
  
    
      
    
  


  Table of Contents


  Title Page


  Copyright © 2017 by Ginny Hartman


  Dedication


  Synopsis


  Aaron and Alexandra


  Chapter One


  Chapter Two


  Chapter Three


  Chapter Four


  Chapter Five


  Chapter Six


  Chapter Seven


  Chapter Eight


  Chapter Nine


  Chapter Ten


  Chapter Eleven


  Chapter Twelve


  Chapter Thirteen


  Chapter Fourteen


  Chapter Fifteen


  Chapter Sixteen


  Chapter Seventeen


  Chapter Eighteen


  Chapter Nineteen


  Chapter Twenty


  Chapter Twenty-One


  Epilogue


  About the Author


  
    
      [image: ]
    

  


  


  Copyright © 2017 by Ginny Hartman


  All rights reserved.


  Cover design by Ginny Hartman


  Book design by Ginny Hartman


  No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the author. The only exception is by a reviewer, who may quote short excerpts in a review.


  This book is a work of fiction. Names and characters are a product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


  First printing: October 2017


  To Caroline,


  There is so much I admire about you,


  not the least of which is your amazing athletic ability.


  Every single book I've written is made possible


  because of you.
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  A is for Apple
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  She was like the forbidden fruit in the Garden of Eden.


  Touching her was strictly prohibited, but that didn't take away the desire.


  


  Lady Alexandra Worthington has been betrothed to Lord Coldwell since birth, an arrangement that never bothered her until her parent's unexpected death. Feeling as if she has no control over her life, Alexandra begins acting out and soon becomes too much of a burden for her brother, her current guardian, to bare, so she is sent to be under the care of her betrothed's father, Lord Emberson.


  


  Aaron Beaumont, the Marquess of Emberson, lives an orderly existence—nothing in his life is out of place. That is until Alexandra shows up and quickly turns his structured world upside down. Convinced he is a man incapable of passion, he soon discovers that isn't true as temptation, in the form of a beautiful and lively girl, is thrust upon him.


  


  The chemistry between the pair is palpable and soon leads to love, a forbidden union that can never come to fruition since Alexandra is legally betrothed to Aaron's son. Can love find a way to conquer when legalities stand in the way?
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  “Scandalous.”


  Alexandra giggled as she turned to get a look at herself in the mirror sitting atop her dressing table. “It's only scandalous if we get caught, and I have no intention of that happening.”


  Her giggling only intensified as she caught sight of her reflection. She and her best friend, Lydia, had managed to sweet talk a stable boy into lending them some of his clothing. The only thing currently recognizable was her long, chestnut locks hanging wildly down her back. She quickly grabbed her borrowed hat and stuffed her hair inside.


  “There, is that better?”


  “Not entirely,” Lydia admitted. “You still appear quite lovely.”


  “Lovely?” Alexandra snorted as she glanced once more at her reflection. “I think hideous is a more apt description. I daresay I make a rather ugly boy. Hurry, put your hat on and let's be off.”


  Lydia did as she was told, quickly stuffing her dark, wavy hair inside her hat. The hour was late. They had purposefully waited until all the servants had retired for the night before setting out on their latest adventure. Alexandra slowly turned the knob, and both girls slid silently into the hall, waiting for their eyes to adjust to the dark before scurrying towards the staircase. Alexandra was grateful her brother's bedchamber was located in the opposite wing of the house, for she'd rather die than encounter him while dressed as a boy. Who knows what punishment he'd inflict if he became privy to their shenanigans.


  Thoughts of her brother caused Alexandra's lips to twist into a frown. It had been almost a year since their parents had unexpectedly died, forcing her brother to take on the role of her guardian, a job neither one of them relished. Alexandra was quite sure he felt more comfortable with his newly acquired duties as the Duke of Ludington than he did being forced to watch over her and attempt to reign her wild spirit in, as he so often complained about.


  Cool air assaulted them as they escaped from the house and began running towards the stables.


  “I can't believe how much easier it is to run about in breeches,” Lydia remarked giddily.


  “The absence of a corset makes a tremendous difference as well,” Alexandra added, inhaling freely.


  “Indeed, it does. Have you decided what name I shall address you as while in disguise?”


  Alexandra slowed her pace as they approached the stables. The wooden door creaked loudly as she pulled it open, causing her heartbeat to accelerate. “I think I shall keep it simple and insist you refer to me as Alexander.”


  Lydia wrinkled her nose. “How unoriginal. I have decided to change my identity completely. From henceforth, you may refer to me as Jessie Nightingale,” she said as she gave an exaggerated bow.


  Alexandra couldn't hold back her laughter, a loud guffaw escaping before her hand went up and clasped upon her mouth.


  “I fail to see the humor in my name,” Lydia gently scolded as she straightened. “I think it sounds quite romantic.”


  “Do you prefer I address you as Lord Jessie or will Nightingale simply due?”


  “Just Jessie will suffice.”


  The stable boys had long retired for the night, leaving the horses in peace. Most of them were sleeping, though several of them had become alert upon the girl's arrival. Alexandra went to her horse, Gertrude, and began gently rubbing her side. “Wake up, girl. We are going for a ride.”


  Excitement filled her as she thought of riding the horse bareback in her borrowed breeches. It's something she'd seen her father and brother do on countless occasions and something she'd always wanted to try.


  “Which one shall I ride?”


  Alexandra tilted her head towards the mare in the stable next to Gertrude's. “It's my brother's horse. He calls her Evelyn.”


  For the first time that night, Lydia looked unsure. “I do not want to ride Levi's mare. If he were to find out, he would surely have me hung.”


  Alexandra scoffed. “It's not a crime worthy of hanging. He would lecture us both, no doubt, but that's the worst that would come of it. Now hurry, Jessie,” she said, liking the way her friend’s new name rolled off her tongue, “let us be off.”


