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Start at the beginning… you'll be glad you did!
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PROLOGUE
 
“WHEN HELL FREEZES OVER.” Lucas Mayford, the Seventh Earl of Ashbury muttered the words and then knocked back a full snifter of brandy. Even the warm fire in the library hearth of their Mayfair townhome couldn’t break through his icy determination.
Jackson, his youngest brother coughed. “I’m quite sure that hell is the only alternative to her current plan.”
“At least it would be warm there,” Hugh, the second oldest brother added, raising his own glass of brandy.
Lucas stared into his empty glass. “As opposed to the frigid temperatures of the sure to be icy atmosphere whenever they are around.”
“Those who shall not be named!” Hugh said sagely, and Jack nodded his eager agreement.
“Does she honestly believe that we can be civil for an entire week? She does remember what happened last time she tried something of this nature.”
“If you’ll remember, she used that fire as an excuse to redecorate the parlor,” Jack added calmly, as if the house almost didn’t burn to ashes.
Not that it was through any fault of theirs.
No, that was completely on the consciences of the three hags.
Rather, the three who shall not be named.
Ever.
In fact, Lucas was quite certain that if he mentioned even one of the three names, thunder, lightning, and pestilence would cover London and send it back to the dark ages.
Yes, it was better to simply leave that stone unturned.
Of course their mother was not of the same mind.
That was probably due to the fact that she and the mother of the hags were the closest of friends. Bloody rotten luck.
It was also the reason that the Duchess of Ashbury decided to have a house party at their Wingham estate around Christmas time and invite the hags.
Lucas shuddered. May God have mercy on all their souls.
“Do you think there’s any way we can simply not show up?” Jack asked, his eyes far too hopeful for the current topic.
“Not if you value your life,” Hugh replied, chuckling darkly.
“Mother would never—”
“No. She’d not threaten you, but she would give the most perfect display of disappointment.”
“I hate that face,” Jack sighed in a most defeated manner.
“Don’t we all.” Lucas raised his empty glass then frowned as he remembered it no longer held the brandy he longed for. Striding over to the side table, he lifted the crystal container and poured himself another glass. “The unshed tears, the trembling lip… that woman is a master at manipulation.”
“If she would simply yell and stomp like a proper female—”
“Miranda is not a proper female,” Lucas interrupted his youngest brother.
“And that… is so perfectly true… being proper is vastly overrated.” He winked above his glass.
“So is whoring yourself about.” Hugh coughed.
“Be that as it may…” Jack continued. “All I’m saying is that it would be easier to dismiss our mother if she went into a fit of nerves or hysterics.”
“But she does not, so this is an obsolete conversation,” Lucas replied. “Men, we have no other choice but to attend this horror of a house party, so rather than wallow in our own pity—”
“Here, here!” Hugh interrupted.
“I wasn’t finished.” Lucas glared. “As I was saying… in the age old war between the hags and the stags, we shall create a battle plan.”
“To the stags!” Hugh shouted.
“Jack, hide the brandy.” Lucas raised an eyebrow to his youngest brother.
Jack nodded and cast an amused glance to Hugh who was still sipping his amber liquid with far too much enthusiasm.
“We will not go to this… invaded territory unarmed. But like the wise men we are, we will also expect our enemy to be armed as well.”
“Hopefully not with fire, like last time.”
Lucas twisted his lips. “Precisely. We have to be cunning, we have to be prepared. If we must attend, then let us attend and conquer once and for all.”
“Just to be clear…” Jack cleared his throat.” When you say conquer—”
“Do not finish that thought.” Lucas glared. “All conquering will be done outside of the bedroom—”
“You do realize that all… conquering… is not done in the bedroom.” Jack snickered.
“Jack…” Lucas warned, then bit back a grin as he approached his brother.” Do you want to… conquer… a hag?”
Jack’s color drained. ”Lucas… she set me on fire.” He articulated in a disbelieving tone.
“Your pretty face survived… maybe that flame started a new one—“
“Ass.”
Lucas grinned and turned to Hugh.” Do you have any questions that cannot be answered by staring at your glass?”
“No. But I rather think we should specify that any… battle… should not involve fire… for Jack’s sake.”
“Agreed,” Jack shouted.
“Agreed.” Lucas asserted. “Then let us lift our glasses to the final battle… May the stags prove their merit and emerge victorious.”
Lucas watched as the brother’s all lifted their glasses and drank.” To the stags.”
“May the hags rot.”
 

 
“MOTHER HAS TAKEN LEAVE of all of her senses.” Sara threw her hands up as she entered the parlor. Stomping in the most unladylike way, she flopped into a chaise lounge and sighed dramatically.
“Oh?” Meredith asked politely, wondering just what happened this time to make her youngest sister take to theatrics. Sharing an amused glance with Louisa, her second youngest sister, they simply waited for the show to begin.
“Don’t give me those looks.” Sara opened one eye and glared before rising and stealing a biscuit from the tea tray.
“Please, help yourself.” Louisa spoke with amused sarcasm.
Sara narrowed her eyes and with an annoyed grin reached out and took four more biscuits.
“So…” Meredith encouraged, curious as to what was causing their sister’s dither.
“One word,” Sara spoke, biscuit crumbs on her lips. “Wingham.”
“No.” Louisa drew out the word then shared another look with Meredith, this one not so merry.
“Yes.” Sara nodded vigorously and then stuffed an entire biscuit in her mouth as if eating would solve the problem.
“Wingham as in…?” Meredith asked, her blood starting to grow hot with simmering anger.
Sara nodded, her mouth too full to form words.
“Damn and blast.” Louisa swore.
“Louisa!” Meredith scolded, though only because she knew she ought to, not because she didn’t share the sentiment. Sara’s eyes were wide as tea saucers.
“It’s not as if you haven’t heard it before.” Louisa shook her head. “And it’s not as if the words are not entirely appropriate for the situation.”
“Be that as it may… perhaps we don’t fully understand…” Meredith turned to Sara. “Do you have any more details?”
Sara swallowed, held up a finger and then took Meredith’s teacup. After taking a long sip, she sat back down. “I was heading down to ask Father for some pin money for this lovely hat on Bond street, it’s beautiful with this pale blue that is all the rage this season—”
“Get to the point,” Louisa interrupted.
Sara glared. “Father was in his study, and the door was closed. So before I knocked I listened to make sure he was alone, and I heard him and mother talking about Christmas.” She took a deep breath.  “They accepted an invitation to the Wingham House for a week-long house party.”
“House party,” Louisa repeated.
“Yes.”
“As in more than our family.”
“Yes.”
“It’s official. Our parents hate us.” Louisa stood and stomped about the room. “Do they not remember the last time we left the Wingham House? Our hair was black with ink and we had to cut it all off! It was nothing but the miraculous grace of God that the short French hair cut was so vogue! We would have been laughed out of every London Ballroom if not for that!”
“Exactly! Which is why I barged into Daddy’s office and told him that we simply could not attend.” Sara nodded once and took a sip of tea.
“Oh, dear.” Meredith closed her eyes. “What did Father say?”
Sara mumbled quietly, “Something about him already accepting the invitation and for us to finally have the chance to prove we are ladies, not hoydens.”
“It was not our fault,” Louisa ground out.
“I hate them.” Sara glared at her last biscuit then bit it. ”Them… not our parents,” she clarified with her mouth full.
“When is Christmas?” Meredith asked, her mind spinning as she tried to solidify a plan. Heaven only knew what the frogs were planning. It was a war that had started before they were out of leading strings, but one that had raged for over a decade, the war between the princesses and the frogs.
They were the princesses; the Mayford brothers were the frogs. Of course she could think of a thousand more horrific names for them now, but at the tender age of seven the worst name a girl could imagine was frog. Add to that their obsession with the fairy tale of the princess and the frog, and the picture was complete.
“Christmastide is in two weeks,” Louisa answered.
“Two weeks… we can do this, ladies.” Meredith stood, straightened her shoulders. “It might be their house, but we know it better than they do. We will create a plan of both defense and offence so that we are never caught unawares. And hopefully…” She took a deep breath. “We will not need to use any of the warfare, perhaps we can simply be ladies and gentlemen—”
Louisa snorted.
Sara rolled her eyes and ate the last bit of biscuit.
“Hope springs eternal,” Meredith said in a beleaguered tone. “Regardless, we will not cower, nor will we run.”
“To the princesses!” Sara lifted the teacup and stood.
“The princesses!” Louisa repeated, a fierce gleam in her eye.
“May the frogs all croak!” they shouted together.
 



TAMING THE EARL
By Kristin Vayden



CHAPTER ONE
 
LADY MEREDITH BRIGHT STARED at the passing scenery as the county of Sussex passed by in a slow blur. Her two sisters shared the carriage, yet unlike normal carriage rides, this one was silent.
In a few short hours, they would be entering the devil’s lair. One would think the devil would be horrifically deformed and frightening. But that was entirely untrue. The devil had jet-black hair, brown eyes, just a shade lighter than coal, and olive skin that was highlighted by white teeth and full lips. When the Bible said that Satan was a fallen angel, it was no joke. Because the Earl of Ashbury was as beautiful as a fallen angel and just as sinful. And his evil minions — his brothers — were every bit as dark and dangerous.
But they weren’t entering the devil’s lair unarmed. Rather, they had schemed, planned, and plotted for two weeks — ever since they found out they were attending a week-long house party at the Wingham estate.
While normal ladies would arm themselves with fans and flirtatious grins, they brought the tools of war. Meredith had chosen pins — for locking and unlocking doors, and perhaps some subtle poking. Louisa had brought along ink — for missives and for depositing small amounts in teacups. And young Sara had contributed stockings — for escaping out windows if need be and all else failed. It might sound odd for ladies of quality to even ponder such things, but history had proven the ultimate necessity of such preparedness.
It had been three short and lovely years since Meredith had faced the obligation of being in the company of the frog brothers. She and her sisters had aptly named them that at the beginning of their long-suffering acquaintance at the wise age of seven. The name had stuck, and, so far, had proven the tamest of the names uttered when describing them. However, the three-year respite of peace and joy had now come to a crashing end as the carriage grew closer and closer to the Wingham estate. And with each clip-clop of the horses’ hooves, Meredith grew tenser. She figured they would not have to see the frogs till the evening welcoming ball, which would give her and her sister’s time to prepare their chambers for any… intruders. Part of her hoped that the war would be far more civil since they were all older, yet she didn’t put all her eggs in that rotting basket.
Another minute passed, then two. Too soon she’d be face to face with the devil. And in the very center of her own personal hell.
 

 
“HAVE THEY ARRIVED YET?” The Duchess of Ashbury asked as she waltzed into the library, the soft fragrance of rose water following her.
“If you mean the hags, then no.” Lucas, the Earl of Ashbury answered, then lowered his tone.” And I hope their carriage rolls off a cliff.”
“I heard that.” His mother shot him a cold glare.
He smiled back, winking.
“It’s not a wonder those lovely girls dislike you so.” She shook her head, scolding her son.
“It’s a wonder those girls haven’t turned to ashes when exposed to the sunlight,” Jack, his youngest brother mumbled just beside him.
“I heard that too. And I do not approve of your reading material.”
“Expanding my mind, Mother.” Jack strode up to her and placed a kiss to her cheek. Then promptly quit the room.
Probably running and taking cover. Smart man. Lucas nodded sagely to himself.
“Honestly, I don’t understand why you are still acting like children. You haven’t seen the Bright sisters in near three years.” His mother smoothed her skirt and blinked up at him, as if waiting a response.
“Three glorious years,” Lucas couldn’t help but add.
“I’m sure the feeling is mutual.”
“They did set your parlor on fire.”
“Water under the bridge.” She waved off the comment like a pesky fly.
“You are entirely too forgiving.” Lucas raised an eyebrow.
She gave him an impatient glare. “I know my sons. And I highly doubt that the incident wasn’t somehow related to a fault of yours.”
“Mine?” Lucas placed a hand to his chest, offering his most wounded expression, while trying to keep a straight face, of course.
“Hmm,” The duchess sighed heavily. “You are a terrible liar.”
“Only because I’m such an upstanding man of integrity.”
“I take that back, you are, indeed, a proficient liar.” His mother gave him a sweet smile.
“I’m offended.”
“You’re nothing of the sort. But you will be on your best behavior, and I’ll not tolerate anything less than the most genteel manners when in the presence of our guests.” His mother narrowed her blue eyes, her gaze sharp and immovable. Even at the age of one and thirty, Lucas felt the urge to squirm under her fixated glare.
“Of course,” he lied smoothly.
Rather than respond, his mother raised an eyebrow and walked toward the library’s exit. “I’m warning you.”
“Threatening you mean?”
“Warning, my love. I don’t want to take any… action. But it would be wise not to force my hand.” She smiled from the door, her hand upon the frame and a steely gaze in her eyes.
“Of course, mother.”
“We shall see.”
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
MEREDITH TOOK A DEEP breath as the carriage rolled into the circular drive of Wingham House. It had been erected in the late 1600s in the shape of an ‘E’ to honor the Tudors. As children, Meredith and her sisters had spent many a summer at the Wingham estate, much to their displeasure. Lord and Lady Bright and The Duke and Duchess of Ashbury were close friends and had determined, by sheer force of will, that their children would be friends as well.
It hadn’t worked.
Rather, it had created an uprising.
Of course, it hadn’t exactly started that way.
But one of the three Ashbury brothers would never fail to tease of the Bright sisters. And in return, Meredith and her sisters would feel the need for justice to be served.
And since their parents weren’t willing to address such matters, they took said justice into their own hands.
Which sometimes turned out beautifully, sometimes not so beautifully.
But what made it so difficult was that it never ended.
Neither side had won.
This truth was frustrating in the extreme to a little girl, and undoubtedly to a little boy as well, so each summer when the two families would again meet at Wingham House, the war continued.
And to this day, neither side could claim victory.
But that was all going to change. Meredith pulled herself from her inner musings and stepped from the carriage, her dainty boot crushing the gravel beneath it. The Wingham estate loomed before her, and boldly she stepped forward. Soon her sisters flanked her, each studying the large glass windows and stone face.
“Are you ready?” Meredith whispered softly.
“Yes,” Louisa answered.
“Oh yes… I can’t wait,” Sara replied. Meredith turned to her, watching as an evil grin teased her heart shaped face.
Meredith turned to the stairs leading to the entrance. ”Let it begin.”
 

 
“IT’S FAR TOO PEACEFUL,” Lucas mumbled to himself as he straightened his jacket. Scanning the crowd assembling in the ballroom, he kept his gaze sharp. Something was off.
He knew the hags had arrived.
He knew they were staying in the western wing.
He knew they were attending the ball.
But as of yet, neither he nor his brothers had seen them.
Not that this was a bad thing… rather it was unsettling.
Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.
No. That wouldn’t do. He shook his head slightly. Keep your friends closer and spy on your enemies! That was much better.
One should never get too close to a hag.
Heaven only knew what would happen.
He shivered.
“Lucas,” Jack whispered as he stood beside him.
“Hmm?”
“We have a problem.”
Lucas turned to his brother, watching as Jack searched the crowd, glanced to the ceiling — anything but make eye contact.
“What is the problem?” Lucas turned to him more fully, daring him to continue to ignore him.
“It’s a long story—”
“Shorten it.”
Jack took a deep breath and met his gaze, finally. “Hugh and I wanted to get a head start…” He let his tone linger.
“What did you do?” Lucas grabbed his brother’s arm and led him to a quiet alcove.
“It was not going to be anything too horrendous, but as we were setting the mouse free in one of the rooms—”
“Bloody hell, Mother is going to kill you… Mother is going to kill me! I thought we agreed that nothing living would be employed, not after the frog escapade!”
“Who knew that rotting frogs could smell so bad?” Jack shrugged.”Regardless, while we were in their room… they arrived.”
“Did they see you?”
“No. We hid in the water closet and left after they quit the room, but…” Jack glanced away, his expression guilty.
“But what?” Lucas asked darkly.
“Uh… actually…” Jack’s gaze darted about then landed on something just outside of the alcove, his eyes widening slightly.
“See for yourself,” he whispered.
Irritated, Lucas followed his gaze.
As if to prove the point, his skin broke out in goose bumps as he studied the creature not twenty paces away.
Ash blonde hair was curled and swept away from a heart-shaped face, leaving a gentleman divided between gazing at the full, pink lips or fantasizing about the curve of her neck — and exactly how it would taste. Dark sooty lashes outlined almond-shaped eyes that were accented by the frosty color of her dress, which made a man drink in her profile, study it, memorize it. The dress offered only a slight hint of her curves beneath, but it was that hint that set fire to a burning imagination that could easily roar out of control.
“Ah, I know that look,” Jack goaded.
“Pardon?” Lucas asked, but couldn’t pull his eyes away. There was something familiar about the woman, but she was turned away just enough that he couldn’t see her full face.
“That look… the besotted I’m going to ravage you expression that Hugh wore as well.”
“Hugh?” Lucas questioned, his curiosity enough that he turned to his brother.
“Ah, dear witless brother.” Jack shook his head. “May I present to you Lady Meredith Bright.”
“Bright?” Lucas choked on the name, his body freezing.
“Bright,” Jack enunciated.
“No.” Lucas turned to the beauty and watched in utter horror as she turned, noticed him, and all warmth in her expression solidified into a chip of ice that seemed to blow a cold wind his direction.
The beauty was a frigid witch. A hag.
Hell had officially frozen over!
But as quickly as his body revolted, it responded, meeting her gaze with a bold one of his own. As if daring him, she raised an eyebrow. Unable to resist himself, he slowly slid his gaze from the top of her crown of hair to the blue slipper she wore, then back up to meet her steely stare.
Then, as his competitive nature overrode any sense, he simply shook his head as if pitying her.
And walked away.
Struggling to appear relaxed, even as every part of his body was tight with a flashing desire that left him smoldering within.
She might be frozen.
But he on was fire.
The house party had just become a lot more interesting…
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
“AND HE JUST WALKED AWAY?” Louisa asked, her mouth agape as Meredith retold the events of the ball.
“Yes. Walked off,” Sara answered from her seat upon the bed where she was hugging a pillow. “Of course that was after he undressed you with his eyes. Meredith, I have never seen anything like it! I was just standing next to you and felt hot all over… how did you stand it?”
The truth was, Meredith didn’t know how she didn’t react… because the way he studied her… the way his dark eyes had smoldered was burned in her memory. Of course other men had seemed to study her before, but this… this was different. It was as if his gaze was filling a hunger too deep for words, and she was the feast.
Yet, as soon as he finished, he dismissed her.
Miserable man.
For a moment, she wondered if something had changed… but as soon as the thought formed in her mind, she was given her answer.
And his back.
A zebra cannot change its stripes, and the spawn of Satan will never be an angel of light.
Ever.
She’d best remember that.
“Did you happen to see any other brothers?” Louisa asked.
“Yes, there were two of them. Lucas was studying Meredith and the next one… Jack, he was watching his brother.”
“Sara, we mustn’t use their Christian names,” Meredith scolded.
“I am not…” She held up a finger, “… calling them Lord Ashbury, or Mr. Mayford… heavens.”
“Lord only knows what they’ll do with that kind of ego elevation.”
“And besides, they are Lucas, Hugh, and Jack to us! We’ve seen them in short pants and with bloody noses—”
“I get the picture… but we are ladies. They might be savage and uncouth natives, but we are not. We will address them as is proper because we are proper… they are simply beneficiaries of our manners.” Meredith folded her hands on her lap.
“You… are far too uptight,” Louisa sighed. “I’m going to bed. Can you imagine that they gave us all separate rooms? I don’t know whether to be thankful or afraid…”
“I know.”
“I’m heading to bed too. Make sure you lock your doors, ladies!” Sara called out as she walked to the door.
“And put a chair in front just for good measure,” Louisa added.
“Agreed,” Meredith replied as she watched her sisters leave.
Yet, as the hours wore on, sleep was not forthcoming. As she tossed the covers aside, she grumbled and stood, curling her toes as the cool air assaulted her feet. Her stomach growled, and her gaze shot to the door.
Dare she?
At the Wingham House?
Well, it wasn’t as if she didn’t know every inch of the estate…
Surely she could make it to the kitchens and back without incident.
It was the middle of the night, everyone else must be asleep.
As if her stomach agreed with her logic, it rumbled once more.
Nodding once, she glanced about for her coverlet. After slipping it on and tying the sash, she slowly opened the door. Candlelight burned low in the hall, offering enough light for her to see, but only just. Silently, she slipped into the hall and started toward the main staircase, but paused.
She should take the servants stairs. That would lessen the chance of being seen.
She rolled her eyes at her own dramatics as she started down the lesser-known staircase. Who exactly was going to see her? The house was completely silent, not even a creak. She meandered around several curves and came upon the large wooden door that led to the kitchen. Pushing it open, the scent of rising bread and pheasant from last night’s meal welcomed her. A few low burning candles remained lit, and she glanced about the efficient space.
A throat cleared.
Spinning, she searched the darkness for the source of the sound.
“Damn,” she whispered, as her eyes narrowed toward a dark figure sitting at a table shadowed enough for her to miss upon entrance.
“Such language for a lady? And here my mother has assured me that you hoydens had matured.” He tsked his tongue.
“Good evening, Satan.”
“Ah, pet names? My heart is warm with the thought of it, hag.” He stood and walked toward her. Even in the darkness, Lucas, the Earl of Ashbury was devastatingly distracting. His cravat was missing from his crisp shirt, and he wore no jacket. The candlelight created a delightful silhouette of his muscular legs in his tight breeches, which somehow accented his tall stature and broad shoulders.
Meredith couldn’t help but swallow and take a step back, even as she scolded herself for doing so.
“Retreating?” He shook his head. “I’m disappointed.”
Meredith straightened her shoulders. “Not retreating. Simply taking a step back away from the stench.”
He laid a hand over his heart.”Now I’m wounded.”
“If only.”
Pausing in his approach, he tilted his head slightly. “You know, if I didn’t find you so irritating I might compliment your verbal sparring.”
“A backhanded compliment? You must be getting soft in your old age.” She turned to walk away, ignoring the protesting clamp of her stomach.
A warm hand grasped her elbow, sending shivers of awareness up her spine. Cautiously she turned.
Candlelight illuminated the deep hue of his eyes, making them almost black. His skin was shadowed, making the crisp white of his shirt seem almost otherworldly. The smirk on his face faded slightly as she met his gaze, finding that she was unable to glance away.
His grip tightened slightly, and he pulled her near. Her body betrayed her as she swayed closer, unable to escape the invitation in his eyes.
Curiosity burned in his gaze as his hand released her elbow and traced up her arm till his fingers caressed the line of her jaw. In the deep recesses of her mind she noted he wore no gloves, making the touch skin on skin.
Intimate, seductive, and creating the most feverish sensation breaking out across her flesh.
“Soft…” he whispered. “I simply didn’t expect…” Then as soon as the attraction flared in his eyes, it was silenced. “So… seduction your weakness?” Roughly he pulled her up against his body.
The abrupt movement broke the spell he had woven, and violently she pressed against his chest, ignoring the warmth he radiated. “If that is how you seduce women, it’s not a wonder you’re still unmarried at such an… advanced age.” She broke free from his gasp.
“That sounds like a challenge.” Lucas grinned, his posture once again completely relaxed.
“A challenge assumes the participant has a fighting chance. You, sir… do not.” She shook her head, straightened her shoulders, and placed her hand on the latch.
“You’re not as immune to my charm as you pretend to be,” his sultry whisper chased his hot breath across her neck.
“You’re not as charming as you think,” she retorted.
Without warning, he spun her around, pressed her against the door, and leaned in.
Meredith glared, willing her body to not respond to his heat, his attempt at proving some point.
“Challenge accepted,” he whispered. His mouth was hot against hers, nipping and caressing, ravaging and stealing her affection without permission.
She willed her eyes to stay open, but they fluttered closed.
Pressing her hands against his chest, she tried to push him away but found that she rather liked the hard plane of his body against her palms.
As she tried to pull away from the kiss, he simply pursued her mouth, making a delightful game that threatened to take down her defenses. Yet when his hand reached around and traced up her belly, higher than he ought, she found her resolve and bit his lip, pulling away.
“No,” she asserted, even as she could feel the sweet ache of her swollen lips.
“Oh Meredith…” He leaned forward, holding her gaze. “It’s only a matter of time…” With that, he gave a nod, turned and disappeared into the shadows of the kitchen. A moment later a door shut softly, letting her know she was alone.
The relief of solitude washed over her and on trembling legs, she slid down the door and sat on the cold stone floor of the kitchen. Her mind spun. Had that truly just happened?
Had Lucas kissed her?
Had she let him?
But the most telling question of all…
Did she like it?
That was one question she refused to answer.
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
LUCAS CALLED HIMSELF TEN kinds of fool as he took the stairs two at a time. Bloody hell, what had he been thinking? Kissing a hag? True, she was beautiful, and strong in a way that few women of the ton would dare to express, but to kiss her?
He shivered.
But it wasn’t with aversion; rather, it was a response of desire — by simply thinking her name.
Damn and blast! This could not be!
Yet, as he remembered how she’d crept into the kitchen, he had thought she was a fae, with the teasing temptation that was her unbound hair, the way her robe was tucked at her waist, showing off the curve of her figure. As he drank in the beautiful view, he’d been shocked to realize it was Meredith! Steeling himself against her beauty, he had resorted to insults and banter, yet, as always, she didn’t back down, rather met him like a duel.
And as it had in the past, he’d expected for that to irritate him… yet it did the opposite. Fire danced in her eyes, the defiant tilt of her chin only gave him a tempting view of her neck, and the graceful slope to her shoulders. It was arousing and frustrating all at once.
And while he foundered, trying to find solid ground upon which to stand, he had made the most asinine challenge.
Seduce Meredith.
All of his senses must have taken flight! If it were any other woman, he could seduce her in his sleep, yet… with Meredith he knew that would not be the case.
Rather, it was a dangerous endeavor… for them both.
Because when he’d kissed her, what had started out as something to prove, had turned into a burning passion that still smoldered within him. Seducing her would be simple. The difficulty would come from trying to not be seduced in return.
Because another kiss like that could seal his bachelor fate. Especially if discovered.
His mother would be all too happy to marry him off to a hag… yet, as bitter and horrific as the idea had sounded even a mere day before, it wasn’t nearly as offensive now. Waking up with Meredith in his bed? He was painfully aware of how delightful that could be… yet, what insurance did he have that the war they waged would end with a marriage contract?
With his luck he’d not wake up from their wedding night.
Or worse, wake up missing specific parts of his anatomy.
It was a quandary.
Because he had accepted the challenge… and as much as his head said it was idiotic, an invitation to disaster — he rather liked the idea of seducing the hag that had transformed into the fairy.
Now all he had to do was find his own magic.
He paused mid-step.
Had he actually thought such words?
Bloody hell, the woman was already corrupting his mind!
Yet, as he considered the kiss… what a tempting corruption it was!
Resolve forming in his mind, he entered his room, lay on his bed, and fell into a sleep haunted by the one woman he swore he’d never, ever consider.
Perhaps hell really could freeze over.
 

