she never wasted time repeating anything, if
he wasn't fortunate enough to hear her the first time, well the
loss was his, and he would undoubtedly suffer for it.

"Yes," he said slowly.

A smile broke out across her weathered face.
"So you wish for something more than marriage. Is this what I'm
understanding?"

"Well, I…" Benedict paused, thinking quite
seriously on his aunt's simple words. "I want more, but I also want
to give her more. I want…" He looked away, a lump forming in his
throat. Devil take it, he could not cry over a girl.

"Everything." Agatha patted his hand. "My
dear boy, you want everything, all she has to offer, all she has to
give, including the very next breath she breathes. Everything is
your answer, now for the question. What are you willing to do to
obtain it?"

Benedict swallowed, the emotion of the moment
was too much for him. To see Agatha — irritating, disagreeable,
formidible Agatha — sick, to know he was making Katherine ill with
heartache, not to mention the issue with his own heart. The very
heart that seemed to have trouble beating without Katherine
near.

"Anything. I would do anything."

"So you'd abandon all those mistresses."

"Already done."

"You'd turn away from your devil-may-care
attitude and vices?"

Was that even a question? "Of course!"

"And you'd give yourself fully to the one
person in the world who has enough of your heart to break it. Would
you do that, Benedict?"

His heart hammered in his chest. He looked
from Agatha to his hands, the very same hands that all day had felt
naked as if missing the other half that fit within them. "I have,"
he mumbled, his voice sounding foreign because of the hoarse
emotion coming from his lips.

"Then what are you waiting for?"

His head snapped up. "I don't know."

With that, he jumped up from his seat and
walked to the door, then on second thought, he walked back to
Agatha and kissed her on the brow. "You always were my favorite
aunt."

"I'm your only aunt, you rogue." She tried to
laugh but instead coughed.

"And I'm so glad you are." He kissed her
again and fought the emotional turmoil taking place in his heart
when a single tear ran down her face.

"As am I, as am I."

He left her then, and walked down the stairs
to the study where he knew he would find Baldwyn.

But the room was empty. He heard footsteps
and turned.

Baldwyn had cleaned up and was ready to
leave.

"Where are you going?" Benedict asked, though
he had an idea.

"I have to tell her." Baldwyn was perspiring
as he had been running around the house at full speed.

"Then tell her." Benedict encouraged and
laughed. "Apparently Agatha does have the final say, eh?"

Baldwyn rolled his eyes. "Do not get me
started. That woman's intuition frightens me."

Both men fell silent. Then turned to look at
the stairs.

"Do you think?" Baldwyn didn't finish his
question.

"She said it will pass." Benedict cleared his
throat. "After all, she's a tough old thing. It isn't as if she is
doing to die."

Baldwyn nodded his head. "You're right.
Paranoia is a side effect of too much drinking I hear."

At that, Benedict laughed and walked out of
the house, in search of one woman that could bring him to his
knees.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

How Much Do I Love Thee?

 


Katherine hated to
admit that every time there was a noise, she ran to the
windows and plastered her face against the glass hoping in vain
that it would be Benedict's curricle outside, meaning he had come
to call again.

After rejecting him again this morning when
all the lovely books arrived, she hadn't the heart to do it
again.

Granted, she was hurt, upset, and at the most
ridiculous moments felt that she would burst into tears.

Could she trust him with her heart? He had
said as much. He had promised they would marry and be happy.

But he hadn't promised fidelity. Nor had he
fully explained his situations with the many mistresses.

Then again, it was natural that he would have
done some horrendous things a gentle bred lady wouldn't hear about.
After all, he hadn't just obtained his nickname from all his many
scandals and running around his house in the nude.

The question that burned at the back of her
mind was… what if? What if he was to change? What if he
wanted to change? What if he was trying?

Yet, it seemed so foolish. Surely every girl
thought such things when wanting to reform a rake of the first
order. Every girl wanted to be the girl who was so special she
would change the devil into an angel. And she wasn't so certain she
was pretty enough or exciting enough to hold his attention.

The knocker on the door announced another
visitor. With great self-control she managed to sit and pretend to
read one of the many novels Benedict had given her, when the door
to the sitting room opened, and Benedict was announced.

She slowly put the book down. Benedict's face
lit up, a smile broke out across his features, and in two strides
she was in his arms, being pressed against the wall with such force
she was sure her form would be permanently glued to the wallpaper.
His kiss was hungry yet affectionate, as he parted her lips with
his tongue and caressed her face with his hands.

Her butler cleared his throat, causing
Benedict to stop, and place her once again to rights. With a few
choice words, he walked to the door, shooed her butler out and
turned the lock.

"I have to say something."

Katherine fumbled with her hair, averting her
eyes. If she didn't look directly at him, perhaps she could be
stronger and not cry.

"I'm not sorry."

Well, that was a lousy start.

She opened her mouth to speak, but he
continued.

"To be sorry seems too easy. You make a hash
of things and say you're sorry, but the value of that person's
apology is measured against their past indiscretions. So then you
ask yourself, is that person sorry for their actions or merely
sorry they had to deal with the consequences of getting caught?"
Benedict laughed. "I think my entire life I've been blind. I've
always felt fulfilled, never truly guilty over my actions. I
boasted in my debauchery and rejoiced in the power it gave me.
Until recently, I would have been merely sorry I was caught."

"And now?" Katherine asked timidly.

"Now?" He laughed bitterly. "Now I'm so
blasted ashamed of myself, I want to ask the first man I see to
shoot me."

"Or woman?" she volunteered.

"Yes." He laughed outright. "Or woman. The
thing of it is I have lived selfishly from amusement to amusement,
never truly realizing how hollow my existence was. Until I met you,
that is. Before you, I was perfectly happy."

Katherine stiffened. Splendid, so now she was
the reason for his discontent?

"Don't take offense. I compare my prior
existence to a man living in a thundercloud, until one day the
clouds disappear and the most beautiful sun begins to shine light
on everything. What was once acceptable in the dark, even
glorified, is no longer beautiful, but ugly and distasteful. The
things that seemed to be important were merely shadows, faded into
my old life. I would do anything to stay in your sunlight. I would
give my very soul to be your center of gravity." Benedict
approached her, his trembling hand reaching out to touch her face.
She closed her eyes. "So I wish to tell you, I know the true
meaning of being sorry. I will not be that man, because you see, I
no longer am him. I am someone new because the sun now shines. Tell
me, Katherine. Tell me the sun will stay. Tell me the sun will
bring light."

"I lov—"

"Open this door immediately!" a man's voice
shouted.

Benedict cursed and walked slowly to the door
and unlocked it.

Paisley burst in.

"It's Agatha, we have to go, now!" Paisley
grabbed Benedict and ushered him out before Katherine could finish
what she was saying. Without as much of a word to anyone, she
grabbed her pelisse and reticule and followed them out of the
house.

She had no idea by the time they arrived they
would be too late.

Nor had she quite understood the depth of
anguish a man would face when his last remaining relative save his
cousin, was taken from the world.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

One Step Forward, Two Steps Back

 


The funeral was
depressing, as most funerals were. And Katherine was by
Benedict's side the entire time holding his hand, trying to give
him strength.

The worst part, he thought as he squeezed her
hand, was that Agatha and he had only just begun communicating.

He looked up at the dreary London sky. Was
that the life he wanted for himself? To push away everyone and
everything? His last remaining family member, save his cousin, was
dead.

Alone. He was alone in the world, and he had
nothing to show for it really. He had no true friends to turn to.
Except Katherine.

He had to tell her. She had to know before
they married how he felt, what he would give away for her, what he
would do for her if just given the chance. If she could not accept
his love and forgive him, he might just follow Agatha into the
grave, not that she would much appreciate her devilish nephew
ruining her chances of happiness in the afterlife.

He laughed at the thought.

"Are you well?" she asked as they paused in
front of his carriage.

"I will be, very soon." He kissed her hands.
She didn't pull away but the vulnerability was visible in her gaze.
"Tonight." He kissed her forehead. "At the Kringle Ball, let us
dance until midnight, and when all is over with, let us marry."

"At midnight?" Katherine laughed. "For what
reason?"

"Well, I do have papers making it completely
legal, as well as the old vicar from our family estate staying at
one of my townhomes for the holidays."

"And my parents?" Katherine asked biting her
lip.

"I hope they'll attend."

She nodded slowly, and then more
enthusiastically. Her father joined her side. Benedict said his
goodbyes and with a final glance toward his aunt's house, jumped
into his carriage.
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Katherine readied for
the ball. A pink silk ball gown of beautiful satin hung snug
around her middle. The skirts fell around her legs making it
impossible to see the line of the dress. It was scandalous to say
the least, only because she knew Benedict would spend most of his
night trying to find the outline of her legs within the folds of
the fabric.

The man did have an odd obsession with her
knees and ankles.

Her carriage arrived at his townhome early,
but he had asked permission from her parents to escort her,
especially considering they were to be married at midnight.

She was so excited, she had to clench her
hands to keep from waving them wildly in the air. His speech had
been so beautiful, so wonderful.

Yet part of her, a tiny part, still had
doubt, for how could a man who had lived his entire life one way,
hope to change in just a few weeks? And all because of her? She was
nothing special, she knew that. Even Benedict had pointed it out
early on in their relationship, but perhaps she should just allow
herself to fall. For the only person she could imagine that she
wanted to catch her was the Duke of Banbury.

She knocked. A very stunned butler opened the
door and then closed it in her face. Truly, Benedict needed to hire
a new staff immediately.

She knocked again. He opened it a crack. "I'm
here to see my fiancé. He's to be escorting me to the
Kringle Ball."

"Er…" The butler looked behind him, and
suddenly Katherine heard shouting.

She pushed past the butler with all the
strength she could muster and ran directly into her worst
nightmare. Maria, the old housekeeper wearing a gown fit for a
courtesan with her chest nearly exposed. She was crying and
shouting still. And then she turned to Katherine, venom in her
eyes.

Benedict also turned. "This isn't what you
think, she—"

"He loves to play games, my lady. This is
just one of the many ones we've dreamt up together. It makes our
time together so much better when there is the fear of getting
caught. We fight," she laughed. "And then we make love, right after
his innocent little girl walks through the door. I couldn't write a
better story myself." She tripped on the hem of her gown and
laughed again.

"Katherine…" Benedict pinched his nose.
"She's drunk and angry, and somehow snuck through the servants'
entrance. This is no game. She is ill, sick actually, and if she
steps foot in my house one more time…" Benedict reached for Maria
and grabbed her arm, clenching it tightly within his hand. "…I will
have her arrested. Now leave before I call Bow Street."

She jerked her arm away, tears streaming down
her face. "Why would you throw away something so good?"

"We are finished!" he yelled. "You mean
nothing to me. What we did, meant nothing."

"It was everything."

He leveled her with a cold stare,"Perhaps for
you. For me it was nothing but a heartless toss with an easy woman
who desired money in exchange for services, and I'm—" He squared
his shoulders. "I'm… sorry, but I'm no longer that man anymore,
hell I don't know if I ever was."

Benedict sighed loudly, "Truthfully, I'm
sorry I have caused you distress, but this," he glanced over at
Katherine, "She, is my life."

Maria threw her head back and laughed, her
dark hair spilling in waves across her scandalous dress. She walked
past Katherine and glared. "You'll never be able to give him what I
did. He'll grow tired of you and come back. Just wait and see."

With that she left.

Katherine tried to breathe, but the air
wouldn't fill her lungs fast enough. Short gasps came out until
finally she fell to her knees on the ground, still gasping for
air.