  Guiding Gertrude to the side of the stable, Alexandra stepped up on the wooden wrung and swung her leg over her horse's back and mounted, liking the way it felt to have the powerful beast between her legs. She waited while Lydia did the same then flashed her a beguiling smile. “First one to the village wins.”


  “Wins what, Alexander?”


  Alexandra was thoughtful for a moment before answering. “The winner gets to decide whether we visit the Pig and Crow or Dead Man's Tavern.”


  “Over my dead body,” a loud, yet firm voice called from the corner.


  Both girls inhaled sharply as a man stalked out of the shadows.


  “Levi,” Alexandra gasped as her brother came into view.


  “Get off your horses at once,” he commanded, his jaw twitching in anger.


  She glared at her brother, hoping she could singe him with her fiery anger. Unfortunately, he appeared unaffected.


  “Miss Phelps, kindly remove yourself from my horse.”


  Lydia cleared her throat then lowered her voice as she answered, “I do not know who you speak of. I am called Jessie.”


  It was all Alexandra could do to not laugh at her friend’s horrible male impersonation. Levi inhaled slowly. “At least you picked a more original moniker than Alexander, though that's the only thing I will give you credit for this night. Off my horse,” he barked loudly. This time Lydia listened, quickly hopping down.


  Alexandra watched her friend in disgust. She wasn't supposed to give up so easily. Heaven knew she wouldn't allow herself to be bullied by Levi. Straightening her back, she ignored her brother and led Gertrude towards the door. He may be her guardian, but she was not about to let him dictate her every move. She'd fully planned on riding her horse bareback this night, and that is what she was going to do.


  “Alexandra Ruth Worthington,” he bellowed loudly as she moved past him to leave, “stop this nonsense at once. You can scarce imagine the consequences that would ensue if the ton found out about your antics.”


  “I don't care if they do find out,” she spat over her shoulder.


  “That is what you say now, but someday, when you are wed to Lord Coldwell and scandal is attached to your name, you may experience some regret.”


  The mention of Lord Coldwell made her pull to a halt, her eyes drifting closed as if she could block out the truth of his words. “I'm not marrying Lord Coldwell, at least not anytime soon.”


  “The timing of your union doesn't signify. Your reputation, however, does. I will not allow you to bring shame upon the Marquess of Emberson's household.”


  Alexandra should have known he would mention her betrothal to Lord Coldwell. It was the only point on which he could manage to spark even a modicum of guilt. Fortunately for her, however, it didn't produce enough of an effect this time, and she found herself retorting, “Lord Coldwell is out of the country for an undetermined amount of time. By the time he returns, any scandal that may associate with my name will be long forgotten. Lydia, mount Thunder,” she instructed as she pointed to the black stallion in the corner, “and let us be off.”


  Levi stood with his mouth agape as he watched Lydia go to do as she was told. Finally, he regained his composure. Running one hand through his wild, dark hair, he shouted so loudly that every horse in the stables startled awake. “Enough! You will not continue to defy me. Unmount your horse at once before you provoke me to do something you will regret.”


  Alexandra rolled her eyes. “Like what? Take away my pin money?”


  “That would hardly affect you. No, I daresay I will do much worse.”


  “Go ahead, Levi, try your best.”


  She kicked her horse in the side, urging her into a gallop as she headed for the door, hoping Lydia would follow. Her heart raced as she forced herself to look straight ahead, but though it thrilled her to defy her brother, a sick knot of dread formed in her stomach. What, exactly, would he do to punish her?


  
    
      [image: ]
    

  


  Levi cursed as he watched his bold, obstinate sister gallop out of the stables. He glanced sideways at Miss Phelps and growled, “Don't follow her.”


  Miss Phelps hesitated briefly in her attempt to mount Thunder before letting her leg fall to the ground.


  “Good girl,” he praised her.


  His eyes roved over her figure, noting with a measure of discomfort that she had curves he'd not been aware of previously. Miss Phelps was the same age as his sister, but unlike Alexandra, she'd already had her coming out the season prior. Best friends since nearly birth, both girls were scheduled to have their coming out together, but the unexpected death of their parents made that impossible for Alexandra, as she was forced into mourning instead.


  “She won't go to the village without me,” Miss Phelps said quietly.


  “And that is supposed to assuage my nerves?” he asked, one brow cocked in weary amusement.


  Miss Phelps smiled sadly before reaching up and tugging the hat off her head and shaking out her hair. Levi watched, mesmerized as silky black waves cascaded down around her shoulders. He itched to touch it to see if it was as soft as it appeared.


  Suddenly, his interest in the girl turned to anger as he thought of her visiting a tavern with his sister. Though many of the patrons would be deep in their cups, they wouldn't be too drunk to realize the soft curves possessed by both girls did not, in fact, belong to men. The thought of either one of them being in harm's way while on his watch did not settle well with him.


  Levi growled as he scooped Miss Phelps up and tossed her over his shoulder. He tried to ignore the way his body reacted as she squirmed in his arms, her supple body pressing against his own. “Hold still,” he commanded.


  “Let me go,” she shouted at him while pounding furiously on his back with her fists.


  “Not until you are safely deposited inside, locked in my study. I will send word to your father of your antics and let him decide what to do with you next.”


  Mention of her father made Miss Phelps still. He felt the fight leave her body as she slumped against him. “Please don't tell my father,” she begged, her voice sounding small and pathetic.


  “Do you expect me to feel sympathy for you, because I can assure you I do not. I would never have allowed you to visit Channing House if I had known what you were about. I thought your influence would prove beneficial to Alexandra, but I can see that has not been the case. I shudder to think what else you've been up to without me being aware.”


  “Isn't there something I can do to convince you to remain quiet?” she begged.