 
AT BREAKFAST, LUCAS KEPT an eye on the door; waiting. His torture of the hags for all those years had provided some astoundingly helpful information.
For example, the Bright sisters did not sleep in.
Of course, that might be because the one time they had, they’d awoken to worms crawling on their floor, with a nice smattering of dirt for effect. When they came downstairs, huffing and indignant, Hugh had simply smirked and reminded them that “the early bird gets the worm”.
They weren’t amused.
Yet, to this day, he and his brothers still found the tale hilarious.
So, knowing that Meredith wasn’t one to take a late breakfast, he rose early and presently awaited her arrival. Just as it was when the war raged… a new war had begun, and there would be no quarter given.
Yet if that kiss were any indication, there would be no loser in this fight… only a very enticing prize.
He lifted a square of toast and bit into the crisp bread, following that bite with one of salty bacon. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw movement. Meredith strode confidently into the breakfast room, but when her gaze caught his, she froze.
Her eyes narrowed.
Her shoulders straightened.
“Good morning, love. How was your night?” He lifted his teacup in a toasting gesture and took a sip, glorying in the fire that danced in her eyes, a flash of anger.
“Disruptive and assaulting,” she shot back, and with more caution, approached the sideboard. She began filling her plate with bacon, eggs, beans and sausage. The Bright sisters were never ones to miss a meal, yet it was clear their figures never suffered.
And as he watched her butter a square of toast, he decided he rather liked that she ate with appreciation.
As she finished preparing her plate, she glanced about the room as if searching for a different place to sit rather than at the table with him.
“There’s always the floor,” he commented, smirking.
“Or I can simply stab you with my fork if you get any ideas,” she snapped, choosing a chair on the opposite end of the table.
“I have a scar from the last time you tried that.”
“I didn’t try. I succeeded. And you were trying to steal my bacon.”
“I forgot… never get between a hag and her prey.”
“Never get between a lady and her breakfast.”
He held up his hand, palm inward, displaying the three tine scars as if to prove her point.
“Nice to know you’re capable of learning something in your old age.”
“Ah, what’s your excuse then?”
“Intelligence needs no excuses.”
“Pity you don’t possess either.”
“May I eat, please? Or are you wanting to verbally spar all day? While you might have nothing better to do with your time, I find that I’m not challenged, interested, or amused by your ill attempts at wit.” She lifted a piece of bacon and bit, glaring.
“If my attempts are so futile…” He lifted his plate and teacup, rose from his chair and walked around the table toward her. “…then why rise to the occasion with a reply?”
Her eyes narrowed, her chewing slowed.
He sat.
Right beside her.
A dangerous gleam illuminated her gaze, and she lifted her fork.
“Needless assault? I didn’t think even you would stoop so low.” He lifted a forkful of eggs to his mouth and chewed, trying to appear unaffected yet prudence told him to remain cautious.
“Self-defense,” she retorted, but lowered her fork. She calmly spread jam on her toast and took a bite.
“I thought you understood… after last night.” He leaned inward slightly, trying not to chuckle at her quick gasp. “I’m a lover, not a fighter.”
Her head spun to face him, her eyes drew together and became mere slits.
That was a common reaction around him.
Yet all he could notice was the slight smear of apricot jam at the corner of her lip. Tasty, sweet, it was a distraction that could prove dangerous.
“Why you—”
He silenced her mouth with his own, removing every trace of delicious jam from her lips then retreated slightly. “Are delightful,” he finished for her then faced his own meal.
“Not what I was going to say.” Her tone was breathy, shocked. “You mustn’t do such things,” she scolded, yet even from the corner of his eye he could see the rosy hue of her cheeks.
“Why?” he asked, taking a sip of his now tepid tea.
“Because…” She took a deep breath. “While the little war we have is a game…”
He turned to face her, noticing how she wrung her hands in her lap. ”Love… affection… is not.”
“And you think I’m simply changing the strategy of the war?” He leaned in slightly, reaching over and stilling the incessant movement of her hands.
“I think you’re capable of trying anything to win,” she answered, her eyes steely.
“Meredith!” Louisa’s voice preceded her entrance in the breakfast room. Meredith pulled from his hold and stood, walking to the sideboard, leaving him brewing with irritation at her comment and burning with the desire to kiss her once more.
Damn woman, she was a devastation of emotion and he was not the type to enjoy so many sensations!
“Meredith! Did you hear?” She came into the room, her eyes focusing on Lucas and glaring. “You,” she sneered and walked to where her sister waited.
“Hear what?” Meredith asked, ignoring Lucas.
“Tonight we are going to have a party in the maze! The Duchess of Ashbury will have a frost-themed dinner, and the maze will be lit with torches! Do you remember the last time she did that? It was so diverting! I simply cannot wait! Will you be my partner?”
“Partner?”
“Yes, we need partners for the game!” Louisa took her sister’s hand.
“I’m afraid your sister cannot be your partner, Miss Bright,” Lucas interrupted just as he saw Meredith’s lips start to move.
Louisa turned to shoot him an annoyed glare.
“It’s true. My mother has all the teams set up as couples. Already she informed me that my brothers and I will be teaming up with you and your sisters. I do hope you are able to control yourselves for one evening. My mother has assured me that you’ve… matured since our last encounter. So you see, Miss Meredith is my partner for the challenge.” He gave her his best wolfish grin.
“I heard nothing of the sort when I was speaking with your mother.” Louisa placed a hand on her hip.
“Nor I,” Meredith added.
“She informed me, I’m informing you. Simple as that.” He shrugged, hoping they didn’t see through his quickly thought lie.
“I don’t believe you,” Louisa confronted him.
“You don’t need to. Simply ask my mother once she is up and about this lovely morning. Now. If you two ladies will excuse me.” He stood and bowed, watching with glee the shocked expression on the two sisters’ faces at his manner toward them, and turned and left.
He needed to find his mother.
She would be all too thrilled, he was certain. Yet, even as he strode down the hall, a quiet part of his mind whispered that he was sealing his fate with such a request.
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
“AM I AWAKE?” Louisa turned to Meredith, reached out and pinched her.
“Ouch! What was that for?”
“To see if I’m awake.”
“You’re supposed to pinch yourself!”
“Oh, well I don’t want to pinch myself, so you’ll have to do. If you felt that, that means I’m not in a nightmare. Drat.”
“I share your sentiment,” Meredith replied, yet her body flushed as she considered spending the evening in the secluded maze with Lucas.
This could be very bad.
Or very good.
Depending on one’s perspective, and, as of yet, she was completely undecided.
“Did he actually bow when he left?” Louisa asked as she piled her plate with food.
“Yes… I rather think he did.”
“And he didn’t insult us?”
“You. He didn’t insult you. He insulted me,” Meredith answered wryly.
“Oh… were you in here long with him before I arrived?”
“Long enough.”
Meredith took her seat once more, swiping a piece of uneaten bacon from Lucas’ abandoned plate.
“Were… were you sitting that close?” Louisa paused as she set her plate down beside Meredith.
Meredith froze. ”Er… yes.”
“And there was no one else in the room?”
“No…”
“What am I missing?”
Meredith swallowed the bacon. “I was… looking for an opportunity to stab him with my fork again.”
“Oh… right. Make his scars match on both hands. Brilliant idea.” Louisa shrugged and started to eat.
“Was Sara awake?” Meredith asked, trying to change the subject.
“I’m not sure. She wanted to be up early, but she didn’t answer the door when I knocked. I checked your door too, that’s how I knew you were here. I’m somewhat surprised not to see her. Unless she slept through my knock that is.”
“I see. So, the frost-themed dinner. I think you should wear your cream colored gown. I’m thinking my blue but we’ll need our fur pelisses if we are to be outdoors.”
“Agreed. What exactly are we going to plan?” Louisa asked in a whisper.
“Not here…” Meredith glanced about the room. ”After breakfast meet me in my room. We’ll work out something.” A well-remembered chill ran through her body at the thought of once again outwitting the Mayford brothers. It was far more familiar territory to terrorize them, rather than be seduced by them.
And familiar was far more comforting.
And comforting was less threatening than seduction.
Even if seduction was more enticing.
Especially since seduction was more enticing.
 

 
“LUCAS!” JACK RAN UP the stairs to catch up with him.
“What is it?” Lucas replied.
“Did you hear? Mother has lost it! She is demanding that we pair up with a hag! To think, I’ll have to spend the entire evening with Sara.” He shivered.
“You’ll survive.” Lucas rolled his eyes and turned to ascend the rest of the stairs.
“Survive? Since when are you so optimistic! You have to endure the company of the ice hag, Meredith! I would venture to guess that the majority of scars on your person are either credited or in associated with that very woman!”
“Yet here I am,” he snapped impatiently.
“What is with you? Are you not irritated? Why in heavens name are you so calm about this?” Jack marched in front of him, halting his progress.
“Because I am older, wiser, and far more able to adapt than you, apparently.” He gave his brother a hard stare.
“Bloody hell… you didn’t,” Jack swore, glanced away, then met his brother’s gaze with an accusation of his own.
“Didn’t what?” Lucas sidestepped him, walking toward the library.
“You’re not…” He paused, took a deep breath and started again. ”You’re not attracted to one of them… are you?”
“Attracted?” Lucas turned to face his brother. “No. But I sure as hell am seducing one. And tonight provides the perfect opportunity.” Lucas walked defiantly into the library.
“No! I refuse to believe it!” Jack followed him. “This is madness! First Hugh drops his jaw on the floor when he sees Louisa, and now you? Which one are you panting after?”
“My partner.” Lucas selected a random book from the shelves and took a seat. He opened it and began reading whatever was in front of him, hoping his brother would take the hint and leave him alone.
“Meredith? Queen of the hags? This is a bloody disaster!” He stomped about the room. “Very well. If you two milk sops won’t take matters into your hands, I will. We have a legacy, a history to overcome! And just because you have gotten soft, does not mean I have to. You just wait, Lucas.” He stormed out of the room, his head still shaking in disbelief.
He watched as his brother fumed, steam practically coming from his ears as he faded from sight. But Jack’s words haunted him. Was he going “soft” as his brother had put it? Was it possible that this new… development with Meredith was nothing more than a ploy the hags had implemented? Yet, as he considered her expressions, the prickly personality with which she rebuffed his advances… or answered them, he knew that such mannerisms were instinctive, not borne of some elaborate plot.
Shaking his head, he studied the fire burning low in the grate. It was madness, yet he was a willing participant in such folly, especially if Meredith was the prize. Tonight he would put forth additional effort in the delightful diversion of seducing Meredith.
She wasn’t averse to his kiss, that much was certain, so that meant that she was more… distrusting.
He could… he would change that.
All he needed was time.
And opportunity.
A garden maze.
Torchlight.
It was perfect. Now, if only he could get the woman to cooperate.
Unlikely.
Which in truth, made it all the more fun.
Let the chase begin.
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
“LOUISA! IT’S A MAZE, not a London Ballroom! You simply cannot wear that!” Meredith felt her last nerve stretching thin as her sister waltzed into her room wearing a delicate pale green silk dress — one that would shred to pieces if even brushed against the hedgerows of the Wingham estate!
“It is perfectly suitable.” Louisa smoothed the skirt and glanced over her shoulder at the mirror opposite her.
Meredith narrowed her eyes.  “What is going on?”
“Going on? I have no idea what you're talking about.”
“Yes… yes you do.” She marched toward her sister. “You have that… that… thing! That twinkle in your eye that means you’re going to do something either brilliant or foolish!”
“Deep breaths, Meredith… full sentences,” Louisa shot back, an unrepentant grin on her face.
“It’s Hugh.” Sara walked into the room, causing Meredith to turn and regard her. Sara’s face was beet red, her hat askew as her hair sprung freely from beneath it.
“And what happened to you?” Louisa asked, her tone hesitant.
“Ask Jack. The bloody son of a—”
“Sara!” Meredith and Louisa both interrupted her tirade.
“He can rot for all I care,” she fumed. “Rot!” Stomping her foot she stalked toward the mirror and whimpered as she looked at her disheveled state.
“Do I even want to know?” Meredith asked.
“No,” she grumbled.
Louisa snorted softly. “I’m great with not knowing.”
“I hope they pull the same prank on you.” Sara glared.
“Let’s move forward shall we? Sara, do you know what you’ll be wearing for the activities tonight? Hopefully something more sensible than your sister.” Meredith gave Louisa an admonishing glare.
It was Sara’s turn to snort. ”She just wants Hugh to notice her. They were walking in the garden earlier and if I weren’t so innocent—” Her blue eyes shot daggers at Louisa.
“Sara went behind us and put ink in Jack’s tea this morning at breakfast,” Louisa interrupted.
“What? Oh Sara…” Meredith lamented. ”I thought we agreed to save that! It was meant as the last prank so that they wouldn’t be able to do something similar to us!”
“I know, but I had such a perfect opportunity, and I simply could not pass it up!”
“I understand, but you must learn some self control,” Meredith scolded.
“Speaking of self-control—” Sara began.
“I think you need to wear my pink silk!” Louisa shouted, interrupting once more.
“Pink silk?”
“Pink silk?” Meredith echoed Sara.
“Yes! Don’t you think it will look lovely?”
“Indeed,” Sara replied, her gaze studying Louisa and then nodding once. ”I do think that… arrangement… can be made.”
“Are you buying her silence?” Meredith turned to Louisa.
“No… Can’t I simply be generous?”
“With your pink silk?”
“Yes.”
“I… simply do not want to know. Let Father or Mother deal with the both of you.” Meredith lifted her hands in exasperation.
“I’ll simply go and get ready,” Sara chirped and practically skipped out the door.
“Don’t pretend you’re immune to the charm,” Louisa whispered, leaning in slightly.
“Immune to what?”
“I know about Lucas…” With that she left, her footsteps echoing in the hall.
Just how had the Mayford brothers divided and conquered so effectively? Yet as she considered it, were they actually doing that on purpose, or had they all changed?
Disregarding the troubling thought, she dressed in her blue muslin and pinned her hair firmly, knowing they’d be shamelessly running throughout the maze, ladies or not, some things were never outgrown. With a smile at her reflection in the mirror, she made her way to the hall where they’d start the evening’s activities, hating that as she entered the room, there was only one person she noticed.
Sworn enemy.
Searing kisser.
Tonight would prove interesting.
 