"Katherine!" Benedict ran to her side,
scooped her into his arms, and pushed open the doors to the first
room on the right, one of the salons. "Katherine?"
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Benedict had never
felt so angry and afraid in his entire life. Angry at Maria,
angry at himself, angry at his past, and afraid that Katherine was
now lost forever. How could she trust him? How could she know that
the other women meant nothing? That Maria had literally attacked
him in his own home? Beating his chest until Marsail had to pull
her from his body?

"Katherine?" He touched her face, then her
chest. "Breathe, just breathe, in and out, slowly now. There you
go, slowly."

Finally, after a few minutes, her breathing
slowed.

And then the tears came.

Shame twined through him like an insidious
vine. He wanted to die.

In fact, his gaze kept returning to the
pistol hanging over the fireplace.

"Please, please don't cry." He wiped her
tears, but he was too slow in catching all of them. Benedict rocked
her in his arms. She was trembling.

"Nothing happened. She is mad, Katherine. Do
you understand? I would never do that to you, ever. You must
believe me."

She didn't say a word, merely cried a little
more, then pulled herself from his lap and set her skirts to
rights. "I'm ready for the ball now."

"You can't be serious?"

"I am. My parents will expect me."

He moved to grab her arm, but she pulled
back. Trust was a thing of the past, if it had ever been there in
the first place. And in return, he noticed the sparkle die in her
eyes, and he knew he was the cause as well as the cure. She just
needed time.

He patted his coat pocket to be sure he had
remembered to take the note Agatha had left him. It was there.

But she was not. His heart stuttered in his
chest as his throat tightened with sadness.

He needed her now, needed her wisdom and
guidance on how to proceed. But all he could think that she might
say would be to fight. So fight he would. Wordlessly, they left the
house. And wordless they both remained for the entire journey to
the Kringle Ball.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

The Note

 


Katherine had already
decided to forgive Benedict. Though he did have some
explaining to do, she realized one very important thing.

She didn't want to live her life in fear.

She loved him so much that she wasn't sure
she could face life without him. Katherine just wanted his love in
return, as well as his loyalty. The only reason she doubted him was
because of what she had seen with her eyes, not what she felt with
her heart.

Fear had ruled her decisions with him, and
she was much happier when she didn't feed it. When she allowed her
trust in Benedict and in herself to make sound decisions, to lead
her to happiness, fear dissipated.

So as Benedict helped her out of the
carriage, she looked up at the starry sky and then back at the man
she would soon call husband. She offered him something, something
she had been waiting to give to him at midnight.

"Wait." She stopped him.

He looked miserable, as if someone had just
announced the world was going to end.

"I have a gift for you."

"I-I don't need a gift," he stuttered. "Just
you. I hope you understand my love for you."

Katherine stomped on his foot. Truly the
nerve of the man, beating her to the punch!

"What the—? What was that for?" He cursed and
began hopping.

"I was going to say that, you cad!"

"What?" He cursed again, ripely. "Apparently
pain is blocking my ability to think. You were going to say
what?"

"That I love you!" She threw her hands up in
the air. She had wanted to say it first, to offer it to him as a
gift so he knew she trusted him, wanted to belong to him. "Men!"
she screamed at nobody in general, though a few women walking up
the stairs began to clap.

"I'm sorry?" he offered, then backed up, no
doubt afraid she would somehow wound him again.

"Well…" She crossed her arms. "I imagine it's
fine. The moment's gone now."

"Can't you say it, at least for my benefit?
You have nearly broken my foot."

"If I was aiming to break it, I would
have."

"Oh, how true that is," Benedict
muttered.

"You'll just have to make it up to me."
Katherine managed a small smile and hooked her arm within his.
"Let's go indoors before your toes freeze off as well."

He smiled and patted her arm. "I'm sorry
about tonight, about Maria and…"

Katherine stopped walking. "Let us not speak
of it again, agreed?"

"Agreed." His brow furrowed deeply, but he
didn't speak. Instead he escorted her into the Kringle Ball with a
confused look etched across his ducal countenance. Benedict's eyes
narrowed, but he did not say a word.
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Benedict hadn't spoken
of the incident the entire night, but still noted the hurt
he saw in Katherine's eyes. Saints alive! He wanted her trust,
needed it. As well as guidance, but he had none. Nobody.

He sighed. Now was as good a time as any to
read the note. It had been burning a hole in his pocket since it
had been discovered. And now, as he watched Katherine weave through
the crowds at the ball, the woman he had unintentionally hurt, he
needed his aunt's comfort more than ever. So he walked to the
corner and unfolded the letter.

Benedict, when I discovered my sickness
would take me. I was bitter. I was angry. But mostly, you must
understand my fear.

My two boys, the ones I helped raise, albeit
with a strict hand, were going to be without me.

You, specifically Benedict, without any sort
of living female relative or matriarch.

And I thought to myself, how can I leave him
behind? How can I allow my body to deteriorate and wither away when
my nephew needs so much guidance?

I have stood by and watched you make
mistakes.

I have kept my mouth closed when you paraded
with your mistresses.

We all have wild oats, by Jove. You'd have
an apoplexy if you knew of mine.

It may have appeared that I did not approve,
and perhaps, according to society, I did not, but I loved you. I
loved you desperately, and I have only wanted what is best for
you.

I would move heaven and earth for you, my
boy. For Baldwyn, too.

You see…

When your mother died, I gave her a promise.
I told her you would be better than the men before you in your
family, but I knew even then that it would take a different
strategy of sorts.

Rather than smother you, I allowed you your
mistakes. Rather than coddle you, I pretended to be upset and
turned my nose at your escapades. Your fear of me did not hinder my
love, if anything it brought me joy, for I knew deep down that you
cared, even when you claimed you didn't.

As I write this letter, I have only a few
months to go on living in this world before I irritate God in
His.

And I wondered, what could I possibly give
Benedict? What could I leave him?

Her.

I wanted you to have her.

She reminds me of myself. She is strong, she
is opinionated, she is clumsy. After all, she did try to kill you
on several occasions, not a small feat, might I add.

If I leave you her, if you marry, then you
will not be left alone in this world, but you will have a true
family of your own. You see, my boy, we are more alike than you
know. Our personalities push the limits and rejoice in the scandal
and fear we bring to others. It is control, it is power, but it is
not living. It is not happiness.

I want happiness for you.

I want you to have that love. I want you to
marry her and protect her, to cherish her, to love her with a
fierceness unmatched by anyone else.

This is my dying wish, my gift to you, the
legacy I leave behind.

As well as half my estate… I only ask that
you fill those many summer homes with the laughter of children,
though I imagine you've already been working on that part behind my
back, you rogue.

Remember, I love you.

Agatha

 


That little minx! Benedict wasn't sure
whether to laugh or cry. She'd known. The woman had known the
entire time. She truly had picked Katherine out for him. She'd just
tricked him as he suspected. But it was a glorious trick, one for
the history books no doubt, for he would fall for it all over
again.

He glanced up to see Katherine
approaching.

After everything they'd been through, he knew
he was going to have to create one more scandal.

One more show of devotion.

So he didn't walk.

He didn't even smile.

With fierce determination, he tucked the note
into his jacket pocket and ran, as fast as his legs would take him,
toward her.

His family.

Gasps were heard throughout the ballroom. The
music came to a halt, but he couldn't care less.

All he saw was her.

All he wanted was her.

All he needed in this world was
her.

Unshed tears blurred his vision. His hands
reached out to grasp Katherine, but touching her was not enough.
With little effort, he lifted her into the air and twirled her
around before crushing his lips to hers, in such a kiss that he was
sure even Agatha saw the scandal from heaven.

"I love you," he said and kissed her
again.

"I love you," she replied as tears
streamed down her cheeks. Katherine wrapped her arms around him,
opened her mouth to him, and kissed him so passionately he wanted
to weep. As well as boast, if he was being quite honest. He
remembered the Duke of Tempest causing a similar scandal a few
years back.

"So…" She drew back. "…the Devil Duke creates
yet another scandal."

"Oh, be sure there will be many more to
come." He set her to her feet.

"Really?" She lifted an eyebrow.

"Yes, for he also plans to marry. To stay
true to his wife, if she'll have him. To have loads of children,
naming the first Agatha of course, because naturally she wouldn't
allow us to have a boy first."

"Naturally." Katherine giggled.

"My heart… it's yours." He kissed her
forehead. "It's yours forever. If you'll have it."

"Well, you did finally learn how to
smile…"

He nodded.

"And, you have ruined me on numerous
occasions."

His grin widened.

"Not to mention," she added, "the fact that
I'm irrevocably in love with you as well."

And that was when the Devil Duke burst out
laughing, causing an even greater scandal to sweep the ton,
for it was the first time anyone ever heard him laugh.

"Christmas miracle?" people whispered amongst
themselves.

But Benedict didn't care. He had his love,
his life, his family, and he had his aunt to thank for that. God
bless her. She had given him the best gift of all.

The gift of family.


EPILOGUE

 


Three years later.

 


"Agatha!" Benedict screamed.
They were going to be late for the Kringle Ball, and his
daughter of two was currently running through the house naked.

Like father, like daughter he supposed.

His valet still hadn't quit, but he knew one
day he would lose his mind. If anything, Benedict's own nakedness
had become worse what with having a wife around all the time.

Clothes? Who needed clothes?

His valet did not agree.

Nor did his butler, but he gave them enough
bonuses every Boxing Day not to care, so he figured he was
safe.

"Agatha," he said quietly when she approached
him giggling. "You need to go upstairs with Nanna. Mother and I are
leaving for the night. Can you do that for us?"

She shook her head no.

Of course.

He swore up and down that Agatha, while in
heaven, chatted up God and told him how amusing it would be to gift
them with a child who took exactly after both their parents, to a
fault.

And God, being in good humor and loving
Agatha as he should, granted her this one boon.

Little Agatha smiled up at him and giggled
again, his heart thumped with joy. "You must get some clothes on
before Mother sees you."

"Before I see what exactly?" Katherine
floated down the stairs looking every inch the duchess, and every
inch the seductress. Heavens, how he loved her. It seemed the
longer they were married the more their love grew, until most days
he felt so stupidly happy that he couldn't wipe the smile off his
face if he tried.

"Happy anniversary, love." Katherine kissed
him on the cheek then looked down. "Agatha, sweetheart, why aren't
you wearing clothes?"

"Papa!" Agatha squealed. "No clothes
too!"

Katherine glared at Benedict. He winked
shamelessly and then she blushed from the roots of her hair down
her glorious neck. He leaned forward to take a peek down her
dress.

She pushed him away. "Those are the very
things you should not be doing in front of your daughter. She
already copies everything else."

They both looked down at their grinning
little girl and laughed.

Nanna came rushing down the stairs and
scooped up Agatha, scolding her for running away during bath
time.

"She takes after you," Katherine said.

"Does not."

"Does too! She runs around naked and ignores
anyone's pleas to do otherwise!"

"She also tried to kill me three times. So
who exactly does she take after in that regard?"

"It was four," Katherine argued. "And she
didn't try to kill you. They were all accidents. It wasn't her
fault you fell into the pond while taking her for a walk, or out of
the tree when getting her an apple. You just need to be more
careful."

Benedict grimaced, careful and his
daughter were not anywhere near the same thing. The more he coddled
her, the more it seemed she wanted to do something daring.

Unfortunately, it reminded him of himself,
which frightened him more than words could express.