  Against his better judgment, Levi lowered her to the ground and stood her before him. The top of her head barely reached his chin. He cupped her face in his hands. She lifted her eyes towards him as he glanced down at her full, parted lips.


  “There might be something,” he admitted huskily as he wondered for the first time in his life what kissing her would be like.


  She slowly whetted her lips with her pink tongue, and Levi felt his insides coil with heat. “Anything,” she breathed airily, and he wondered if she wanted his kiss as much as he wanted hers.


  His head slowly dipped towards hers as he whispered, “Kiss me.”


  “Anything,” she repeated as his eyes drifted closed.


  Regrettably, the next thing Levi felt was not her soft lips against his own. Instead, it was the hard palm of her hand as it came roughly into contact with his cheek, sending his head reeling back.


  “Anything but that,” she hissed as his eyes came flying open.


  His sore jaw twitched with anger as he deftly threw her over his shoulder once more. This time she was kicking and screaming so loudly he was afraid the servants would come running to see what was amiss. Not wanting that to occur, he quickly swatted her backside with his hand. “Shut up!”


  Miss Phelps stilled in his arms and regret instantly filled him. Perhaps he'd hit her a little too hard. He hurried to explain away his actions, “Look, you must remain quiet. If we were to be found out here, like this, it would be easy to come to the wrong conclusion.”


  “Are you implying,” she seethed, “that one would conclude that we were together because we wished to be? Certainly, the fact that you have me strung over your shoulder like a sack of potatoes would negate that image.”


  “Not necessarily. You and I both know that gossip spreads quickly. If we were to be found like this, it would not be long before word got back to your father and we'd both suffer the consequences.”


  “Instead you wish to be the one who bears news to him yourself, correct? That way it is only I who will be punished, not you.”


  Levi felt like she was setting a trap. “That is correct. I have done nothing this night to warrant punishment.”


  “On that point, I beg to differ, Sir. Your punishment will come, just you wait and see.”
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  Lord Emberson,


  It is with a measure of trepidation that I pen this letter, but I must inform you it is time. I regret to admit that I can no longer care for Alexandra without your assistance. I find her nearly unmanageable since our parent's passing and fear she will only get worse as time goes on. Of course, I tell you this in confidence, hoping you can be of assistance with the matter, acting as a father figure since she has disregarded my authority over her. To ensure she remains in prime marriageable condition, I insist she be turned over to your care at once. I will send her, along with her lady's maid, in a fortnight's time.


  All my best,


  The Duke of Ludington


  


  Aaron Patrick Beaumont, the Marquess of Emberson, laid the missive aside and groaned. He'd read the letter countless times since receiving it nearly two weeks prior and still found it to be quiet unsettling in its vagueness.


  He'd recognized the Duke of Ludington's seal at once upon receiving the correspondence and for a moment nearly forgot about his dear friend's death. It had been so strange to receive a letter with the Duke's seal pressed into the wax, knowing it was not truly from him. His heart still ached knowing he would never hear from him again.


  Fredrick Worthington, the late Duke of Ludington had been a very special friend to him. His own parent's had passed away when he'd been the tender age of eighteen, leaving him to inherit the marquessate much earlier than he'd anticipated. To say he hadn't been ready for the responsibility would have been a grand understatement. He was fresh out of university when he'd received the unexpected and sad news.


  It wasn't but three weeks after he'd laid both his parents to rest that Juliet had informed him that she was with child. His child. Though still in mourning, he was forced to wed her by special license so that their child would be born on the proper side of the sheets.


  At a time of much sorrow and unexpected change, it was the Duke of Ludington that had come to his rescue. He'd taken it upon himself to take Aaron under his wing and guide him in his new responsibilities as Marquess of Emberson, a kindness he could never fully repay.


  Eighteen long years had passed since then, and Aaron could hardly believe his son, Samuel, was now the same age he'd been when he had wed. And, by the looks of things, Samuel would marry at the same age as he, seeing as his betrothed was now en route to Tisdale Manor this very moment.


  The only problem was, Samuel was not in the country, and Aaron had no idea when that might change. He'd embarked on his grand tour six months prior, and though he occasionally sent word of his whereabouts, his correspondence was largely vague.


  Rising from his seat behind his polished mahogany desk, Aaron reached into his vest pocket and pulled out a gold key. Walking to the back of his study, he paused before a large shelf of books while his eyes searched for the slender, green bound book with gold writing. Once found, he quickly tugged on it and watched as the faux front gave way to reveal a hidden safe. He used the gold key to open it and reached inside until his hands settled on a rolled-up piece of parchment. Pulling the object from the safe, he held it in his hands and returned to his desk.


  A faded brown ribbon was tied around the document. Aaron tugged on it until it gave away then unrolled the paper before him. His eyes quickly scanned the document, though he knew every word of it by heart. It was the betrothal agreement binding his son, Lord Coldwell, to Fredrick's daughter, Lady Alexandra.


  He could still remember the day the document had been drafted and signed. He'd felt confident and excited about the prospect of one day uniting their families in such a manner. It was bittersweet for him to realize the time had finally come and that neither Fredrick nor his wife Judith, would be here for it.


  His eyes had just drifted to Fredrick's elegant and slightly faded signature when he heard his study door open. His eyes reluctantly left the page and glanced up as his butler, Remington entered the room.


  “My Lord, she has arrived.”


  Remington didn't have to say who she was, Aaron already knew, for he'd been awaiting Lady Alexandra's visit eagerly. He took a deep, fortifying breath as he began rolling the betrothal agreement in his hands.


  “Very well. Show our guests into the drawing room and see that refreshment is served. Have the footmen take Lady Alexandra's trunks to the rose room. I will be in shortly to greet her.”