 
“HOW LOVELY, YOU DIDN’T need to dress up to please me.” Lucas bit the inside of his cheek to keep from smiling too widely as Meredith’s eyes snapped with fire at his remark. Nevertheless, he reached for her hand to kiss it, and she allowed him.
Small victories.
“You assume much… I understood you to be supremely arrogant in nature, but apparently I can add unobservant to your long list of faults as well.” She shrugged.
“Unobservant?” he asked as he wound her hand around his arm and led her to the table.
“Indeed. You speak as if you are the only male at the party. Who is to say that I dressed to please you? Why not another? Am I not allowed my own secrets?” She gave him a saucy grin and slid her gaze away. He followed her line of sight and found himself regarding Lord Ackman.
Jealousy flared within, then calmed as Lady Smyth wound her arm around Lord Ackman’s, an inviting expression on her lips.
Leaning down, he whispered beside her ear, the scent of rose water teasing his senses. “Ah, pride comes before a fall.”
“You would know.”
He chuckled as he pulled out a seat for her.
His mother had been all too pleased to adjust the seating arrangements for him upon his request to sit beside Meredith. Of course, that was after his mother asked him to repeat said request more than once.
As he took the seat beside Meredith, he watched her face flood with color as she glanced from him to the name placard and back, disbelief coloring her expression.
“What are you doing?” she asked in a harsh whisper.
“Sitting?” he answered in an innocent tone.
“Why? Why here? I checked earlier and you were—”
“You checked?” He turned to face her fully, altogether amused.
“Of course I checked! I didn’t want to be beside you!”
“Oh… so sorry to disappoint… but I rather requested the honor of sitting beside so beautiful a lady. My apologies.” He faced forward, and turned to engage in conversation with Lord Hamstaff.
As a few minutes wore on, he felt a hand at his arm. Turning, he raised an eyebrow as he regarded Meredith.
“I thank you for the compliment, but you needn’t waste them on me. I will…” She took a deep breath as if the next words were exceedingly difficult. “Make an effort to be more civil. But that is all — all I can offer you.” Her words were laced with deeper meaning, but he disregarded it.
“How kind of you.” He lifted his recently filled wine glass and started to take a sip, then paused. “You didn’t… add anything to my wine… did you?” He narrowed his eyes at Meredith.
“What? No. Though I can see how it would truly be an easy addition… being that of the similar colors of both the wine and ink.” She nodded toward the glass.
“Very good. I didn’t want a repeat of what happened with Jack.” He took a sip.
“Yes…”
“And I’m sure you had nothing to do with that.”
“No.”
“Brilliant. Am I to consider us in a state of truce then?” He took another sip of wine.
“You may consider whatever you wish, that doesn’t make it a reality.” She lifted her own wine glass, taking a small sip.
“Ah, so are the casualties of war.”
Dinner began without incident as the footmen served the first course of consume beef with delicate minced parsley. The peace even continued through the several courses where roasted venison, perfectly cooked pheasant, and a plethora of sweet breads, vegetables, and wine graced the delicately decorated table.
But peaceful was rather… boring.
“Are you enjoying your evening thus far?” he asked as he set aside his napkin.
“The food has been exceedingly delightful, though I find my dining partner lacking.” She gave a pointed look before turning her attention to her wine glass.
“I am of the same opinion. I rather thought that sitting beside you would be diversity, entertaining in the least. I find I’m… bored. It’s disappointing.” He shrugged, biting back a grin as she paused in setting her wine glass back down upon the linen tablecloth.
“Boring? I rather thought you were enjoying the ‘truce’ as you put it.”
“Truce is not equal to monotonous.”
“Ah, I see you’re attempting intelligent conversation. You should stop now.”
“Afraid of a challenge?”
“I do believe the question is, do you present such a challenge?” She raised a delicate brow. “And the answer is, no.”
“I do believe that is another task you have forced me to accept.”
“Task?”
He leaned toward her, keeping his voice low. “Challenge… similar to the one you presented so… enticingly… last night.”
Her face bloomed with color as she wordlessly reached for her wine glass once more and took a long sip.
“You should consider slowing on the wine, Meredith. You’ll simply be making my quest easier.”
“You mean conquest,” she shot back.
“I think we both know that you will not be a conquest. Which…” He lowered his tone once more, his eyes taking in the berry color of her lips left stained by the wine. “…I think frightens you more than if this were simply about conquest.”
Her intelligent eyes shifted away, her brow pinching slightly. “Why?” she asked so softly he wondered if maybe he imagined the question. Yet as she turned to him, the question was echoed in her gaze.
“I do believe that conversation is better suited for a more… private venue.” He allowed his gaze to meaningfully take in the crowded table. Meredith nodded once and turned to her other diner partner, engaging the Dowager of Moorworth in conversation.
Her presence beside him was acute torture. Even when she was sparring with him, using cutting remarks; he found her more and more enticing, intoxicating, just like the wine. It was a dangerous decision he was making, because the more he entertained the idea, the more he spent time with her, the more he realized it was a one-way path he was taking.
And there was no guarantee she would follow him down that dangerous slope.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
ALL THROUGHOUT DINNER, MEREDITH could feel his presence like a physical touch. It was as if his body heat called to her, enticed her, reminded her of his presence even when she was trying to forget it. How in creation had this happened? It was just a kiss! Yet she found herself far too drawn to him for comfort. It was a dangerous game, one that could easily be a ploy to destroy her, to get that final payback for all the other pranks, yet some part of her, the one she was desperately trying to silence, kept whispering; What if it isn’t? What if it’s real? What if people really do change?
But Lucas? Change?
The thought was laughable, yet… not.
So, as dinner ended and the ladies rose from the table to congregate in the parlor, her gaze flickered to his. His regard warmed her, his brown eyes flashing with a hunger that she was recognizing far too easily.
Pulling her gaze away, she turned to leave. It was not lost on her, however, the way Louisa’s gaze lingered with Hugh. Suspicion crept in. What was going on between those two? She stole another glance at Lucas, but quickly looked away when she caught him staring thoughtfully in her direction. Never in her life had she been so confused!
Ignoring the annoying emotion, she straightened her shoulders and walked to the parlor, awaiting the instructions from their hostess, the Duchess of Ashbury.
As soon as they were all assembled, the duchess began to lay out the rules for the evening’s diversion.
“Ladies! I am so thankful for your presence here at our party, and I cannot wait to begin our evening activities! I’m sure that you have heard that this evening’s games will require a male partner. If you haven’t a partner yet, you’ll be assigned one.” She nodded to a footman with a list then continued. “Each pair will be given a clue to find hidden objects within the garden and, especially, the garden maze. Each pair will be given a different clue to begin with, and once you find that hidden object, you’ll discover another clue for the next, and so forth and so on.” She waved her gloved hand in the air.
The room was thick with anticipation, especially as the unmarried ladies practically bounced with excitement. Darkened corners? Available gentlemen? This was a matchmaking momma’s heaven! She could see the calculating glint in several women’s expressions as they took in the other ladies within in the room.
“Finally! The pair that gathers all the clues and has reached all twelve clues, will win the honor of being Lord and Lady Frost at the final ball!”
Gasps and whispers accented her words. Meredith twisted her lip slightly. It would be an honor to be Lady Frost. But that would mean that she needed to be Lucas’ partner for the entire evening.
She wasn’t quite sure how she felt about that.
Because it wasn’t just the dancing.
Lord and Lady Frost would sit on a raised platform like a king and queen during the ball. The evening of dancing would start and end with their waltz, and, as was customary, at midnight the Lord would kiss the Lady under the mistletoe.
It wasn’t as if she hadn’t kissed Lucas before… but she was quite certain that Lucas wouldn’t simply give her a chaste buss on the cheek or lips.
No. Passion like she’d experienced wouldn’t be restrained, and with God and everyone looking, that kiss would compromise her. And the ball might as well be her wedding.
Drat.
Why did he have to ruin everything? Meredith sighed heavily as her competitive streak flared within her. She wanted to win.
She wanted it terribly bad.
Yet at what cost?
Could she trust Lucas? It wasn’t likely, yet what choice did she have? To simply lose?
No.
She wouldn’t do it.
At least, she wouldn’t do it on purpose. It was a matter of a lady’s honor. She’d not throw the game just so she wouldn’t have to endure Lucas’ company for an evening…
She worried her lip.
“Ladies! The gentlemen will be awaiting your arrival outside in the gardens! Once you find your partner, the footmen will distribute your clues! At the sound of the gunshot, you may start!”
The room echoed with the muted sound of gloved hands daintily clapping. “Let the evening commence!” The duchess grinned wildly as the ladies all filed out the door in earnest search of their partners.
“You haven’t won yet.” Sara’s voice startled Meredith as she followed the mass exodus to the Gardens.
“I know that,” she answered.
“Of course…” Sara’s tone was anything but convinced. “I have just as good of odds at winning as you.”
“Perhaps.”
“Maybe better,” Sara goaded.
“Maybe worse.” Meredith turned to taunt her sister, a grin teasing her lips.
“May the best sister win.” Sara extended a hand, and Meredith took it, the thrill of competition causing her smile to widen.
“Why do I feel as if I should know what you two are planning?” Lucas’ voice interrupted her reverie.
Withdrawing her hand from her sister’s, Meredith turned to regard him coolly. “It is none of your concern.”
“I find that hard to believe.”
“Oh? Do you honestly think that any of my musings, personal or private, concern you? Or involve you in anyway? I assure you, they do not.” She offered a delicate shrug and walked on.
“You know, last I checked, you were my partner, and… partners must communicate even in small amounts if there is to be any chance at winning the game.”
“Who said I wanted to win?” She raised an eyebrow, though Sara’s unladylike snort from behind her gave away her true colors.
Lucas shook his head and leaned in, his smoky and spicy scent assaulting her with longing. “I find I’m in agreement with your sister. I’ve known you for far too long to think you’ll be disinterested in any sort of competitive game. After all, have we not kept up our little… game?” he teased.
“I have no idea to what you are referring.”
“You are a poor liar.”
Meredith took a deep breath. “Very well, I want to win. Is that so terrible?”
“No, not at all. I’m pleased to see that you have some humility lurking deep within that cavern you call a heart.”
“What?” she seethed.
“Nothing.” He shrugged. “Now, if you’ll follow me, they are distributing the clues and I want to get the first one.”
Stunned by his rude remark, she followed him wordlessly as he withdrew a clue from the selection a footman held on a silver tray. “This will do. Now follow me.” He walked to a torch and glanced behind him. “When the gun is shot, we can read it and start off toward the first clue.
“I have a heart. I just don’t waste it on you,” Meredith asserted, trying not to grab the clue from his hands and hold it to the light… just in case it was readable through the envelope.
“Good to know about its existence. It had been a burning question in my mind for so long,” Lucas drawled in a bored tone. “You must not take my barbs so seriously, one would think you had no sense of humor.”
“I have a perfectly acceptable sense of humor.”
“And here you go again.”
“Stop insulting me!” Meredith poked him in the chest.
“Stop rising to the bait!” He leaned down towards her,  challenging her.
“I wouldn’t rise to the bait if you didn’t lay it out!” She bit off the words, leaning forward as well.
“Children?” The Duchess of Ashbury’s voice interrupted their argument, and Meredith noticed just how close they stood. Flecks of amber laced the iris of his eyes, and the shadow of a beard accented his jawline, yet she forced these enticements out of her mind and leaned back, away from temptation.
“Yes, Mother?” Lucas asked sweetly, no repentance in his tone.
“Can I trust that there will be no bloodshed?” she asked, raising a brow.
And it was an honest question… because there had been bloodshed in the past.
Never much.
But nevertheless…
“Of course, Duchess,” Meredith answered, smoothing her skirt and forcing her posture into a stiff control.
“Lucas?” She turned to her son, her head thoughtfully tilted. The expression on her face wasn’t one Meredith would ever like to fall under.
“None what so ever.” He held up his hand as if swearing an oath.
“Lovely. Now, if you two are finished bickering, I believe I’ll give the signal to begin?”
At Lucas’ nod, she raised a hand and a footman sounded the gunshot.
Lucas ripped through the wax seal and opened the first clue. Forgotten was the recent argument as Meredith laid a hand on his shoulder and lifted herself upon her tiptoes to get a better view of the clue.
“Where music takes its leisure in the cool spring,” she read aloud.
“Hmm…” Lucas’ dark brows drew over his eyes. “Music… spring.”
Meredith re-read the missive, heart pounding, as other pairs darted away into the semi-darkness.
“I’ve got it! Come!” Lucas grasped her hand and pulled her towards the hedge maze. However, they passed the entrance and went around the corner towards the garden gate. ”It’s the birdbath,” he whispered quietly.
“Birdbath? Are you certain?” Meredith questioned.
“Yes. Think on it.” He turned to her, his features shadowed yet illuminated just enough to see the delight in his expression. “The music is the song birds, the cool spring is the water that’s drawn from the spring and put into the birdbath.”
“Oh.” She blinked. “That’s actually quite brilliant.”
He froze mid-step. “Pardon?”
“Nothing.” She waved her hand and walked on.
His warm hand grasped her wrist. “Oh, that was anything but nothing.”
She paused and turned to face him, trying to ignore the way the torchlight flickered across his features and made the smolder in his eyes more prominent. “You are more intelligent than I assumed.”
“Ah, you see… that is not what you said.” He pulled her wrist till she took a few steps towards him.
“Then why ask for me to repeat it if you heard correctly the first time.”
“I’m helping your humility grow.”
“I assure you it is the proper size.”
“I have doubts. You said I was brilliant.”
“No.” He pulled her closer still till his boots brushed the hem of her dress. “I said, ‘That’s quite brilliant.’ I was complimenting the riddle.”
“You can pretend all you want… but just know this.” He bent toward her, his gaze tenderly studying her. As much as she told herself to back away, she found herself staying in place and inclining forward as well.
“Know what?” she asked, her tone breathless.
“The only one you are fooling is… yourself,” he whispered.
Her eyes flickered closed as he started to close the small distance between them.
“Here it is! The birdbath! I told you!” Hugh’s voice burst through the moment like ice water, and Meredith pulled away, her heart hammering.
“Ah, I see you two figured out the clue as well,” Lucas answered, sidestepping Meredith and withdrawing the next clue and breaking it’s seal. “Too bad you’ll need to wait till we read the next clue.” He waved the envelope in the air, a defiant expression on his face.
“Well, be quick about it! I aim to win!”
“Me, too.” Louisa gave a silently competitive grin to her sister.
“A moment of privacy, if you will.” Lucas pulled Meredith’s wrist gently into the darker shadows. “Let us see what it says.”
“To the middle I’ll go, but I’ll not have to go through any rows.” Meredith read, her brow furrowing as she considered the words.
“It’s not the maze. That’s full of rows.” Lucas mused.
“The garden. The center of the garden! You know, where the—”
“The stone statue is! Yes! You know…” He tilted his head, just slightly, “You’re smarter than I expected as well.” With that, he tossed the envelope and clue into the air and ran toward the statue in the middle of the garden, chuckling as Hugh called foul behind him.
“That won’t stop them for long.” Meredith glanced behind her in time to watch Hugh grasp for the discarded clue.
“No, but I’ll take any advantage I can get.” Lucas replied, his tone thick with amusement.
“Do you think we’re in the lead?”
“Not sure, it is paramount that we continue quickly!” To punctuate his point, he paused and swept Meredith up in his arms and started to jog toward the middle of the garden.
“Put me down!” she insisted, keeping her voice low lest they attract unwanted attention.
“You’re far too slow to keep up. I had no other option since I simply must win.”
“You most certainly had other options!” She punched him in the arm with her fist.
“None.”
“Liar.”
“Oh, look! We’ve arrived.” With abrupt motions, he set her on the ground and searched the statue for another clue.
Slightly wobbly, Meredith righted herself and began searching as well. A crisp white envelope peeked from beneath a nearby bush with a small cherub as guardian. “I’ve found it!”
“Give it here.”
“No. Patience is a virtue. Plus, you’ve read the last two,” she accused as she slid open the envelope.
Lucas tried to swipe it from her hands, but she held tightly and spun away, trying to read the contents.
“Edges and lines make up my design, but when you’re within, you’re lost like time,” Meredith read the words quietly.
“Well, what does it say?” Lucas asked impatiently.
“It’s the maze, but…” Her brow furrowed as she considered the last part. The maze was quite large; the clue was somewhere specific within…
“Well, what?” Lucas placed his hands on his hips, drawing Meredith’s eye to the broad shoulders and trim waist he boasted.
“Er… has your mother added a clock to the maze of recent?” She shook her head, trying to dispel the feverish thoughts.
“Clock? No…” He rubbed his chin. “But a sundial! She added one last summer. It’s in the — wait, let me read this.” He snatched the missive from her hands. After reading it quickly, a smile broke through and as his gaze lifted to meet hers, merriment danced within. “I know exactly where this is. Hurry along or else I’ll be forced to carry you once more, only this time I’ll toss you over my shoulder. The maze being narrow and such.” He winked and ran off.
“Wait!” Meredith called, then fumed as he ignored her. Running as fast as her miserable corset would allow, she met him at the entrance to the maze.
“Stay close, it’s quite easy to find oneself lost within.” He wagged his eyebrows and held out a hand.
“As if I haven’t played in this very maze a thousand times,” she replied with a sarcastic hint to her voice.
“My mother changed it last year.”
“Pardon?” Meredith asked as they wound around the first corner, and just as he said, it was clear to see that her usual path through the maze was re-routed.
“It was a simple redesign, but she thought it would be a good change since we all have memorized the way out.”
“I’m assuming you know the rerouted exit?” she asked as they wound around another bend in the hedge. The night was thick with darkness; even the moonlight seemed small as the hedge closed in upon them. “Where are all the torches?”
“Yes, I know the exit. Must you even ask? And as for the torches…” A dark chuckle escaped his lips. “They have a nasty habit of lighting up that which needs to be more… private.”
“Oh.” Meredith felt her cheeks heat with his implication.
“Lucky for you, I’ll not take shameless advantage of cloak of night… yet. I’m far too interested in winning this contest. Then you’ll be subject to my company for far more than one evening’s diversion.”
“Lucky me.”
“Sarcasm does not become a lady.”
“Gentlemen do not—”
“There!” Lucas’ voice interrupted her remark and drew her attention to a small sundial on a pedestal. Sure enough, a moment later Lucas opened the envelope.
“I think this is the last one.” He cleared his throat and began to read. “Wine is sweet, and smooth indeed, but there is a deeper passion where it can lead.”
“The cellar!” Meredith exclaimed, and spun on her heel to find the little known hiding place.
“Not so fast.” Lucas grasped her hand before she could get away, and halted her escape.
Even in the darkness, his gaze smoldered as he slowly closed the distance between them. “I may have lied.”
“Lied?” Meredith felt her brow furrow even as her heart pounded with expectation at the expression in his eyes.
“Just a little.” He shrugged, his grin widening.
“About?”
“You see… I find I am quite impatient…”
“My, my, how this comes as a surprise.” Meredith tried to lighten the thick tension with humor, but it came up short.
“It’s quite lovely, you know… to be known so well by another.” His hand gently released her fingers and slowly trailed up her arm, sending shivers all throughout her body as his touch danced along till he reached her shoulder. Gently drawing her closer, she was captive in his gaze and stepped towards him.
“Oh?” Was all the intelligent response she could muster.
“Indeed.” His fingers traced her shoulder till they rested against the small of her back, closing the distance between them. “And as miserable as it can be to my pride, for you to know truly every trespass—“
“Since they were against me and my sisters,” she finished, unable to suppress the smile his words provoked.
“To have nothing to hide… no need to pretend. It is quite… freeing.” He leaned forward and rested his forehead against hers. “Intoxicating.”
“Threatening?” Meredith added, startled at her own admission.
He leaned away slightly, only enough to make eye contact. “Terrifying.” His gaze darted to her lips. He bent forward slightly then paused.
Waiting for her to meet him, to acknowledge the passion, to admit the attraction… to be caught, rather than simply chased.
After a flicker of indecision, she met his lips, savoring the sweet warmth that coursed through her the moment they touched. As if only needing the slightest encouragement, his arms wound around her, pulling her in tightly against his frame and commanding the kiss from that moment on. Just as before, his kiss was wild, passionate and powerful, and she gave herself over to the sensations he awoke within her.
His tongue teased her lips apart then dipped within and tangled with her own, enlivening her senses and creating such a burning in her that made her boldly reach up to run her fingers through his dark hair. The texture was soft and thick, adding to the spell of seduction around them. Her hungry fingers traced down his neck to his back, exploring the hills and valleys of his powerful frame. As if her touch further ignited his own arousal, his hands moved from her back, to her waist, then settling on her hips, holding them firmly, and pulling her in till there was no space between them.
As his lips left hers with a tingling sensation, he trailed kisses down her jawline and to her neck, where he playfully nipped her skin. Goose bumps prickled all over, but not from the cold, rather from deep arousal. Even pressed so scandalously against him, she wanted — needed — more. “Lucas,” she gasped, not even recognizing her own voice.
His mouth silenced her words as he ravaged her lips once more, his hands exploring her curves further. “Temptress,” he murmured against her lips, drawing her lower lip into his mouth and biting it playfully.
“Rake,” she quipped, once he released her lip.
“Seductress,” he whispered, slowing the kiss, allowing her to savor the distinct taste of his mouth.
“Rogue,” she countered, stepping closer just as he pulled away.
“Thief,” he accused softly, lifting his gloved hand to tilt her chin.
She drew back slightly. “Thief?”
“Yes, you are indeed a thief.” He lowered his hand and grasped hers, leading them away.
Meredith followed, still trying to figure out his meaning. Her lips buzzed with the after-sensations from their ardent kissing. She could imagine the berry color they boasted from the recent passionate assault.
Surely Lucas’ lips carried the same evidence.
A powerful sense of possession swept over her. He wore her kiss.
Hers.
“You are a thief because that which you take, I fear I’ll never regain. The question is…” He glanced back to her, pulling her from her thoughts.
“Yes?” she asked, entranced by the flame of attraction in his eyes.
“The question is… do I want it back? And the answer? No.” He led them around a bend and down a narrow path. “And do you know why?”
Meredith shook her head then answered, “No.”
“Ah, Meredith…” His voice was laced with amusement. Without warning, he led her around another turn in the maze, and pressed her against a stone column. Kissing her soundly, she melted into the welcome warmth he offered. “I have a secret as well… you see.” He kissed her once more, teasing her bottom lip before releasing it. “I’m a thief as well. And what I stole, I’ll never give back. Ever.” He kissed her once more, quickly, yet thoroughly, and led them away, the exit looming before them.
“And just what did you steal?” Meredith asked once her senses came back into focus.
He paused just before leaving the maze, his gaze locking with hers.” Your heart.”
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
LUCAS KEPT HIS GAZE ahead, searching for the small cellar. He didn’t want to see the expression in Meredith’s eyes after such a bold announcement. Part of him was afraid; the other part knew she needed space. It was odd, to come to the realization that he knew someone so well… and was known so well by her. It was terrifying, delightful, and completely insane. Yet it was the truth. Meredith had watched him from a young age grow into who he was now. Granted those years were full of warfare, but that didn’t inhibit them from knowing each other.
Known. What a strange word that would be, the premise for love. But it was the truth. Meredith knew him. She knew his likes, dislikes; she knew his fears and what truly made him irate. And now she knew what ignited passion within him, what aroused him further and the flavor of his kiss. It was so simple, yet… not. Because he’d been honest in his earlier teasing; she had surely stolen his heart, yet part of him feared that she held his heart far tighter than he was able to hold hers.
It was an alarming prospect. Yet, what choice did he have? He could easily compromise her… it would be a delightful solution. At even the thought his body responded, tightening, and reminding him of her soft and feminine form pressed against his.
But it wouldn’t be the same… he wanted her to choose him. Not have any other option. Yet her kiss tasted of surrender. Did she not meet his invitation?
“I don’t remember this cellar being so far from the maze.” Her voice interrupted his thoughts.
“The cellar didn’t move. The exit to the maze, however, did,” he replied.
“Oh. I suppose that makes sense.”
“Nice to know you believe me.”
“It’s a risk I’ll have to take,” she answered, her tone belabored. But he could easily tell that she was amused, simply flirting and teasing him.
How he loved that! Life with Meredith would never be dull.
Heaven forbid.
“Your adventurous spirit has paid off, see?” He pointed to the dimly lit entrance to the cellar.
“Race you!” Meredith released his hand and ran towards the entrance, trying to attain the envelope first.
Laughter erupted from him at her attempt to run in her gown. She truly did quite well, but it was not the same as when they were young and unencumbered by corsets and cravats.
His predatory instinct kicked in, and after giving her a moment of a head start, he gave chase, anticipating the glory of sweeping her into his arms once more.
He accelerated, caught up with her, and, just as he was about to wrap his arms around her, she came to a complete stop!
Blowing past her, he almost tumbled upon the grass, his balance completely compromised. Her laughter teased him as she quickly sidestepped where he foundered and ran onward toward the cellar.
“Foul!” he called out through his mirth.
“Slow!” she called back,
“We’ll see about slow,” he muttered, racing to catch up with her. The cellar was only a few yards before them when he caught up with her, but rather than sweep her up; he simply passed her, grabbed the envelope and held it up high over his head.
“You never were very fast.” He shook his head, a smile teasing his lips.
“You never could stop gracefully,” Meredith answered, and then she jumped, trying to grasp the envelope.
“You’re quite short.” Lucas waved the envelope, dipping lower then raising it when she jumped again.
“You’re freakishly tall,” she accused, her eyes narrowing, her gaze darting between the envelope and his face.
“Tall, dark, and handsome has never been issued as complaint before.”
“Tall, annoying, and passable is a little more likely.”
“Oh? Is that how we are to play?” He lowered the envelope until it was just in front of her face and wiggled it.
“Give me that!” She swiped for it and failed.
“Not till you take back that nasty lie you told.”
“What lie?” She bit out.
“About me.” He shrugged, waving the envelope again.
“I don’t want to win that badly.” She took a step away, arching a brow.
“You just admitted you lied.”
“I did nothing of the sort!”
“Yes, you did. You simply said you didn’t want to win that badly, leaving the assumption that you want to stick with your lie more than you want to win. If you were simply telling the truth, your answer would have been more along the lines of, ‘To take back my words would be the only lie.’“ He finished in a falsetto voice.
“That was awful.” She shook her head, but a giggle escaped at his theatrics.
“I never was one for the theater.”
“No… your mother would have to blackmail you to get to you to darken the door of Drury Lane.”
“She still does,” he admitted.
“Some things never change.” Meredith grinned, her expression without guile.
“Some things do.” He held out the envelope, like a peace offering.
Her eyes darted from the envelope to his, then back. Slowly she took a step forward, then another, till the clue was within reach. She plucked the envelope from his hand. The delicate white lace of her glove brushed against his sleeve. He hadn’t felt it; yet the fleeting touch stirred him to distraction.
“Thank you.”
“My pleasure.”
Her gaze locked with his, the air humming with energy. Somehow, she broke the spell and looked away, breaking the seal with her fingers.
“You’ve reached the end, which is only to say you’re finally ready to begin.”
“Well said.” He reached out and clasped her hand. And to his delight, she didn’t shy away, but tightened her fingers around his hand in return. “Shall we find my mother and claim the victory?”
“How do you know that someone hasn’t already won?”
“I’m confident, and of course, we were the ones that broke the seal.”
“You always were overly self assured.”
“I always will be. You should take note.” He led her along back toward the center garden.
“I’ll add it to my volumes on your person.”
“I always knew you were secretly obsessed with me,” he whispered in her ear, biting his laughter when she gasped.
“Was not! You started this whole — thing,” she sputtered, her face blooming with color.
“And you are ending it?” he asked. Though he spoke jokingly, part of him shivered in anticipation of how she’d respond.
“A true thief doesn’t return what’s been rightfully stolen,” she answered, winking and tugging on his hand to increase their pace.
“And you are a true thief?” he asked, pleasure coursing through him.
“True enough.”
His gaze scanned her face as the moonlight illuminated the delicate lift of her smile, the enchanting crinkle of her eyes. She was astounding, both in wit and in form, and she would be his.
He’d see to it.
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
SURE ENOUGH, THEY HAD won the contest, much to Louisa’s dismay. Although, Meredith did find it suspicious that Hugh and Louisa were the last to finish the scavenger hunt. Hugh’s gaze lingered on her sister, not so unlike the way Meredith often caught Lucas watching her. It was an altogether dizzying sensation. So when the evening activities ended, it was with high anticipation that Meredith sought out both her sisters.
“Louisa?” She knocked softly on her sister’s door, glancing down the darkened hall, hoping no one saw her in her night robe.
“Yes?” Louisa’s voice responded through the thick wood.
“May I come in?” The door cracked open slightly.
“Meredith? Why in heaven’s name are you in your nightclothes! Someone could see you?” The door opened wider, displaying her sister, still fully dressed but not in the dress she’d worn that evening; rather, a walking gown of soft muslin.
“Why are you not ready for bed? It must be near one in the morning!” Meredith studied her sister.
“I wasn’t tired.” Louisa shrugged, but her gaze darted down the hall.
“Liar.”
“Snoop.”
“Are you meeting Hugh?” Meredith pushed her way past Louisa and into her room.
Louisa reluctantly closed the door, and turned to face her sister. “That’s none of your concern.”
“Do you realize this is Hugh…?” Meredith crossed her arms, studying her sister.
“You do realize you’re being quite the hypocrite. Lucas is just as attentive as Hugh… more even.” She hitched a shoulder.
“Yes but…”
“No excuses. I’ll let you have your secrets… but let me have my own as well,” Louisa spoke kindly, her gaze gentling with a soft smile.
It went against Meredith’s inclination, to let her younger sister have a secret, and about a gentleman no less. Yet, even though younger, Louisa was just as much friend as sister, and able to handle her own affairs.
“Very well, though I’ll expect a full report in the morning, mind you.”
“Yes, mother,” Louisa replied with a saucy grin.
“I’ll leave you to your… secrets then. Does Sara have any such secrets or will I find her in her room?” Meredith asked as she walked towards the door.
“I’m not sure. You’ll have seek those answers yourself.” Louisa glanced down the hall once more then turned back and winked at her sister.
The door shut firmly, and Meredith glanced down the hall as well, just in case. Seeing nothing out of ordinary, she padded to Sara’s room, the cool winter air seeping through the stone wall and nipping at her feet. Earlier that evening it had been warmer, but it seemed as if the temperature had dropped. Wrapping her robe tightly around her, she lifted her hand to knock on Sara’s door, but paused upon hearing a creak down the hall.
Sucking in a tight breath, she flanked towards the direction of the sound and watched. Nothing moved, save the flicker of a few candles illuminating the corridor.
She raised her hand once more. “Meredith,” a voice whispered, and she turned towards the sound, seeing Lucas step from the shadows, a grin on his face and his finger to his lips, reminding her to be silent.
“Lucas?” she mouthed, glancing down the hall, then back to him.
His grin widened as his gaze traced her outline from the top of her head, to the bottom of her bare toes, then back. Heat pooled in her belly and warmed her cheeks. He was still fully clothed, but like the night before, his coat was off leaving him only in his breeches and white shirt.
He glanced behind him, then to her once more, crooking a finger for her to come to him.
Did she dare?
Oh, yes…
With a grin, she tiptoed towards him. “And what are you doing at this time of the night?” she asked in a hushed voice as she approached him.
“Wicked things,” he whispered. Reaching out, he clutched her hands and tugged her closer. Immediately he released hers, and moved his hands to her hips, pulling her into him and meeting her lips with a driven, confident kiss. Melting into him, she kissed him back, savoring the delicious warmth of his embrace, and the searing heat of his hands at her hips, at her waist, roaming, and caressing.
“I have something to show you,” he said softly between kisses, nipping at her lips playfully.
“Oh?” she murmured, unable to restrain the smile teasing her lips.
“Yes. Come with me.” He kissed her soundly once more, then released her hips, grasping one hand and leading her down the hall.
“Where are we going?” she asked, feeling the chill of the air anew at the loss of Lucas’ warm body embracing hers.
“You’ll soon see,” he whispered mysteriously, leading her along the hall, down the stairs and into the library. A crackling fire simmered in the hearth, causing shadows to dance against the book-lined walls.
“The library?” Meredith asked, shivering slightly at the warm air within the room.
“In part. Close your eyes.” He turned to face her, smiling and lifting a hand to cover her eyes.
“Why?”
“You always were a curious one.” He chuckled slightly. “I’ll lead you.”
“Into something?”
“No. Though if you continue to ask questions, I’ll consider it.”
“Mean.”
“Nothing of the sort, you’ll be shocked to know I’m attempting to be romantic.”
“Pardon?” she gasped mockingly. “I thought I heard you utter the word romantic.”
Her foot grazed something hard, like a leg of a chair.
“That was a warning.”
“Menace.”
“Don’t you forget it.”
“As if you’d ever let me.”
“As if you’d ever want me to cease being my charming self,” he replied. “Now, if you’ll please just wait right there. Brilliant.” He continued to keep his hand in front of her eyes. The scent of spice and peppermint rose from his skin and wove a spell around her. They paused, and a distinctive chill spread over her as he moved to stand behind her, keeping his hand in place.
“Now?” Meredith asked, partly from curiosity, partly simply to annoy him.
“Ask again, and I shall make you wait longer.”
“Must you always try to have the upper hand?”
“Yes, yes I must.”
“Why am I not surprised?”
“Ah, Meredith.” He spoke her name like a caress. “That is actually a telling question. One I’ll answer once you open your eyes.” He removed his hand, and Meredith blinked, focusing on the scene before her. The large window at the far end of the library was in front her, close enough to touch. Fat snowflakes tapped the leaded glass, accumulating in the corners and as she looked into the distance, she could see the ground silver with new fallen snow, even in the darkness.
She gasped, leaning forward and pressing a warm hand against the cold glass. “It’s snowing!”
“It’s snowing,” he repeated.
“I love the snow.”
“I know.”
“It’s my—”
“Favorite precipitation,” he finished. “You said that quite often when you were younger, though I imagine you were more or less thrilled with the large word than the actual white fluffy snow.” His voice was thick with amusement.
“It was an equal fascination,” she said, still studying the falling white flakes.
“You would wait and pester your father to pray it would snow every Christmas as a child.”
“I would, and your father would chuckle and be sure to remind me he would add the request to his prayers also.
“He loves the snow as well.”
“What’s not to love?”
“The cold part.”
“Ah, you’re cold-hearted, and I still like you.” Meredith turned to face him, warmed by the memories.
“Do I feel cold Meredith?” He pulled her into a tight embrace, his mouth grazing hers, then retreating.
“Yes.”
“Your lying is becoming a problem.”
“Kiss me again, and I’ll repent.”
“Ah, and the solution presents itself.” He kissed her once more as he wrapped his arms around her and enveloped her with his warmth.
“Thank you,” she whispered against his lips.
“I told you I could be romantic.”
“Though it pains me to admit this, you are indeed correct.” She kissed him once, twice.
“Music to my ears.”
“Don’t get used to hearing it.”
“Rather, I see it as a constant challenge to provoke such truth from your lips.”
“You would see it as a challenge.”
“Perhaps you’ll consent for it to be a long term challenge?” He drew away from her, his affectionate gaze searching hers.
“What exactly do you mean?” she asked, her heart pounding.
“Meredith, I have known you my whole life. I’ve seen you in braids and with leading strings. I’ve seen you in the most lovely of circumstances, and when you’re dreadfully ill.
She giggled slightly at his words, even as tears prickled her eyes at the warm adoration in his gaze.
“Meredith, you know what I hate, what I love, you know I’m a terrible loser, that I hate all forms of fish and can be the world’s most despicable man when I’m unwell.
“This is true.” She nodded, causing a tear to slip down her cheek.
“With us, there is no need to get to know the other, to discover maybe if the other is loyal, or honest, or kind.” He grasped her hand, held it tightly. “Life with you will never be dull, boring, or passive. It will be an adventure, full of competition, and a need for sharp wit and sharper intelligence. But most of all, it will be full of love. That is, if you’ll have me.”
“Love?” Meredith whispered, searching his gaze.
“Love. Why would I settle for anything less?”
“Why indeed…? To think, all those horrid tricks you did to me… all because you were in love with me the whole time,” she teased, pulling on his shirt with her free hand, leading him in closer, his warmth calling to her.
“In my defense, I didn’t know it. And I could say the same for you…” He released her hand and wrapped his arms around her, a smile teasing his lips.
“I was blissfully unaware myself.”
“And now?” he asked, and she could have sworn he held his breath.
“Now I’m far less ignorant… you truly want me?” she asked. Now it was her turn to hold her breath as she waited for his answer.
“No one else would ever compare.” He relaxed and kissed her once, his warm lips sealing his love upon them.
“I feel exactly the same way,” she whispered after he finished the kiss. She could taste his smile as he resumed the kiss, his lips caressing hers, making love to her with his mouth, with his very soul as he lifted her in his arms and carried her, his lips never once leaving hers. Slowly he laid her on the chaise they had used for hide and seek many times as children. His warm body covered hers; her thin robe an insignificant barrier. “The ball. Say you’ll marry me the morning of the ball,” he demanded, his kiss trailing down her neck to the sensitive hollow at her throat.
“Yes.”
“Yes, Lucas,” he stressed.
“Yes, Lucas,” she mimicked obediently, and then she gasped, bucking as his hands wove through her hair, and his tongue teased the flesh just below her ear.
“After all, we are the King and Queen of Frost. It would only be right.” He trailed kisses back to her lips, where she eagerly returned his affection. Her hand roamed his back, threading through his dark hair and caressing every hill and valley within her reach.
“Your mother will be shocked.” She giggled slightly, a tinge of worry creeping in.
“She will be thrilled, and shocked… though not entirely. I did have to ask for permission before I spoke with you, you know. My mother happened to be in the room when I spoke with your father.”
“What?” Meredith blinked at him. He shifted slightly so that his weight was not as heavy upon her.
“Your father assured me that any question I had, pertaining to his daughter, could be asked in the presence of my mother. And I quote, ‘Lord only knows what they’ve done this time.’”
“He did not.”
“He most certainly did. And when I asked—”
“What did he say?” she interrupted.
“No,” Lucas answered, his face completely void of emotion.
“What?” she gasped, her heart-pounding.
“I jest. He said it was about time.” Lucas broke out into a wide grin, his warm body still covering hers.
“You are miserable.” Meredith glared, but then couldn’t resist the smile that teased her lips.
“As you’ve been sufficiently warned.”
“This is true.”
“So they know,” she stated, slightly shocked and entirely enchanted. The crackling fire cast its illumination across Lucas’ face, warming her from the inside out.
“Yes.“ He kissed her lips quickly, then again as if he couldn’t quite satisfy his hunger for her.
“What about your brothers?”
“What about your sisters?” he parried, raising a dark brow.
“They suspect,” Meredith confessed.
“As do my brothers, though, if I were placing bets at Whites, I’d say they are not far behind us in coming to a similar realization.”
“Perhaps not. It will be entertaining to watch for sure.” Meredith smiled.
“Not nearly as entertaining as watching you, however.” Lucas grinned wickedly and captured her lips with his own, his kiss searing, devouring.
Lost was all the levity of the moment, in its place a smoldering passion grew within her. He shifted so that his body covered hers once more, her legs tangling with his, glorying the intimacy of being so close… yet not nearly close enough.
“Shh!”
Voices broke through the haze of desire and Lucas broke the seal of their lips, lifting his head and glancing to the door.
“Hugh!” Louisa scolded quietly as he pulled her into the library and kissed her soundly.
“The library is quite eventful this evening,” Lucas murmured, his voice thick with amusement.
“And not so secret,” she whispered mostly to herself, amused.
“Well the moment is gone. I shall have to seduce you some other time.” Lucas winked and rose from their reclined position. He cast a glance to the couple, still locked in their own passionate exchange, and then offered a hand to Meredith.
“Thank you.”
“I’m always the gentleman… except for when I’m… not.” He winked at her.
“I’ve always thought gentlemen were terribly boring.”
He leaned in, a secretive smile on his face. “I assure you I am anything but boring.”
“So it seems.”
“Do you think we should let them know that they aren’t alone?”
Meredith glanced to her sister, blushing as she watched Louisa rake her fingers through Hugh’s hair. “Would be wise.”
Lucas cleared his throat, loudly.
It was almost comical, how Louisa froze. Then as quickly as she froze, she shoved Hugh away, causing him to almost trip over a footstool.
“Louisa… is that any way to treat a suitor?” Meredith placed her hands on her hips and shook her head, scolding her sister.
“You!” Louisa glared, then relaxed. “I thought it was someone important.”
“Just me.” Meredith shared a glance with Lucas, who was appearing exceedingly entertained.
“Need help, brother? With the way she shoved you I can’t exactly tell if you were doing something very wrong or very right.” He walked over to his brother and slapped him on the back.
“Something very right.” Hugh shared a grin with his brother, even as Louisa rolled her eyes.
“I’m afraid that they have never outgrown their overconfidence,” Meredith teased as she approached her sister.
“Indeed.” Louisa glared at Hugh.
“Well, would you two like to be the first to know?” Lucas asked, joining Meredith and wrapping his arm around her waist, drawing her close.
“First?” Louisa asked, her eyes darting between her sister and Lucas.
“The first… aside from all of our parents, of course. I have to do a few things according to decorum, you understand. Can’t be a rebel all the time.” He shrugged.
Meredith jabbed at him with her elbow.
He sidestepped and she missed.
“I’m going to work on that,” she whispered, only for his ears.
“You can try.”
“You can tell us now,” Hugh interjected, his tone alarmed yet interested.
“I’ve decided that the best way to make peace was to simply make love.”
“What?” Louisa and Hugh exclaimed, their faces full of disbelief.
“Lucas!” Meredith scolded, shocked he’d be so bold.
The rich sound of Lucas’ laughter filled the library. “I’m simply stating that Meredith has agreed to bless me with the honor of being my countess.”
“Meredith!” Louisa moved Lucas away so that she could hug her sister. “I am both shocked and yet… not.”
“Sara is going to be in a fit,” Meredith said flatly.
“Perhaps… but it will be entertaining to watch at least.” Louisa giggled then released her sister.
“Well, I must say I’m impressed with how quickly you work, old man.” Hugh shook his older brother’s hand, a wide grin on his face.
“You’ll be even more impressed when you discover that she agreed to marry me at the Frost Ball.”
“Don’t tell me you’ve already secured a special license as well!” Hugh asked.
“Not yet, but I’ll make quick work of that.” Lucas simply shrugged.
“Then we will leave you to your… celebrating.” Hugh grasped Louisa’s hand and tugged her away.
“No, no, why doesn’t Louisa come with me? It’s time we retired.” Meredith reached out and grasped Louisa’s other hand. It as a moment of tug of war, then Hugh slowly released her hand.
Lucas chuckled.
Hugh glared at his brother.
“That means you don’t get to celebrate either,” Hugh grumbled with disappointment.
“I have a life time of… celebrating,” Lucas shot back.
“And with that, we bid you goodnight.” Meredith tugged on her sister’s hand till she finally had no other option but fall or follow, and thankfully, she choose to follow. But before they exited the library, Meredith turned and winked at Lucas, grinning when he winked back.
A lifetime of celebrating indeed.
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
EACH DAY WENT BY with exaggerated longevity. Lucas had no issue convincing his or Meredith’s parents concerning a Frost Ball wedding, but that was not the problem.
The issue was waiting.
The Frost Ball was two days away.
The first day, he secured permission.
The second, he secured a special license.
That left two more miserable days.
Which would have been much less miserable if Meredith hadn’t been sequestered by his mother and hers, going over a million trivial and minute wedding details.
As if they weren’t already having a bloody ball, wasn’t that celebration enough?
Champagne enough?
Not that he wished to deny his bride of any luxury, he just rather wished those luxuries could be decided on by someone other than his bride.
Which would mean that she would have more time for him.
And the things he wished to… celebrate.
It was torture, watching her from the breakfast table, only able to hold her hand, or sneak a quick kiss between fittings and meetings and debates over what to wear.
He rather liked the idea of her wearing nothing.
Of course, wearing nothing in his bedroom.
Damn it all, how was he ever to survive the wait?
To think, he had once dreaded her company, planned ways to wreak havoc on her person, only to now be so captivated by her presence that he lost sense of all else around him.
Love was a blasted, damnable, and wonderful thing.
And bloody impatient.
Which was why he was watching the clock.
The evening had ended, its lovely diversions wasted on him because while all the men congratulated him, all the women buzzed like bees around Meredith, and all he could do was watch her, never once having an opening to steal her away.
It would be scandalous.
And his mother had made him promise not to cause a scandal.
He simply promised not to make a spectacle.
She glared.
He stood firm.
And now he was going to execute his well-laid plans.
At the chime of midnight, he slipped from his room and stole silently down the hall. Candlelight flickered in the dark corridor as he found his way to Meredith’s door.
He lightly tapped on the heavy door, glancing up and down the hall lest he be discovered. He listened, at the sound of footsteps from within the door, he held his breath.
Meredith cracked the door. ”Yes?”
Without an invitation, he pushed the door open farther, letting himself in.
“What in heaven’s name took you so long?” Meredith pulled him in the rest of the way, shut the door firmly, and all but leapt into his arms, meeting him in a frenzied kiss.
“Apparently I’m late, a thousand apologies,” he mumbled against her lips, then adjusted his grip so that he was carrying her towards her bed. ”I promise to make it up to you.”
“Delightful.” She ran her fingers though his hair, tugging on it, sending him into a spell of desire.
He slowly laid her on the bed, covering her with his body, and both cursing and adoring every stitch of fabric concealing her body; cursing it because it was a barrier, adoring it because it kept something precious hidden, something that would only belong to him.
“I can wait,” he murmured against her lips, his body denying his words.
“I know.” She arched into him.
“I will.” His voice was a coarse undertone, his body humming with a desire almost too powerful to think around.
“Which is one of the many reasons I’m marrying you. Because you would wait.” She placed her fingers over his heart.
“I would,” he affirmed, studying her beauty. ”I will… but only just.” He grinned wickedly then captured her mouth in a promising kiss, lacing his tongue with hers, binding his very soul into the kiss. His hands ran up her petite frame, glorying in the curves, the shape, and committing it to memory, exploring his soon-to-be wife. She gasped as his lips left hers and trailed down her jaw, to the sensitive spot below her ear, and down her neck to the soft rise of her breast, then back up, covering every inch with his touch, his brand.
His.
No one else’s.
She arched, gasped, pulled him in tight, yet he forced a control he didn’t want to have, all because it as a matter of honor.
A matter of respect.
A promise, because if he could control himself with her — the one who owned him body and soul — no other temptation would come close.
“Lucas.” Her voice caressed his name, almost breaking his control. Her skin was soft and fragrant, making him heady with the scent of rose water. Yet just when he wanted, needed, more of her, he drew away.
Because as much as he wanted her body, he wouldn’t settle for just one part of her. He wanted every part. Gently he rolled beside her, pulling her into the lee of his body. He gloried in the way her skin was flushed by his affection, the way her heart beat pounded with the desire he had awakened within her. She shifted so that she faced him, and reaching up, she caressed his face, tracing his jaw line, and placing a kiss to his lips.
“Thank you.”
“For?”
“This.” She laced her fingers through his.
And they talked, and as she spoke, he studied her expressions, memorized the way her eyes would light up. Her laughter was musical, and it always seemed there was a hint of mischief in her expression. A thousand nuances he discovered, glimpsed through different lenses, all flooded his world.
And all too soon, morning dawned, and with a final kiss, he slipped out of her room and into his own.
For the last time.
And once they were married, every last shred of control he had was going to be set free.
 