Luckily, he had Katherine.

And with her, he could do anything.

"Why are you smiling?" Katherine put her
hands on her hips, tilting her head.

"Why shouldn't I be smiling?" His grin
grew.

"You look like you're about to do
something…"

He grabbed her hands and ran into the study,
shoving the door closed behind them and with little effort lifted
her skirts.

"Benedict!" she scolded. "What are you doing!
We're going to be late!"

"Then we'll be late. I am a duke after
all."

His argument to get away with anything.

She rolled her eyes and squirmed happily
beneath his touch. "But it's our anniversary and everyone is going
to want to see us. Oh!" She leaned in and kissed him. "Maybe just
this once.

"That's my girl." He kissed her firmly across
the mouth.

And an hour later, when they arrived at the
ball hand in hand, Benedict's past reputation was merely a shadow
on everyone's lips. Had he really been all that bad? People wanted
to know. For what they saw now was a man completely changed from
the one he had once been.

And it was all because his aunt had loved him
enough to trick him. God rest her soul.
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PROLOGUE

 


"You know, old chap,
'tis not a bad sort of life." This sentiment was expressed rather
drunkenly by the gentleman being propped up, unsuccessfully for the
most part, by another young gentleman in much the same state.

The two were exiting one of the more
reputable gaming halls lurking on the wrong side of London. The
Black Den, known as much for its light skirts as the light pockets
people suffered when exiting, had become a regular haunt for the
two friends since the beginning of the Season.

These were no ordinary gentlemen. They were
considered the catches of the Season and, as a result, had suffered
greatly at the hands of ambitious mamas with steel in their eyes
and marriage on their minds.

The more drunk of the two, and younger by two
years at twenty-eight, was Lord Carrington, future Earl of Ranford,
whose seat would be a magnificent estate in Ireland. Having spent
much of his twenty-odd years in England attending the best schools
and then sowing his oats under the pretence of wife catching, the
young lord had no real desire to be shipped off back to Ireland to
waste away with no society or activity to speak of.

However, his father was getting on in years,
and it was time to return home and learn the ropes before the
mantle and responsibility fell to him.

The older, and even more of a catch as far as
the mamas were concerned, was none other than the future Duke of
Hartridge. The title alone was enough to have debutants swooning.
Added to that his colossal wealth and number of properties, and
even Prinny himself would not have caused as much of a stir as when
Charles Crawdon, Marquess of Enthorpe walked into a room.

The gentlemen had been suffering the
machinations of debutantes and their mothers since the start of the
Season. Only that evening, the Marquess had literally had a young
girl thrown at him by her mama in the hopes that the scuffle would
look like some sort of scandal, therefore forcing an
engagement.

He would rather face the entirety of the
French army than the mothers of the ton hell bent on having
their girls wed.

And whilst Henry Carrington had suffered his
share of near misses, nobody was terribly thrilled about a
son-in-law who would leave the country. After all, what was the
point in having a peer in the family if one could not parade him
around in front of one's friends? But he was still an Earl, so he
was in their sights.

And so it was that the young scoundrels,
determined to paint themselves as disreputable rakes, though not
quite brave enough to suffer the collective wrath of their fathers,
frequented places like the Black Den, and associated with the
demimonde and the women who had neither the means nor inclination
to trap them into marriage.

Outside, the biting wind helped to revive the
gentlemen somewhat, and as they awaited the arrival of the ducal
carriage they were both contemplating the same thing.

"The end of the Season is fast approaching."
Lord Carrington was the first to break the contemplative
silence.

"Yes, it is."

"Your father expects an engagement."

"So does yours," Enthorpe bit back.

"Indeed he does."

There was a slight pause, and then a desolate
sigh.

"I think our days of rakishness are
numbered."

"Had they even begun?" Enthorpe enquired
dryly.

"Not as much as I had hoped. I suppose I just
do not have it in me to seduce widows and ruin debutantes."

"No," answered Enthorpe rather regretfully,
"nor do I."

Another pause.

"So, who will you marry then?" This time
Enthorpe broke the silence.

"Perhaps Lady Mary. She is a good sort. I
think we would rub along rather well together. She has indicated,
quite forcefully, that a quiet life in the Irish countryside would
be no hardship to her. It may as well be her as anyone. And
you?"

"The Lady Catherine, I think," was the
eventual answer after some minutes pondering the question. "I must
consider the duties of a duchess when making my decision. Nobody
knows the rules of society as much as she. She is pretty and
pleasant. And it will please my father to align ourselves with that
family. She is on his list of acceptable wives."

Neither of the men spoke in terms of asking
these women. They knew, everyone knew, that a refusal would be
completely out of the question for any of the ladies in Town.

There was an air of finality about the
conversation between the two young men. They both knew they were on
the cusp of respectability and their days of misadventure would
soon be behind them.

Thus, it was with a fond nostalgia that the
conversation continued once they were safely ensconced in the
warmth of the ducal carriage and making their way back to
Mayfair.

"It has been a good ride Thorpe," said Lord
Carrington fondly.

The marquess grinned. "It has been at that
Carry."

"I wonder how many brats you will have,"
Carrington quipped.

"Less than you I warrant! An heir and spare
is all I require, though I believe ladies have a fondness for
daughters too."

"I shall want at least four to fill up that
museum of a house in Offaly. As long as one of them is a boy I
shan't mind about the others."

"Boys will be infinitely more manageable than
girls, Carry."

"Nonsense. Girls are pliable and pleasing.
They do as they are told quietly and without fuss." Carrington
answered this firmly and with confidence, having had no experience
of sisters or close female cousins.

The marquess, however, had grown up with
sisters and smirked at Carrington's innocence and naivety.

"And what of the trouble of marrying them
off?"

"Well, what of it? I shall give them their
Seasons and they will marry."

"My dear Carry, do think of the Season
we've just had. You will subject your daughters to the likes
of us?"

"I had not thought of that," answered
Carrington, his sudden look of consternation confirming that he'd
forgotten that his daughters would not be exempt from the ups and
downs of the marriage mart.

The marquess gave him a moment to digest this
new piece of information and to re-evaluate his desire for
girls.

"I've got it," he announced so suddenly that
Enthorpe almost jumped out of his skin.

"Damnation, Carry! You almost scared me to
death!"

"Apologies, old man. But I've got it."

"Got what?"

"The solution, of course."

"To what?" the marquess asked in
exasperation.

"Why, the marrying off of my children,"
announced Carrington in a booming voice. "I shall just marry them
to yours!"

Now, neither of these young men were hair
brained or stupid. However, both were very firmly in their cups
and, in such a state, the idea seemed ideal. Having enough
sensibilities between them still to actually hash out some details,
they decided that since the duke's heir probably should live where
his actual dukedom was, it would be more appropriate to marry off a
daughter of the earl's to a son of the duke's.

And, as young men of vast wealth and power
are wont to do, they immediately called upon the duke's solicitor
and forced that poor man out of his bed to draw up a legally
binding contract that would secure the futures of their children.
And all this before either man was engaged.

Thus, both men went on to marry their
intended ladies and start on the children they were to produce,
safe in the knowledge that at least two of them could look forward
to a very agreeable match…


CHAPTER ONE

 


Offaly, Ireland, 1815

 


"Remind me again what
we're doing here." The command, issued in a bored drawl came from
Edward Crawdon, Duke of Hartridge.

The ducal carriage was bouncing along a
rather bumpy, if beautiful, road in the Irish countryside, carrying
its passengers to stay with Very Dear Friends. A term oft
used by his mother and usually, as in this instance, meaning people
Edward had either never met or could not remember.

His mother speared him with a steely glint
and slightly raised eyebrow, designed to quell his stubbornness
even from infancy.

"I told you dear. Several times. We are to
visit our very dear friends, the Carringtons."

"You do know, Mother," pressed Edward, "that
I have never actually met the Carringtons?"

"You've met Ranford, dear."

"Have I?"

"Why, yes," the dowager answered sweetly. Too
sweetly.

"And, how old was I when I met him, Mother?"
He speared her with a steely look of his own.

"I cannot recall the exact age…"

"Take a guess."

"Oh, about three or four perhaps."

Edward smirked as his suspicions were
confirmed. There was something going on.

"It is odd, is it not Mother, that we would
be invited to stay with Ranford six years after Father died, and
for no real reason?"

"Of course not," Lady Catherine answered
brusquely. "He and your Father were terribly close, and I have
always maintained a correspondence with Lady Ranford. I expressed a
wish for a change of scenery and she was kind enough to invite me
to stay for some weeks before the Season. Would you have me travel
here alone at my age?"

Edward looked at his mother and raised
another eyebrow. His mother was far from in her dotage. At 54, she
was neither old nor incapable of travelling without her son. She
was fit, healthy and had retained much of the beauty of her
youth.

She had aged some six years ago when his
father had passed away suddenly in a riding accident but, being
good ton, had recovered remarkably well and was happy to
become the dowager at a relatively young age. Now she could sit
back, relax, and pressure her only son into marriage and the
production of grandchildren. Besides which, she wasn't alone, never
going anywhere without her lady's maid, Annie.

Edward knew his mother well enough to know
that something was going on. And he'd be damned if he'd walk into
the situation, whatever it may be, blind.

He turned to question the other occupant of
the carriage, his cousin Tom. Tom and he had always been close,
more brothers than cousins he supposed. The son of a second son, he
was very comfortable being a gentleman of means but little in the
way of occupation. He had half-heartedly studied the law before
settling himself in a small estate outside of London. He lived
comfortably and well. His wealth could not be compared to
Hartridge's but there were few men who could boast of that. His
father was, by all accounts, a cruel and bitter man whose jealousy
of Edward's own father had caused a lifelong estrangement. Tom had
been taken under wing by the dowager and her late husband, saving
him from his father's cruelty and allowing him to develop into a
happy and pleasant young man without being poisoned by his father's
moods. He was also very likely to be privy to whatever it was
Edward was missing in this scheme.

"Well, Tom," he questioned, "are you going to
tell me what's going on?"

"Your grace?" asked Tom, politely.

"Come now Tom, do not play the innocent with
me. I've known you far too long for that to wash. What am I doing
in an Irish backwater?"

"I am sure I do not know what you mean,
Edward. Your mother wanted to visit with her very dear friends. It
is only fitting that her son should come too." He blinked a few
times, which was always a sure sign that he was nervous, but his
face remained a cool mask of innocence.

Biting back a growl of frustration, Edward
changed tact.

"You know, it is terribly irresponsible of me
to take myself out of the country when there is work to be done.
Our investments and properties will not take care of
themselves."

"No, they will not," his mother agreed,
"which is why you employ the most efficient and capable stewards
for when you cannot be there. You are one man, my dear. It would be
quite impossible for you to shoulder all of that responsibility
yourself."

Too late, Edward realised his mistake.
There'd be no stopping Mother now.

"If only you had a wife to unburden yourself
with," she began. Predictably. "Someone who could help ease your
worries, talk through your problems and–"

"And what Mother?" he interrupted, sounding
sharper than he intended but annoyed by the same lecture yet again.
"And spend all of my money, gossip with her dim-witted friends, and
parade me around Town like a circus act?" he asked, unable to hide
the distaste in his voice.

"Edward," his mother admonished, a little
shocked at the bitterness in her son's tone, "you cannot believe
that I would want anything less than a suitable wife for you."

"Our ideas of suitable are vastly different,
Mother," he commented dryly, "you would have me marry a cow if it
was from good stock."

The bark of laughter from the other side of
the carriage brought Edward's attention to Tom.