  Remington bowed then silently left the room. Aaron returned the document to his safe, locked it with the key, replaced the faux book facade then moved to his desk to make sure he was leaving it just as tidy as it had been when he had entered. In his thirty-seven years of living, he'd learned that it was easier to manage life one simple task at a time than it was to try and deal with everything all at once. He decided to take that advice with him as he exited his study, heading towards the drawing room that held his son's future, a hoyden even her own brother couldn't seem to manage.


  Pausing before the door, Aaron waited for feminine chatter to assault his ears and was surprised when he was met with only silence. He thought back to the few times he'd met Alexandra, a precocious child with large, almond-shaped eyes, and wondered how much she had changed since he saw her last.


  Straightening his shoulders, he pushed the door open and entered, his eyes scanning the room for Lady Alexandra. He was surprised to find her lady's maid first, a plain, unassuming girl sitting shyly on the settee, but there was no sign of Alexandra on any of the furniture. Instead, he found her standing at the far window, her back towards him as she held the brocade drapes open so she could look out at the gardens.


  He cleared his throat and watched her turn, her red lips forming an 'o' as she noticed his presence for the first time. The almond-shaped eyes he remembered from her childhood were the same, though much more exotic looking than he remembered. He stood still as her captivating eyes, the color of freshly brewed coffee, inspected him. He suddenly felt self-conscious, wondering what she thought as she looked him over from head to toe.


  After she was finished, she walked gracefully across the room, extended her gloved hand towards him and gifted him with the most beguiling smile he'd ever seen. He inhaled sharply as he took her hand and bent over it, feeling grateful that the chit had not had the opportunity to have a season, for he was certain that if she had, some rake would've gladly compromised her, ruining her for Samuel.


  “You've aged well, my lord,” she said as he rose before her.


  Her comment made him laugh. “Did you expect a man with silver hair and wrinkles?”


  She inspected him once more, and Aaron was pleased with the image he presented to her. He was a large man, athletic and toned, with dark hair that showed the barest hint of graying at the temples. His jaw was square and firm, and his chin had only the slightest cleft. He knew his looks appealed to the ladies, for he'd had no problems attracting their attention, especially since Juliet had passed away.


  She finally finished her inspection and admitted, “I'm uncertain what I expected.” Then, changing the subject, she asked, “When will Lord Coldwell return?”


  Aaron made his way to the wing-backed chair opposite where her maid sat and said, “That I do not know, though I assume he will hasten his journey home once he receives word of your arrival at Tisdale Manor. As soon as he arrives, I will have the banns placed, and you may begin planning your wedding.”


  For a moment he watched as her flawless skin paled, making the mole above her mouth stand out in stark contrast. “Let us not be hasty about such matters.”


  “Whyever not? Is that not the purpose for your appearance here?”


  He watched as her shoulders slumped, her chin falling to her breast so she could avoid looking him in the eye. “Did my brother not tell you?”


  “Tell me what?” he asked, worried she was about to reveal some disgrace which might be hard to recover from.


  Still looking at the carpet, she replied, “That he could no longer handle me?”


  “He did mention something of that nature.”


  “Did he not divulge any details?” she asked, finally lifting her eyes to his.


  Those blasted eyes settled upon him, causing a strange stirring sensation in his stomach. He had to force himself not to look away. “None,” he admitted.


  He expected her to be relieved by his admission and was surprised when her brows furrowed in disappointment instead. “How dull my brother is. I suppose I'll have to tell you myself. Would you like me to start at the beginning or should I simply tell you what I did that finally provoked him to send me away?”


  Aaron stared at her, surprised by her willingness to admit her follies. Across from him, her maid cleared her throat and interjected nervously, “Milady, I'm not entirely sure you should speak of such things.”


  His curiosity piqued, Aaron leaned forward, his elbows resting on his thighs, and looked Lady Alexandra squarely in the eyes. “I insist you go on.”


  Her maid gasped, throwing one hand over her mouth. Lady Alexandra turned to her and addressed her before satisfying his curiosity. “Jenny, I had enough scolding at Channing House. Remember your promise?”


  Jenny slowly nodded, though she didn't appear quite sure of what she was agreeing to. “Yes, milady, but—”


  Lady Alexandra cut her off, “Why don't you go find my bedchamber and begin unpacking my belongings.” It was more of a command than a suggestion.


  Jenny looked at her mistress and Aaron. “But it isn't proper for me to leave you alone.”


  Lady Alexandra threw back her head and laughed. “He's practically my father-in-law. You shan't worry about us.”


  “Very well,” Jenny said reluctantly before scurrying out of the room.


  Once alone, Lady Alexandra picked up the teapot and began to pour. “Tea?”


  “I'd rather hear your story,” he admitted.


  “Very well.” She set aside the teacup without so much as taking a sip, folded her hands in her lap and continued, “Levi sent me away because he caught me dressing as a boy.”


  She said it with so much ease, Aaron had to lean forward and ask her to repeat herself. “What was that?”


  “Levi caught me dressing in boy's clothing.”


  For a moment he was distracted by the thought of the girl before him in breeches. He glanced to her skirts and tried to imagine what that would look like. “Why would you do that?” he asked, a bit nonplussed by her admission.


  She shrugged one shoulder and answered casually as if they were merely discussing the weather, “Because I wanted to straddle my horse and ride bareback. I couldn't very well do that in a dress, now could I?”


  Wicked images appeared out of nowhere in his mind, causing Aaron to feel heated. He tugged at his cravat and glanced away, inwardly chastising himself for having such inappropriate thoughts about his future daughter-in-law.


  “I take it you've learned your lesson and will never do something so scandalous again?” He tried his best to sound authoritative but found that scolding her was nothing like scolding his own son.


  “I can't make any promises,” she answered candidly, and Aaron didn't know if he should be pleased by her honesty or annoyed by it.


  “I could lock you in the tower,” he suggested, only half joking.


  She looked at him as if he were daft. “There are no towers here.”


  She was right, the large manor home was more or less a gigantic rectangle, with not much architectural variety.