 
IT WAS MAGICAL. There was no other word for it. When Lucas had knocked on her door, she thought she knew what was going to happen.
Yet again, he shocked her — in the most endearing way possible.
Because it would have been natural for her to give herself to him, after all, they were to be married.
But to be married wasn’t the same as truly being married. Few men would consider that small detail as important.
Yet he had.
After he left, she fell into a sweet sleep, only to be awoken by another knock on the door.
“Meredith!” Sara’s voice called to her.”Wake up!”
Slowly, thorough the fog of sleep, Meredith stretched and rose from bed, padding to the door. “Yes?”
“I need you to start getting ready now.” Sara barged into her room, immediately throwing open the doors of her wardrobe and pulling out the gown she selected for her wedding dress. “The wedding is in a few hours, if you still plan for it to take place today.” Sara called out, turning slightly to face her sister. “Mother’s quite taken with the idea of presenting you as Lord and Lady Ashbury. Don’t ask me why, but either way, we don’t want to disappoint Mother, now do we? Besides, a footman has already secured the local vicar and you’ll be officially married in a small, intimate ceremony at eleven in the morning. “
“What does Lucas say?” Meredith tried to process all that Sara was trying to say.
“He’s apparently already up and dressed, which to say, is more than you.”
“Call the maid.” Meredith snapped to attention, pulling in her focus. Lucas was ready? That was all she needed to hear.
“I already called her. She’ll be here in just a few moments,” Sara replied, then paused and regarded her sister carefully. “Are you sure about all this? I mean… honestly Meredith, it seems quick.”
“Sara…” Meredith approached her sister, clasping her hand once she got close enough. “I am quite sure. Completely certain. I’m not marrying a stranger, which is not uncommon among the ton. I’ve known Lucas since I can remember. I’ve spent more time with him than most of my friends back in London—”
“But you liked your friends, you hated Lucas.”
“Lucas… is as honorable and charming as he is annoying and irritating.” Meredith laughed.
“I can believe that,” Sara confessed, aiming her stare at the floor.
“I have no hesitation. Rather, I find I’m… impatient. I love him. I think a part of me always did, which was why it was so easy for me to constantly be a war with him.” She shrugged. “Attention was attention.”
“Dear heavens, please tell me you haven’t said that. His ego will grow to mammoth proportions.” Sara rolled her eyes.
“Not in as many words. I know who I’m marrying.” She winked. “And that is the truth of it, Sara. I know Lucas. I know his likes, dislikes, I know everything about him.”
“That’s true.” Sara nodded. “As long as you’re sure, I can make an effort to like him.”
“How noble of you,” Meredith teased with a soft laugh.
“What’s noble of me is waking you up before mother gets here and takes over.”
With that, Lady Bright strolled into the room like a general on a mission. “Ladies, we have work to do.”
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
NEVER HAD LUCAS BEEN so nervous. And apparently it showed.
“Damn it all, Lucas. If you don’t stop pacing I’m going to go bloody mad,” Hugh whispered as the vicar cleared his throat.
“I’m not pacing.”
“You’re pacing,” Jack replied.
“She’ll be here in a moment. She wasn’t given much time.” Hugh yawned.
“I pray Louisa is as much of a threat to your peace of mind as Meredith is to mine.”
Hugh gave him a dark look. Just then, the doors to the small family chapel within the Wingham estate creaked open. Light shot through the stained glass windows and focused a rosy glow on Meredith as she walked into the room. Her gown was a soft pink, with a fur cape just about her shoulders, highlighting the creamy hue of her skin.
Skin he knew the flavor of. Skin that would soon be all that was between them.
As if sensing his thoughts, the vicar cleared his throat again.
Meredith strode towards him, her parents seated to the side, beside his and waiting patiently. Yet his gaze was drawn to her; his bride.
“Meredith,” he whispered her name, a litany in his very soul.
“Lucas.” Her tone was sweet like honey.
The vicar opened in prayer, and with an efficiency Lucas truly appreciated — led them through the short ceremony.
“Before God and man, I now pronounce you man and wife. Please kiss your—”
Before the vicar finished, Lucas had Meredith in his arms, tasting her kiss. The wait was over, and before God and everyone, she was finally his.
As he reluctantly pulled his lips away, he watched as the most beautiful smile spread over her features, and he knew that whenever he remembered their wedding, he’d remember that smile.
“Mother, there is not a wedding breakfast because we are having the celebration this evening, correct?” he asked, never once taking his eyes from his mother.
“Well, no but—”
“Brilliant.” Without a moment to lose, he swept her into his arms and walked down the aisle. “If you’ll excuse us.” He heard his father’s laughter and his mother’s quiet gasp, probably echoed by his new mother-in-law — but he didn’t care. He was already out the door.
All but running down the hall.
Silencing her protests with well-placed kisses.
“But the stairs—”
“Are of no consequence,” he finished as he ascended the flight that brought them to his wing, and with a quick flick of his wrist, opened the door that led to his room, slammed it shut behind him.
“Finally.” He strode to the bed, laid her down, and met her mouth in a frenzy of impatient passion. ”I love your dress, I’ll love it more on the floor,” he whispered, tugging at the strings holding her fur pelisse over her creamy shoulders. Once that was removed, he pushed aside the neckline of her dress and kissed her bare shoulder. His body shuddered with need.
“I’m not the only one with clothes,” Meredith reminded him, as her warm hands slid under his coat and caressed his back through the thin fabric of his shirt.
“Damn and blast.” He swore then rose up from the bed and started to remove the offending clothing.
“Slower,” she whispered from the bed, freezing him in the middle of his rapid disrobing.
He swallowed and forced himself to slow down, watching as her eyes took him in. Her posture relaxing on the bed, she smiled as he slowly removed his jacket, then his shirt. He loved how her mouth parted slightly at the sight of his bare chest. Her gaze was like a touch, erotic, and completing.
“Your turn.” He held out a hand to her, and she rose.
“I’m afraid I’ll need more assistance than you.” She gave him her back, and while he undid the buttons on her gown, she slowly removed pins, allowing her tempting locks to flow down, teasing him with their texture and fragrance.
“Are you emotionally attached to this dress?” His voice was strained as he fumbled with the last few buttons.
“Yes.” She glanced over her shoulder, an impish gleam in her eyes.
“Surely you jest.”
“Indeed, I do not.” She hitched a shoulder, then stilled, as if waiting patiently.
Cursing in his head, he undid the last few buttons and made quick work of unlacing her corset, thankful it didn’t have buttons as well.
Soon — yet not soon enough — her dress was exactly where it needed to be, on the floor.
“Turn around,” he whispered, his voice thick with desire.
She slowly spun, her hands covering her chest, her eyes wide with wonder. His gaze drank her in, placing his hands over hers, she slowly removed her hands, leaving him covering her, and with trembling hands, she removed the last of his clothing, till finally, there was nothing that could come between them.
He moved his hands, caressing her body, taking in her perfect form. “You are so beautiful,” he whispered, filled with reverence and awe. “So perfect.” He couldn’t take it any longer, his eyes had only fed the addiction that she was becoming to his body, and with no longer any need for control, it simply snapped.
Pulling her into his arms, he fused their mouths together in a hot kiss. He lifted her into his arms, and laid her on the bed, joining her, heating her, completing her.
Completing him.
Passion exploded, and for the first time in his life, he understood the aspect of making love, rather than having sex.
It was a joining of souls, rather than simply an act of the body.
It was a completion of two lives becoming one, rather than taking selfish pleasure.
It was the beginning of a life together.
And as his wife lay languid in his arms, he held his most precious treasure.
And to think it all started with a blasted war.
The hags.
The stags.
Once sworn enemies, now the greatest alliance, born of love.
Meredith reached up and caressed his face with love and wonder and newly awakened passion thick in her gaze; he decided that the king and queen of the Frost Ball would, indeed, be very late.
 



CHRISTMAS KISSES
By Nadine Millard



CHAPTER ONE
 
“I’VE SAID IT BEFORE and I shall say it again; this is a bad, nay, a terrible idea.” Louisa Bright warned her older sister Meredith, and younger sister Sara as their carriage trundled through the Surrey countryside.
Although they had spent the last two weeks strategizing and preparing themselves for war against the ridiculously handsome but excessively annoying Mayford brothers, Louisa hadn’t forgotten the last time they’d all been together three years ago.
Though she tried not to dwell overlong on it, she distinctly remembered the fire, the soot which took weeks to wash from her hair, the worms, the dirt… The list of the Mayford brothers’ crimes against the Bright sisters was long and revolting.
If she were inclined to being fair, she would admit that the list of their crimes against the bothersome brothers was just as long and probably as bad. But, regardless of it being Christmastide, and therefore the season of good will, she wasn’t inclined to be fair, and so her mood remained foul and her temper remained hot. She would continue trying to get her sisters to back out of this house party that the Duchess of Ashbury was hosting for her horrible sons until they arrived at Wingham, and into the depths of Hades.
“We know, Louisa, you think it a horrid idea.” Sara, the youngest, and possibly the most devilish of the three, drawled in a tone that said she was sick of hearing about it. “But we’re going, so the best thing to do is arm yourself, and prepare for battle.”
The glint in Sara’s eyes was mirrored in Meredith’s, and, Louisa, although she had her reasons for dreading this visit, felt the stirrings of excitement. The Mayfair brothers were worthy adversaries, true. But the Bright sisters would prevail, as they always did.
Now, if she could just forget that three years ago it had been Hugh Mayford who’d delivered her very first kiss — and her very first taste of heartbreak — she could concentrate on enjoying finally winning the war that had raged between the two sets of siblings since they’d been in leading strings. Her sisters, oblivious to her secret shame, assumed that what she felt was the usual anger and disgust they all felt at the mere mention of the Mayford name. And Louisa would never tell them otherwise.
The carriage finally pulled up outside Wingham, a colossal building that was almost the same size as the egos of its occupants.
Meredith stepped out first, Louisa following to stand to her left, Sara to her right.
“Ready?” whispered Meredith.
No, I’m dashed well not ready to see Hugh Mayford again.
“Yes,” was the answer she gave.
It was one house party and one Christmas. How much could possibly happen in such a short space of time?
 

 
“DID YOU HEAR THAT?” Jackson Mayford, youngest son of the Duke of Ashbury, whispered to Hugh just as he was preparing to let a mouse loose under the coverlet of what was to be one of the Bright sister’s beds for the duration of the party.
Briefly, Hugh had considered whether at nine and twenty he was a little long in the tooth for such behavior, but then his mind would throw up images of some of the Bright sisters’ finest moments; ink in their tea cups, fires in their drawing room — though they cried innocence on that one — and his resolve would firm. This would end when they were victorious and not a moment sooner.
Both he and Jack had decided that to strike first was to strike best. Putting the little termagants on the back foot would gain them some much needed ground for the next couple of weeks.
Now, however, Jackson had raised the alarm, and Hugh listened intently. If Mother was to find out what they were doing she would have their heads.
Sure enough, there was the distinct sound of people approaching.
Hugh slammed the lid back onto the jar and looked wildly around the room. There’s no way both he and his brother would fit their taller than average bodies under the bed, and they couldn’t go out the door if people were approaching it.
The doorknob rattled slightly, and without another moment’s hesitation, Hugh grabbed Jackson by the scruff and hauled him into the water closet.
Half a second later, the door opened and the room was suddenly filled with excited chatter as the hags entered the chamber. The sound was a cacophony of giggles and shrieks and it was all Hugh could do to stop himself from bellowing at them to be quiet. He had, perhaps, over-imbibed with the brandy last night.
He glared through the gap in the water closet, wondering if time had changed the appearance of the hags at all when suddenly, the most breathtaking woman he’d ever seen stepped into his view.
Hugh’s heart just about stopped beating in his chest.
That couldn’t be Louisa Bright, could it? He quickly scanned the other people in the room; the taller, coolly beautiful blond was definitely Meredith Bright, the other one, with the impish smile and large eyes sparkling with mischief was surely the younger one.
That left Louisa.
He looked again.
The vision that walked through the door had stunning, golden blonde hair swept away from the most breathtakingly beautiful face he’d ever seen.
He remembered Louisa Bright from three years ago. She’d been a pretty thing, even if he felt at the time that the devil himself had spawned her. It was doubtful that time had changed her personality, but good God, time had been very kind to her looks.
Hugh’s mouth went dry and his heart, strangely, began to pound.
What the hell was wrong with him? He’d never before been so affected by the mere sight of a lady. Especially one he despised.
He suddenly thought back to three years ago, when he’d kissed her. He’d dragged her out to the gardens to get to the bottom of her recent machination. When he’d gone to the village that morning, he had been besieged by every single woman in the county, it had seemed. He quite literally hadn’t been able to walk from one place to the next without them throwing themselves at him. Some of them pretending to faint, some of them pretending to trip, most of them being forward enough to almost bring him to blush, until he ended up with a trail of them, hanging on to each of his limbs and some other body parts that would have caused his mother to have an apoplexy. Hugh and his brothers had always garnered plenty of female attention being titled, wealthy, and, he thought, rather smugly, not too bad to look at. But this! This had been something else.
It had only been when he’d finally managed to get inside the local inn that he’d gotten to the bottom of it. The bratty Brights had taken out an advertisement in the local newspaper, claiming that Hugh was desperate for a wife but far too shy to go about courting anyone and was hoping to find a lady, of any class, of any age, size, look, to be bold enough to make the first approach.
Hugh’s temper had immediately flared. This one had Louisa Bright written all over it. She was the most bookish of her sisters, the most serious. Where the other two hags were content to carry out relatively simple tricks that had an immediate impact, Louisa’s schemes were always well-planned manipulations and war strategies, the likes of which Nelson himself would be proud.
While the sympathetic innkeeper had been helping Hugh to make his escape through a back door of the inn, Hugh had been planning dastardly ways to get back at the chit.
Arriving home, he’d seen her and her evil sisters sitting on the verandah overlooking the rose gardens. As he’d approached, he saw Meredith and Sara, a mere child, make their way inside, which had suited Hugh just fine. He’d dragged Miss Louisa Bright off to a more private spot deep in the hedgerows where he delivered a furious set down in peace. The two had been toe to toe, arguing at very nearly the top of their lungs. Hugh had been, admittedly, rather insulting about the girl; she had been more so, claiming that it wasn’t her fault the village idiots seemed to have taken a liking to him. It was when she’d said that she should perhaps set up a charity of sorts, to help these women cure themselves of their lack of taste in men that the last of his control had slipped.
To this day, Hugh had no idea what had possessed him to grab the infuriating woman, pull her toward him, and crush her lips beneath his own. But he’d done it. Even now, every so often, most especially in the still, dark night, Hugh remembered the feel of her soft, plump lips beneath his own. He remembered the gasp of surprise. He remembered the scent of honeysuckle that reminded him of her to this day. Most of all, he remembered how, after her initial resistance, she’d melted against him as though she belonged wrapped in his arms.
Unfortunately, he also remembered the moment she’d reared back and smacked his face, the sound reverberating around the quiet gardens.
The sound of people emptying from the room brought Hugh crashing back to the present and to the fact that he was still ensconced in the water closet, watching like some sort of voyeur. Worse still, his little brother was doing the same.
Apparently this was to be Louisa’s room, for she was the only one who remained. Hugh darted a look at Jackson, wondering if his younger brother would somehow be able to read his thoughts and know what he’d done all those years ago. But Jack’s eyes were trained on Louisa Bright who, having placed her valise on the chaise and wandered around the room, was now unbuttoning her travelling coat.
Hugh had the sudden urge to plant a facer on his brother’s cheek, or at least cover the younger man’s eyes. Which was nonsensical. Why should he care who saw her? Why should he care that she was slowly, torturously, removing clothing, revealing smooth, supple skin, a delicate décolletage, and curves to make a man weep.
All right. That was enough. Hugh took a subtle step in front of Jackson, blocking the other man’s view.
He didn’t have to worry for too long, however, since the arrival of Miss Bright’s maid to fetch her to her mother’s room meant that she left before Jackson could push his way around Hugh.
As soon as she’d left, the men burst out of the water closet, shoving each other as they went.
“Well, looks like you’re in trouble, big brother.” Jackson smirked causing Hugh’s temper to rise.
“Do be quiet, Jack,” he responded darkly, but his eyes never left the door through which Louisa Bright had just exited.
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
LOUISA’S TEMPER WAS SOARING, and she hadn’t even set eyes on the blasted Mayford louts yet. She’d just been hearing Meredith’s tale of her first encounter with the eldest and his dismissal of her. How dare Lucas Mayford make her sister feel embarrassed?
Louisa had missed the exchange since she’d been late down to the ball.
It had taken an age to pick a suitable gown. She wanted to look her absolute best so that she was fully prepared to meet Hugh Mayford face to face again. Not that she cared what he thought of her, of course. Why should she?
And speaking of Hugh, Louisa had yet to set eyes on the man.
She had asked if her sisters had seen the other brothers but although Sara had mentioned seeing Jackson, and of course Lucas, earning a sound Meredith scolding for using their Christian names, there hadn’t been any mention of Hugh.
Then she’d had to sit tight while Meredith lectured them on decorum. Meredith had been adamant that they would rise above things and be sophisticated young ladies on this visit. Louisa heartily disagreed.
The only thing she wanted to rise above was her hand over her head so she could deal out another slap or two.
“I am not,” Sara had said hotly, “calling them Lord Ashbury, or Mr. Mayford… heavens.”
“Lord only knows what they’ll do with that kind of ego elevation,” Louisa had interjected fiercely.
“And besides, they are Lucas, Hugh and Jack to us! We’ve seen them in short pants and with bloody noses—”
“I get the picture… but we are ladies. They might be savage and uncouth natives, but we are not. We will address them as is proper because we are proper… they are simply beneficiaries of our manners.” Meredith had folded her hands on her lap in that annoyingly ladylike way of hers.
Louisa felt suddenly weary of the whole thing. She’d been living on nervous adrenaline all day, awaiting her moment of confrontation with Hugh Mayford, and the horrible man hadn’t even had the decency to turn up.
She hoped his mother rang a peal over his head for his rudeness.
“You are far too uptight,” Louisa had sighed. “I’m going to bed. Can you believe that they gave us all separate rooms? I don’t know whether to be thankful or afraid.” She hadn’t trusted a Mayford man in years, and being isolated from her sisters only increased her wariness.
And she had had every intention of going to bed. But she was so het up, so upset for her sister, that she didn’t think she would sleep at all, and so, sneaking away from the party, she wandered aimlessly around the darkened hallways of the house, eventually finding her way to the darkened conservatory.
The conservatory was blissfully quiet but unfortunately it wasn’t the best choice of rooms, given the biting cold outside.
Shivering, Louisa went to peruse the shelves of potted plants; most of them sadly empty at this time of year. But some were filled with shrubs and winter flowers, and they gave the room a pleasant, fresh smell.
Much as she tried to stop it, Louisa couldn’t prevent her mind from wandering back again.
She had come to this very conservatory all those years ago after she’d dealt Hugh the slap he’d deserved. She had been furious; with him for daring to kiss her and with herself for enjoying it so much. What the blazes was wrong with her? He had been the enemy, and she had turned to a wanton mess in his strong arms.
Her embarrassment had been acute as had been her confusion. Usually she would have gone straight to Meredith to discuss such an event. Usually, she would have been excited that she’d had her first kiss and, it had been, admittedly, extraordinary. But usual had no place in a discussion about one of the princesses kissing one of the frogs. He hadn’t even turned into a blasted prince! He’d remained the arrogant, cocky, Hugh Mayford.
As time had gone on, however, and she had replayed the kiss over and over in her mind, she began to naïvely think that perhaps Hugh cared for her. Hard as it was to believe, there was no way he could have kissed her like that if he hadn’t wanted to, was there? And there’d been so much passion, so much feeling in that kiss!
So it was, that in the space of thirty minutes, Louisa had managed to convince herself that Hugh Mayford had been secretly, desperately, in love with her all this time, and that was why he’d put worms in her bedchamber and rotting kippers in her bed. The poor soul hadn’t had any outlet for his feelings.
And, if she were being honest with herself only, she could admit that as much as she hated him, there was a small but persistent part of her that didn’t hate him at all… that felt quite the opposite.
Jackson, though a handsome young man, was far too young and immature. Lucas scared the living daylights out of her; he was forbidding and commanding and everything an heir to a dukedom should be.
But Hugh; Hugh was always so laid back, so relaxed about things. He had a charming manner, a wicked smile, and a penchant for never really taking anything seriously. That had been a heady combination to a young lady in the first flushes of adulthood.
Louisa looked around the conservatory, seeing it as it had been that day. Hot and humid and filled to bursting with exotic flowers, their colors and smells combining to make her head spin.
Stupidly, she had allowed her mind to wander so far that she could practically hear church bells ring as she and Hugh walked down the aisle, her in a confection of satin and lace, him looking devilishly handsome in wedding clothes fit for a king.
A sudden noise behind her brought Louisa back to the present day, and she whirled round to see the source.
Oh, how she had been brought back down to earth with a bang.
As though her memories had conjured him up, there stood Hugh Mayford in all his conceited, handsome glory.
Louisa was horrified at the jolt of lust she felt upon seeing him. Had she learned nothing of the man’s black heart?
It had been three years; here was her chance to show him how sophisticated and singularly unaffected she was by him.
“What are you doing here?” she blurted out, sounding petulant and very much unsophisticated.
“I live here,” he drawled in response, and Louisa ruthlessly pushed away her reaction to his mellifluous voice.
“Here in the conservatory?” she snapped back. “Quite a tumble from lord of the manor.”
He smirked in response.
“I see time has not mellowed the viper, though it has improved you drastically in other areas.”
His heated gaze travelled leisurely down her body and back up making her feel as though she were slowly catching fire. She didn’t know whether to slap him or throw herself at him.
“I would thank you for the compliment, but since it’s you, I can only assume there was an insult in there somewhere.”
This time his smile was a full blown grin, and Louisa almost staggered back at the impact.
The dratted man! He had no business making her stagger.
“If you must know, I followed you in here,” he spoke now, stepping closer to her, his voice quiet and deep and wicked.
“How could you have followed me in here? Nobody knew I was even coming in here, and you weren’t at the ball.”
“I was at the ball. And I have been watching you all evening.”
Louisa gulped.
If anyone else had said it she probably would have worried for her life. But as awful as Hugh and his incorrigible brothers had been over the years, she’d never actually feared them. Rather than make her afraid, therefore, his words made her positively combust.
Stop it, Louisa, she scolded herself, remember what he said about you.
Deciding to ignore his words, because really, what sort of answer could she give to that, she focused instead on the reasons for his shadowing her.
“Why did you follow me?” she demanded.
“Perhaps I’m hoping for a repeat of the last time we were alone.”
His words, spoken so softly, had the effect of rendering Louisa entirely speechless. And that was a first.
“Come now, Louisa, do not pretend you have forgotten.” He smirked wickedly, stepping closer to her.
“I-I don’t know what you mean,” she stuttered, desperately wanting to back away from him but refusing to give him the satisfaction.
“Oh, you don’t?” He quirked a brow and Louisa had the ridiculous urge to reach up and run her finger along it. She, who had never been particularly attached to eyebrows in her life.
“No,” she said forcefully, hoping to remind herself, as well as he, that they were sworn enemies, and this was highly inappropriate.
“Hmm. I must admit to a rather bruised ego,” he said with a rueful grin that was much more endearing than it had a right to be.” Perhaps I should remind you.”
Yes, her body cried out.
“No,” her mercifully more logical mouth said. “You should not.”
Louisa thought she saw a flash of disappointment in his cobalt blue eyes but that was madness of course.
He stepped back, and she schooled her features not to show the disappointment she felt.
“What do you really want?” she asked, desperation tingeing her tone now.
She wanted to run away from him, gather her scattered wits, and set about putting the arrogant earl who had upset Meredith in his place.
Her question seemed to take him aback slightly. His eyes widened infinitesimally, before his brow furrowed.
“I’m starting to think I have no idea,” he said roughly.
And once again, Louisa was speechless.
 