"You," he snapped, his tone accusing, "should
know better than to go along with Mother's schemes, Tom."

"It is no scheme, Edward. It is just a
visit."

Edward turned away from them both to stare
moodily out the window once more. They'd closed ranks and neither
would tell him anything.

Well, maybe it was genuinely just a visit. It
would be terribly awkward, and unorthodox to say the least. But if
he hadn't agreed, his Mother would have gone on about it until the
Season, with all its distractions, started and he really did not
want to have to deal with that.

The carriage started to turn and Edward
noticed they were approaching a pair of heavy wrought iron gates.
The entrance, presumably, to the Earl of Ranford's estate. His
steel grey eyes took in his surroundings as the carriage began its
slow progress up a meandering gravel path set in sweeping verdant
grounds.

Ireland was really breathtakingly beautiful,
he had to admit. Though there were similarities to his own country
estates in Surrey, Lancashire, and Wales, there really was an air
of mystery and magic amongst these hills and dales.

Edward was never one for fanciful thoughts.
He had great responsibility, which he took seriously. Though his
friends and family knew him to have a kind heart and wicked sense
of humour, he rarely gave way to thoughts which were illogical or
insensible. He shook his head slightly, laughing at himself.

The carriage rounded a central water fountain
and stopped before a rambling red brick house that was the formal
seat of the Earl of Ranford.

The house itself was built on land which had
been occupied by an old and important Clan in Irish history and
there were traces still of that ancient civilisation dotted around
the grounds. There were ruins that could be explored, and his
mother took great delight in telling him about the hills of the
faery folk and 'little people' of Ireland.

He should really have her looked at.

Aside from the supernatural nonsense it was a
beautiful old house, very well situated with a central rectangle
design flanked by extended wings on either side.

The afternoon sun bounced off the windows
giving the place an altogether welcoming feel.

No sooner had their carriage stopped than the
front door opened and a flurry of activity ensued.

Footmen were brought immediately to their
assistance by the butler, who introduced himself as Murphy — a very
well turned out man, appearing to be in his sixties and with a
pleasant Irish brogue.

"Good day to ye, your grace, your grace,
sir," he said deferentially, bowing to each of them in turn. "If
you will follow me please, his lordship is waiting to receive
ye."

Edward offered his arm to the dowager and
together they walked up the steps and into the hallway of the great
house. His mother gasped in approval and Edward could tell she was
noticing striking similarities between here and his estate,
Banfield, in Surrey.

The floor was covered in a similar light
coloured marble, a central staircase veered out to a surrounding
balcony on the first floor and a truly magnificent chandelier took
pride of place in the centre of the ceiling, drawing the guest's
eye up.

Murphy coughed discreetly and indicated that
they follow him to a room on the left.

He heard Murphy announce them and a booming
voice telling him to show them in at once. He shared a look with
his mother— hers, one of pleasure, his, ever suspicious.

Tom hung back and appeared disinterested in
the proceedings. Edward knew he would already be wishing to
acquaint himself with the staff and kitchen. Mostly concentrating
on the kitchen.

They were shown into a beautifully situated
receiving room. Decorated in tones of palest yellows and whites it
was bright and airy and perfect for a hot summer afternoon. The
windows looked out onto a beautiful vista of green leading down
towards what looked like a sizeable pond centred by yet another
fountain.

"My dear Kate, how wonderful it is to see you
again." This rather informal – greeting was conducted by a
statuesque woman who had risen to greet them. She stood a good head
taller than his mother, was slim and willowy and carried herself
like a true lady, her blonde hair, showing shades of grey, pulled
into quite a severe knot at the back of her head. Her dress, though
simple in deference to her age, was excellently made. In short,
here stood the very epitome of a lady.

"Mary, it has been far too long," the dowager
responded equally as warm, which was unusual for his usually
reserved mother, and the two women embraced.

His mother turned to him to draw him
forward.

"You must remember my son, Edward, the Duke
of Hartridge."

"I do of course, though it has been many,
many years. How good to see you again, your grace."

Edward bowed politely then turned toward the
man who was awaiting his turn for introductions.

This man had been his father's oldest friend
and, by all accounts, the pair of them could have given the duke
and his set a run for their money, in their hay day.

The earl was a tall and broad shouldered man
whose face was remarkably unlined, though his hair was a pure
white.

It was quite a bittersweet moment for Edward,
to see his father's best friend stand healthy and happy before him,
when his own poor father should have been here too.

The earl stepped forward to kiss the dowager
on the cheek, and then turn to clasp Edward's shoulder.

"My dear boy" —obviously the Earl wasn't one
for formality— "how good to see you now after all these years. And
what a fine gentleman you've turned out to be. Why you are the very
image of your father at this age. A finer man I never knew, and I
miss him still."

"Thank you, my lord. I miss him too, every
day," Edward responded.

"La, let's have none of that 'my lord'
business. Why, I held you as a babe in arms." The earl smiled
warmly, his brown eyes twinkling.

Edward could not help but respond to this
friendly old man with a smile of his own. He immediately liked the
earl and countess very much and was beginning to think that maybe
this visit would not be such a bad thing.

"You must call me Henry," the earl continued
jovially.

"And I am Edward, of course," responded
Edward. He really had no choice. Propriety did not seem to be high
up on the earl's list of priorities.

"Your grace."

Turning he found Lady Ranford bringing a
pretty young woman forward for introduction. Edward did not know
how he had missed her before, she was extremely like her mother,
though in the first blush of youth.

She was as tall and willowy as her mother,
and where Lady Ranford's hair was greying and her skin gently
lined, this lady's hair was as bright as the sun, her face unlined
and blushing prettily.

She was dressed in a pale lemon summer dress,
which highlighted her slim figure. Edward cut a quick glance to his
mother. Standing before him was the very picture of what the
dowager would want for a daughter-in-law, he was sure. His thoughts
were confirmed by the sheer joy on his mother's face.

Biting back a sigh of frustration, he smiled
politely and bowed over the lady's hand. Yes, she was pretty,
carried herself well and was no doubt a lady.

And was just like every other debutante that
had been flung his way since he reached the grand old age of
eighteen. His father had warned him about the debs and their mamas,
but to see them in action was quite an experience. And, as he got
older, they got more intense and, well frankly, frightening.

"May I present my daughter, Lady Caroline,"
Lady Ranford continued.

"Your grace," Lady Caroline demurred,
curtseying very formally, and very properly, to the duke.

"How do you do, Lady Caroline?"

"Very well, I thank you. And you? I hope your
journey was not too tiresome."

Did she think he was ancient, for goodness
sake? Incapable of travel in a plush and luxurious coach?

"No, not at all Lady Caroline, I only wish I
could have ridden part of the way. I found myself in need of fresh
air."

"Why Edward," his mother pounced like a cat
on a mouse, "what a wonderful idea. Why don't you let Lady Caroline
show you around some of these beautiful gardens?'

As subtle as a blacksmith's hammer, his
mother.

"I'd be delighted to, your grace."

Well, he could not bloody well say 'no' now,
could he?

He looked around at the faces of the
occupants in the room. Every one of them wore matching expressions
of calculated delight and it suddenly dawned on Edward, sending an
icy chill down his spine, why it was he was here.

So they'd decided he and Caroline should
marry, had they?

Damnation. He would be having serious words
with Mother as soon as he had the chance.

Now, however, was not the time.

"Care to join us, Mother?" Edward asked
through gritted teeth.

His mother blinked innocently at him. Too
innocently.

"Oh no thank you, dear. I am quite tired out
by the journey. I should much rather take tea and catch up with my
very– "

"Dear friends," finished Edward bitingly.

He wanted to say to hell with the lot of them
and storm out to the nearest inn.

But he was raised impeccably and good manners
won out.

"Lady Caroline, it looks like it is just us,"
he said smoothly. Though she blushed rather fetchingly at his
words, her eyes remained ever so slightly calculating and Edward
could not help but feel that everything she was saying and doing
was nothing other than a performance. Bearing that in mind, Edward
turned to Tom who was studiously ignoring him and instead looking
at his hands rather intently. "Tom, I do apologise. Did you not say
you felt the need to stretch your legs too?" Edward's tone and
expression remained unfailingly polite but Tom knew him well enough
to know that this was nothing other than a command. Albeit sugar
coated.

He coughed a couple of times before smiling.
"Yes, yes I did. I should be glad of a walk." Edward nodded ever so
slightly in approval and pointedly ignored his mother's audible
sigh from his left.

He waited in the parlour, listening to the
chatter of old friends while Caroline fetched her bonnet. Within a
couple of moments they were ready to go.

As soon as they left, the earl puffed out a
relieved breath.

"Well, that went very well," he commented
happily.

"Yes," agreed Lady Ranford, "and how
beautiful they look together."

The dowager smiled her agreement, but she
knew that her ear was in for a bashing when her fiercely
independent son returned.
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Outside, the sun beat
pleasantly down on the trio as they made their way down the
sweeping lawn toward the pond.

They were silent for a moment or two, each
wondering what they should say. Somewhat to Edward's surprise, it
was Lady Caroline who broke the silence first.

"We are so very pleased your mother and you
could come to visit with us, your grace. My mother has been quite
beside herself with excitement." She smiled favouring him with a
charming, if formal smile.

"I am happy to do so, Lady Caroline," he
replied pleasantly. "I know my mother was very much looking forward
to it also."

More silence ensued. Edward usually had quite
a repertoire of conversation he could pull out when chit chatting
with members of Society. At the moment though, he did not feel like
it.

The silence was suddenly broken by a
ferocious shout coming from a clump of trees to their left as they
made their way toward the pond.

"Damnation Martin!" shouted the very loud,
very female voice. "I told you not to let it go."

Edward and Tom both stopped walking and
stared in amazement. For as much as the voice was loud and swearing
like a sailor, it was also very much the cultured voice of a
lady.

Another scream rent the air followed by the
shout of a young boy and suddenly a kite, being carried by the
stiff summer breeze floated out from the trees and right over the
lake, getting tangled in the up-stretched arm of one of the statues
flanking the pond.

So intent was Edward on the progress of the
kite, and on seeing who on earth was making such a racket, that he
paid little attention to whatever Lady Caroline was currently
mumbling. However, he distinctly heard the words 'warned', 'begged'
and, rather ominously, 'murder'.

Moments after the kite got itself good and
tangled, the trees rustled alarmingly and a young lady burst
through onto the path at a dead run.

Though she was moving far too quickly for
anything identifiable to be established, she was trailed by a shock
of chestnut hair flying out behind her. She came to a screeching
halt at the foot of the statue and, shielding her eyes from the
sun, peered up at it.

The trio was not close enough to see her
expression but they were definitely close enough to hear another
unladylike word spew from her mouth before she hitched her skirts
and began to climb the statue!

Edward and Tom shared a look of pure shock.
Lady Caroline had, at this point, buried her face in her hands.

None of them moved to help the young lady.
And she did not even glance their way. She leaned precariously and
stretched her hand upwards to try and untangle the string of the
kite, the tail of which was still trailing along the ground.

Edward, in the midst of the commotion, could
not help but notice that she had the body of a goddess. Shorter
than the woman beside him, her heavenly curves were very well
outlined by the material straining against her body as she reached.
Suddenly he found his mouth had gone unaccountably dry.

Her hair was magnificent and he found himself
struck with an intense desire to see her face. If it matched the
rest of her, he could honestly believe he was in the presence of a
goddess or perhaps one of the faery folk these lands were so famous
for.