  “What about my study then?”


  “And risk seeing me every time you have business to attend to? I don't surmise you'd find that very desirable.”


  Aaron closed his eyes in shock as an unbidden image filled his mind. Her, in his study wearing nothing but a thin, cotton nightgown. Him in his dressing gown, taking her into his arms and laying her across his desk, knocking various objects to the ground in the process. He forced his mind to quit right before he kissed her in his fantasy.


  He quickly rose from his seat, his eyes trained on the mantel behind her to avoid looking at her face as he said curtly, “It'll be in your best interest to behave yourself while you are under my care.”


  She rose, coming close enough for him to smell the scent of orange blossom in her hair, but he still refused to make eye contact. “What will happen if I do not? Will you spank me like Levi spanked my best friend the night he caught Lydia running off with me? Or will you do something more drastic, like break the betrothal agreement between your son and me?”


  “I couldn't do that even if I wanted to.”


  “Break the agreement,” she asked, her warm breath fanning his neck as she spoke, “or spank me?”


  “Break the agreement,” he said between gritted teeth. “It is not in my power to do so.”


  “Drat,” she cursed, surprising him.


  “Why would you want it broken? What have you against my son?” he asked defensively, wondering how this chit dared be so defiant.


  “I have my reasons,” she answered vaguely, irritating Aaron further.


  “Look,” he said, losing his patience, “the betrothal agreement has been in force since the day you were born. It is legally binding, and it is what your father wanted. Don't you wish to please him?”


  “Please a dead man?” she asked, her voice going shrill. “Nay, I'd much rather please myself since it is I who will have to live with the consequences.”


  It was as if her warm, coffee eyes had grown cold. She stared at him angrily, her chin jutting out and her shoulders erect. She was looking at him as if he were the enemy and suddenly he wanted to let her know that wasn't the case.


  Stepping forward, he placed his hand on her shoulder then quickly withdrew it when his thumb grazed against bare skin causing him to feel as if he'd been scorched. He took a hasty step back from her and stiffened. “I will have a servant show you to your room. Dinner will be served at eight in the dining room. Till then,” he said as he bowed slightly then disappeared from the room.


  Who was this vixen sent to torment him, he wondered as he slammed the door of his study behind him and dropped into one of the leather chairs, cupping his head in his hands. Looking at the Aubusson rug beneath his feet he scoffed at the irony. He'd been searching for his entire life for a woman who could ignite some sort of passion in him and had never found it until his son's betrothed appeared at his house.
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  Alexandra's melancholy intensified as she sat alone at the long table in the center of the dining room. She repeatedly dipped her spoon in her now cold soup, never once taking a bite as she stared blankly at the gold damask papered wall opposite her. It was covered in decorative china plates, each one different and unique.


  She'd been under the impression that Lord Emberson would be joining her for dinner, but when she arrived there had only been one place set at the table, a clear indication that she was to dine alone. It wasn't that she'd been eager for his company, but she found after spending the entire afternoon alone; she was rather anxious for some conversation. Alexandra was not one to enjoy solitude; she found it entirely too dull.


  Her spoon clanked loudly as she dropped it into the bowl. Just then a servant arrived with a covered tray. Before he even had the chance to remove the lid and show her what delicacy it contained, she rose from her chair and placed her linen napkin on the table next to her soup.


  “I am finished, thank you.”


  The servant looked at her to the neglected soup and asked, “Are you certain, my lady? I can assure you don't want to miss out on the roasted duck.” He removed the lid with a flourish and continued, “It's one of the cook's specialties.”


  Alexandra eyed the duck as she inhaled deeply of its aroma. Surprisingly, her stomach grumbled, and she dropped into her seat. “It does look delightful. Very well, you may serve me.”


  The servant dished her up a hearty serving of duck before disappearing, leaving her alone once more. She quickly inhaled the duck, admitting it was the best she'd ever had, before wiping her mouth with her napkin then quitting the room before more courses could be presented to her.


  Out in the hall, Alexandra paused, looking about to determine where she should go. She had no desire to go back to her room to read and decided to explore the manor instead. From the outside, the house appeared rather plain. Its red brick had faded over the years, and one side of the home was covered in thick ivy. However, the plain exterior was completely forgotten once one stepped inside.


  It was apparent the house had gone through extensive renovations since its inception, for every room was delightfully modern in appearance, lacking nothing by way of elegance. It was decorated tastefully, almost to the point of being boring, except for the fact that every once in awhile the eye would meet with an almost shocking surprise.


  For example, as Alexandra pushed open the doors to the ballroom, she was greeted with a generous space that sparkled with its gold gilded mirrors and excessive amounts of crystal chandeliers. Though opulent, that was not what surprised her. In the far corner of the room stood a bright turquoise pianoforte. She blinked several times as she looked at it, unsure if her eyes were playing tricks on her. To verify they were not, she waltzed over to the instrument and ran one hand along its smooth surface. Sure enough, the pianoforte was turquoise. For some reason, that made her happy. She'd never seen a turquoise pianoforte and had certainly never expected to find one in the Marquess's ballroom.


  Unable to resist the pull of such a unique instrument, she sat down and began to play a simple tune as she hummed along to the music. She'd never been overly good at playing the pianoforte, though her mother had insisted she have lessons. She finished her song and decided to continue on in her explorations.


  Walking through the ballroom, she couldn't help but get a glimpse of herself in the large, gilded mirrors. Finally, she stopped and turned to inspect herself more fully in one. She had changed into a peach gown for dinner, and her hair had been painstakingly curled and piled atop her head. Jenny had insisted she look her best to dine with the Marquess. Alexandra rolled her eyes, knowing her efforts had been in vain. Besides, she was certain Lord Emberson didn't give a fig about her appearance any more than she cared about his.