 
WHAT THE HELL WAS wrong with him?
Hugh hadn’t been lying when he’d told the delectable Louisa Bright that he’d been watching her all evening.
In fact, he’d taken rather a lot of abuse from his irritating little brother because of it.
And yet, he hadn’t been able to stop himself.
He’d been held in rapt fascination by the shimmer of gold in her hair caused by nearby candlelight, by the musical lilt of her laugh as it reached his ears from across the room, by her grace and elegance as she took to the dance floor with more partners than he was happy about.
Mostly, he was base enough to admit, he’d been held captive by the sway of her hips as she walked, the curve of her lips as she smiled, the way her dress clung, then swirled away from her body, causing him no small amount of discomfort.
Of course he’d watched her. He’d be a fool not to.
She was silently waiting for him to actually tell her what he was doing here, so he forced himself to concentrate.
In his own defense, he had had genuine reasons for following her in here. He’d noticed, just as Jackson had, and no doubt how she had, that Lucas was getting a little more distracted by Meredith Bright than anyone was happy about.
It was time to bring this encounter to a close lest he do something idiotic, like kiss her again or, worse yet, ask her why she hadn’t been as affected by their first kiss as he had been.
“I think it’s fair to say that after years of enmity between our families, a truce is not something you would be agreeable to.”
Hugh, for one mad moment, wished for her to deny his words, to say she wanted nothing more than to end the feud. Perhaps to even begin a relationship which would be the exact opposite of a feud…
Her unladylike snort was all the answer he needed, however.
“So then, you wouldn’t be thrilled to learn of my older brother’s — er — sudden fascination with your sister?”
He watched as a frown creased her brow, her green eyes snapping.
“Fascination?” she scoffed. “Hardly. The great big oaf gave her the cut direct. And you can tell him from me,” She stepped forward, her finger prodding his chest, “that if he so much as looks at my sister again in a manner that she finds anything less than respectful, I shall—”
“You shall what?” Hugh interrupted, his temper flaring. “You shall screech at him like a common fishwife?”
Her jaw dropped open at his words and then snapped shut. Hugh could actually hear her teeth grinding together.
“How dare you?” she finally gasped, her outrage doing terribly distracting things to the low-cut bodice of her satin gown.
“I dare because your Ice Queen sister is no more innocent in this than my brother,” he snapped. “Which is exactly why I wanted to talk to you.”
He watched emotions dash across her expressive face while some internal battle or other raged. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, she closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and then leveled her gaze at him.
“Alright. What is it?”
Hugh gritted his teeth at her imperious tone but made no comment.
They’d been at this to-ing and fro-ing long enough as it was.
“For some inexplicable reason, Lucas has taken a shine to your sister,” Hugh started. The hypocrisy of his words did not escape his notice. Lucas’s shine to Meredith couldn’t have been any less than his own to Louisa.
“Are you deaf?” she interrupted, raising his hackles yet again. “Did you not hear me when I said he’d been unpardonably rude to her?”
“I heard you,” he responded through clenched teeth. “But as shocking as it is, he hasn’t stopped bloody watching the chit all night, according to Jackson, and that presents a problem.”
“You have just admitted to staring at me all evening, Hugh. Why should Lucas and Meredith be cause for concern?”
Well, she had him there. Hugh steeled himself against the wave of pleasure at hearing his name on her lips. Her distractingly plump lips, one of which she was currently nibbling.
“Because,” he croaked. “Because I have the good sense not to do anything. Lucas, well I’m not so sure about Lucas.”
She looked mightily affronted at his words. But really, did the little shrew really think he would be pleased about this inexplicable desire he had for her?
“Pity, then, that you didn’t possess the same good sense three years ago when you accosted me in your mother’s garden,” she answered with a frown he tried not to find adorable.
The reminder of their kiss, of his reaction to her, the memory of her soft, supple body pressed so firmly against his own, was enough to make Hugh want to run from the danger of her.
“Louisa.” He tried for his most reasonable tone. “Do you want your sister wedded to my brother?”
Her rather insulting gasp of horror was answer enough.
“So I thought. Now, unless you want us all to be one big happy family, you’re going to have to help me do something about it.”
He watched as yet again as myriad emotions raced across her face.
It really was a lovely face.
She didn’t deserve it, the little harpy.
“Fine,” she eventually bit out, bringing his thoughts back to the problem at hand. “I shall help you.”
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
LOUISA ROSE EXHAUSTED FROM a distinct lack of sleep the night before.
Why had she allowed Hugh Mayford to bother her so, when she had promised herself that it wouldn’t happen?
He was an arrogant cad but he was so handsome. She had known, even flirted with plenty of handsome men. Well, some. Well, one. But he hadn’t compared to Hugh, unfortunately. Worse still, he didn’t seem to possess whatever magical powers Hugh did that drew her in.
Until he’d kissed her that fateful day, Louisa had carried a healthy dose of dislike for the man, just like the one she carried for his awful brothers.
But that kiss had changed more than she liked to admit, even to herself.
Now the hatred she felt for him was based on the humiliation she had felt upon overhearing that conversation he’d had with his brothers.
A knock on the door heralding the arrival of the girls’ shared abigail distracted Louisa from her dour musings, but whilst Ellie set about dressing her hair with a pink ribbon to match the long sleeved, pale pink muslin she wore, Louisa couldn’t help but worry about Hugh’s words the previous night.
Could it really be that Meredith and Lucas could come to care for each other?
Impossible. Meredith despised the handsome earl just as much as she despised his bothersome brothers. She would never allow herself to become embroiled in anything less than warfare with one of them.
It wasn’t long before Ellie had pulled Louisa’s hair into a creation of twists and curls that Louisa had paid no attention to. Good or bad, it would do. She hadn’t time to be worrying about such things, in any case. She needed to ascertain whether or not Meredith was in danger.
There was no one in Meredith’s room when Louisa rushed in there however, so she could only assume that Meredith had already gone to break her fast.
Stepping back into the hallway, Louisa collided with the Mayford’s long serving butler.
“My apologies, Miss Bright,” the old butler wheezed, the silver tray in his hands wobbling alarmingly.
“No apology necessary, Sterling, it was my mistake,” Louisa answered with a smile, reaching out and steadying the tray.
“Her Grace has decided to host a party in the maze this evening, Miss, and asked that I deliver invitations to you all.”
Louisa took the proffered envelope from Sterling with her thanks then dashed off in the direction of the breakfast room.
How wonderful.
She would ask Meredith to partner her this evening so Lucas Mayford would be unable to get his paws on her, and she would be able to determine if Hugh’s concerns were legitimate or just another way for the man to cause trouble.
Bursting into the breakfast room, Louisa found Meredith sitting at the table, as she had assumed.
“Meredith, have you heard?” she asked excitedly, glancing around for Sara.
Her eyes and excitement came to a screeching halt as they landed on Lord Ashbury, sitting right beside her sister.
“You,” she snarled automatically, and her temper was immediately ignited by the man’s answering smile.
“Heard what?” asked Meredith, and Louisa brought her attention back to her sister, walking over to her and studying her face intently.
Was that a blush?
Louisa felt a little as though the wind had been taken out of her sails, and she certainly couldn’t be as open with Meredith as she would have liked, with Lord Arrogant sitting there listening.
“Tonight we are going to have a party in the maze! The Duchess of Ashbury will have a frost-themed dinner and the maze will the lit with torches! Do you remember the last time she did that? It was so diverting! I simply cannot wait! Will you be my partner?” she rushed out, determined to leave Lucas Mayford out of the conversation.
“Partner?”
“Yes, we need partners for the game!” Louisa reached over and took her sister’s hand, in an effort to further isolate Lucas.
“I’m afraid your sister cannot be your partner, Miss Bright.” Lucas interrupted, setting her teeth on edge.”It’s true. My mother has all the teams set up as couples. Already she informed me that my brothers and I will be teaming up with you and your sisters. I do hope you are able to control yourselves for one evening. My mother has assured me that you’ve… matured since our last encounter. So you’ll see, Miss Meredith is my partner for the challenge.”
He smiled his devastating smile, and Louisa wanted to land a facer on his pretty face.
“I heard nothing of the sort when I was speaking with your mother.” Louisa snapped back. He wasn’t to know she hadn’t actually spoken to his mother.
“Nor I,” Meredith added.
“She informed me, I’m informing you. Simple as that.” His expression looked a little too innocent for Louisa’s liking.
“I don’t believe you.”
“You don’t need to. Simply ask my mother once she is up and about this lovely morning. Now. If you two ladies will excuse me.”
Louisa kept her mouth firmly shut as she watched him leave the room.
Risking a glance at Meredith, she was more than a little concerned at the way her sister watched him; there was none of the heat of anger in Meredith’s stare. More like — more like intrigue and interest.
Louisa lifted the cup of coffee that had been poured for her when she’d entered the room. Though she was loathe to admit it, Hugh was right. Something needed to be done.
 

 
“ARE YOU OUT OF your mind?” Hugh asked, making sure his tone reflected his outrage.
Lucas merely grinned and shrugged his shoulders in response.
“What do you think you’re playing at?”
“I’m not playing at anything. Not yet anyway,” Lucas grinned, every inch the rake.
“Please, spare me the details of what you do when you’re alone with a woman.”
“Why should I? You could pick up some tips.”
Hugh snorted.
“The day I need tips from you on what to do with a woman, is the day hell freezes over.”
Lucas didn’t respond with a witty rejoinder the way Hugh expected him to. Hugh watched Lucas closely.
Something was… off.
And he suspected it had a lot to do with the icy Lady Bright.
“Luc,” Hugh began hesitantly, not entirely sure how to broach the subject. “You’re starting to seem… taken … with the lady. Like your interest lies in something other than seduction and battle.”
Hugh watched the panic momentarily flare in his brother’s eyes, before Lucas schooled his features into impassivity once more.
“You’re wrong,” he said softly, and his tone told Hugh more than anything else that he was most definitely not wrong.
Oh, God. This was a bloody disaster.
Hugh groaned aloud and shook his head.
“’Tis painful to watch you fall, brother,” he said, “but I will not follow you on your descent to Hades.”
“Oh, calm down Hugh. You are becoming hysterical.” Lucas was enjoying this far, far more than he should.
Hugh snatched the tumbler of brandy that Lucas held out to him and downed the contents in one gulp.
“You’re asking me to spend an evening in a darkened maze with the little viper just so you can seduce her sister, am I right?”
Lucas’ smile widened.
“Come now, you’re not going to try and make me believe it will be a hardship? Moonlight, darkened corners, nobody around to witness your actions?” Lucas asked cajolingly. “We’ve all seen your interest in her, Hugh. You may as well have a sign painted.”
Hugh suppressed a shudder.
“Usually I wouldn’t hesitate to agree with you wholeheartedly, brother. But the lady we’re talking about is Louisa Bright. Moonlight, darkened corners and no witnesses is not only a perfect setting for seductions…” Hugh swallowed noisily, “…it’s also perfect for a murder.”
Scowling at Lucas’ raucous laughter following his statement, Hugh turned his back to look out of the window that overlooked the formal gardens, and stopped dead.
Was that Louisa?
He squinted and stepped closer to the window.
Sure enough, there was her golden head bobbing up from the bushes.
What on earth was she doing?
He watched in amused captivation as she spied him standing by the window and raised a hand to beckon him outside.
“What has caught your attention?” Lucas asked, stepping over to stand at Hugh’s shoulder.
Hugh watched as Louisa’s eyes widened a split second before her head disappeared once more. He could assume, then, that she didn’t want his brother knowing she was out there.
Biting back a grin, he turned to Lucas to make his excuses.
“Nothing, I just fancy a walk.”
Lucas’ eyebrow rose in disbelief.
“You? Walk?”
“Yes, me walk,” Hugh huffed. “It’s not that bloody unusual.”
Lucas frowned but thankfully didn’t question him any further, and Hugh swept from the room and dashed toward the garden.
Just what was the little hoyden up to now?
 

 
“WHAT TOOK YOU SO LONG?” Louisa snapped more sharply than she intended. She’d been trying to get Hugh’s attention for an age, watching furtively from the bushes like a thief in the night, not to mention getting tangled in twigs and branches.
“A thousand apologies, my lady,” he responded sarcastically, “but I couldn’t very well announce to Lucas that there was a young woman, desperately awaiting me in the bushes, could I?”
Louisa’s temper flared at his tone.
“How nice for you, to finally have a woman actually want your attention,” she said sweetly.
His answering grin could have melted the frost surrounding them and Louisa suddenly felt unaccountably warm.
“Believe me, sweetheart,” he said softly, “I’ve never had a problem with women not wanting me.”
The arrogant swine.
This ridiculous conversation had gone on long enough.
“Much as I enjoy tales of your exploits whilst stuck in your mother’s shrubberies, I would rather speak plainly, farther away from the house,” she bit out snippily, refusing to acknowledge his inappropriate and wildly flirtatious comment. “And I’m not your sweetheart.”
He seemed to know he’d affected her however, as he chuckled softly before offering Louisa his arm.
Louisa placed her hand lightly on his navy blue superfine and fought valiantly to suppress the shiver of awareness that coursed through her body.
Gracious. This wouldn’t do. The last thing the man by her side and his ego needed was to be made aware of her reaction to him.
They walked in silence until they reached the walled garden beyond the shrubs and flowers.
This would afford them privacy to talk. Just talk.
“So.” Hugh was the first to break the silence. ”Why were you peeking at me from the bushes?” he asked casually.
Immediately, Louisa’s teeth were set on edge.
“I was not ‘peeking’ at you,” she responded hotly.”I was trying to get your attention to discuss your idea about the problem.”
“So, does that mean that you admit that your sister is a problem?”
Louisa dug in her heels, forcing him to stop walking and spun to face him, snatching back her hand.
“’Tis your brother who is the problem, Hugh. Not my sister. Why, he practically assaulted her at the breakfast table this morning.”
His face was a picture of skeptic disbelief.
“It’s true,” she demanded. “Only for my timely interruption they would have — well, they would have…”
Louisa trailed off, suddenly feeling embarrassed.
She could hardly discuss such things with Hugh.
“They would have what?” he pressed, grinning. He knew, the blighter. He knew she was discomfited.
“They would have engaged in activities entirely inappropriate for a single man and woman to engage in,” she finally answered, quoting directly from the journal of comportment her mother had made them all read after the fire incident.
Hugh looked at her in surprise for a moment before throwing back his head and bursting into laughter.
Louisa positively refused to let herself dwell on the strength of the muscles in his throat, or the husky sound of his laugh, and chose instead to be furious at his laughing at her.
“Where did you hear such a thing?” he asked, still grinning widely.
“I don’t know what you mean?” She sniffed.
He raised a brow and bent slightly to look directly into her eyes.
“There is no way such virtuous drivel came from a hoydenish Bright sister,” he said softly.
Blast the man. He was right, of course.
“We are ladies, Hugh. Not little girls any longer. And we know, ‘how to conduct ourselves in a manner befitting ladies of our station,’” she quoted again before coming back to her point. “And your debauched brother was — well, trying to make her conduct herself in a manner absolutely not befitting ladies of our station.”
He grinned again at her convoluted sentence.
“I shouldn’t worry too much, Louisa. After all, our kiss didn’t steer you down a path of destruction, did it?”
The mention of their kiss seemed to suck all of the air straight from Louisa’s body.
Why had he brought that up? She wasn’t prepared to speak of such things, especially with him.
She glanced up into his distractingly blue eyes and was immediately irritated by the smug, knowing look in them.
The man had an ego the size of Westminster.
It was about time someone deflated it a little.
Giving her best, most believable innocent expression, she answered as sweetly as she could.
“I hardly think one, insignificant, thoroughly forgettable kiss would be enough to send me down a path of destruction,” she said with faux innocence.
Later on, Louisa would wonder how she hadn’t noticed the sudden, dangerous glint in his cobalt eyes. She would wonder why his growl of frustration hadn’t been warning enough of his intentions. But she had paid no attention to these things, and so, when he suddenly reached out and grabbed her in his arms, pulling her body against his, she had been taken completely unawares.
As his lips had descended toward her own, his whispered words sent shivers down the length of her spine.
“Perhaps this one will stay with you longer,” he said before crushing her lips beneath his own.
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
HUGH KNEW THAT THE second he felt Louisa’s lips beneath his that he was in far more trouble than he had ever been before in his life.
He felt every one of her emotions, even while his lips were pressed against her own. He felt her gasp of shock, following by her heavenly capitulation as her fingers moved to wind in his hair, pulling him closer still.
He almost combusted when her tongue tentatively reached out and mirrored the movement of his own.
Had he been in any sort of control over himself, Hugh would have wondered what the hell he was doing once again kissing the girl senseless in his mother’s garden.
But the second he’d tasted her, all thoughts, coherent or otherwise, were swept away by the tide of passion he was currently drowning in.
Had anything ever felt so perfect?
Damn but the girl had a way of getting under his skin. He’d kissed her again out of sheer frustration. She got under his skin like no other. And the fact that he’d been walking around in a permanent state of lust since he’d clapped eyes on her again didn’t help to temper his actions.
Something was shifting between them. Subtly changing. Becoming more than a battle of wills. More even than an intense, fiery attraction.
Hugh was starting to feel perilously close to caring about the girl.
Caring far, far more than he should.
This thought finally brought Hugh crashing back to the reality of the situation they were in. Reluctantly, he pulled his lips from hers, grasping her shoulders and gently pushing her from him.
Louisa gazed up at him, her eyes glazed with passion, a look of wonder in them, and Hugh felt his heart stutter at that look.
“Damn,” he whispered softly. He had no clue how to deal with this.
To his surprise, she smiled ruefully.
“My sentiments exactly.”
Hugh cleared his throat, suddenly as nervous as a green lad his first time with a lady.
“Yes, well, we — we cannot stand about all day doing — well, doing, or not doing something. Or nothing. Wait, what?”
Louisa was staring at him as though he had run mad, which he very probably had.
He was tying himself into knots, stammering nonsensical gibberish. And all because his blood had travelled considerably farther south than his brain.
“Hugh, what exactly are you talking about,” she snapped impatiently.
Her acerbic tone and its familiarity served to bring him back to himself somewhat.
He heaved a sigh, got his scrambled thoughts into some sort of order, and then, finally, was able to answer with equanimity.
“You drive me to bloody distraction, Louisa Bright. More than anyone I’ve ever met. And you, a mere slip of a girl.”
Louisa’s mouth dropped open, and Hugh could have kicked himself. Why had he gone and confessed such a thing?
“But that is neither here nor there,” he hurried on before she issued what would no doubt be an acerbic rejoinder. “Now, why don’t you finally tell me what you wanted me for?”
Louisa didn’t answer for some time, choosing instead to gaze at him as though he’d grown another head. He couldn’t blame her really.
Finally, after what seemed like an age, she shook her head slightly, and he noted the glint of battle sparkle in her green eyes.
They were really beautiful, those eyes. He’d never paid that much attention to them before. Of course, they had been more beautiful when they’d been rendered blank by his ministrations but—
“Hugh!”
The screech of his name brought him back to earth with a thud. Oh right, she’d been speaking.
“Are you quite alright?” she demanded, hissing out a frustrated breath.”Because if discussing strategy is a little beyond your mental capabilities, I’ll just deal with this myself.”
Ah, there was the little hell cat he’d come to know and lo—
Hugh felt his eyes widen in horror. He was going nowhere near the end of that thought.
“What in God’s name is the matter with you?” She stomped her foot and Hugh was disgusted with himself for finding it rather endearing.
“Forgive me. I — ah — over imbibed last night,” he said quickly.” And did you just stamp your foot at me?”
He grinned at her sudden obvious discomfort.
“O-of course not,” she stammered.” Ladies do not stomp.”
“No,” he responded feeling much more the thing now that he was teasing her again. ”But then, I never said a lady did it.”
She growled in response, and it was all he could do not to pluck her from her stomping little feet and carry her off somewhere to do something about all that frustration.
Yes, indeed. He was in very big trouble.
 

 
NEVER, EVER BEFORE HAD Louisa dealt with such an array of emotions in such a short space of time.
She was already exhausted; mentally wrung out, and they hadn’t even begun discussing what they should do about their irresponsible siblings.
Hugh was acting as though he had run mad, and she couldn’t deal with his madness. Not when she was trying hard not to descend into the same state herself after that kiss.
Good Lord. He’d kissed her. Again. And she’d let him. Again.
This was not good. Not good at all.
How could she stand in pious judgment of Meredith when she went around kissing Hugh? And he was far more irritating than his older brother.
Pressing a hand to her temple, she tried desperately to claw back some semblance of normality.
There would be plenty of time to mourn the loss of her sanity later. And plenty of time to guiltily enjoy the memory of that toe-curling kiss and what it did to her.
She watched the man in front of her now, as his blue eyes finally focused on her.
He seemed terribly distracted. And that wasn’t very flattering really. It seemed that even with a kiss involved, she couldn’t hold his attention.
“Your brother,” she started through gritted teeth, “has told my sister that she is to partner with him for tonight’s event. Obviously he’s lying to get her alone. And—” This was the part she hadn’t wanted to confess, but Louisa had always been the honest sort. “—and she didn’t seem too averse to the idea.”
“And?”
Louisa frowned. Whatever did he mean, ‘and’?
“And he’s obviously lying,” she said firmly. “So, we need to stop them from partnering with each other.”
He remained silent so long that she was contemplating slapping him. And not just because she’d rather enjoy it.
Finally, he sighed and looked at her with those direct, probing eyes of his.
“Would it really be so bad?” he asked.
Her jaw dropped open again and so, she noted, did his. It was as though he was as surprised by his idiotic question as she.
“What? Of course it would be so bad,” she shouted.
“No need to shout.”
“I did not shout,” she shouted again.
Hugh smiled his maddening smile.
“Allow me to guess; ladies do not shout?”
Louisa squeezed her head at her temples again.
“Hugh,” she began as though talking to a particularly dim child. Which he was. If an overgrown one. ”Remember that we are both concerned about our respective siblings. I cannot stand idly by and allow my sister to be hurt by your brother.”
“Why do you assume he means to hurt her?”
She wanted to feel his forehead to see if he were feverish but she couldn’t trust herself to touch him without tackling him to the ground and ravishing him, so she kept her deviant hands to herself.
“Considering you and your brothers have wanted nothing more than to hurt all of us, all our lives, I rather think my assumption is an accurate one.”
Hugh swallowed hard and Louisa averted her eyes from the muscles in his throat lest she do something crazy like press her lips to them.
“I think,” he said rather gruffly. “I think it’s possible that Lucas is starting to genuinely care about your sister.”
Louisa felt a pang of shock.
She had been thinking that Meredith was starting to care for Lucas as well, especially in light of their carry on at breakfast.
But she wouldn’t believe it. No good could come of it. She had thought that Hugh had cared about her three years ago when he had kissed her, and look how that had turned out.
Steeling her heart against any sort of compassion for either Lucas or her silly, innocent sister, Louisa raised her chin and made sure to look absolutely fierce.
“Stuff and nonsense,” she said with a laugh. “Your brother is as incapable of caring about a woman as you are.”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
“Only that your brother may act as though he cares about her but he is as heartless as the rest of you.”
She could practically see the wheels turning in his pretty head, trying to work out where the bitterness that she could not disguise was coming from.
“What is this really about?” he demanded, his voice low.
Louisa huffed out a frustrated breath. This wasn’t how she had wanted this conversation to go. They were supposed to be discussing how to keep their siblings apart. Now, he was questioning her motives. And that was a question she really didn’t want to answer.
Raising a brow and making every effort to appear utterly nonchalant, Louisa gave another, brittle laugh.
“It is about stopping Lucas and Meredith from making a colossal mistake. I thought we both agreed on that.”
For a moment, it looked as though he would argue with her. But, finally, he sighed, the sound wearier than any she’d ever heard from him and shook his head.
“We do agree. It would be a mistake. For many reasons. So, what do we do?”
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
IT WAS EXHAUSTING, LOUISA decided hours later, planning strategies of war with her sisters whilst all the while planning strategies of distance with Hugh.
Sara and Meredith had both seemed terribly suspicious of her earlier, and it had taken all of Louisa’s strength to act as though everything were normal.
When Sara had mentioned seeing Louisa and Hugh in the garden area, Louisa’s heart had fluttered with panic. Thankfully though, her gossipy younger sister had only seen them walking. The kiss remained a secret.
But her siblings were suspicious, Louisa knew. And it had taken all of her talent for avoidance, and the promise of her new pink evening gown for Sara to drop the matter.
Her sisters were even more suspicious when they saw what she intended to wear.
Her dress, she could admit, was probably better suited to a royal affair than a garden party in the depths of the winter. But Louisa cared not. The pale green satin made her eyes appear greener than usual, and she knew green was Hugh’s favorite color.
He had hurt her three years ago, and then he had infuriated her earlier today and ignored her for the rest of the afternoon.
Well, she thought as she adjusted the band of diamonds in her hair and tugged on the rather low neckline of her satin dress, he would bloody well pay attention to her tonight.
She had been snapping at Sara and Meredith all afternoon, and they at her. The Mayford brothers had certainly succeeded in pitting the sisters against one another. But Louisa was ready for action.
If Lucas thought he could drag her sister off into the middle of the maze and ruin her, he had another think coming.
Louisa just prayed Hugh would actually help her.
He hadn’t seemed as enamored with the idea earlier as she would have liked.
The bell sounded for dinner and Louisa took one final glance in the looking glass.
The determined glint in her eyes gave her the confidence boost she needed. She appeared sophisticated and ready for battle.
Let the game commence.
 

 
“IS THE FOOD NOT to your taste, my lord?”
Hugh released the death grip on his wineglass and turned toward the girl who was twittering beside him.
With herculean effort, he strove to appear interested in her banal conversation.
“I find I have no appetite this evening Miss — ah—”
“Miss Bolton. I was just telling Mama about your performance on the pianoforte.”
Hugh breathed a sigh of relief as another guest unwittingly saved him from a rather awkward situation.
He hadn’t for the life of him been able to remember anything about the pretty young lady he’d been seated beside at dinner, save for the fact that she was the daughter of one of his father’s closest acquaintances.
He hadn’t been paying any attention to Miss Bolton because he was solely focused on Louisa Bright, sitting opposite him, looking beautiful enough to give him an apoplexy… and ignoring him.
What had his mother been thinking, seating them like this?
Why was it that Lucas got to sit with Meredith, and Hugh was forced to sit across the table from Louisa and Lord Oxton and watch the man salivate all over her for the evening?
If he touched her one more time, Hugh would launch himself over the table and strangle the man.
The evening was dragging, the wine was having no effect on his temper whatsoever, and if appearances were anything to go by, Lord Oxton was becoming permanently attached to Louisa’s thigh.
Hugh watched Louisa’s face closely. If she gave even the slightest indication that the swine beside her was bothering her, he’d knock the stuffing out of the bast—
Louisa suddenly looked across the table directly into his eyes and all thoughts, violent or otherwise, fled from his mind.
Dear God in Heaven. She was extraordinary. A goddess. And his heart, he knew, had never been in more danger.
Louisa raised a brow, as though daring him. To do what, he had no idea but it made him determined to win whatever this battle between them was. He could only hope, rather desperately, that she was going to be his prize.
Hugh made no effort to release Louisa from his gaze. He knew he probably looked brooding and intense, a look that had frightened many before her, but he couldn’t look away. Didn’t want to.
His desire for her seemed a tangible force, reaching across the table to wrap her in its web. Her eyes widened and her lips parted, and Hugh had to grip the edge of his seat to stop himself from reaching out and hauling her to him, dinner be damned!
More and more, Hugh was becoming sympathetic to Lucas’s predicament. If his brother felt for Meredith even a fraction of what Hugh was starting to feel for Louisa, then Hugh wanted no part in preventing his brother’s happiness.
Lord knew he had started to feel like he’d tear a man limb from limb if he attempted to stop him from being with Louisa.
The venison was served and everyone picked up their knives and forks to eat. Everyone that was, except the lecherous Lord Oxton.
The blasted idiot still had his left hand on Louisa’s person. This time, he was touching her upper arm, his thumb brushing along the skin exposed by her capped sleeve and white evening glove.
Hugh’s tenuous grasp on his temper snapped.
“Oxton, you must tell me how you manage to eat a plate of venison with one of your hands attached to another person. That’s quite a talent.”
His words brought a sudden, shocked silence to the table.
Everyone looked from him to Lord Oxton, who had turned a satisfying shade of puce.
Hugh looked swiftly to Louisa to see her staring at him in consternation.
Looking round the table, he picked out the various looks on the faces of his family and friends.
Mother looked aghast, Miss Bolton scandalized. Jackson was scowling, Sara Bright doing the same. Meredith looked calculating, looking to Louisa and back to him. Lucas looked ecstatic, the blackguard.
“I’m not sure I follow, Mayford,” Oxton said now, but he had removed his hand from Louisa’s arm.
“Oh, I’m quite sure you do,” Hugh retorted softly.
He was gratified to see the other man’s throat bob wildly.
There was another uncomfortable silence which Hugh made no attempt to break since all his efforts were focused on giving Henry Oxton one of his most vicious scowls.
Finally, his mother made some inane comment about the weather and the chatter tentatively began again, although, Hugh was aware of furtive glances and daggers been sent his way for the remainder of the meal.
The ladies retired to the drawing room after the sweetmeats and, as soon as they left, Lucas made a beeline for him.
Hugh had been expecting it.
Handing Hugh a much needed glass of port, Lucas sighed and shook his head.
“You are done for, little brother.”
He could deny it but what was the point? Didn’t misery love company in any case?
“Tell me about it,” he responded dully, staring into the ruby liquid in his glass.
“Oh, I could Hugh. I could.”
The brothers finished their drinks in contemplative silence.
 

 
“I THOUGHT POOR OXTON was going to swallow his tongue,” Louisa hissed to Meredith who stood with her now. “Whatever can have gotten into him?”
Meredith smiled in a way that made Louisa’s cheeks flame.
“Can you not guess, Lou?”
“Of course I can’t.” She sniffed.
Risking a glance at her older sister’s face, she saw that daft, knowing smile again.
“Would it really be so terrible? Giving him a chance?”
Louisa studied her sister more closely. There was a softness about Meredith, a glow of something indefinable that hadn’t been there before. Louisa recognized it because she was terrified it was an expression she’d been wearing herself of late.
“Who are you asking for, Meredith? Me or you?” she whispered.
Before Meredith could answer, the duchess called them all to order.
Louisa moved to the edge of the assembly, noticing that Lord Oxton seemed to be making his way toward her.
“Damn and blast,” she whispered softly.
“Tut, tut, my beauty. Ladies surely do no swear.”
Hugh’s voice sounded in her ear, causing the most delicious of shivers to run down her back.
Louisa swallowed and turned her head to glare at him.
“We haven’t started yet, there is no need to stand so close to me,” she whispered fiercely.
“On the contrary, there is every need,” he said cryptically, and Louisa could have sworn she felt the softest brush of his lips against her neck.
Oh, Lord. This was not good. Not at all.
Her heart was thudding most oddly, and Louisa had a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach.
She was starting to genuinely fear that what she felt for this man wasn’t ever going to go away.
Her Grace moved to the French windows leading onto the verandah and then on to the garden which contained the maze.
As Louisa made to move away, Hugh reached out and grasped her hand.
She felt the impact of his touch right down to her slipper encased toes.
“You look incredible,” he said simply and, still holding her hand in his significantly larger one, he moved toward the garden.
Louisa didn’t want to be thrilled at this simplest of gestures. But she was. And she knew then; she was lost.
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
“WHAT’S THE RUSH?” Hugh pulled gently on Louisa’s hand when she would have hurried ahead.
It probably wasn’t a good thing that he noticed how perfectly her hand fit in his, but he was starting to think Lucas had the right idea.
Why fight something that felt more and more right by the second?
It was obvious to Hugh that Lucas had forgotten all about seducing Meredith Bright as some sort of revenge tactic. The man was besotted.
It was obvious because he suspected he was feeling the same way about Louisa.
The problem was that Louisa was still hell bent on separating Meredith from Lucas. And if she didn’t want her sister with Hugh’s brother, then she certainly wouldn’t want Hugh for herself.
“What do you mean?” he answered now, tugging ineffectually on his hand to make him go faster. “I want to win.”
Hugh grinned.
“Is winning so important?”
She came to a stop so suddenly that Hugh almost ripped her arm from the socket.
Turning back to her with a frown, he saw her jaw open, the very picture of a horrorstruck young lady.
“What a ridiculous question,” she breathed, sounding most affronted. “Of course it is important.”
Hugh chuckled at her obvious passion for winning. Though he shouldn’t have been surprised. The Bright sisters put more effort into winning than Nelson himself.
Just then, Sara sailed past them, skirts flying.
“Do keep up, Jack,” she called triumphantly as she sprinted past.
Only seconds later Jackson appeared, rushing after her, issuing enough curses to turn the air blue.
Louisa turned back to him with her hands firmly on her hips.
“See? Do you think I could bear to listen to my sisters if one of them should win?”
Hugh placed a hand to his heart.
“I am wounded,” he pronounced dramatically. “There I was thinking you wanted to win so you could be my queen at the Frost Ball.”
She scoffed in a very unladylike manner.
“I consider that a necessary evil,” she bit out. “Now do hurry. Not only do we want to win, but we also want to keep an eye on those two.”
She waved a hand in the direction of Meredith and Lucas who were walking slowly toward the front of the maze, their heads bent toward each other, the picture, Hugh had to admit, of romantic bliss.
“Louisa,” he said softly, bringing them to a halt once more.
She sighed and threw her eyes to heaven, muttering under her breath.
“What?” she snapped.
“I—” Hugh hesitated, wondering what to say. It was odd; most of his conversations with the woman standing in front of him now had been teasing or insulting. Never had he wanted to just talk with her. Until now. ”I think perhaps we should leave them be.”
Her beautiful eyes narrowed in suspicion.
“This was your idea,” she reminded him softly.
Hugh sighed and ran a hand through his hair, a sign that he was agitated.
“I know, I know. But—” He reached out and clasped her by the shoulders. God, how he loved touching her. “I’ve seen them together. You have too. And I’ve spoken to Luc. I’m starting to think that there is genuine affection between them.”
She was gazing up at him, a frown of consternation upon her brow, and Hugh had to fight the urge to pull her against him and kiss her the way he wanted to.
“Isn’t it possible?” he asked, a nervous energy coursing through him. “Isn’t it possible that two people who have long considered themselves enemies could find themselves, well, the opposite?”
“I want to believe it is,” she said softly. “But, I think—”
He stepped closer to her, closing even the small distance between them.
“You think too much,” he said, lowering his head slowly toward hers.
“You only say that because you don’t think at all,” she argued but she tilted her head just so.
“You talk too much,” he responded, so close to touching her lips with his own he could almost taste her.
“Well you—”
Hugh didn’t give her a chance to argue, yet again. His lips found hers, and he set about trying to remove any thoughts that weren’t of him from her busy mind.
 