Another shout snapped Edward's attention back
to the copse of trees as yet another figure bounded toward the
pond. This time, it was that of a young boy, maybe ten years old
and, by the brief glimpse of his clothing, the son of a staff
member.

He skidded to a halt as he looked up towards
the beautiful lady stretching with all her might, now leaning even
further and seeming a lot more unsteady.

Edward felt a sudden slam of fear in his
heart and started towards her, albeit at a slow pace. He did not
want to scare her into losing her footing by racing towards
her.

He chose not to examine the reason for this
acute fear for a total stranger's safety. He was just being a good
human being. That was all.

"My lady," the lad shouted in triumph,
"here's the tail. We can pull it free."

It all happened so quickly that there was
nothing Edward could do.

At the young boy's shout the young woman
turned towards him. She had obviously managed to untie the string
and was clutching it in her small hand.

As she yelled 'no,' the young boy picked up
the string and gave it a sharp tug.

For a few heart-stopping seconds she balanced
on top of the statue, her arms flailing about. The little boy,
realising what he had done, promptly let go of the string, the only
thing helping her even slightly to maintain her stance.

With another scream she lost balance and hit
the water of the pond with a huge splash.

The splash seemed to galvanise the little
group of spectators and they ran towards the pond, Edward leading
the way.

Now, Edward had had his fair share of
experience with women. Especially gently bred women. And, although
he could not imagine a single one of them ever being in the
position this young lady found herself in—running through woods,
chasing kites, climbing statues, he knew how the female psyche
worked.

He was fully prepared for the crying,
possibly wailing that was about to assail his ears. He suspected
there may be a touch of hysterics and could almost guarantee there
would be swooning.

This is what he expected. What he did not
expect was to find the fair maiden sitting in the middle of the
pond, covered in debris, soaked from head to toe… and laughing.
Genuinely chuckling until the tears rolled down her flawless
cheeks.

The little boy, Martin presumably, had joined
in and the pair of them laughed and laughed and gave no indication
that they realised they had company.

"Rebecca," Lady Caroline's sharp voice rang
out bringing an abrupt end to the merriment. There was a world of
disapproval, admonishment and anger in that tone. Rather
impressive to have packed so much into one name, Edward thought
distractedly.

The lady, Rebecca, turned incredibly big and
sinfully dark eyes toward Lady Caroline. Edward found he had to
gulp around his dry throat again.

"Caroline, how nice to see you," her voice
was warm and soft, terribly mischievous and made Edward think very
inappropriate thoughts.

"What in God's name are you doing?" Caroline
hissed. "Get out of there at once. Can you not see that we have
company?"

At Lady Caroline's word, the lady turned the
full force of her incredible eyes on Edward and Tom. Edward bit
back a gasp as the impact hit him in an area that had no business
feeling anything in broad daylight. He heard Tom's audible gasp and
imagined he suffered the same affliction. For some reason, this
irritated Edward.

"So we do." The young lady was speaking
again. And rather than sound upset, or scramble to her feet in
mortification, she grinned unapologetically at the two gentlemen.
"The Duke of Hartridge, I presume, and his cousin Mr. Crawdon?" She
spoke politely, for all the world like they were being introduced
in a drawing room or ballroom in London.

Tom, finally unable to contain his mirth,
burst into laughter, which he desperately tried to cover up as a
cough.

Lady Rebecca grinned even wider at Tom's
obvious amusement at the situation. Who was this woman? Edward had
never seen anything like it!

Lady Caroline stepped closer to the edge of
the pond, her back ramrod straight. "Get. Up," she hissed
menacingly through clenched teeth.

Lady Rebecca gave a defeated sigh and stood.
As she did so, the water gushed off her person. Edward found he had
to bite back a groan of pure, unadulterated lust. Her gown had
originally been white, he would hazard, but had now been turned a
slight shade of mud from the contents of the pond. The fact that it
was wet meant it clung to her form like a second skin.

As she stood there, dripping wet and futilely
wringing out her long tresses, Edward found he could only stare
like an immature adolescent. Never had he seen a body like hers.
Never had he seen the curves of a lady so well, who wasn't also
standing naked in front of him and preparing to make love.

The thought set his heart hammering and his
body stirring. It was terribly embarrassing but he could not bring
himself to care. There was a lump the size of a rock wedged in his
throat, and he could no more have looked away than he could have
plucked the sun from the sky.

"Must you be such a bore Caroline?" Lady
Rebecca asked, not a bit concerned with the other lady's
disapproval that was practically rolling off her rigid frame.

"I told you we were to have guests today,"
muttered Caroline in a frantic whisper. The gentlemen could still
hear her very well but neither one was much inclined to pay
attention at that particular time.

Lady Rebecca finally seemed to be taking in
the gravity of the situation. Her eyes travelled from Lady
Caroline's furious face to those of the two gentlemen who both
looked like they wanted to eat her alive.

She drew herself up to her full height and
inhaled a deep breath before speaking again. "I apologise, Caro,
really. I had quite forgotten the time." Her apology was met with
stony silence.

"Gentlemen," she continued turning slightly
towards them, "pray forgive my – er – less than proper appearance.
I assure you, I do not usually greet guests of my father in such a
fashion."

Her words snapped Edward out of his frankly
inappropriate daydream.

"You are Ranford's daughter?" he asked, and
was irritated to hear how husky his voice was.

"His youngest," the goddess confirmed. "Lady
Rebecca Carrington." She dipped into a curtsey worthy of any
daughter of a Peer, but since she was still standing in the middle
of the pond, it rather seemed a little late for propriety.

"A pleasure," he answered a little
dazedly.

"Ahem."

"Excuse me. My cousin, Mr. Crawdon." Edward
gestured behind him.

Tom stepped forward and gave a deep bow. "An
honour to meet you Lady Rebecca," he said, his eyes twinkling with
mirth.

Her responding smile felt like a punch to
Edward's abdomen and he suddenly wanted to pull her out of the pond
and shield her from Tom's appreciative eyes.

"Rebecca," snapped Caroline, a blush of
embarrassment rising in her cheeks, "please return to the house and
clean yourself up."

Lady Rebecca rolled her eyes slightly but
Edward caught it and could not bite back a slight grin. The chit
was incorrigible.

"Gentlemen, if you will excuse me," she said
with as much dignity as she could muster. Which wasn't a lot, given
the circumstances.

She trudged to the edge of the pond, her
progress slow due to the weight of the water on her dress. Edward
did not think he'd ever seen such a beautiful dress!

As she reached the edge and made to climb
over, he rushed to her assistance, almost knocking both Tom and
Lady Caroline to the ground and out of his way.

"Allow me," he said, extending his hand to
assist her.

Rebecca looked into his eyes and time seemed
to come to a sudden halt. He heard the breath hitch in her throat
and it was all he could do to prevent himself from pulling her
flush against him. Good God! What was the matter with him?

The air between them felt like it had been
struck by lightning. She placed her small hand in his and it felt
perfect. He could not resist rubbing his thumb along the delicate
palm. He watched as her lips parted and almost groaned aloud once
again.

Get a handle on yourself man!

He shook his head slightly to try to clear
the sensual haze surrounding them and stepped back so she could
climb over.

Her bonnet, he noticed was still tied at the
front, though it trailed down her back. For some reason he found it
incredibly endearing. She must have noticed his glance for she
reached back, which did nothing for his current state, and pulled
it forward again.

"Well," she said jovially, presumably trying
to salvage some propriety from the situation, "I shall be on my
way. Good afternoon Caro, gentlemen." She curtsied once again and
lifted her bonnet to replace it on her head.

And, of course, upon tipping it over to
replace it, proceeded to dump its contents all over herself.

She gasped in shock as the icy cold water
dripped down her head, and spluttered most becomingly as it hit her
face.

Lady Caroline groaned and dropped her face
into her hands once more. Tom, once again lost control of himself
and gave a shout of laughter.

Edward found himself biting his tongue enough
to taste blood to stop himself from laughing too.

Lady Rebecca swiped the excess water from her
eyes and shot them a rueful grin. Then, turning on her heel, she
trudged her way back up the garden and towards the house.

They heard the squelch of the water in her
boots until she had disappeared over the slight hill.

The silence she left behind with her
departure was deafening.

"Your grace," Lady Caroline stuttered the
words in the general direction of his chest, too mortified to look
him in the eye, "perhaps you would like to return to the
house."

It seemed they were not going to discuss the
surreal incident they had just witnessed. If he was honest though,
he could not think of a damned thing to say anyway.

So, throwing a quick look of complete
amazement towards Tom, who was looking thoroughly entertained, he
offered his arm to Lady Caroline. "I would indeed, my lady," he
answered, all politeness.

Edward had no idea what he had let himself in
for by coming here. But suddenly, he could not wait to find
out.
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What the Duke Wants

 



CHAPTER ONE

 


Charles Evermore, Duke
of Clairmont, glared at his solicitor, narrowing his eyes
until he could no longer see the small framed man before him. There
had to be a mistake. There was no other explanation for the words
coming from the man's mouth.

"Your grace, if you'll simply read the
documentation for yourself…" Mr. Burrows spoke with practiced
patience.

Charles stood and stalked around the desk,
ripping the papers from his grasp. Mr. Burrows leaned back, folding
his hands and watching Charles with unaffected impassivity. Not for
the first time, Charles thought the man looked like a praying
mantis, all long and lean with exceedingly large eyes and a patient
demeanor that was all to deceptive.

But he was the best solicitor available.

He had better be for what Charles paid for
his services.

"If you'll start on the second page…" Mr.
Burrows suggested.

Charles read the endless prattle of legal
terms until his eyes focused on the chilling phrase.

Wards.

Three girls, to be exact. Ranging from ages
seven to sixteen.

And, as heaven stood by laughing, he was to
be their guardian.

Charles stared at the words, willing them to
disappear. He hadn't the time, the energy, or the inclination to
take over the raising of three insufferable miniature females! He
could hardly tolerate his mistresses, and they were full grown and
low maintenance! He studied the rest of the document, searching for
any other names that might take this plight away from him.

"You're likely curious as to why you were
chosen," Mr. Burrows suggested.

"The question had crossed my mind." Charles
remarked sarcastically.

Mr. Burrows wisely ignored the duke's surly
attitude. "It was a tragedy, to be sure. The poor girls lost both
parents in a carriage accident—"

"And there were no aunts or uncle to take
them in?" Charles interrupted.

Mr. Burrows simply blinked, raising his
eyebrows slightly and waiting.

"Carry on." Charles waved his hand, somewhat
chagrined at his idiotic question. After all, if there were
a spinster aunt or bachelor uncle, hell, any relative at all, they
wouldn't be given to him as wards.

"As I was saying…" Mr. Burrows shot Charles a
pointed gaze. "The girls were left quite without any family. Only
providence connected them with you, your grace. You see, they are
actually your mother's second cousins, God rest her soul."

"So I'm the urchins' cousin? Bloody perfect."
Charles mumbled under his breath.

"So it would seem." Mr. Burrows stood,
collecting the papers from Charles's outstretched hand. "You'll not
need to worry about a dowry or any such things for the young
ladies. Their parents left them quite a bit of wealth. However, I
would suggest you begin a search for a proper governess."

"Bloody hell, another female in my house.
Exactly what I need."

"Yes, well, that female might be your
salvation in helping you train the children into young ladies.
After all, they'll need to someday make a match."

"That's the only way I'm ever going to be rid
of them, isn't it?" Charles combed back his jet-black hair with his
hand, feeling a miserable headache beginning at the base of his
neck.