  Liar


  The voice in her head was her own, but it shouted loud enough to give her pause. She could no longer look herself in the eye and quickly averted her gaze away from her reflection. Of course, she'd met Lord Emberson before, but the visits had been few and far between. In fact, the last memory she had of him was at his wife's funeral nearly ten years ago. In the time since, she'd hardly thought of him at all, for there was never any need. So, seeing him today was quite the surprise.


  She truly had no expectations of what their encounter would be like and was still surprised to realize he was much, much younger than she figured he'd be. Staring into his handsome face, his gray eyes intently upon her, it was hard to imagine he was old enough to have a son of marriageable age, or that one day he'd be her father-in-law. He was not at all what she imagined a father to be. She quickly counted the age difference between her father and Lord Emberson and realized it was nearly thirty years!


  Alexandra lifted her skirts and hurried from the room, berating herself for spending so much time thinking about the Marquess. The fact that he was the most handsome man she'd ever beheld, with his wildly rugged good looks, did not signify.


  Her pace was swift as she hurried down the hall, as if she could outrun her unruly thoughts. She tried to picture Lord Coldwell in her mind to block out images of his father but found she couldn't seem to recall what he looked like.


  Luckily for her, she soon found herself in the gallery, where countless portraits of Beaumonts were displayed proudly on the walls. It appeared they were hung in chronological order, so she quickly glided past the older ancestors and made her way to the end of the hall where the most recent portraits hung.


  Her eyes at once settled on a large, almost overbearing picture of Lord Emberson and his late wife, Lady Juliet. Lord Emberson's jaw was hard, and his eyes seemed cold. Besides him, Lady Juliet appeared just as icy. She was a beautiful woman, no doubt, with her golden blond hair and alabaster complexion, but the coldness in her blue eyes caused Alexandra to shiver.


  It was a strange portrait, she thought. Though the artist had surely captured the couple's beauty with his skilled brush, she wasn't entirely certain he'd meant to capture their cold indifference.


  Next to his parent's portrait hung a smaller one of Lord Coldwell. It must have been done recently for he looked to be about her age. His tawny-brown hair seemed to be the perfect mix of both his parent's coloring. He had the same gray eyes as his father, but instead of appearing cold and hard, they appeared jovial and welcoming. Alexandra found herself smiling back at the image as if he were really there. There was a happiness about him, at least in the portrait, that had not been present in his parent's. She concluded that it could not have been done by the same artist.


  Alexandra stood there for a long time, staring at the portrait of the man who would someday be her husband. She'd known her entire life that he would be, and though she had nothing against him personally, she found herself suddenly turning angry at the thought.


  Lydia had returned from her first season full of excitement. She'd loved everything about it, but most especially the plethora of gentleman that had paid her court. Being a flirt came naturally for Lydia so having her share of gentlemen to toy with was like a dream come true. Alexandra had been quite surprised when Lydia returned to the country without making a match.


  When she questioned her friend about it, Lydia had replied gaily, “How can I pick just one?”


  That was the first time Alexandra remembered feeling sheer envy. She'd never have the opportunity to flirt with the gentleman of the ton, let alone decide which one she'd like to spend her life with. That was already decided upon for her, and she found herself shifting that very moment from accepting her fate to suddenly loathing it.


  Life wasn't fair.


  It was a mantra that played itself over and over inside her head.


  She wasn't supposed to be an orphan before seventeen. She wasn't supposed to spend her first season in mourning. She wasn't supposed to be betrothed to a man she didn't even know. She wasn't supposed to be sent away from Channing House to live with a stranger while she awaited her fate.


  Alexandra's fists clenched unknowingly at her sides as anger began to rage within her. She felt she had no control over the situations of her life and it vexed her to no end. In a fit of childish immaturity, she stuck her tongue out at Lord Coldwell's portrait and hissed, “I may be forced to wed you, but I will never, ever love you,” then she turned on her heal and fled from the gallery.


  Hot tears welled up in her eyes, and she blinked rapidly to try and dispel them. She hated that she was reduced to tears so easily since her parent's deaths.


  Just one more thing she couldn't control.


  Not certain where she was going, she turned left as she exited the gallery and collided forcefully with a hard object then looked up, stunned to see that the object was, in fact, Lord Emberson.


  She swallowed painfully past the lump in her throat as his arms came up to steady her.


  “Beg pardon, I did not see you coming.”


  “It was my fault,” she stammered as she tried to coyly wipe at the tear she felt escaping from her right eye.


  “Are you crying? Did I hurt you?”


  The concern in his voice made her want to cry even more, but she would rather die of embarrassment than allow that to happen. She cleared her throat several times before managing to squeak, “No.”


  “No you are not crying, or no I did not hurt you?”


  “Both.”


  “That is a relief.” An awkward silence ensued before he continued, “Sorry for my absence at dinner.”


  Alexandra was surprised at his apology and remained silent while she waited for an explanation. It soon became apparent that he would offer none, so she asked, “Am I expected to dine alone every night?”


  “Do you wish to?”


  “No,” she quickly answered, then grudgingly admitted, “I hate being alone.”


  “The regret I was feeling at my absence has only intensified by your admission. I will not leave you to dine alone again.”


  “Thank you,” she said, offering him a thin smile while realizing he was dressed to go riding. Suddenly her mood lifted. “Are you going riding?”


  Lord Emberson looked down at his buff breaches and riding boots and the riding crop he held firmly in his hand and chuckled. “How'd you guess?”


  “I do not wish to be overbearing in my boldness, but would you mind terribly if I came along? I find the idea of riding much more appealing than returning to my bedchamber and being alone.”


  He was thoughtful for a moment, and she feared he'd say no. Finally, he said with a warning in his voice, “As long as you don't don breeches, I don't see why not.”


  Alexandra gifted him with a glorious smile. “Levi did not allow me to pack any breeches.”


  “He's a good man.”