 
THEY WERE LOSING AND it was all his fault!
Louisa desperately clung to her irritation. It was just the defense she needed against the unrelenting, soul-consuming love for him that was lurking inside of her, waiting to pounce.
She couldn’t allow herself to love him.
No matter how many seductive words he said, or how heart stopping his kisses.
Self-preservation was key.
They were rushing through the maze toward the birdbath, which Hugh was adamant was the answer to the first clue.
He wouldn’t even discuss it, the great big oaf. Just shouted that it was the birdbath and shot off, dragging her behind him.
As soon as they’d entered the maze, she managed to wriggle free of his grasp and now she was leading the way.
“How can they have gotten this far ahead?” she muttered crossly.
“Does it really matter?” Hugh asked from behind her.
Louisa swung round to glare at him.
“I’ve already told you that it matters,” she barked.
Hugh sighed and ran a hand through his hair, causing a stray jet black lock to fall over his forehead.
She wanted to brush it back from his face.
And then she wanted to cut it off because it had no business making her feel like she wanted to push it back.
God, this was infuriating; him, her feelings for him, his hair now too, apparently.
It was all far too much to deal with and solve riddles at the same time.
“Can’t you just leave them to be happy?” he asked.
He was right, she knew. She should leave well enough alone and, to be fair, Meredith did seem happier and happier in Lucas Mayford’s presence. But that was the rub. Just because he made her happy, didn’t mean he was trustworthy.
She really didn’t want to get into an argument with him again. Especially because their arguments lately were ending with kisses, and they were confusing and wonderful and really, terribly inappropriate.
“I do not want to lose,” she answered feebly.
Hugh studied her for a moment but then, mercifully, turned and began walking again.
“Come then, to the birdbath.”
“I’m not even sure if we should be going to the birdbath.”
“I told you, it’s obvious.”
“And how would I know? You didn’t even let me read the blasted clue.”
“Can’t you just trust me,” he asked with a disarming smile.
Oh, how I wish I could.
“I trust you about as much as I trust Mama’s pet dog. And that’s a vicious, irritating little thing as well,” she said then moved to take the lead once more.
 

 
HE WAS EITHER GOING to throttle her or kiss her senseless, Hugh decided as she sailed off in front of him, regal as a queen.
She was driving him bloody well mad.
Not least because she really did seem determined to come between Luc and Meredith.
And Hugh was certain that was no longer the right thing to do.
Who where he and Louisa Bright to stand in the way of their respective siblings’ happiness?
It seemed a horribly selfish thing to do.
And, really, Meredith Bright wouldn’t be the worst sister-in-law in the world.
In truth, she’d always been the most tolerable of all the girls. That was until Louisa Bright had grown and become very, very tolerable.
But Louisa still had a heart of solid rock; he was convinced, if her determination to come between the lovebirds was anything to go by.
And Sara — well, Sara was probably the most frightening of them all.
Anyone who looked so doll-like and angelic, and still managed to wreck the havoc she did, was not to be trusted, even for a moment. Poor Jackson.
Jackson, however, was not his priority right then. Louisa was.
“You really do need to do something about that temper of yours,” he called as he caught up to her.
“I have no problem with my temper. I have a problem with you.”
“Why?”
He distinctly heard several whispered curses before she spun back around to him.
“Because you’re distracting and — and flustering. And I cannot think properly when you stand so close.”
Her words where music to his ears.
“And you can rid yourself of that smile. It’s not a compliment.”
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
“HERE IT IS. The birdbath. I told you,” Hugh said triumphantly, seconds before Louisa arrived to see that he had been right.
Drat the man.
Now he’d never shut up about it.
Her irritation however was quickly replaced by suspicion when she eyed the other occupants of the small space.
Lucas and Meredith had beaten them here and the pair of them looked guiltier than children who’d been caught doing something naughty.
“Ah, I see you two figured out the clue as well.” Lucas was saying to Hugh, a self-satisfied grin plastered on his face.
Louisa ignored the gentlemen and looked instead at her sister. Meredith was avoiding eye contact, a sure sign that she was up to something she shouldn’t be. But, she did look happy, just as Hugh had said. She really did.
Louisa felt suddenly unsure about the grand plan to keep her sister away from the dastardly Lord Ashbury.
“Too bad you’ll need to wait till we read the next clue.”
Lucas was obviously taking great delight in annoying his brother, as he waved the envelope in the air, a defiant expression on his face.
Hugh was scowling at his brother.
And it all seemed so, so normal. Two brothers bantering and enjoying themselves. Not at all like the cruel, terrible frogs they had painted the Mayfords as all those years ago.
It was disconcerting. More so because her feelings for Hugh were already confusing. She didn’t need to start liking his family, too.
“Well be quick about it! I aim to win!” Hugh was demanding.
“Me too,” Louisa spoke, drawing Meredith’s attention. She offered her sister a smile, making sure to seem as though she were merely being competitive, not planning to put a stop to the relationship developing between her sister and the earl.
Without another word, Lucas pulled Meredith farther along and around a small bend so that they were out of sight.
After a moment the envelope containing the clue flew toward the bushes.
Hugh laughingly called foul but Lucas and Meredith were already dashing away, if their stomping footsteps were anything to go by.
Hugh sighed and turned back to face her.
“I suppose you want to chase after them?”
Louisa took a deep, steadying breath.
She’d never been the type to admit defeat. Never.
But sometimes, one had to recognize that there were things which could not be controlled. Perhaps her sister’s involvement with Lucas was one of them.
She glanced up at Hugh, feeling her heart do its usual gallop in the face of his harsh, masculine beauty.
She would never tire of looking at his face. Which was a problem, admittedly. But at least it was a problem with a nice view.
“Perhaps we should just let them go. Let them win.”
His eyes lit with pride and Louisa thrilled at the expression.
His opinion of her had suddenly become rather important.
“You know that means you won’t get to be my queen at the Frost Ball?” he teased, smiling and stepping closer to her.
Louisa’s breath quickened.
“Well then, it will be a happy ending for all of us,” she quipped, but her tone lacked its usual bite.
Hugh grinned wolfishly.
“Oh, I hope so, sweetheart.”
There was a sudden commotion behind them and Louisa looked round to see Sara come rushing forward, looking decidedly less put together than she had at dinner.
“Sara? What has happened?” Louisa asked, studying her sister’s disheveled state.
“Nothing,” Sara replied mutinously.
Hugh was frowning at her.
“Where is — ah, Jackson.”
Louisa looked as a very cross looking Jackson Mayford came into view.
He and Sara stared daggers at each other.
“Where’s the clue?” Jackson asked sulkily.
Hugh bit his lip and looked as though he were trying very hard not to laugh.
Wordlessly he pointed toward the bush.
Jackson reached up and grabbed the paper but before he had a chance to even glance at it, Sara reached forward, snatched it and then turned to dash away.
“My thanks,” she called laughing.
Jackson frowned darkly, looking murderous. But Louisa had caught the flare of appreciation in his eyes, too.
It couldn’t be, could it?
Before she could think any longer on it, Jackson took off after Sara.
This week obviously wasn’t turning out as any of them had expected.
Louisa turned once more to Hugh and her breath caught at the predatory glint in his eyes.
He dipped his head toward her own.
“If we’re not in a rush to win,” he whispered close to her lips, “that means we can take our own sweet time.”
Louisa could think of no way to answer, except to close the final, minuscule distance between them.
She loved him. She knew that now. What she didn’t know was what on earth to do about it.
 

 
HUGH MADE A HERCULEAN effort to pull himself away from Louisa.
She was utterly irresistible but he was conscious of the fact that there were other guests at this party and they would start to come upon them.
Much as he wanted her, he didn’t relish the idea of making it a spectator sport.
He studied her face for a moment, drinking in her heart-stopping beauty.
The sooner he got her back to the house and in a private room somewhere, the better.
“Come,” he said softly, taking her hand and walking toward the exit of the maze.
They walked in silence; Hugh was lost in his own thoughts and he assumed Louisa was lost in hers.
Still, she didn’t move her hand from his and Hugh was surprised at how happy that simple act made him. It felt right somehow, to be holding her hand, as though she had always belonged right there, walking beside him.
“Are you warm enough?” he asked her quietly, not wanting to speak loudly and ruin the perfect stillness that surrounded them.
Louisa smiled wryly.
“Not really,” she confessed.
He wasn’t surprised.
The sky was bright and cloud free; the stars and full moon gleaming, illuminating the gardens with a white light and though it was beautiful to see, it certainly made it chilly.
There was already frost forming on the grass beneath their feet.
And much as her dress was stunning enough to cause an apoplexy, it wasn’t conducive to keeping the cold at bay.
“Here,” he said gruffly, removing his coat and placing it around her shoulders.
It swamped her, which didn’t surprise him since she didn’t even come up to his chin.
What did surprise him was his reaction to seeing her in it.
All of a sudden, he was filled with a need to protect her, to keep her safe always.
It was a heady feeling but one which was more than a little confusing.
“Thank you,” she said softly.
“My pleasure,” he said.
And then, because she looked so endearing, he leaned forward and placed a tender kiss on the top of her head.
It was a moment of perfection and he was starting to want a lifetime of them.
 

 
SHE WAS SURROUNDED BY his scent and it was exquisite.
Furtively, Louisa clasped the lapels of the dark blue superfine and inhaled. It smelled of soap, sandalwood, and Hugh. It was heavenly.
Hugh wasn’t speaking much and nor was she.
His chivalrous act, his concern for her wellbeing, his love for his brother and, of course, his kisses were forces too strong for her to fight.
She might as well embrace the fact that she loved him.
Then, when he rejected her as he had three years ago, she could go away and lick her wounds in peace.
But wouldn’t it be nice to just let herself enjoy his company?
“Let’s get inside and get warm,” Hugh interrupted her thoughts.
She looked guiltily at him.
“Oh, Hugh, you must be freezing,” she said, starting to remove his coat. Here, take—” her words trailed off as she looked at him, really looked at him, since he’d given her his coat.
Now that he wasn’t wearing his jacket, she could see more of him and what she saw was enough to make her mouth drier than the Sahara.
She could see the muscles of his arms through the thin material of his lawn shirt, they looked so defined, so big.
And his jacket had very obviously not been padded like that of some of the dandies of the ton, given the size of his shoulders and the breadth of his chest.
“Louisa?”
Her eyes snapped up to his, and she was horrified to see the light of amusement in them. He knew, the cad. He knew the effect his body was having on her.
“You were saying?” he continued with a smug grin.
“I thought you might be cold. I was g-giving you back your coat,” she murmured dropping her eyes and refusing to meet his gaze again.
“Keep it,” he said, chuckling softly. “I do believe your heated glances are enough to keep my blood warm.”
Louisa gasped in outrage. How dare he embarrass her so?
“I beg your pardon,” she exclaimed. “I am not giving you heated glances. The very idea.”
He laughed again then bent to give her a swift kiss.
“You are one in a million, Louisa Bright. Come on.”
He moved ahead of her, and Louisa scrambled to keep up.
“Take the coat back,” she demanded.
“No,” he answered mutinously.
“Hugh,” she said exasperatedly.
“Louisa.” He imitated her tone like a big, overgrown child.
“Will you take the bloody coat?” she screeched.
“I’ll tell you what,” he said, his tone placating. “Meet me later tonight, and you can return it to me.”
She eyed him suspiciously, her eyes narrowed.
“Can’t you just take it now?” she asked.
“I could. But I don’t want to. If you return it later, that means I get to see you later.”
Louisa couldn’t help but laugh at his charming smile.
And hadn’t she decided to just enjoy her time?
Still, it seemed that she was playing with a fire that she wasn’t equipped to deal with.
“Sweetheart, can’t you just ease up and have a little fun?” he cajoled.
“Why are you doing this?” she asked rather than acquiesce.
He sighed and shook his head.
“So mistrustful,” he whispered reaching out and stroking her cheeks softly.”Isn’t it obvious that I’m doing this because I want, quite desperately I might add, to spend time alone with you? That I want to explore this thing that’s growing between us?”
His words were so coaxing, his touch intoxicating.
“You did it for Meredith, allowed yourself to let go and give Lucas his chance to woo her.”
“Well, that was different. I mean, well it wasn’t…” she trailed off in confusion.
“It’s not different,” he said. “Believe me.”
Louisa froze as his words crashed through her mind, dragging up a memory from years ago.
After their kiss, Louisa had dashed off into the house, desperate to seek her sisters’ council, though Sara had been far too young to discuss such things.
Being unable to find them in their bedchambers, she had searched the house and had finally moved toward the voices she heard coming from the library.
It was only as she reached the partially opened doors that she realized they were male voices, specifically those of Hugh and his brothers.
She shouldn’t have really, but she settled in to eavesdrop. After all, they had just shared a wonderful, romantic kiss. Hugh was bound to be telling his brothers about it, perhaps even seeking Lucas’s advice on how to proceed with a courtship.
What she heard, however, was decidedly not what she had wanted.
“Ugh, you kissed one of the vipers?” Jackson asked, his tone filled with horror.
“Shut up, Jack,” Hugh responded and Louisa had felt a surge of affection. He would defend her honor.
“But, why?” The younger man had sounded horrified.
The silence stretched so long that Louisa thought perhaps he meant to ignore the question altogether.
Finally, he answered, “Because I could.”
“Do you care for her?” That was Lucas’s deeper voice.
“Of course not. It was a joke. We’re always playing them, aren’t we?”
Louisa’s face burned with humiliation.
“We’ll have to cancel all of our plans. Get the frogs back and everything,” Jackson sulked.”Everything’s different now.”
“It’s not different. Believe me. Just another way to humiliate one of the little witches.”
“Louisa?”
She came back to the present with a terrible thud.
What was the point in all of this? She had barely gotten over her humiliation then. Now, with her heart involved, she refused to take the risk.
 

 
HUGH WATCHED LOUISA’S FACE as a myriad of emotions flitted across it. She’d never been able to hide her feelings, even when they were children.
It was one of the things he loved about her.
As though a bolt of lightning had just lit the sky, the thought burst brightly through Hugh’s mind.
My God. He did. He loved her, the annoying, sneaky, beautiful, charming little minx.
He couldn’t stop his sudden grin.
It seemed so obvious to him now.
He loved her.
They would marry and fill a nursery and she would live with him on his own vast estate, separate to that of his family, whom he loved but who would most definitely be in the way with what he planned.
It would be bucolic bliss.
Hugh was about to tell her all of this when he noticed her expression change once more.
“I want to, but I do not believe it,” she said now, sounding colder than he’d heard in days.
“Louisa—”
“No, Hugh,” she shook her head, moving out of his grasp. “I was foolish enough to believe that you had changed three years ago. I will not allow my sister to make the same mistake now.”
He frowned in confusion.
What the hell was she talking about?
“I heard you, you see,” she continued and he could see the blush staining her cheeks, even in the moonlight. “All those years ago after we’d — well, after.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said carefully, not really knowing what her mood was or where this conversation was headed.
“No, I expect you wouldn’t. The whole thing was rather boring and insignificant for you, I’d warrant. But it bothered me, I’ll admit. And I haven’t forgotten it.”
Without saying another word, she turned and marched toward the maze, following the crowd.
Hugh felt his temper flare.
And just like that, she was ruining all his hastily made plans. She couldn’t just stomp off without explaining why.
“Would you care to expand, Miss Bright?” he called, rushing after her. “For I am at rather a loss as to what you are going on about.”
“After you kissed me all those years ago, you couldn’t wait to run to your brother’s and fill them in on your inspired idea to humiliate one of the little witches. Wasn’t that how you referred to it?”
Damn.
“Louisa, we were young. We were enemies. You cannot think that this is the same?”
“I can and I do. I can’t trust a Mayford any more than Meredith can.”
Hugh couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
Was she really going to hold the sins of his past against him? He hadn’t even meant what he’d said. He’d just had no idea how to deal with the visceral reaction he’d felt when touching her.
“Louisa, I didn’t mean it. I was trying to save face. You have to understand.”
“Oh, I do understand Hugh.”
He watched helplessly as she removed his jacket and thrust it back at him.
“Can we please talk about this?” he asked desperately.
She sighed and looked suddenly exhausted.
“I’m tired and I’m cold. We can forget all of this ever happened. My sisters and I will leave after Christmas Day and you can all get back to your bachelor ways.”
He watched as she walked away.
She couldn’t leave it like this.
He wouldn’t let her.
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Sweetheart,
I refuse to allow a stupid mistake from three years ago come between us now. Meet me in the conservatory when everyone has gone to bed, around one o’clock.
Please.
If you happen to forget about it, I shall come and fetch you from your bedroom. And don’t think I won’t!
Hugh
 
The bloody man was a nuisance.
But he was a determined nuisance, and Louisa knew he meant what he threatened. He would cause a huge scandal rather than allow her to ignore his summons. He really was that stubborn.
And, truth be told, Louisa was worried that she was being rather ridiculous.
If her sisters had accused her of conceding their war three years ago; she probably would have denied everything, too.
Besides, it was different now.
She certainly felt different. Couldn’t she trust that he did too?
After they’d gotten back to the house, the rest of the party in fine spirits, Louisa had sat in a corner and brooded.
Brooded and watched.
She was pleased to see that Hugh seemed to be brooding himself. She would likely have thrown something at him had he appeared to be enjoying the festivities.
Mostly, she watched Meredith and Lucas. And the longer she watched them, the more she was convinced; they were two people completely in love with each other.
Louisa sighed and paced her bedchamber as she had been doing for hours now.
She knew she could probably convince Meredith that Lucas wasn’t to be trusted, and she could manipulate her sister into leaving this place.
But Meredith was happy, truly happy… with Lucas.
Her confusing thoughts were interrupted by a soft knock on the door.
Horrified, her eyes flew to the carriage clock on the mantle.
It was almost time to meet him, but not quite.
He couldn’t be here already, could he?
“Yes?” she called trying not to sound panicked.
“May I come in?” The door cracked open slightly, revealing Meredith.
“Meredith? Why in heaven’s name are you in your nightclothes! Someone could see you!” she exclaimed as Meredith came farther into the room.
“Why are you not ready for bed? It must be near one in the morning!” Meredith responded, looking a little too closely at Louisa.
“I wasn’t tired,” she said as casually as she could manage but she couldn’t help glancing toward the hall lest Hugh should suddenly appear.
“Liar.”
“Snoop.”
“Are you meeting Hugh?” Meredith demanded. Usually Louisa would have been happy to sit and have a coze with her sister. But this was most inconvenient.
There was no point in denying it either. Meredith was like a bloodhound when it came to finding things out.
“That’s none of your concern,” she said with a sniff rather than deny it.
“Do you realize this is Hugh?” Meredith demanded, crossing her arms, ever the bossy big sister.
“You do realize you’re being quite the hypocrite. Lucas is just as attentive as Hugh. More even.” Louisa shot back, hating feeling so defensive.
“Yes but…”
“No excuses. I’ll let you have your secrets. But let me have my own as well.” Louisa softened her tone, and her expression. It wasn’t Meredith’s fault that Hugh Mayford had her tied in knots.
Louisa was more than capable of handling this thing herself, in any case.
“Very well, though I’ll expect a full report in the morning, mind you.” Meredith finally relented and Louisa could breathe a little easier.
“Yes, Mother,” she answered cheekily.
“I’ll leave you to your secrets then. Does Sara have any such secrets or will I find her in her room?” Meredith asked as she walked towards the door.
Funnily enough, Louisa hadn’t seen Sara on their return from the maze. Or Jackson, for that matter.
“I’m not sure,” she answered truthfully.”You’ll have seek those answers yourself.”
She knew she was practically shooing her sister out the door but if Meredith were still here when Hugh arrived it would be a catastrophe.
Sending Meredith off with a wink, Louisa waited until her footsteps padded down the hallway then swept quickly from the room.
 

 
HUGH COULDN’T BELIEVE HOW anxious he felt as he checked his watch once again and resumed his pacing.
What if she refused to come?
Well, he’d meant what he’d said. He would storm up there and carry her from her bedchamber if he had to.
Of course, if he stormed up there, the last thing he would want to do is leave her bedroom. He’d infinitely prefer to make use of it.
“Hugh.”
He swung round and saw her standing in the doorway, looking more beautiful than any woman had a right to.
“You came.”
He was an idiot. Of course she came, she was standing there.
“I didn’t think you gave me much of a choice,” she said ruefully and he was relieved to see a soft smile play around her lips.
“No, I don’t suppose I didn’t,” he responded.
She shivered and he immediately moved to her side.
“You’re cold,” he said.
Yes. Definitely an idiot.
“The conservatory wasn’t going to be terribly warm on a winter’s night, was it?” she quipped in response.
He smiled self-consciously.
“Let’s move to the library,” he said, offering her his arm.”It will be much warmer there.”
She hesitated for a moment before finally nodding her agreement and taking his arm.
“Why did you want to meet me?” she asked quietly as they walked.
This was the hard part.
Hugh had spent hours deliberating over what he should say. How he could explain that he’d been a fool three years ago, that he was desperately in love with her, that he wanted more than anything to make her his wife.
But suddenly, the words wouldn’t come.
He was as skittish as an unbroken horse.
He searched frantically for something to talk about but it was so hard to concentrate.
Every time she touched him, even on the sleeve of his coat, it set his heart racing.
And as far as his coat went, when she’d returned it, it had carried the floral scent she always wore and had nearly brought him to his knees.
Finally, he alighted on a topic that would keep her talking, at least long enough for him to pluck up the courage to tell her how he felt.
“Ah — it was about Lucas and Meredith. I wondered if you had thought about what you will do.”
It was a blatant lie.
He didn’t care a jot what she would do at this particular moment.
She heaved a sigh and gave him a sideway glance.
“Honestly,” she said after a moment or two, “what can I do? If they truly love each other, I wouldn’t be able to keep them apart for long. And nor would I want to. If my sister finds happiness, even if it is with your brother, then that’s good enough for me. I just have to believe that he will treat her well.”
Hugh heard the genuine worry in her voice.
They had reached the library door but before they went inside he turned her to face him, gently clasping her shoulders.
“He will treat her like a queen, sweetheart. I am sure of it.”
“How can you be sure?” she asked with a slight frown.
“Because he loves her. And when we Mayfords fall in love, we make sure the whole world knows it.”
Was it wishful thinking or did she look suddenly wistful?
He felt a thaw in her demeanor and it gave him the courage to go on, to tease a little, even.
“And will your sister be good to my brother?”
She grinned saucily and shrugged her shoulders.
“If she’s foolish enough to love him then she will no doubt be good to him.”
“You think she is foolish to fall in love?” he asked, feeling suddenly uneasy.
“Not at all. Foolish to fall in love with a Mayford, perhaps.” She smiled.
“Hmm. And if we are so abhorrent, how come your sister did, in fact, fall in love with one of us?”
“Who knows? Perhaps she couldn’t resist his charm.”
He winked and gave her his most charming smile.
“And who could blame her?”
“Not me. Such charm is terribly difficult to resist,” she responded as he leaned closer. “At least one of you has some.”
By God she was a saucy one.
He growled in frustration, prompting her to shush him frantically. He opened the door of the library and swung her inside, closing the door behind them.
Without giving her the chance to object beyond saying his name in a very disapproving tone, he pulled her toward him and crushed her lips to his.
If she wanted charm, she’d get it.
 

 
SHE WOULD NEVER RECOVER from his kisses, Louisa knew.
She would never want to.
The man had seeped into her heart and soul and he would never leave.
His lips were playing havoc with her senses, demanding she respond, demanding she give in to him.
And she did.
Louisa threw everything she felt into that kiss, reaching up to run her fingers through his sable hair, losing herself to the feelings he evoked.
She could stay like this forever. In fact, if they never —
Louisa froze as someone cleared his throat behind them.
Someone was here!
Panicking, she shoved Hugh away from her, or at least tried to, and spun round to face whoever it was.
“Louisa, is that any way to treat a suitor?” Meredith was grinning, seeming highly amused.
Louisa felt a wave of relief. If it was only Meredith and Lucas then they were safe. Neither of those two were in any position to judge.
“You!” She breathed in relief. ”I thought it was someone important.”
“Just me,” Meredith responded, looking meaningfully at Lucas who looked far too amused for Louisa’s liking.
“Need help brother? With the way she shoved you I can’t exactly tell if you were doing something wrong, or very right.” Lucas laughed now.
“Something very right.” Hugh smiled in return, sounding as smug as she’d ever heard him. She rolled her eyes at him.
“I’m afraid that they have never outgrown their overconfidence.” Meredith said. She seemed far too comfortable with this whole situation. Louisa would rather the ground opened up so she could slip away.
“Indeed,” she responded, glaring at Hugh who still looked entirely too pleased with himself.
Didn’t he understand what had just happened? They’d been caught!
“Well, would you two like to be the first to know?”
As Lucas spoke, he moved and wrapped his arms around Meredith.
Louisa’s breath caught in her throat.
“First?” she managed, her eyes darting between her sister and Lucas.
“The first,” he repeated, “aside from all of our parents, of course. I have to do a few things according to decorum, you understand. Can’t be a rebel all the time.”
Were they going to announce a betrothal?
She was horrified at the spike of jealousy she suddenly felt.
She turned to glance at Hugh in confusion and was touched when he lifted his hand and gave her shoulder a squeeze of support.
“You can tell us now,” Hugh said to Lucas.
“I’ve decided that the best way to make peace, was to simply make love.”
“What?” Louisa demanded at the same time as Hugh.
It had actually happened? They were to marry?
“Lucas!”
Meredith scolded but her face was flushed, and the picture of pure happiness.
Lucas laughed unrepentantly.
“I’m simply stating that Meredith has agreed to bless me with the honor of being my countess,” he confirmed.
Louisa felt her heart stop.
Here it was; the thing she’d wanted to prevent.
“Meredith!” she exclaimed.
Looking over her shoulder once more, she saw that Hugh was watching her, his expression intense. She knew he was waiting to see if she would object or stick to her word and give her blessing.
She also knew that he would be disappointed should she cause a scene, and, suddenly, the thought of displeasing him was unbearable.
So, without another second’s hesitation, she moved the pompous earl out of the way and threw her arms around her sister.”I am both shocked and yet not,” she smiled through sudden tears.
Meredith looked ecstatic.
How could this be a bad thing?
“Sara is going to be in a fit,” Meredith replied and Louisa could see that she was genuinely concerned.
Time to be the dutiful sister.
“Perhaps,” she confirmed, because there was little point in denying it. ”But it will be entertaining to watch at least.”
“Well, I must say I’m impressed with how quickly you work, old man.” Hugh looked genuinely happy for his brother, and as he shook Lucas’s hand, he turned and gave her a wink. He looked proud and it warmed her heart in ways she couldn’t describe.
 