"Perhaps." Mr. Burrows nodded and turned
away, but not before Charles saw the slightest hint of a grin. "The
young ladies will arrive in a few days, I expect. If you need
anything more, you know where to reach me. Good night, your grace."
Mr. Burrows paused at the door.

"Good night, Mr. Burrows."

Charles strode over to the fire, studying the
orange and red flames. Truly, this was the worst sort of news. At
three and thirty, he wasn't necessarily old, but he was quite
accustomed and comfortable with his way of life. Oh, he knew
eventually he'd have to suffer through a woman's presence enough to
marry her and produce an heir, but he still figured he had at least
five years before that would be necessary.

And to be sure, he was waiting until it was
absolutely necessary.

A few days, a mere forty-eight hours and his
entire existence would be in upheaval. To think, only four hours
ago he was looking forward to a cozy evening with Céline, the opera
diva he had sequestered in a little townhouse not far away. Under
the present circumstances, he no longer was looking forward to
anything. Rather, he was quite content to stand before the fire and
feel sorry for himself.

Of course! He could take the girls to the
country and leave them there with a governess.

Why hadn't he thought of it before? It was a
stroke of brilliance. He needn't have his life interrupted after
all! Surely the young ladies wouldn't want him around anyhow. Why,
he'd only be in the way. A governess would be infinity more
suitable for them. He needn't interfere!

Suddenly the evening was brighter, even the
fire cast a cheerier glow about the room. All he had to do was
secure a governess. And that couldn't be hard to do. He'd simply
inquire about and interview prospective persons. Better yet, Mrs.
Pott, the housekeeper, could interview. She'd be far more capable
and wise in knowing what made a good governess.

Charles congratulated himself on his
brilliant plan and to celebrate, strode over to the liquor cabinet,
and poured himself a glass of amber-colored brandy.

"Cheers," he murmured.

Already those girls were as good as gone.
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Two Days Later, Near Bath.

 


Mr. Burrows regarded
his young client, impressed with the poise and grace in one
so young. Why, she couldn't be a day over eighteen. Miss Carlotta
Standhope was uncommonly pretty, it was a shame that she'd not have
a come out. The ton would have celebrated her golden hair
and clear green eyes, but it was her character that made her
supremely appealing, he decided.

It must have been a severe blow for her to
discover the future she'd anticipated was no longer available to
her. It was part of his business, delivery of unwelcome news.
However the young woman was taking it all in with such grace and
poise, it caused him to greatly respect the young woman. Pity
pinched his heart. Unaccustomed to any emotional response when
dealing with his clients, he fidgeted with his spectacles "I'm sure
you'd like a moment…" He stood to leave, offering her a moment to
gather herself in private.

"No, please." Her green eyes widened as she
visibly swallowed. "I need to understand the full depth of my
change in situation. Please…continue." She took a deep breath as if
fortifying herself.

"Very well, Miss Standhope." He nodded then
resumed his seat. "As I know you're aware, upon you parents passing
several years ago, the substantial inheritance they left for you
was primarily invested overseas, in the Caribbean. The interest
from that investment has been what you've lived on these past
years. I'm sorry to say that with the recent tropical cyclone, the
investment in the Caribbean was a total loss."

"Total, as in I'm penniless, or total as in
I'll still have enough food to eat and won't be turned out of my
own home?" she asked her voice cracking.

"Garden Gate is entailed, so you'll not lose
the manor or lands, but you'll also not have any funds to maintain
their upkeep."

"So, it's as good as being completely
penniless."

"Yes, I'm afraid so."

"I see." Her slight shoulders slumped as if
carrying a burden to heavy to bear.

"However, you could possibly lease the land
and manor out, not requiring you to sell. That could produce some
revenue."

"That could work. But what, then, of me? What
am I to do?" Tears welled, glistening in her eyes and, though none
fell, her green orbs took on the luminosity of glowing emeralds.
Captivated by her venerable gaze, Mr. Burrows struggled to find
some good news to give the poor young woman.

"I'm not sure, Miss Standhope. Do you have
relatives you can impose upon?"

"None that I'm aware of."

He leaned back against the chair and a
thought tickled his mind. Studying her one more, he nodded. Perhaps
he did have some promising news to offer after all.

"I see. Are you…are you perhaps willing to
consider employment?"
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Carlotta stiffened at
the idea of employment. Her father hadn't been a
high-ranking earl or marquis, but even as a baron, he had impressed
upon his daughter the place and position of the titled. It chafed
to think of working, of becoming a bluestocking, but she saw no
other options available.

She was rather fond of having food to eat and
didn't plan on starving to death.

"I'm willing—" Carlotta swallowed and drew a
breath to compose herself. "I'm willing to seek employment." She
folded her hands in her lap, clutching them tightly.

"A governess or companion position would be
quite suitable, I'd imagine."

"Governess, yes. I could do quite well in
that position. I'm well educated, you know." Carlotta's mind began
to spin with possibilities. Being a governess wouldn't be half bad.
She could do it, she was certain.

She could hear her own heartbeat, its
pounding cadence reminded her that she was, indeed, alive when she
felt like she had shriveled up and died. To think, only hours
before she had been planning her wardrobe for the season and
daydreaming about her first kiss.

None of it was to be. None. In the span of
ten minutes, her entire world had come crashing down upon her,
leaving nothing but rubble.

"If you don't mind," said Mr. Burrows as he
took off his spectacles and leaned forward slightly, his balding
head shining, "I have a client who might be interested in hiring
you. If you wish, I'll make arrangements for an interview."

Could she do it? Work? Leave behind all she
knew? Carlotta glanced about the parlor, studying the tall windows
that overlooked the small gardens. It wasn't grand, but it was
home. And if she took a position as governess, she'd be leaving it
all behind to a stranger. But what choice did she have?

"Thank you, Mr. Burrows. I'd appreciate the
opportunity."
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Charles Evermore, Duke of Clairmont

Carlotta studied the
card and swallowed a lump of fear that lodged itself in her
throat. Of course, she would be interviewing for a position in the
devil's lair. That was precisely the kind of luck she was having
recently. Not only had her trunks fallen off the carriage on her
way to London, resulting in all of her clothes being muddied and
some torn, but also, she had caught a chill. Thank heavens she'd
been able to secure some elderberry tea. But regardless, the
resulting sniffle wasn't proper governess behavior at all. It would
be a miracle for her to get this position, but as she studied the
name on the card sent from Mr. Burrows, she wondered if maybe God
was protecting her. Surely, there were other positions that didn't
involve bargaining the devil.

It was well known among the ton and
those who gossiped about them, that the Duke of Clairmont was not
the type of man to cross. Although deliciously handsome —at least
that's what the rumor said— he had a reputation that boasted his
arrogant nature and intolerance for women beyond their company in
his bedroom —or their bedroom, for that matter. Carlotta's cheeks
heated with a blush at simply thinking those words. True, he could
have his pick of any of the season's Incomparables, but he wasn't
marriage minded. At least not yet. His hair was as dark as sin with
eyes that were the color of a summer sky. His tall and powerful
frame exuded power and dominance, shrinking down all other men in
the room. Of course, one could not always believe the gossip.

Especially when it said he had kept no fewer
than a dozen mistresses at one time. Certainly, that was
exaggerated. Nevertheless, the stories about the handsome duke
abounded and grew to mammoth proportions. Which was why Carlotta
had to summon all her courage to walk up the steps to his home.

The one question that remained quite a
mystery was why the duke needed a governess at all. It was well
known he was a confirmed bachelor. Could he have a brood of
children born on the wrong side of the blanket? Carlotta highly
doubted it. After all, based on the gossip, he didn't seem like the
doting father type. No, with his reputation, he'd toss the poor
woman unfortunate enough to have gotten pregnant, into the streets.
Yes, his soul was a black as his hair. Of course, having never seen
the duke in person, Carlotta could only imagine how dark his hair
really was.

She walked to the door and knocked, willing
her racing heartbeat to slow its galloping pulse.

"Yes?" an aged butler inquired.

"Miss Carlotta Standhope. I'm here to
interview for the governess position. I'm here on Mr. Burrows'
recommendation," she spoke her practiced words.

"Yes. Wait a moment." The butler left her on
the doorstep but returned less than a minute later.

"Mrs. Pott will be conducting your interview
in the parlor. If you'll follow me."

Carlotta tried not to appear too curious as
she studied the bachelor lodgings of one of the most notorious
rakes of the ton. Dark woods covered the walls and rich rugs
softened the floors. It was pristine and clean yet dark and
brooding all at once. As she glanced about, she decided it had to
be from the lack of light. For it being daylight outside, it was
quite dark inside.

The butler opened a door that was already
slightly ajar and waited for Carlotta to enter. As she did, a plump
woman no younger than sixty years greeted her. She was cheery, her
cheeks rosy and her smile warm. Carlotta felt a bit more at
ease.

"I'm pleased to meet you, Miss Standhope. You
come on excellent recommendation," the woman greeted warmly.

"Thank you."

"Where are my manners? Forgive me, darling.
I'm Mrs. Pott, his grace's housekeeper. You'll have to excuse me.
I'm not accustomed to interviewing governesses. Please, come and
sit. Let's have us a chat, shall we?" She gestured to a chair
opposite her and Carlotta sat.

"Murray? Would you please have tea brought
up?"

The butler nodded and disappeared.

"Now then, why don't we begin with you
telling a bit about yourself, Miss Standhope."

"I'm nineteen this year, Mrs. Pott, and well
versed in Latin, French as well as classic literature, mathematics
and some of the more popular sciences. I studied under my own tutor
until recent circumstances required me to seek my own employment."
Carlotta held her breath, hoping the words she'd rehearsed were
neither too rushed nor divulged too much information on her current
straits.

"I see. You're quite the educated woman it
seems." Mrs. Pott nodded.

"Thank you."

"Now then, have you experience in how to
conduct one-self in social situations? The duke has become the
guardian of three young women, all in need of guidance not only in
their formal education but in other social graces."

"Yes, I'm able to guide them in the various
social situations they'll likely encounter being associated with
his grace," Carlotta responded confidently.

"Lovely. His grace plans on moving the girls
to his country estate in Bath. Do you have any connections that
would prohibit your moving from London?"

"No." Yet her heart pinched. Bath was awfully
close to Garden Gate. What miserable torture to be so near one's
home yet so completely away at the same time!

"Delightful. Then, Miss Standhope, I'm
extending the offer of employment to you, should you wish to
accept. You seem very well suited for the position and with such a
glowing recommendation, I'd be daft to not welcome you to his
grace's staff."

"Thank you, Mrs. Pott. I humbly accept."
Carlotta barely resisted the urge to let out a huge sigh of relief.
That had certainly been much easier than she had anticipated.

"Now then, that's settled. We'll have us a
spot of tea and then I'll take you to meet your charges. They are
currently staying here, but will be traveling shortly. I'm assuming
you'll need to quit your current lodgings as well?"

"Yes, it shan't take long."

"No need to worry. I'll have Murray task
someone with fetching your belongings and ensuring your account is
settled."

"Oh, there's not need, I can—"

"Of course there's a need my dear. You'll
find that, being in the duke's employ that, while his reputation is
less than above reproach, he is generous and kind to those he
employs. I'm quite sure he'd be put out if I did any less for you,
my dear."