  “That's debatable,” she mumbled. “I will go change into my riding habit and meet you at the stables in a quarter of an hour.”


  “Be quick, for there is only about an hours time left before the sun sets.”


  Alexandra nodded then hurried off to her room, excited at the prospect of spending time with the Marquess, er, going riding she quickly corrected.
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  Aaron was quite surprised when Alexandra showed up on time, wearing a cerulean blue riding habit and a smile that nearly took his breath away. He quickly turned away from the dazzling display and began re-checking his horse's saddle, tightening it once more.


  “I can't thank you enough for allowing me to intrude upon your ride. I was getting quite melancholy with only myself for company.”


  A small pang of guilt pricked his heart. He should have come to dinner but found her presence unsettled him and thought it best to avoid her. Now, he realized, that would be impossible. The girl was set to reside at Tisdale Manor indefinitely, so he had better get used to her presence.


  “You are welcome to frequent the stables anytime you'd like,” he offered generously then added, “dressed as a girl, of course.”


  “You aren't ever going to let me live that down, are you?” she asked dryly.


  He couldn't get the image of her wearing breeches out of his head. Ignoring her question and trying valiantly to rid his mind of the image, he turned to her and helped her mount the docile mare he'd picked out for her to ride.


  He watched as she wiggled her bottom back and forth in the side saddle as she clasped the reins in her gloved hands. He winced. Why was everything this chit did so enticing? He was already fearing it was a mistake to invite her along but knew it was too late to rescind his invitation. Instead, he hurried and mounted his horse and took off in a gallop, fully expecting her to follow, but almost hoping she wouldn't.


  He road past the stables and out into the fields behind Tisdale Manor where rolling hills were abundant. The sun was lowering on the horizon, creating the dusky atmosphere he loved so much. It was his favorite time to go riding.


  Every once and awhile, he'd glance behind his shoulder to see if Lady Alexandra was keeping up, and every time he was surprised that she was. She was fetching atop the horse—she rode with perfect posture and ease, and it was apparent to him that she was a very experienced and skilled rider.


  He hadn't planned on taking her into the woods that bordered his property, but soon enough found himself heading in that direction. There was a small creek on the edge of the woods, and he sped up as he approached then guided his horse to jump across it. He landed with ease then pulled on the reins to turn and watch if Lady Alexandra would do the same.


  He watched in pleasant surprise as she did exactly as he had done, though he was certain she appeared more graceful than he. She pulled to a stop beside him, her cheeks pink from the exertion and smiled.


  “You ride beautifully.”


  “Thank you.”


  He liked the way she accepted his compliment confidently. Whenever he'd complimented his late wife during their marriage, she'd always feigned surprise then proceeded to fish for more. It had grated upon his nerves terribly.


  “There's a fence not far from here that you will have to jump, but I ascertain you will have no problem doing so. After that, the forest gets denser so we will slow our pace in order to avoid the low branches.”


  Lady Alexandra nodded her head then indicated for him to proceed. He sat a little taller in his saddle, wondering if she were watching his form the way he'd been watching hers. He was suddenly very aware of his every movement, wondering, hoping even, that she was aware of them too.


  They both cleared the fence with no problem, then slowed to a trot as they maneuvered their horses through the forest. At one point, there was a low hanging branch that was quite thick. Aaron pulled his horse to a halt and held the branch back so Lady Alexandra could pass without harm. She smiled gratefully at him as she passed, causing his insides to flip. He passed under the branch before letting it fling back with a whack, inwardly berating himself for getting so worked up over a smile.


  For a time, they rode in silence, Aaron following her instead of the other way around. She couldn't possibly know where she was going, but she rode on confidently as if she did. He took the time to watch her sway gently in her saddle as she rode along.


  Her shoulders were straight, but not stiff. They tapered down into a narrow waist that Aaron was certain he could almost wrap his fingers entirely around. She was poised gracefully in the side saddle, her legs draped down the side of her horse, covered entirely by her voluminous blue skirts.


  Staring at her made his mouth go dry, and his palms itch to reach out and touch her. He suddenly realized she was like the forbidden fruit in the Garden of Eden. Touching her was strictly prohibited, but that didn't take away the desire. He recalled the Bible story from his youth and suddenly remembered that it was Eve who eventually partook, resulting in consequences that rang out across time.


  He would have to resist, be the strong one as Adam had been. However, a wicked voice reasoned inside of him; perhaps he could tempt Lady Alexandra to partake. Aaron shook his head, wondering what had overcome him as he suddenly felt like the snake that had beguiled Eve.


  His errant thoughts caused him not to notice that Lady Alexandra had come to a stop and he nearly collided with her. Fortunately, he pulled back on his reigns just in time.


  “Did you have a destination in mind, my lord? If not, I suggest we head back before it grows dark.”


  “We'll head back soon, but first, I want to show you something.”


  Aaron slid from his horse and at once was at her side, helping her dismount. Just like he'd predicted, his hands fit almost perfectly around her waist. She slid from her horse and stumbled into his arms, and it was as if he were Adam in the Garden holding a piece of the forbidden fruit while the serpent whispered, “Just one bite,” in his ear.


  Surprising even himself, he reacted like Adam and quickly pushed her away. “I cannot,” he mumbled under his breath.


  “What was that?” she asked, leaning in to hear him better.


  “Nothing. Come, follow me.”


  The two headed further into the forest where the foliage was too dense to take a horse. Aaron was hoping he'd be able to find what he came for and was delighted when the trees thinned out a bit and he found himself in the same clearing he'd been in the night prior.


  He stood to the side and gestured with his hand, “Look.”


  Alexandra tiptoed from behind him, holding her breath as she could sense the reverence of the moment. There, in the middle of the narrow clearing, were twin fawns who couldn't be more than a couple of days old.