 
“YOU’LL BE EVEN MORE impressed when you discover that she agreed to marry me at the Frost Ball.” Lucas was speaking, and Hugh was surprised at the envy that suddenly shot through him. He wished that it was him making the announcement about he and Louisa, and he felt a cad for it.
“Don’t tell me you’ve already secured a special license as well!” he asked, feeling concerned for Louisa.
She’d been a real sport but he knew that this must be difficult.
“Not yet, but I’ll make quick work of that as well.” Lucas simply shrugged in his typical fashion.
Hugh couldn’t blame him. Generally speaking, when the Mayford men wanted something, they made it happen.
Louisa was smiling and looked genuinely happy for her sister, but there was a hint of something in her eyes, a slight tightening around her mouth, and he suddenly wanted to get her out of there so she could react whatever way she needed to, away from the happy couple.
“Then we will leave you to your celebrating.” Hugh grasped Louisa’s hand and made to move away.
“No, no, why doesn’t Louisa come with me? It’s time we retired.” Meredith reached out and grasped Louisa’s other hand.
Hugh had only just started kissing her, for God’s sake. And he hadn’t even gotten to propose. Or confess his feelings.
He wasn’t giving her up that easily.
To his consternation, however, Meredith Bright had a grip that would try the strength of a Titan.
They engaged in a rather embarrassing tug of war before he had no choice but to release Louisa’s hand, lest one of her arms be pulled from the socket. Lucas’s laugh did nothing to improve his mood.
Hugh glared at him then raised a mocking brow.
“That means you don’t get to celebrate either.” Hugh he reminded his brother with a sly smile.
“I have a life time of celebrating,” Lucas shot back, and Hugh scowled because the bloody man was right.
“And with that we bid you goodnight.” Meredith tugged Louisa from the room before Hugh even got the chance to speak to her.
Hugh thought it would be rather childish to chase after them and drag her back, so he let her go, feeling more frustrated by the second.
She turned back to glance at him and offer a small smile. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do until he got to speak to her again.
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
IT HAD BEEN A whirlwind by anyone’s standards and as Louisa watched her sister waltz in the arms of her husband, husband, she couldn’t help but smile.
It really had all worked out between those two.
The days leading up to the wedding had been spent frantically putting together a trousseau and organizing the wedding, deciding on hairstyles for Meredith as the bride and for herself and Sara as the bridesmaids.
Sara had taken longer to come round to the idea than Louisa herself had, but finally Sara had witnessed with her own eyes the love between Meredith and Lucas and it was undeniable.
Louisa sighed in contentment and, she had to admit, envy.
Seeing Meredith in the arms of a man who so obviously loved her would make anyone want the same thing, she reasoned.
The fact that she only wanted it with Hugh was something that she would just have to keep to herself.
She’d barely seen Hugh since that night in the library.
Truth be told, there’d barely been time.
Her mama and the duchess had been zealous in their preparation and nobody was given a moment to spare.
She missed him, Louisa had to admit.
Missed his teasing, missed his arrogance, even. And she especially missed his kisses and the pleasure they could give.
Snatching a glass of champagne from a passing waiter, she sagged against a nearby pillar.
“Ladies do not sag.”
The sound of Hugh’s soft voice in her ear brought a wide smile to her face and she turned to see him watching her with those incredible eyes, a wolfish smile playing around his mouth.
“And how would you know?” she asked.
“I have it on good authority,” he responded sagely.”A lady has told me all there is to know about — er — being a lady. And I’m quite sure she would never lean against a pillar in such a fashion.”
Louisa tried to match his serious expression but she was just so terribly pleased to see him.
“And are you well acquainted with this lady?”
In an instant, he looked like a predatory beast, and Louisa’s heart took off in response.
“Not as well as I’d like to be,” he said with a wicked smile.
Louisa gulped at her champagne, hoping the liquid would cool her heated skin.
“Walk with me?” he asked.
“Where?”
He shook his head slowly.
“Still so suspicious,” He smiled. ”Come, I want to show you something.”
Wild horses wouldn’t have stopped her from going with him while he smiled at her like that.
Placing the champagne glass on the tray of yet another passing waiter, Louisa took his proffered arm, and they slipped unseen from the ballroom.
Instead of going down the hallway, as she expected, he moved them toward the back of the house and out through the conservatory door.
The gardens were blanketed in thick white snow, looking for all the world like a fairy land.
“Hugh,” she hissed, “it’s snowing. We cannot go out there.”
“Oh ye of little faith,” he answered cryptically before lifting his hand to signal to someone.
Two footmen who had obviously been waiting in the shadows came forward, their arms filled with things.
Louisa watched as Hugh removed a deep red, velvet cloak from the first man’s arms and placed it round her shoulders, pulled up the hood and tied it deftly.
When he was satisfied, he turned back and took a basket from the man.  The poor footmen must have been freezing while waiting for them to appear.
Then he took a pair of her sturdy walking boots from the second man.
Louisa couldn’t help but burst out laughing.
“You’ve thought of everything,” she said.
“Indeed I have,” he answered proudly before bending and removing her satin slippers, replacing them with the boots.
Louisa’s cheeks heated with embarrassment. What must these footmen think of her, allowing a man to remove her shoes out here in the snow?
Hugh ran his hands ever so slightly up her calf and she gasped and bit her lip, her cheeks heating for an altogether different reason now.
After what seemed like an excruciatingly long time, Hugh stood. His jaw was tense and his eyes in the lantern light glowed with an unholy fire.
“That was exquisite torture,” he murmured hoarsely before placing a soft kiss on her forehead.
He turned and took the lantern from the footmen then sent them inside with his thanks.
Louisa thanked them too then turned excitedly to see Hugh holding out his hand to her.
“What on earth is going on?” she asked as she took his hand.
“You’ll see. Have some patience,” he scolded.
He was enjoying himself immensely, so it seemed.
Deciding to just enjoy it, Louisa fell into step with him, a smile of excitement hovering on her lips.
 

 
HUGH FELT LIKE A child on Christmas morn as he led Louisa through the darkened gardens.
He had left very specific instructions with the army of footmen he’d commandeered from the wedding party, so he could only hope that everything was ready.
He’d almost given up the ghost entirely and just ruined her on the steps to the house when he’d bent to change her shoes.
Her legs were as perfect as the rest of her.
He should be bloody sainted for holding out as long as he was.
Hugh glanced down at his companion and was pleased to see an excited little smile on her lips.
She was enjoying herself, even if it was freezing.
It wasn’t much farther though, and she should be warm soon.
Finally, he could see the flicker of the lanterns ahead and he started to get nervous.
He desperately hoped this would work.
They walked a little farther and the gazebo came into view.
Louisa stopped dead beside him and gasped, pulling her hand from his to clasp over her mouth.
He watched closely for her reaction and saw tears fill her eyes.
Were they happy or sad tears?
He felt a moment of blind panic before she turned and looked at him.
Hugh’s heart stopped at the look in her eyes.
If he wasn’t very much mistaken, that was the look of someone in love.
He could only hope he was right.
 

 
LOUISA TRIED DESPERATELY TO keep the tears at bay but still they came.
She’d been worried that Hugh had taken leave of his senses altogether when she started to see the flicker of lights.
When they’d finally come to a stop at the gazebo she thought she’d died and gone to heaven.
The gazebo was covered in lanterns. There were lights everywhere. On the floor, strung along the roof. It was incredible.
She turned to look at Hugh and saw that he looked unsure of himself.
How could he not know that this was the most perfect thing in the world? That he was the most perfect man in the world.
“Hugh,” she breathed when she could trust herself to speak.”This is — it’s wonderful.”
He looked so relieved, and her heart positively melted.
Without giving it a second thought she reached up and threw her arms around his neck, nearly toppling him.
He chuckled in surprise before dropping the basket he held and lifting her clean off her feet and devouring her lips in a soul searing kiss.
When she finally needed to come up for air, he broke the contact, settled her on her feet and retrieved the basket before grasping her hand and pulling her the final few steps.
She saw now that there was a blanket spread on the floor of the gazebo and even some cushions scattered about.
Her eyes widened at the sight.
This was unbelievable.
“My lady.” Hugh swept a dramatic bow before helping her to sit amongst the cushions.
Louisa giggled and sat as daintily as she could.
He sat beside her and proceeded to empty the contents of the picnic basket onto the blanket.
There was, she was thrilled to see, a flask of hot cider which he promptly poured into mugs.
He handed one to her, and she wrapped her hands around it gratefully.
Next came two slices of what looked suspiciously like wedding cake.
She gasped in mock outrage.
“Why, you’re nothing more than a common thief Lord Mayford.” She grinned.
“Don’t tell or I shall say it was all your idea,” he said.
Louisa didn’t think she’d ever been this happy. Never in her whole life.
They sat and drank their cider, and Hugh fed her little bits of wedding cake since she refused to remove her hands from the warmth of the cup she clasped.
As they talked and laughed, Louisa fell more and more in love with him.
Finally, the flask was empty and the cake and cups cleared away. Hugh grasped her about the waist and hauled her onto his lap.
Louisa giggled then moved to place a steadying hand on his chest.
“Thank you,” she whispered softly. “Nobody has ever done something like this for me, and I shall never forget it.”
For a moment, he didn’t move, just stared into her eyes, then slowly, he moved her hand from his chest to place a soft kiss on the palm.
Even through her evening glove she felt its impact.
“Louisa,” he said, his tone gravelly and low. “If you would let me, I would spend my whole life doing things like this for you.”
Louisa felt her jaw drop at his words.
He couldn’t possible mean what she thought, could he?
“Y-you would?” she squeaked, hardly daring to believe it.
“I would,” he confirmed with a self-deprecating smile that she found more endearing than any of the charm he’d bestowed on her previously.
“I love you, Louisa. I think I loved you from that first kiss, three years ago. Back then, I allowed my pride to rule my heart. But pride is a poor substitute for the woman I love, and I won’t make the same mistake again.”
Louisa’s heart soared at his words.
Dear lord, could he really mean it? Could she really be this lucky?
“Are you serious?” she whispered.
He laughed softly.
“Of course I’m serious. I love you. I adore you! I never thought it possible to feel as much as I do for you.”
“Oh, Hugh,” she managed as the tears she’d been holding back flooded her eyes and rolled unchecked down her cheeks, freezing in the frosty air. ”I love you too. So much.”
His eyes lit in triumph before he pulled her face to his for a heart-stopping kiss.
She could definitely get used to having this every day.
“Marry me,” he finally whispered, his forehead pressed against her own. ”I know how much you like to fight me but if you will concede on this, I promise to let you win every fight from now until we die.”
Louisa laughed through her tears.
She thought her heart would burst from sheer happiness.
“Let me win, indeed,” she scoffed but couldn’t keep the smile from her face. ”I will win whether you allow it or not, Hugh Mayford.”
“Is that a yes?” he demanded, his hands moving ever so slowly to the strings of her cloak.
“That is a most definite yes,” she gasped as he removed the garment and began to nibble wickedly on her neck.
“Finally,” he growled as his mouth moved lower still. ”We agree on something.”
 

 
IT TOOK ALL OF Louisa’s apologies and all of Hugh’s charm to finally get their mothers to forgive them for missing the majority of the Frost Ball which had doubled as a wedding reception for Lucas and Meredith.
The bride and groom couldn’t care less.  They had put in just a brief appearance at the ball and nobody had seen them for some hours.
The matriarchs’ anger was short lived however, when they learned that there was to be yet another wedding between the families, and even though the hour was late and everyone was exhausted from the celebrations, they immediately set about making plans for the New Year.
Hugh, however, put his foot down almost as soon as their twittering started.
“Enough,” he bellowed earning him a cacophony of protests and an abundance of glares.
“The hour is late and my betrothed is cold and tired.” He turned to smile tenderly at her as he spoke, and Louisa couldn’t stifle her dreamy sigh.
“I suggest that all talk of preparations wait until tomorrow.”
The mamas grudgingly agreed and made their way upstairs.
When Louisa made to follow, however, Hugh reached out and snagged her about the waist, pulling her back against his chest.
“Where do you think you’re going?” he whispered in her ear, causing her to shiver.
“Didn’t you order everyone above stairs?” she asked breathlessly.
“Of course I did. How else would I get you alone?”
She turned in his embrace and wound her arms about his neck.
“And why would you want to do that?” she whispered wickedly.
His grin was heated enough to melt every bit of snow surrounding the house.
“Why, to have our very own celebration of course,” he answered before claiming her mouth once again.
And they set about celebrating for a very long time.
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CHAPTER ONE
 