"Well, thank you." Carlotta tried to be
gracious but all she could think of was the sorry state of most of
her clothing due to the muddy descent from the carriage. Hopefully,
whoever collected her belongings wouldn't look too
closely.
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Betraying Ever After

A Shattered Fairy Tale

 



PROLOGUE

 


As with beauty, evil
is in the eye of the beholder. One man's revenge is another man's
just cause. One man's vendetta is another man's justice.

Who decides good and evil? Right and wrong?
Vendetta or justice?

God?

People?

Society?

And who decides the consequences? Who decides
which evil acts deserve punishment?

Who?
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He knew he had just cause in his revenge.

He had waited patiently, waited after the
baron — with the help of his backstabbing friend — had taken her
away from him.

Anger filled him when he heard of their
nuptials.

Jealously consumed him when he learned of
their daughter. A daughter that should have been his. It mattered
not that he had a wife of his own now, and a child, a daughter as
well. It mattered not that he was one of the — no, the
wealthiest man in Darenset — nay, the entirety of England.

It mattered not that his wife was the most
beautiful lady the ton had ever produced. His wife was not
her, and that was all that mattered.

Sorrow filled him when he heard news of her
death. Childbirth — a second daughter.

Sorrow turned to vengeful thoughts.

Vengeful thoughts turned to actions.

A debt bought.

A debt collected.

A debt unable to be paid.

And a young daughter forced into servitude as
a result.

And what of the traitorous friend of the
baron? Would vengeance not greet him for the role he played in the
deceit? Of course, justice would prevail. Plans had already been
set in motion.

His family would be dealt with in time.

They all would be.

Time made no difference to him. His soul
never found rest. Five years. Ten years. Thirteen years since what
had been his was stolen from him. The wound still bled.

If the baron presumed the man's revenge was
final by taking his eldest as a servant to pay his debts, he was
such a naïve fool.

Fredrick Dodsworth had money, and that
trumped titles. He carried people's debts, and that covered a
multitude of sins. He collected sins. Used them to his advantage.
Made a lofty career out of it.

The two men who had betrayed him all those
years before had it coming.

Justice.

Not revenge.

He rested his elbow on the mantle, scratched
the beard on his chin, and watched the orange flames dance as they
consumed the piece of unfortunate firewood tossed inside. He
understood fire. The beauty of it. The pure grandeur of a small
spark that grew into a raging inferno if allowed. He'd allowed it
in his time. Some secrets would never be told. Some sins would
never be collected. One could control such things when one was the
collector.

And some sins would never receive
forgiveness.

Mr. Dodsworth clinched his nails into his
shaking palm until blood seeped from underneath.

They would all get what they deserved.

A small drop fell from his hand, sizzling in
the flames. He pulled out a cloth to wipe away the rest of the
scarlet droplets.

Soon he would see justice.

Upstairs, he heard giggling. Two young women.
One his own daughter — and the other a means to an end. They had no
idea their time together grew short. A small smile pulled at his
lips as he tossed the soiled cloth into the flames. He could buy
others. Money meant nothing to him. Justice was the only payment he
required.

The two men who'd taken what was his? He
would make them pay the worst way he could imagine. Laughter
bubbled in his chest as the cloth burned into unrecognizable
ash.

He would hurt their children.

And he would make them watch.


CHAPTER ONE

 


Once upon a time

Darenset, Lithorland

 


"You look
beautiful."

Emma Hartwell beamed as she fastened the last
button on the back of Gertrude Dodsworth's gown. It was exquisite.
Perfect for one of the many balls she would attend. A gorgeous
green shade, specially made for her by the designers at Trudy's
father's textile factory. One of the largest factories in Darenset,
and the Dodsworths were one of the richest families in the city if
not all of Lithorland — a small country near the coast.

Emma wasn't a Dodsworth, though by rights,
she was the only person in the room of noble blood. Money trumped
blood, especially in that time. Titles were important, but one
could have a title and still owe a huge debt. Emma peeked over
Trudy's shoulder and saw her own small reflection in the mirror. A
knot formed in her throat as she shut her eyes and willed the
unhappiness away. No matter what, debts had to be collected. She
knew that fact all too well.

"Do you love it?" Trudy twirled in the
mirror, oblivious to Emma's sudden sullen change in mood.

Needing a moment to compose herself, Emma
drew in a deep breath and exhaled to ease the constricting of her
chest, all the while hiding it from Trudy. Once Trudy stopped
spinning, her reflection showed exactly what Emma saw, a beautiful
eighteen-year-old girl in an exquisite dress on her way to her
coming out party. Soon after, the Season would start in Darenset,
and she'd be married in no time. Though not of royal blood, Trudy
had a very hefty dowry. Any man would want it. Not to mention,
Trudy was a vision.

Wavy red hair that would hold a curl if
forced.

Slender features.

Delicate.

Different.

Bright eyes that lightened when she had
something exciting to tell Emma and couldn't keep it a secret.
Lately, that had occurred more and more frequently.

"I do. Truly amazing. Hold still. I'll put
this in your hair." Emma wanted to envy Trudy. A coming out party.
A ball. A whole life in front of her. Then again, her own life
would begin in a few days as well. When she could go home to her
father and sister. A time she'd prayed for and looked forward to
every day since she had begun worked for Mr. Dodsworth.

Not liking the fact that her mood had soured,
Emma threw her shoulders back and tilted her chin slightly. A
sullen ninny she refused to be! Instead, she would be brave. She
wouldn't dwell on the past. Especially not now. Not when things
were so close to being over.

Not every girl needed to go to balls and
dance with her prince.

Emma couldn't help but smile, though she
struggled against the constricting of her chest again, as she
watched Trudy in the mirror. I won't be sad… I won't be sad… I
refuse to be sad, she repeated to herself, praying she would
believe it soon. Envy wasn't her normal attitude, and she very much
disliked it.

While Trudy sat in a chair with the fabric of
her emerald green dress billowing out in all directions, Emma
attempted to put a rose she'd picked from the garden into Trudy's
fiery hair.

"Hold still." She giggled despite herself.
Trudy really was one of those girls who could light up a room. A
sweet girl. The total opposite of her father who could be kind at
times, but there was always something secretive about him.
Something Emma could never place. Something she wouldn't miss when
she went back home to Enhurst.

"I'm sorry. I'll try to sit still." And she
did. She tried, but her excitement made her feet shake first… then
her knees…. then her hips… in a few seconds, her entire body shook
to some sort of rhythm and to a tune only Trudy could hear.

"This won't work unless you stop." Emma
laughed, fighting to slide the stem of the red rose into Trudy's
matching hair. There. It would have to do. Getting Trudy ready was
fun, but it took away from her other chores — and, thanks to Mr.
Dodsworth, Emma had plenty.

Though the Dodsworths were rich, they didn't
have many servants. Possibly, as a way for stingy Mr. Dodsworth to
keep more of his wealth. Less workers meant less wages. Of course,
it meant more work for Emma, Elizabeth, and Miles — the only
servants in the entire household. Emma was both the lady's maid and
the chambermaid. The only other maid in the home, the housekeeper,
was Elizabeth — a woman not two years Emma's senior. Rules of
polite society dictated Emma should call her Mrs. Elizabeth,
though the girl wasn't married. It was of no consequence: Emma
never could bring herself to do it. It would almost be as strange
as calling Trudy Miss Gertrude. She shivered at the
unpleasant thought.

Imagine if someone called her Miss
Emma. She scoffed and shook her head. Maybe in her dreams.
Maybe when she got back to Enhurst and forgot all about this time
of her life. Maybe when she could be the Baron's Daughter
and not some lowly house servant. She'd miss Trudy and Elizabeth —
and Miles in a small way, but she wouldn't miss having to work for
someone else to pay for a debt not hers. Perhaps if she went far
away, no one would know of her servant past.

Perhaps if it were far enough away —
Ravenston or even Everdale.

Emma's mind wandered, and she could picture
sitting in a chair like the one Trudy occupied, with a maid helping
her get ready for her coming out party — or one of the many balls.
She'd wear a blue dress, for it was her favorite color and matched
her eyes so well. Her maid would put one of her mother's combs in
her hair, keeping the blond curls from escaping. Emma would stand.
Twirl. Feel the rich fabric as it flew against her skin.

Then she would turn to her maid and thank her
for everything she'd done for her and tell her she was
appreciated.

Finally, Emma would get in a white carriage
drawn by a white horse and be whisked away to — not Darenset where
she lived now. It was a beautiful town. Large. The biggest in the
area, rivaling London with its beauty and wealth. Not to the balls
in Enhurst, a much smaller place where everybody knew everybody —
and a baron's daughter being gone for years was no exception. No,
Emma would make the three-day journey to London where she would
attend every ball the city had to offer. Where no one knew her.
Where she would find a husband who would never have to know what
she had done for the past five years. She would have to learn new
customs and social etiquette, of course, but how hard could it
be?

And she would never think of Darenset again.
Only in her nightmares. Being a servant wasn't the part she hated.
She didn't mind cleaning or helping Trudy. It was the highlight of
her day. What she disliked was being away from home. Away from her
childhood friends. Friends she'd been forced to leave without any
notice.

One day she'd come home from her dear friend
Ruby's house. Her father had greeted her with a bag and escorted
her out to a waiting carriage, not a white one.

Mostly Emma understood why she had to leave,
but she was more than ready for this part of her life to be over.
She would miss Trudy. Though the two were close in age, their
appearance and attitude about life couldn't be more different.
Trudy had the most beautifully different red hair Emma had ever
seen, blue eyes that were so light they looked like the sky on an
early autumn day, and, though she wasn't nobility, Trudy had a
titled air about her. She expected certain things in life and
pouted when her expectations weren't met in her desired time.
Trudy's one downfall.

Emma had stone blue eyes, a round nose, and
dark blond hair just like her mother. The mother she would never
see again. The mother she still grieved for, though it had been
nearly seventeen years since her passing when Emma was only two.
Her mother's death had left her with a father and a newborn sister.
It had also led to her father's grief and mounting issues with
currency.

No matter what was whispered in haughty tones
every time she went to the Darenset marketplace, Emma knew the
truth. Her father had done all he could to take care of them. It
wasn't his fault Mr. Dodsworth had called in his debt.

None of that, Emma chided herself. She
would not waste time worrying over things she could not change. In
a week's time, her father would come and fetch her home. It would
be wonderful.

Emma choked back a tear. She wouldn't cry.
Not now. Not when it was so close to being over. And not with Trudy
looking so beautiful in her ball gown in front of her. Tonight was
special for her friend, and she did not want to ruin it.

Too late for that.

"Is something the matter?" Trudy asked,
staring at Emma through the mirror for the first time that evening.
Her forehead creased, and she appeared troubled.

"No. Nothing." Not wanting to cause a scene
or take the attention away from Trudy and her big night, Emma shut
her eyes tightly and willed the tears to cease.

Trudy turned in her seat and took Emma's hand
in hers, gently patting it. "Do not lie to me, sweet Emma. I've
known you far too long for that. What is troubling you? Are you sad
you cannot come to the ball? If I asked father…"

"No," Emma said louder than she'd meant. She
removed her hand from Trudy's quickly and nearly knocked her over
in her haste. When she faced her again, Trudy's eyes were wide in
surprise. Emma couldn't blame her. She hadn't told Trudy her
thoughts, so she had had no idea what had been going on in her head
while she'd rambled on about the coming Season and the handsome
Lord Waverly she'd hoped to dance with. Though, when she'd spoken
of Lord Waverly, it was with a sullen whisper.