JACKSON MAYFORD HAD NEVER met a woman he would not tup.
Nor was he ever lacking for any sort of female attention.
As a general rule, Jackson, or Jack as he was so often called, was quite often the apple of every female’s eye.
Save one.
And she was shooting daggers at him across the ballroom. He lifted his glass of mulled wine in good cheer while she scowled coldly in his direction then looked away.
They were the remaining two.
The final soldiers at war, unwilling to put down their pistols.
And he’d be damned if he was going to let a mere slip of a chit — one who’d set him on fire twice now! — escape without punishment.
He completely ignored the fact that swatting her bottom sent waves of heat to all the wrong parts of his anatomy — just like the ignored the fact that it was a definite tie between wanting to strangle her and kiss her senseless, though the first kiss they shared ended up with a singed cravat — not his fault, at least not entirely.
Lady Meredith danced merrily with his brother The Earl of Ashbury while his brother Hugh stole a kiss from Louisa.
Gagging, he stared down into his cup and stewed.
Because really, there wasn’t another word for the lonely, irritating little feeling that seemed to be his constant companion since news of both of his brothers falling in love had been announced.
First Lucas.
Then Hugh.
And that left Jackson — he shouldn’t be surprised, he was always last. Last to be born, last to gain an inheritance, and the last man standing while the rest of his family moved on towards marriage, children, bloody walks hand in hand through the park.
He shivered.
Not Jackson.
Not now.
Not ever.
“You appear pale,” Came Lucas’s voice from the right.” Would it be the youngest sister in question? The same one glaring at you with such spite I nearly ducked behind the pillar?”
Jackson rolled his eyes. “Hardly, though it does make one feel leery, the way she keeps standing next to the fire. Does she have no respect for the elements?”
Lucas eyed him up and down, his gaze lingering on the singed waistcoat. “I imagine not.”
Cursing, Jackson tossed back the rest of his mulled wine and straightened his posture. “She’s a danger to society.”
Lucas frowned. “She looks innocent enough to me.”
As if on cue, the bloody woman dipped into a low curtsy reserved for royalty then laughed heartily at something a male guest said. Her blonde curls bounced against her porcelain cheeks.
There was danger in beauty.
And she was simply the most beautiful creature his eyes had ever beheld. Not that it made a lick of difference.
They were at odds.
Two mismatched puzzle pieces that refused to go together.
Oil and water.
Fire and—
“Damn it Jackson, stare any harder and it will be you setting her on fire. Why can’t you just let things lie?”
Jackson gave his brother a dumbfounded look. “She set me on fire.” He explained in a desperate voice. “Twice!”
Lucas chuckled.
“She locked me out of the house two days past. I nearly froze to death!”
“It was hardly freezing outside.”
“Snow!” Jackson sputtered. “At least two flakes on my right cheek. I had proof! And what does she do? She laughs!”
“Women tend to do that, laugh.”
“And then…” Jackson completely ignored his brother’s amused tone. “…During the maze when I tried to help her with the last clue she accused me of putting mice in her room—”
“You did put mice in her room.”
“But she blamed me straight away. Me! As if the fault was entirely placed on my shoulders.”
“It was.”
“Was not!” Jackson sighed and pressed a finger to his temple. “I simply made you aware that the girls were terrified of rodents and took it upon my hands to acquire some.”
“Right,” Lucas said dryly.
“What the devil are you two discussing so loudly?” Hugh’s booming voice nearly sent Jackson directly into a candle he missed it by a good inch but started sweating nonetheless.
Hugh grabbed him by the jacket and tugged him to safety.”What is this attraction to fire you have?”
Jackson chose not to respond.
Instead he crossed his arms and pouted.
Yes, pouted.
At five and twenty he was pouting in the middle of a ballroom, where tons of available ladies laid in wait for him to crook his pinky finger in their direction.
But he didn’t want them.
He wasn’t sure what he wanted.
Other than for things to go back to the way they were.
To return to Town with both of his brothers in tow, sans two-sisters- in-law and an annoying little harpy.
Lucas and Hugh began mindless chatter about the following morning — Christmas.
And what then?
What about the after?
No one ever thought about the after.
After the kiss.
After she says yes.
The ramifications of one’s actions were never thought of in the moment, and if they were, it was almost always a fleeting thought.
And that’s where Jackson was different.
He based his life on the after.
It was how he’d survived so long.
He was good at the after.
After I kiss you, I shall bid you goodnight.
After I make love to you, we shall go our separate ways, but we will always have this moment!
After I bloody set you on fire, we shall be enemies forever.
Yes… He glared at Sara across the room. He was good with afters, because a long time ago, he’d been obsessed with befores.
Time had been measured and kept by befores.
Before Sara, life had not existed.
Before Sara, time had merely passed without any sort of feeling or emotion.
Hell, if he were being honest, he now lived his life based on because.
Because of Sara and the Bright sisters, he was losing his brothers.
Because of Sara, he had to get a new waistcoat and everyone knew that Jackson had an unhealthy obsession with waistcoats — it was like she’d known this was his favorite.
Because of Sara — life was now full of afters he could not prepare for.
Damn her.
Damn afters.
Bloody because.
“I need another drink,” he grumbled walking away from his brothers and in the general direction of sustenance, after all, it was going to be a long night and an even longer Christmas. They still had two days left.
And he meant to make the best of it.
Which meant, he’d most likely be foxed during every waking hour.
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
WRONG! EVERYTHING WAS SO completely wrong. Sara had half a mind to burn the entire house down. First Meredith and now Louisa? Whatever happened to family sticking together?
Her sisters had somehow managed to do exactly the opposite of what they’d sworn they would do.
Which was fall for the most rotten creatures on God’s green earth! The frog brothers, as she’d always so eloquently addressed them, were nothing but wolves in sheep’s clothing!
And she knew all about wolves.
For one was staring her down at that very second, most likely assuming she’d fall in her sisters footsteps, blindly marching towards the beat of matrimony as she cheerfully accepted his kiss, as all the while he made moon eyes at every available female within a bloody mile!
Her heart clenched uncomfortably in her chest, she rubbed the spot, the sore spot that seemed to only resurface when Jack gave her attention, almost as if he knew the effect he had on her. Preying on her weak, delicate sensibilities, her dreams of love, her dreams of falling for a man who saw through her happy façade and was willing to do bring her to heel.
Because if she was being truly honest…
That was the issue.
No man dared challenge her.
They thought her delightful! Refreshing! A diverting beautiful woman who not only spoke her mind, but did so with such grace and ease that she would make any a man proud.
Save one.
And he’d let her know it on several occasions.
Many men might desire her.
But Jack only wanted her because she was the only woman who had ever said no.
The soreness intensified.
Ridiculous! That three years ago she’d thought herself in love with him and he with her, only to discover him, not one week later, in the arms of another.
Dratted, horrible man!
Sara glared at him across the room, her fingers slowly imprinting themselves around the stem of her glass as she imagined strangling his pretty little neck. Goodness, her thoughts had been dark as of late, and it was his fault.
It was always Jack’s fault.
Even the fire, though he refused to admit it.
To think! She’d trusted him again, fallen for the charm, the sweet spell of his hypnotic words, and sensual smile. They’d recognized desperation in one another, and set about partnering up to make sure that their parents never again put them under the same roof.
All hell, by all means, should have broken loose.
Instead, it seemed Cupid had made a visit instead of Saint Nicholas.
“Careful,” came Meredith’s cheerful voice.”You’re one more squeeze away from shattering your glass.”
Sara loosened her grip around the crystal and took a deep inhale, the scent of pine and cinnamon danced around her face.
She’d always loved Christmas.
Until him.
Naturally, her eyes were drawn back to his perfect form, why must he be so attractive? His waistcoat was a dark purple velvet, he should look like a complete fop. Instead the smooth lines merely accentuated his lithe body, strong thighs. A perfect curl of dark blond hair fell across his forehead, two dimples spread across his smooth cheeks as he laughed at something his eldest brother said.
“Sara?”
Drat! “Hmm?”
“If you mean to kill him with your mind, you’re doing a fantastic job, I imagine he’ll go up in flames any moment now.”
As if on cue, he almost fell into the nearby candle.
“Huh, I must be more powerful than I thought.” She grinned.
“Lord help us all,” Meredith grumbled. “When will you cease this fighting and just admit that you care for the young man?”
“Care?” Sara repeated with a laugh. “Care?”
“Said that.”
“Care!” she stated the word again. “I care for the mice he set loose in my room more than I care for him! At least he won’t—”
Meredith’s face softened.
Sara managed a weak smile as part of her armor managed to figuratively clang to the floor. If Jackson were to come upon her, his barbs would aim true, straight for the ridiculous sore spot taking residence where her heart continued to thump, reminding her that yes, even though it was painful, she was still very much alive.
“More cider,” she managed to choke out as she forced a smile across her face and moved swiftly around the edge of the dancing couples.
The minute she reached the table, a shadow cast over her hand.
A very, familiar, sensual, shadow.
“Curls…” The voice held mild amusement. “What are you about?”
“Spiking the cider,” she said in a confident voice. “Though I imagine you’ve already done so by looking at your flushed face.”
“And how would you know my face is flushed?” Jack pressed a hand to the small of her back. The delicious pressure reminded her of the danger behind having him so near, yet she didn’t have the heart to pull away, not yet at least.
With a sigh she turned and faced him. “It’s really quite simple. I was imagining all the ways I could strangle you with my bed sheets, and, unfortunately, I knew if I didn’t at least measure your neck with my hands I’d tie the knots all wrong, and then where would we be?”
“Alive.” His eyes widened in horror. “Dear God, was setting me on fire not enough for your sick amusement?”
She was barely able to hold her laughter in. “Oh, Jack.” She brushed off his right shoulder. “Still upset about getting soot on your favorite waistcoat? You do realize you could have jumped in the pond.”
His eyes narrowed. “It was frozen.”
“Was it?”
“Yes, as you damned well know since you pushed me into it shortly after you set me on fire.”
“You’ll forgive me if the memory’s fuzzy, I was quite traumatized. Gracious, I nearly swooned when you started screaming like a little girl.”
“I did not.” He raised his voice, then pinched his nose and seemed to count out loud to three. “I merely yelled.”
“Shocking, that you’re still able to speak after all that…” She paused adding with a menacing smile. “…yelling.”
“And to think.” Jack tilted his head, his icy blue eyes flashing. “I walked all this distance to offer up a truce.”
She peered around him. “My, my, you must be parched. What is it? Thirty paces from the second potted plant you were seducing with your drunken banter?”
“Yes.” Jack nodded, stealing the cider directly from her outstretched hand. “Parched.” He tossed it back and then placed the empty cup back into her fingers. “Be a dear and serve me another?”
She scowled into the cup. “I’m not a maid.”
“Pity.” He grinned wolfishly. “I imagine the best thing for you would be a little discipline…”
“Oh?” Warmth spread across her chest before she could stop it. He would not get the best of her, not this time. “And you think you’re just the man to carry out such a task?”
“Is that a challenge?” he whispered, nearly brushing his body against hers as she took a few steps backward only to note that a wall was keeping her from a safe escape. “I do so love those.”
“Yes, I’m sure all of London is aware of your little bets about raindrops and horses.”
“One time.” He rolled his eyes. “And I was foxed. You can hardly blame me for betting on such nonsensical things while in my cups.”
“You do many nonsensical things when you are in your cups. I’m shocked you’re able to function at all.”
“God, you make a man want to drink, Sara.”
She let out a little gasp. “Cease from using my name in public.”
“What about in private?” He smelled like cider and burnt wood, the good kind, the kind that made her feel warmer than necessary as he leaned in, his lips brushing her ear. “What may I call you then?”
“Your seduction is completely wasted on me, Jack.”
“Another challenge?”
“Truth.” She nodded, though her body begged her to arch into him. “I refuse to make the same mistake twice.”
He pulled back and frowned, as if confused.”I don’t understand.”
“You wouldn’t.” She needed to escape. Fast. Without a second glance, she sidestepped him and disappeared into the crowd.
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
JACK’S FROWN STAYED FROZEN on his face throughout the waltz and even into the quadrille. Well over fifty guests were attending the Christmas Eve ball. Many, available young girls with their hearts set on a holiday romance.
Typically, he’d set about giving them their hearts’ desires. Never let it be said that Jack Mayford didn’t spread himself around in order to offer up holiday cheer.
But this Christmas felt different.
He was different.
Twisted up inside, as if with his merely exchanging a few words with Sara, she’d managed to find all the most important parts of him and twist them around until he was nothing but a confused knot of fury.
What the devil did she mean? Twice?
As if she’d given him a chance once?
Hah! The mere idea was laughable! He’d kissed her three years ago, proclaimed his undying love and affection, only to have the little chit march right out of his life for good.
It had been a Christmas ball in the country, not as extravagant as the one he was currently attending, but still.
Who needed extravagance when one looked the way Sara did?
He smiled at the memory then scowled as his muddled head reminded him that she was the enemy.
Foe, not friend. Never friend.
His chest ached.
Again.
And the memory, the one he’d tried so desperately to push back into the furthest recess of his mind, sprang forth, leaving him completely defenseless.
“Sara.” He whispered her name reverently as she twirled over and over again with one of his brothers. She had just turned seventeen.
And she was a complete vision.
At one and twenty, he’d finally been given his inheritance, though he hadn’t a clue what to do with it. He had enough money to quite literally sit the rest of his days without lifting a finger.
But idle hands were of the devil.
He knew that well, considering his very idle hands had a devil of a time not reaching out and pulling her against his hard body, taking her lips between his and making promises a man his age had trouble keeping.
Forever — being one of them.
She giggled again, her nearly white-blonde curls bouncing at the nape of her neck as she let out another laugh.
The dance ended.
And as luck would have it, she was facing him.
“Jack?” She tilted her head. “I know that look.” Her head shook as if she was enjoying a joke at his expense. “You have a mind to put a frog in my bed don’t you? Well, I’ll have you know that I’ve locked all windows and doors, you’ll have to die and become a Christmas ghost in order to gain entry.”
He tapped his chin with his fingertips. “The idea does have merit, tell me how would you kill me?”
“Oh, I love this game.” She giggled, slipping her arm through his. “The many ways to kill Jackson Mayford!”
“Delicious, you know that sounds like a book title?”
“Ah you’ve discovered my secret, dear Jack. I mean to write a book about all of your weaknesses and then publish it. Truly, I’d be doing women everywhere a favor.”
“And what about me?” He acted hurt as he pressed a hand to his chest. “I’ll be a complete outcast.”
“Never fear. I’ll wait until you’re dead first,” She said with a cheerful pat of her hand.
“Oh.” He nodded encouragingly, “That completely sets my mind at ease. Do go on.”
They walked down the poorly lit hall to their designated spot near the bottom of the second stairway. During Christmas, one could see the maze through the large windows. Mistletoe was as always placed above the entry to the large house.
“Spiders,” she finally announced.
Jackson stopped walking. “Pardon?”
“You don’t have many fears, but I believe the fact that you nearly collided with a wall last time you saw a spider gave you away.”
“Nonsense.” Jackson shifted uncomfortably on his feet. “I was merely getting out of its line of fire, just in case it decided to launch itself into the air towards my face. Really, Sara, it’s all I have going for me, my face, whatever would I do if I was scarred for life?”
Her eyes narrowed. “You’d manage.”
“I think not. After all, I’m known for dimples more than my quick wit. Such a shame, for I think I’ve been making so much progress.”
She let out a little giggle then led him to the stairs. “Spiders in your bed?”
“Bloody hell, woman, say bed again and I won’t be able to keep myself from carrying you upstairs.”
“Nice try, you’re still not getting into my room.”
“Damn it.”
Another laugh bubbled out of her. “Tsk, tsk, such language in front of a girl.”
“Lady,” he corrected with a small bow towards her body. He released her hand and walked over toward the large door leading out into the maze.
With his back to her, he couldn’t see her approach.
But he felt her.
He always felt her.
“I love Christmas,” she whispered from his right. He risked a glance from the corner of his vision. Her bright eyes twinkled as she smiled at the ice. She smiled at the ice the way he wanted her to smile at him.
Without saying a word, he reached for her hand and simply held it.
He’d been toying with the idea of courting her for the past year. Though they only saw each other on the holidays now that they were older, it seemed to fit. After all, the children of the families were almost always at odds, but that was what happened when three little boys were placed in an enclosed space with three, hellion little girls.
Chaos.
Though he’d grown to thrive off of the bickering.
Yes, Jackson knew his heart would most likely break if he went another day without a biting word from Sara — or a smile. Either would do, for he treasured them both.
“Jack,” Sara called his attention back from the maze. Her eyes were downcast, staring at their palms pressed against one another.
Slowly, Jack moved his other hand to her hip, sliding his gloved fingertips across her ribs, tugging her small body against his.
Her eyes searched his.
He wanted this.
He wanted her.
And he was damned tired of fighting. War was fine — but he wanted the other half — the love with the war, and the only woman he would have that with would be Sara. He knew it.
“This will change everything,” she whispered as his mouth lingered near hers.
“Perhaps.” His voice was shaky. Why was his voice shaky? ”But some changes are for the better.”
“Yes.” She breathed out the answer with a sigh as she curled her arms around his neck and pressed her mouth to his.
Holy God, she tasted like heaven.
Her lips tasted like sweet cider and sunshine. He licked the seam, gaining entry with his tongue as he slowly drew out a languid kiss that had his knees weakening and his morals cheerfully nose diving right out the window.
Sara let out a breathy moan as she tangled her hands in his curly hair.
He lifted her off the ground and swung her around, memorizing her taste, the velvet softness of her tongue as she met him kiss for kiss, pleasure for pleasure.
“Ahem.” A throat cleared.
He stumbled back, dropping Sara to her slippered feet.
“What is this?” The Duchess of Ashbury demanded an answer, but Jackson really didn’t have one, too shocked, and dumbfounded from that kiss, all he could do was stare at her. For he knew it wasn’t done.
Kissing a green girl in the dark shadows.
Kissing an innocent girl, regardless of his intentions, could ruin her, and the very last thing he wanted to do was ruin Sara.
Thankfully, he’d planned for everything and foolishly had been ready to do anything to gain a kiss, so he’d put mistletoe in his pocket.
With a smile, he swiftly pulled it free from his waistcoat and held it out. “It fell, but rules are rules, though we may have gotten carried away.”
The lie fell easily from his lips.
The duchess offered a stern expression then muttered, “Well, it is Christmas Eve.” And sauntered off.
Jackson exhaled a curse and turned to offer Sara an apology, but she had slipped away.
The very next day he went in search of her, only to find out she was already gone, their family had been called away on Christmas Day.
Weeks later, he searched for her at a ball, desperate to convey his affections, but he was trapped by a widowed seductress hell-bent on becoming his mistress — she’d accosted him with her mouth so hard he nearly gained a bruise from her mouth.
By the time he rejoined the ball, Sara was already dancing with someone else, and when he approached her later…
The cut direct.
“So, this is war,” he whispered, more to himself than anything. There was no love, not where she was concerned.
It was a kiss.
A kiss he read into entirely too much, for he wanted to offer for more than her hand — but her heart.
Jack was nothing but a kiss.
A tempting kiss in the shadows.
He took a look around the ballroom as people danced and laughed, suddenly sick to his stomach, he averted his eyes, and stomped away from the merriment. Away from the memories attached to it.
Away from it all.
Because of Sara.
It was always because of Sara.
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
SARA WAS IN A foul mood, and after sparring with Jackson, the ball had lost all its holiday wonder, for when she looked at the smiling faces, the laughter, the dancing, all she was reminded of was the one boy who had kissed her with the lips of forever.
And claimed it a Christmas game.
She swallowed the lump in her throat then pressed her fingertips to her lips. At least she’d been kissed well.
There was that.
Dratted man! How dare he ruin her for every other man! Because that was what Jack did. He ruined things, shattered fragile china into a million sharp pieces then stomped his shiny Hessians right over them just to be sure there was nothing left but dust.
She saw the promise in his eyes, had known it was coming, his offer for courtship. After all, that was the logical step to take between them. They might be the youngest of the six, but they’d always been forced to stick together, while everyone else fought.
They stole brandy from the pantry.
Cheroots from the study.
And yes, at one point, lit Jack on fire. But the man had panicked! Therefore she had panicked.
“I believe,” came Jackson’s deep voice. “That you set me on fire, near that very tree.” He pointed to the tree near the maze.
She straightened her shoulders, ready for another all out war that would leave her exhausted. “Yes well, I had no idea the fire would leap from the ground to your short sleeves. And we were only twelve.”
“And last night? During the maze? What is your excuse then?”
“Oh, that…” She turned to face him, “…was entirely on purpose. They say memories are good for the soul, I was merely providing you with my favorite.”
“Ah.” His eyes twinkled. “Why doesn’t it not surprise me that your favorite memory of us includes my almost dying?”
“To be fair,” she mused. “At one time it had been my favorite game. The many ways to kill Jackson Mayford.”
He nodded seriously then offered his arm. Begrudgingly, she took it as they made their way outside toward the still torch-lit maze.
“There were the spiders.” His voice pierced through the chilly silence.” And my personal favorite, strangulation by bed sheets.”
“Don’t forget a horrible carriage accident that leaves you disfigured.”
He shuddered. “It worries me, the way your mind always leans towards the most graphic of affairs. Have I not warned you? All I have is my face?”
She snorted.
“Did you not threaten to drown me once, too?”
Sara smiled. “You took my favorite doll! Of course I threatened to drown you, for what other option did I have? You’ve always been taller!”
“Death is a very unladylike threat.”
“Funny, I’ve never felt very ladylike.”
“Impossible.” He stopped walking, causing her to stumble forward. “You act like a lady.” He offered a heart-stopping smile. “Sometimes.” Jackson released her arm and began to slowly circle her as if she was a zebra, and he a lion. “You look like a lady, save for that constant venomous glare you often save for me and only me…” He stopped directly behind her, placing his hands on her shoulders. “You are… every inch the lady, the lady, I am sure, many a woman tries to measure up to… and fails.”
Sara gasped, unable to help her reaction as her chilled body suddenly filled with warmth from her slippered toes all the way up to her chest — the sore chest, the chest that held the heart that cautioned her to not allow it to break — again.
“What are you about, Jack?” she whispered, unable to keep her voice from trembling. “Is this a true cease fire?”
“It is,” he said softly. “But, before I lay down my pistol for good… a simple game. Winner takes all.”
“Oh?” Her heart leapt. ”What is this game, and what shall I win?”
“So certain?”
“I never lose,” she snapped, feigning an arrogance she didn’t feel.
Jack moved to her side and pointed with a gloved hand. “The maze, we’ve both been through it now… I shall race you, without clues, to the end. It must be done entirely of memory. If you beat me, I shall give you the cease fire you so desperately want, and I will leave first thing this evening, never to bother you again.”
It was what she wanted. Right?
Confused, she stared down at the frosted glass. “Good.” It was said completely without conviction. “And if you win?”
“A kiss,” he said in a low whisper. “I get a kiss.”
Her eyes widened in horror. It was a bad idea. A terrible idea, she would be left exposed, vulnerable, all over again.
But if she won.
She glanced back at the maze, her eyes quickly calculating all the different ways to be free of the ice and make it to the other side.
“Afraid?” he taunted in her ear, the whispered word no less than a challenge.
With a shiver she took a step back and held out her hand. “Deal.”
He gripped her fingers tightly and smiled wickedly. “Ready. Set. Go.”
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
EITHER WAY, HE WOULD win, but she need not know that. After leaving the ball he’d rummaged around the maze only to see her staring out at the garden, completely unaware of his dark mood. Her eyes were lifted towards the moon. She’d looked like an angel — as beams of light streamed across her soft face.
And he knew.
In that moment.
If he was going to burn.
If he was going to get rejected.
If he was going to live out the rest of his days without her — he needed to at least know for sure, that it was because she had no interest.
Let her say it to his face.
Let him stop living with justifications.
No more before Sara.
No more afters.
No more because of Sara.
He needed her to be the solution — not the problem. And she would always be the problem, if he allowed her to be. Therefore, one more game.
For old times’ sake.
For Sara.
He fastened the mistletoe directly above the end of the maze where it was well lit, and made his way back into house to set about challenging her.
She was never able to turn down a chance at besting him.
And he knew it, regardless of how she felt about him.
She would jump at the opportunity to eradicate him from her life — the only jarring part was how fast she’d agreed.
Did she want him gone so desperately?
“Ready. Set. Go!” The words left his lips as Sara raced past him. He allowed it, because he’d walked through the maze thrice now. In her desire to win, she would be blinded by the second turn.
He quickly ran after her, and took a left, then another right. He saw the flutter of her skirts as she raced ahead.
Jack’s breathing came out in short laborious bursts as the cold froze to his lungs, coating his throat and every other useful organ he’d need come Christmas morning.
The end was in sight.
But Sara was nowhere to be seen.
He frowned, glancing from left to right, ready to turn on his heel and run in search of her when he heard a yelp and then ”Jackson!”
She never used his full name.
Not unless he was in trouble — or she was in trouble.
Panicked, he raced back through. “Sara? Are you alright? Where are you?”
“Here!” Her voice was weak, defeated.
“Say something else,” he called out. “So I can locate you.”
“Something else.”
He chuckled. “You can do better, Sara.”
“I hate you!”
“More talking, less threatening.”
“You’re a horrible man!”
He took a left and came face to face with an ice wall. Irritated, he ran back the other direction.
“And you, you, you—” she cursed.
It was impossible to keep his laugh in.
“Stop laughing at me!”
Her voice sounded closer, he turned the next corner to find her sitting on her bum, in a pile of snow.
“Are you pouting? Or did you simply give up?”
She pointed to her ankle.
“Ah, my one weakness. Very cruel, I suppose the very moment I get on bended knee you’ll jump to your feet and race past me. Unfair.”
Tears welled in her eyes.
His chest tightened as he lunged forward. “Oh, Sara. Does it hurt?”
She nodded. “I slipped on the bloody ice!”
Jackson laughed.
“Stop laughing!” She joined in. “And don’t you dare tell Meredith I said bloody.”
Jackson easily leaned down and pulled her into his arms. “I’ll just add it to the list, shall I? Things that Jackson Mayford may never reveal to Meredith or Louisa. Like the time we smoked cheroots until we both got sick over the balcony. Or when we drank enough whiskey to breathe fire and promptly passed out in the same room for more than five hours.”
Sara pressed her lips together in a smile.
“What about the time you asked me how to kiss?”
“Lord help us,” Sara muttered under her breath. “Good thing cook overheard us and stopped that disaster from taking place.”
“Yes, well, we were only six.”
They made it safely out of the maze.
As Jack slowly set her to her feet, her body slid down his. “Or how about the time, three years ago, when I held your hand and kissed you with all the passion I’d kept pinned inside… only to have you run away.”
Sara took a startled breath, her cheeks tinting with red. “You told the duchess it was a game!”
“Of course I told the duchess it was a game!” He threw his free hand into the air. “You had not even had your come out ball yet! You could have easily been ruined because of my lack of self control.”
She frowned, and then hunched her shoulders. “It matters not. It was for the best, right Jack? Besides, it didn’t take you long to move on.”
She tried to escape his grip but he held her body tight. “Not a chance in hell I’m letting you get away. I’ll chain you to the ice before I let that happen.”
“That’s quite violent, even for you, Jack.”
“You bring out the worst in me, I’m afraid. Always have,” he muttered.
She leaned against him, probably more out of pain than affection, but he would be thankful and take what he could get.
“Now, what do you mean by that statement? It didn’t take me long to move on? Have I a mistress I know nothing about? A wife?”
She rolled her eyes. “The Rawlings’ annual ball, you were kissing the Dowager of Prine.”
Jack burst out laughing then sobered. “Oh, you’re serious, aren’t you?”
She nodded, tears filling her eyes.
“Sara,” he whispered, shock etched into his voice. “Why did you not say something? The woman was insane. She launched herself at me before I had the chance to utter no, and she had just lost her husband. I may be an ass, but I wasn’t about to show her disrespect just because she was lonely and in mourning — that’s not the way I am.”
Sara’s blue eyes seemed to brighten. “So… you were not—”
“I most certainly was not.” He shook his head and then winced.” But, soon after, when I thought you had rejected me, when you gave me the cut direct, I may have… gone a touch mad.”
“A touch?” Her eyebrows rose in mock shock. “A touch mad would be taking your breakfast with the staff, a touch mad is collecting waistcoats, a touch mad,” she continued her voice rising an octave, “is dancing naked in the rain. Not bedding half of London!”
“To be fair, we don’t really have an accurate assessment of the current London population, at least in town. I sincerely doubt it’s half.”
“Jack…”
He grinned. “One-tenth? Maybe a quarter. But half, let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”
“You are — impossible.” She snorted, tossing up her one dainty hand into the air then making a fist with it.“ Impossible.”
He nodded. “Yes. Because living a life of impossibilities seems to be my calling… being impossibly impossible is what I do. Loving the impossible… Desiring the impossible… wanting what is within my reach sounds quite boring doesn’t it?”
“What are you saying?” She searched his face.
With a smile, Jack pointed up. “I won.”
Her eyes widened at the mistletoe. “You cheated!”
“I still won, and I rescued you, therefore, I think two kisses are in order.”
She scoffed, “You rake!”
“The word loses its effect after being thrown at a person so many times… Calling me a rake is like throwing a dull arrow in my direction. I’ll simply flick it out of the way and keep marching.”
Sara was back to making a fist with one hand while the other clung quite tightly to his jacket. “One kiss.”
“Three.”
She burst out laughing. “You just said two!”
“Right, but it just occurred to me that I also saved you,” Jack said with a smug grin. “Not only did I win, but we’re standing under mistletoe, and I just saved your life.” He nodded thoughtfully. “Three kisses.”
“Saved my life?” she said in disbelief. “Had I known you would have demanded payment, I would have crawled on my hands and knees!”
Jack made a face. “Cease teasing me, woman. What I wouldn’t do to see you on your—”
She slapped her hand over his mouth. “Don’t make me add another way to kill you in my little book.”
He smiled against her fingertips, her very bare, cold fingertips, then slowly removed her hand and kissed the open palm. “Oh, I think you should. It amuses me greatly when you pretend you would rather kill me than kiss me, when we both know…” He leaned in so his mouth nearly brushed hers. “…you’ve been thinking about it for the past ten minutes. They say anticipation is the best part.”
“Oh, it is,” she said with fake sweetness. “For the kissing almost always falls flat.”
“Who the devil have you been kissing?”
“Frogs.” She smirked.
“Damn it.” He lifted her into his arms, she wrapped her legs around his waist; he steadied her against the icy wall as his mouth descended towards her warm neck. “I’m not a frog.”
“Then what, pray tell, are you?” She arched into his body. “A prince?”
He pulled back, his eyes searching hers. “I should think you’d know by now. I’m yours. I’ve always been yours.”
And then, he kissed her.
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
SARA SHOULD HAVE helped herself.
She should have slapped him in his perfect face.
She should have done a lot of things. Instead, she kissed him back, her hands giving his cravat a greedy tug as she jerked him forward until his masculine warmth crowded against her.
With a groan, he deepened the kiss, pressing his palms flat against hers, pining her against ice — his mouth was like fire, hot, aggressive, its tiny flames licking and swirling until she had no choice but to give in — to allow herself to be burned alive by his heat.
It seemed it was Jackson Mayford’s turn to set her on fire.
And it was so much better than she remembered.
He rocked his body against hers, greedily suckling her lower lip as he rained kisses down her neck, with one free hand keeping her steady while the other dipped into her bodice, the chill from his fingertips caused a sizzle of awareness to spread down her legs.
And then.
As luck would have it.
A throat, once again, cleared.
Jackson didn’t drop her this time, simply pulled back and barked out, “A little busy.” And kept kissing her! The arrogance! The… absolute… She answered him kiss for kiss, their mouths bruising under the desperate pleasure.
“Ahem.”
With a curse, Jack pulled back. “What?”
“What are your intentions?” Lucas Mayford, Earl of Ashbury did not sound pleased. Then again, he never sounded pleased when he caught Jack and Sara doing something they should not be doing.
But this was different.
Because as much as she wanted to run away for fear he would break her heart all over again…
She was on fire.
For him.
And if she would burn.
She would do it holding his hand.
By his side.
For as long as he’d allow it.
“Funny, I could have sworn I was just making my intentions known until I was rudely interrupted.” Jack smirked wickedly at his brother, earning a thunderous look and then the earl’s lips twitched into what looked to be a suppressed smile.
“Well then.” The earl nodded. “Best let you get on with it. I’ll distract Mother.”
“Thank God you’re in love and see reason,” Jack muttered.
“Yes well, it is Christmas.” Lucas smiled at Sara. “While kissing under mistletoe is encouraged with one’s soon-to-be-betrothed, I will be forced to put my foot down if I hear the creaky footsteps of this one sneaking into your bed chamber.”
“Damn it, I forgot about the third stair.” Jack snapped his fingers.
“And the seventh.” Sara nodded. “We mustn’t forget about the seventh.”
“The banister!” Jack said as though his brother did not even exist. “I believe we can manage it if we are very quiet.”
“I’m standing right here,” Lucas announced in a bored tone. “Good God, it’s as if the world’s worst hellions decided to join forces.” His face paled. “This may not be a good union.”
“It won’t be good.” Jack wrapped a possessive arm around Sara. “But it will be great.”
“God help us all,” Lucas swore then pointed an aggressive finger towards Jack, Sara took a step back, half expecting lightning to strike as the man made another threat. “I mean it, Jack, no sneaking around, we will discuss your intentions further after Christmas, the last thing we need is to give the Bright sisters a reason to turn on us again. And you, dear brother, have always been the tipping point. I rather like sleeping in a nice warm bed with—”
Sara scrunched up her nose while Lucas coughed into his hand.
“I’ll just be off then.” He nodded his head at both of them and marched in the direction of the house just as Sara slipped her hand into Jacksons, seeking its warmth, its familiarity.
“You know,” Jackson said once his brother was out of earshot. “I do believe it was a blind threat, like the one you give children with full knowledge that it floated into one ear and straight out the other waving goodbye on its way into forgetfulness.”
“I think you may have a point.” Sara warmed at the thought of spending the night with him, as they’d done in years past, only in years past, they’d been young. Even then it wasn’t to be done.
But they’d never really been the type of individuals to abide by any sort of rule.
“I find myself suddenly ready to retire.” Jack yawned behind his hand.
“The library,” Sara blurted before he left.” No squeaky stairs, they have a chaise, and a roaring fire, brandy…” Her voice trailed off as she lifted her one shoulder in a half shrug. “It would be a nice way to welcome Christmas.”
Jack’s eyes darkened. “I can think of many ways I’d like to welcome Christmas. They are all very vivid. Care for me to act one out?”
“Fifteen minutes.” She breathed out her answer. “Meet me there.”
“Yes.” He kissed her forcefully across the mouth before releasing her body. “Shall I bring the mistletoe?”
“What a silly question. Of course you bring the mistletoe.” She laughed. “We may need to use it as another excuse.”
“Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, my dear, but I highly doubt mistletoe will forgive the sin of nakedness. Still, to each his own, that’s what I always say.”
Warmth flooded Sara’s cheeks.
While Jack stared heatedly in her direction. “Better hurry. I’ve never been known for my patience.”
With a practiced curtsy, Sara lowered her eyes and then made her way back to the house, careful to use just the perfect amount of sway to her hips, knowing he would watch the entire way.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
JACK STALKED AFTER HER like a hungry lion; he waited the allotted time, then made his way into the library and closed the door silently behind him.
The fire crackled in the hearth, spitting flames high into the chimney.
And Sara was standing in front of it, her fur shawl pooled at her slippered feet, leaving her in nothing but her white silk gown.
He took great pleasure in that very angle, the way the flames lit up the sides of her pale cheeks, her bow shaped pink lips, the way her blonde curls bounced near her jaw.
Damn it, she was beautiful.
How had he lasted three bloody years without that mouth on his? Without embracing that body?
Protecting that heart?
“I love you,” he announced boldly, taking a step towards her. “I loved you when I was six and you asked me to kiss you because you were afraid it would hurt.”
Sara hung her head, her long eyelashes kissing the tops of her cheeks.
“I loved you when you put sugar on my pillow for my birthday then ate every bite of cake in order to punish me for not saving you a birthday dance.”
Sara’s chest rose and fell with each announcement, her lips parted with a barely audible gasp.
Jack took another step, his gaze never wavering.
“I loved you three years ago, when I was finally brave enough to take you up on your offer and kiss you… I loved you then. I love you now,” he sighed. “I’ve loved you for an eternity, and it will take me twice as long, to earn you, but I’m willing to fight, willing to rage war, in order to say you’re mine. Say it, Sara, say you’ll be mine. For always.”
She was quiet.
His Sara? Quiet?
“Bloody hell.” He laughed nervously. “This is the part where you don’t leave the man hanging, but instead be quick about it before my useless heart thumps out of this pained chest and splatters itself all over your pretty feet.”
Sara’s lips quirked into a smile as she took a cautious step towards him and pressed her hand against his chest. “I paused a mere four seconds and look at you, already wide-eyed, panicked. Think you that I don’t return the same sentiments?”
“I would never presume to know a woman’s mind,” Jack said with a rasp in his voice, emotion threatened to bubble out of him again. If she kept touching him he might very well start weeping.
“Then I shall take it upon myself to clarify where I stand.”
Jack held his breath.
“You’re insufferable.”
Oh, this was going to end badly, wasn’t it?
“You are constantly weaseling your way into my affairs, you never listen, you think you know what’s best for everyone around you, and at times you can be cruel. You’re too intelligent for your own good, and sometimes it terrifies me to think God created such a creature and simply decided to let him loose upon society without thinking about the consequences.”
Jack’s lips twitched. She had him dead to rights on some of that. Well, most of it.
“But I love you. To a fault. And it is a fault, loving a man, who can so easily break the very heart he’s always held in the palm of his hand, but there it is.” Her lips trembled. “I am yours, I have never been anyone else’s, only yours…”
“Even when thinking of ways to murder me?”
“Even then.” She laughed. “I imagine I’ll be adding to that list for a very long time.”
“Lists are good for the soul, as long as we don’t act upon them.” His eyes narrowed. “Remember, my face is too pretty for the likes of violence.”
Sara wrapped her arms around his neck. “A little violence never hurt anybody.”
Jack let out a groan. “I’m going to seduce you now, as any good rake would, you’re welcome in advance, for the warning.”
“Thank you.”
“Such manners,” he teased. “I love you.”
“And I you.”
“Say it again.”
Sara brushed a kiss across his lips. “I love you, Jackson Mayford.”
“Damn it, I think my heart may have just flipped in my chest. Either that, or the stew was bad.” Jack grinned wickedly as he swept in for another kiss.
“Bad stew? Or an affliction of the heart?” Sara smacked him playfully in the chest. “Such romance, whatever am I to do?”
“I believe this is where I announce that I’m your cross to bear.”
“Lucky me.”
“Ah, I believe all the luck goes to me…” He grinned, tipping her chin up so he could bestow a kiss on her sweet lips. “And now, I must remove your clothes. It seems they have a tear.”
She frowned. “What? Where—?”
The sound of fabric ripping interrupted the hush in the room, and then part of her bodice fell to her waist as Jack held up a knife.
“Where the devil did you get a knife!” she gasped, holding the pieces of scraps in her fingertips.
“I’m a man,” he said, so matter of fact she could have laughed had she not been so shocked. “I was born with a knife in hand and the ability to shoot with my eyes closed.”
“Your mother must be so proud.”
“Do you know? I tell her that exact thing every day!”
“Jack.” Sara glanced down at her dress. “How am I supposed to make it back to my room naked?”
He shrugged, “You won’t. I’m sorry, I thought you understood my intentions. I’m seducing you. Compromising you. Making sure you don’t leave this room without being honor-bound to marry me. You may of course thank me as you see fit.”
“Impossible man!”
Jack winked, and then went to work slicing her stays. Her once beautiful silk dress cascaded to her feet in a waterfall of white, leaving her in nothing but her chemise and stockings.
“Hmm…” He frowned and slid his hands over her exposed arms then very carefully brought the knife near her shoulders and cut.
Her eyes closed as the last of the fabric fell to her waist, catching near her hips.
“My God, you’re beautiful,” he murmured reverently, taking her in his arms. “I believe, I will never go a single day without remembering this, the feel of your skin, the way you look at me… This is the way I always want you to look at me, even when I’m being an ass, please, never stop looking at me this way.”
Tears welled in Sara’s eyes as she reached for him.
“Never,” she whispered cupping his face. “I will never stop looking at you the way you deserve to be looked at — with complete and utter love and devotion.”
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
SARA HAD NEVER FELT more happy — or more vulnerable — in her life, and yet, secure all at once. It was Jack.
Jack.
Her nemesis.
Her friend.
Her soon-to-be husband.
Her lover.
And it made sense, that a man who had worn so many hats during their life together would put on yet another, one that would show the world who they were to each other and what they felt.
She leaned in for a kiss, just as they heard laughter down the hall. Panicked, she jerked back with wide eyes, while Jack muttered a curse, tugging her across the library and behind one of the shelves just as the doors burst open.
Hugh and Louisa stumbled into the room, laughter bubbling out of them both.
Louisa practically leapt into Hugh’s arms as their mouths collided in frenzied kisses.
Sara’s eyes widened just as Jack covered her eyes with his hand and shook his head. “Horrible influence,” he whispered.
She smacked his hand away and then looked down at her nakedness as if to say, oh really?
“Entirely different. I was ruining you. I am ruining you.” He paused. “And you still haven’t thanked me.”
“I’ll thank you plenty,” she whispered harshly. “Later tonight, when we don’t have an audience.”
“Doubt they’d even notice.” Jack’s eyebrows shot up and then his eyes narrowed. “Devil take me, didn’t know the man had it in him, with that angle and—”
“Let me see!” Sara tried peeking around the shelf but Jack blocked her view.
“It’s not for young eyes. Believe me.” He grinned wolfishly. “I think a later demonstration will have to do.”
“You’re—”
“Impossible, yes I know,” he sighed. “Well, it seems they’re just getting started, shall we sit?”
Sara sighed, “I would, but I have no dress!”
“Sit on me.” He smirked.
“You’d just love that wouldn’t you?”
“No?”
Rolling her eyes, she moved into his arms, he very quietly slid down the bookcase carrying her body with him. They landed with a small thud, Sara naked in his lap, nearly straddling him, completely improper, then again nothing about their situation was proper.
“This is ridiculous,” she hissed, “They’re stealing our moment!”
“We had a moment?”
She smacked him. “Be serious!”
“I’m always serious,” he said soberly. “After all, isn’t anticipation everything?” He kissed both her eyelids, and then kissed each cheek, finally brushing his lips across her mouth. “Damn, I could lick your skin, and I mean that in a literal sense, you taste like heaven.”
Unable to help herself, she moaned.
Which only encouraged Jack further, as he slid his hands around her naked back and tugged her tighter against him — all of him. Too much of him, and, at the same time, not enough, not at all.
She moved closer as her body tightened with sensations she’d never experienced before.
He let out a curse, his hands imprinting themselves on her arms as he held her still. “Stop. Moving.”
“But—” She moved more. “It feels good. You feel good.”
“Bloody hell, you’ll be the death of me.” He captured her mouth in a heated kiss, his hands moving to her breasts as he sucked her lips harder and harder, his hands tangled in her hair, giving it a little tug as he assaulted her neck with his mouth.
“My, my, my, what have we here?” Came Hugh’s voice.
“Brothers,” Jack whispered, out of breath, against her neck. “I should have killed them both. At least left them at home.”
Louisa gasped. “Sara!”
Jack at least blocked part of her nakedness. “Erm, yes?”
“What do you think you’re doing?” Louisa demanded.
Sara shared a look with Jack. “What I’ve always done with Jack… breaking the rules… only this time, for good.”
“For good?” Hugh repeated. “Jack, she’s ruined!”
“Thank God for that.” Jack kissed her hungrily again. “Happy Christmas, future wife.”
Sara giggled. “Happy Christmas, Jack.”
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
One Year Later
 
JACK HAD SPENT YEARS lamenting the before, the afters… the because.
But today, on this Christmas, he was focusing on the now.
On Sara.
Because of Sara. He was going to be a father.
Because of Sara, he finally understood the true meaning of love and friendship.
Before Sara, he was nothing.
Before Sara, merely existing.
For Sara, he would climb mountains.
For Sara, he would be a man worthy of her affection.
“We must win,” Sara announced once she pulled her mittens over her fingers.”I hate losing.”
“Love, we always win.” Jack rolled his eyes.”Losing is never an option, besides, the earl ages before my very eyes.”
“I can hear you,” Lucas shouted.
“Surprising, since you’re so old!” Jack fired back, receiving a muttered curse form his eldest brother.
Hugh and Louisa were to the left, whispering amongst themselves.
“No cheating!” Sara pointed at them. “And if I hear you both already went through the maze, you owe everyone extra presents!”
“Ready!” Jack yelled. “Set!” He glanced around, smile frozen on his face. “Go!”
Everyone lunged forward, including Sara. He chased after her, and when he was certain they were alone, he grabbed her hand and tugged her into an alcove.
“Jack!” She shoved him in his chest. “We’ll lose.”
“Silly, girl,” he whispered, cupping her face with his hands. “We’ve already won.”
She frowned and then he pointed up.
Mistletoe hung in all its shining glory above their heads. “A Christmas kiss for your husband?”
Sara leapt into his arms and kissed him passionately across the mouth. “I love you, Jackson Mayford.”
“Hmm.” He kissed her back then whispered in her ear, “Think we should start a book on the ways you love me?”
“No.” She didn’t even pause! “I quite like the book I have, on the many ways to kill you.”
“So reassuring.” He nodded seriously. “To know you sleep with it under your pillow.”
“Only after you chased me around the house with that frog.”
“You set a spider free,” he said, incredulous. “In my study!”
“It was scared!”
“I was scared!” Jack yelled and then burst out laughing. “I cannot believe you.”
She bit down on her bottom lip and wrapped her arms around his neck. “I love you.”
“And I you.”
“Forever.”
He nodded. “For always.
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