"No," Emma said a little more calmly, wiping
her hands on one of the insufferable white aprons Mr. Dodsworth
insisted she and Elizabeth wear. "It is not that. I promise you.
Though I would love to attend your first ball, I understand why I
can't. If things were different…"

Trudy stood with a sad smile on her face.
Again, she took Emma's hand firmly and bent down so she was at
eyelevel with her maid. "Emma Rose Hartwell, you are my dearest
friend, and it does bother me that you have to work for my father,
and it absolutely kills me that my friend cannot attend my
coming out party or share the Season with me. It isn't fair."

Emma appreciated Trudy's words, but she knew
the ways of the world. Though of noble blood, the daughter of a
baron, she was a maid paying for her father's debts. She could not
attend the ball without scandal, and she would not wish that on her
friend. She would not wish scandal on anyone.

Five years ago, scandal rocked her home in
Enhurst, and she refused to live though those times again. "It
really is alright. I promise. Soon, the Season will start and you
will find a suitor. Or several. Maybe even the Lord Waverly you go
on and on about. You will forget all about me."

Trudy's cheeks blushed, and she held on to
Emma's hands tighter. "While Lord Waverly is a dream of a
gentleman, I daresay I will never have him. Not if my father has
anything to do with it. Besides, never in my life will I forget
you, Emma."

She let the words sink in. No, she would not
cry again. "And in a few days I will have paid my father's debt to
your father and will be on my way home. So, you see? We both have
things to look forward to."

"Still doesn't mean it is fair. I will miss
you when you go." Trudy leaned over and hugged her tightly. Outside
of that room, it would have appeared strange, even scandalous for a
lady to hug her servant. Such behavior was not acceptable. But in
Trudy's room, it was a friend hugging a friend.

For a brief few seconds, Emma did not worry
about what the outside world thought of her. The only thing that
mattered: Trudy, a girl she had shared dolls with and had pretend
tea parties way past the age acceptable for young girls to play in
such a way. A girl, who, late at night, after everyone else had
gone to bed, had snuck into Emma's room and taught her the lessons
Trudy's tutors had given her during the mornings. Emma wagered
there wasn't another maid in Darenset as educated as she. A fact
she cherished.

"I will miss you too." Emma pushed her friend
back gently and studied her face. In the five years she had known
her, Trudy had changed from a gangly child into a sophisticated
woman. After a fortnight, she likely would never see her again, and
it broke Emma's heart, but she was more than ready to begin a new
time in her life. "But we have to finish getting you ready. You
have a ball to attend."

Trudy took her handkerchief and dabbed the
wetness under her eyes. "That I do."

"Let's get you ready, Gertrude Dodsworth. The
world is waiting for you, and I shall want to hear every
detail."
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When Ash Falls

London Fairy Tales, Book 4

 



PROLOGUE

 


Ash didn't want to
remember her this way. Her beautiful face, so often lit with a
breathtaking smile, was now cold and dead.

The first time he'd seen her, he had thought
she was an angel, and he'd said that very thing under his breath
when she had made her debut that season…

"Beautiful," he murmured as Lucy took a turn
about the room, gaining introductions to all the available
gentlemen who came her way. Taking an earth-shattering breath, the
kind that every man took when he was about to approach a beautiful
woman, he made his way over to her.

Music faded into the background with each
step. All Ash was aware of was the clicking of his boot against the
floor as he progressed toward the beauty. One dance… if only she
would give him one dance, he would secure her hand forever. He knew
it in his heart, in his soul. She was meant to be his.

Heart beating out of his chest, he could
barely contain his excitement as she lifted her eyes and met his
gaze. Blue eyes twinkled in his direction, and then she lifted her
hand in a wave. A wave? Something was wrong. Ash paused and then
glanced self-consciously over his shoulder. There was no one but
him, and then he gazed back at her. She crooked her finger,
beckoning him forward.

Completely under her spell, he couldn't deny
her any more than he could cease from taking his next breath.
Finally, he stood before her, at least a foot taller than she.

"Where have you been, you rogue?" She
swatted him on the arm and gave him a coy laugh. "I have been
looking everywhere for you!"

"For me?" Ash questioned. "Are you certain
we have met?"

"Must you always joke at such serious
times?" The girl laughed again, and he was caught at the sight of
her dimples as they danced along her cheeks. Carefree. She appeared
so carefree, so perfect, un-weighted by the things of this world,
by the responsibility and darkness, by disappointment. He tilted
his head and then reached out to touch her — perhaps she truly was
a dream. And then a voice broke out into the pounding in his
ears.

"Ah, sweetheart, you've met my brother."
Hunter stepped beside the girl and wrapped his arm around her.

Ash stepped back, his heart sinking down to
his feet. She hadn't been looking for him at all, but his older
brother, his twin, the duke. It was such a sad joke, a sad
existence really. Would he ever be first in anything?

Months had progressed into a year as he'd
watched his brother and Lucy fall into such a deep love all he had
been able to do was be happy for them and try to spend as much time
away as possible. After all, it was not done to want your brother's
wife, to want to care for her and protect her. It was fate's final,
cruel trick to allow Ash to feel something for another and then
have that person ripped away by his brother. Though he loved his
brother more than his own life, it seemed Ash was always left with
nothing while his brother was given everything.

His name fit.

For he was the ash after the fire of Hunter
burned out.

He was nothing but soot, darkness, and sand.
One day, his ashes would trickle away into the wind, never to be
remembered and never mourned, but forgotten.

"Ash! Do you hear me! I love you! I love
you!" Hunter yelled at his brother as he shook his shoulders, and
then his eyes widened with desperation as slapped him across the
face.

Ash stared at the blood staining his hands.
He tried to wipe it off. Tried but failed as it continued to drip
down his wrists into his jacket. "I'm so sorry," he kept repeating
over and over again, but it did not matter.

The carriage had come too fast. Lucy had
thought Ash was Hunter and had run to him right into the
street.

The fault was his.

He knew it, Hunter knew it, and Lucy,
beautiful Lucy, his brother's innocent wife was dead, and it was
all because he had lied about who he was, tried to be better than
just the second son.

He backed away, slowly at first, and then he
ran.

His feet ached, his stomach heaved, and
finally he stopped in the middle of the street, hoping, praying
that someone or something would hit him. Death, it seemed, was his
only option; it was his wish, his choice. For how could he live
with himself after what he had done?

Hunter had loved Lucy, but so had Ash. She
was his everything, his only relative other than Hunter, and
although he had wanted her for himself, he had pushed those
emotions so far beneath the surface of his heart that he hadn't
understood how far the love had run until now, until it was too
late.

On legs like lead, he walked until he reached
the tombstone of his parents. Both taken from him too soon. What
would they think of him now? He was the disappointment in the
family, the second son by minutes. And now he was a murderer.

Disgusted with himself, he sat down on the
cold grass, leaned his head against the stone, and cursed. His
brother — his only living relative — and he had ruined his life and
ruined his parents' memory in the process. All he had ever wanted
as a boy was to please his father, yet all he'd received was
disapproval. One time — just one time — he wanted to make someone
proud, make himself proud.

But it was impossible.

He looked down at bloodstained hands.

His future stared right back at him.

Flee! He needed to flee, to get away. No, not
just get away. He needed to die. A life for a life. So he set about
doing exactly that. It was not fair that he was able to live, to
survive, when the one woman who had done nothing but brought
happiness to everyone she'd met, lay dead in the street.

"Lucy," he whispered as salty tears ran down
his cheeks and across his lips. "I'm so sorry… but I will see you
soon. I will see you soon." He reached into his pocket and pulled
out the pistol. With shaking hands he lifted it to his chin and
pulled the trigger.


CHAPTER ONE

 


I have lost the war that wages between my
mind and my soul. I have allowed myself to become swallowed up
within the darkness and despair of the world I exist in. What cruel
God would allow me to live when my greatest desire, was to follow
her into the next world? —The Grimm Reaper

 


Ash traced the scar
beneath his chin. Usually his cravat did the job of covering the
monstrosity, but today, today of all days, he needed another
reminder of who he was, of what he was.

Thick and grotesque, the scar went from just
above his throat across his neck and ended at the bottom of his
ear. The carriage jolted, causing his hand to slip. He slowly
lowered his chin and looked down at that hand, the same hand, the
same fingers responsible for pulling the trigger.

Ash closed his eyes and squeezed his hand
tight until he felt the leather numb his fingers. Another reminder.
They were everywhere. Since that day, he hadn't been able to hold a
pistol in his right hand; too many memories caused him to pause
before he shot. In his certain business, pausing meant death. And
though at one time he had wished for it, he had found a greater
purpose: killing those who deserved it more than he and watching
the life drain from their bodies as he said a prayer for their
damned souls.

Exhaling, he slapped his glove, once, twice
against his thigh and then put it back on his right hand. He
squeezed into the smooth leather, relishing the way the tightness
fit around his fingers. Every day he drew a breath was another day
he was alive; every time he had a sensation of warmth or
contentment, it was soon followed with guilt. Guilt that Lucy would
never again experience any of those things, guilt that he
was.

"Are you certain you are up to it this time,
Ash?"

Ash's head snapped to attention. He gritted
his teeth as his nostrils flared in irritation. "Up to it? When
have I ever given you reason to doubt my abilities?"

"Never." Pierce pulled out two of his pistols
and laid them across the seat next to him. "But you've also never
had to do a retrieval. I fear you'll shoot every bloke within the
woman's vicinity before even asking the first and most important
question."

"And what's that?"

"Pardon?" Pierce flicked the blade of his
dagger.

"The most important question."

"Oh, of course. That would be… if we are, in
fact, in the right cottage. Wouldn't do to rescue the wrong damsel
and all that. Too messy. We'd have to kill her to silence her, and
I do hate having such beautiful blood on my hands."

"Sentimental poet." Ash smirked. "Fine. I
promise not to shoot anyone or anything until we ask the
question."

"And after?"

Ash sighed. "I must be allowed to shoot
something." If he didn't, the constraint might drive him
mad. He'd been sitting in the same blasted carriage for days now.
Who knew it took so long to escape to Scotland?

"Shoot a tree."

"A tree? Be quick about reminding me why I
brought you on this mission again."

Pierce shrugged. "Because you need someone
who has the social skills of a gentleman."

"And what do I have?"

"That of an ass," Pierce said happily and
then added, "The donkey, not an actual ass, you get my meaning." He
chuckled happily. "Now, is there anything else I need to know about
this damsel? She's Russian? Escaping her horrid family in hopes to
marry into the peerage? What else?"

Giving a shake of his head, Ash spread his
hands. "I was told nothing more than to retrieve her and the guard
and bring them into London."

"Guard?"

"Yes, guard. As in, she has a Royal Guard who
remains loyal. My guess is they will be extremely difficult."

"Lovely." Pierce placed his dagger on the
seat next to his pistols. "All accounted for. Now, let us be quick
about this. I have a saucy wench waiting for me at The Beast's
Scottish estate."

"I doubt the Royal Prince of Maksylov would
approve of your behavior under his roof."

"The Beast is currently rotting in London."
Pierce picked at a piece of lint on his trousers and shrugged.
"Besides, I like to have my appetite sated before I travel for days
on end with a beautiful woman."

Ash snapped to attention, bringing his head
up almost painfully to regard the other man. "How do you know she's
beautiful?"

Pierce shrugged and then grinned wickedly.
"Damsels, my friend, are always beautiful."

Ash hoped not. The last thing he needed was a
self-absorbed princess. He was no nursemaid, and he would rather
gouge his own eyes out than cater to a simpering female.
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