  Her eyes settled upon them and at once widened into large saucers. Her hands flew up to her mouth, and she turned to him, “Are they real?”


  “Of course they are,” he laughed quietly, so as not to disturb the creatures.


  She moved closer as if she wanted to touch them. “They're adorable.”


  The fawns held eerily still, watching her with their eyes that seemed too large for their faces.


  “Don't move any closer, they're getting nervous.”


  Alexandra paused but continued to stare at them. “How'd you know they were here?”


  “I came across them last night.”


  “Do you always walk through the forest when you ride?” she asked curiously.


  He paused, debating whether he should confide in her or not. Finally, he decided he had nothing to lose. “Only when I have something important to think about. I find my mind seems clearest when in the woods, surrounded by silence.”


  “I abhor silence,” she confessed almost sadly.


  Her comment caught him off guard. “Why is that?”


  She quickly broke eye contact, returning her gaze to the two fawn who were still staring at her. He waited patiently for her to decide if she would confide in him or not. He desperately hoped she would, but began to think she would not as several long drawn out minutes passed in silence.


  He was about to suggest they be on their way when she began speaking. “I suppose you and I are opposite in that regard. You like the silence so you can think, while that is precisely why I hate it.”


  Aaron was surprised at how honored he was by her confession. He took a step closer to her. “You do not like thinking?”


  She scoffed, startling the fawns. “I do not have pudding for brains, if that's what you mean. What I meant is that I don't like thinking about important things.”


  “Because it hurts?” he ventured a guess.


  “Because there's nothing I can do about them. I hate situations where I have no control, which unfortunately for me, seems to be most of the things in my life.”


  “Like your marriage to my son.”


  “That is one of them,” she admitted without hesitation.


  “What else?” he prompted, eager to hear more.


  She shrugged her shoulders, trying to appear nonchalant, but he could see past it. “My parent's death, the chance that I'll never get to experience a London season.”


  “That isn't true. You will get to experience them every year once Samuel takes his seat in the House of Lords.”


  Alexandra rolled her eyes. “That isn't what I meant. I want to experience one before I wed, to see how it feels to be flirted with, to dance at balls, to be courted. Lydia told me she was certain I'd be a diamond of the first water.”


  “You would be,” he interjected without hesitation, then added reasonably, “But what good would that do you? The London season is a marriage mart. The dancing and the flirting is all for one purpose—to make a match. Your match has already been decided upon so those things would be pointless.”


  Her face turned into a scowl, and he worried that he'd upset her. “This is precisely why I do not like thinking about such things. I can't change anything, so it's all pointless.”


  “Perhaps you're right.” Then, distracted by the appearance of another creature, he quickly changed the subject, “It would appear their mother has returned.”


  The golden deer walked gracefully into the clearing and went straight to her babies. Alexandra took a hurried step back. “Will she harm us?”


  “No, but I think that's our cue to leave nonetheless. Come, it's growing dark.”


  In a matter of minutes, they were both back in their saddles and heading towards Tisdale Manor. Aaron noticed a perceptible change in her posture on the ride home. No longer did she sit erect, but there was a slight slouch to her posture now, as if their conversation had dejected her. For some reason seeing her unhappy made him feel like the worst sort of cad, though he wasn't certain why it should affect him at all. Her happiness was not his own. Or was it?
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  True to his word, Lord Emberson did not let Alexandra dine alone. For the past sennight, they'd routinely broke their fast together in the morning as well as partook of luncheon and dinner together. Alexandra soon discovered that he was a man of order, particular about how his place was set for his meals. Every time he would come to the table for a meal, he'd check the setting to ensure it was laid out just right, with an extra napkin in case he might be in need of one.


  Finding this particular quirk amusing, she had taken it upon herself to goad him a bit. Each night, she'd come down to dinner early, ensuring she was the first one in the dining room so she could place his fork on the wrong side of his plate, or stuff the miniature crystal salt shaker into her pocket so he'd be left with only his pepper.


  She found it mildly amusing that when he noticed these small changes, his brows would furrow and his lips purse tightly together as if he were debating making a scene over the small incidents. She found it equally amusing that he never once berated the servants for the error, instead choosing, so far, to ignore it.


  Tonight when she arrived, she gently picked up the silverware laying atop his linen napkins and stuffed both of them into her skirt pocket before setting the silverware on the bare plate. Just as she was about to sit down, a servant appeared and pulled her chair out for her. She hoped he wouldn't notice the missing napkins and replace them before Lord Emberson appeared.


  Fortunately, the Marquess appeared at just that moment, causing Alexandra to exhale in relief. She picked up her own napkin, made a show of unfolding it, then placed it in her lap. Lord Emberson greeted her then went to sit in the chair directly opposite her.


  He was in the middle of folding himself into the chair when he noticed the missing napkins. He paused and addressed the servant, “Something is missing.”


  The young man looked across at the table setting and realized the error at once. His face turned red as he mumbled, “Beg pardon, my lord, I swear I laid the napkins out. Please accept my apologies while I go fetch some more at once.” The boy then scurried from the room.


  Lord Emberson sat down, drumming his fingers against the table as he waited for the footman to return and hand him two napkins.


  “Thank you, Geoffrey,” he said, quickly placing one in his lap while moving the spare to the side of his place setting in case he needed it later.


  White soup was served, and they both began eating. After a few bites, Lord Emberson set down his spoon and said, “I received some missives today.”


  “Is that unusual, my lord?” Alexandra questioned, one brow raised, feeling in a bit of a goofy mood for what she planned to do next.


  “No, though I thought these ones, in particular, might prove of interest to you.”


  Though she was curious, Alexandra quickly changed the subject. Pointing to the wall covered in china plates behind him, she asked, “That blue plate, right there in the middle, where did it come from?”


  Lord Emberson looked at her strangely before turning in his seat to look at which plate she was referring to. While his back was turned, Alexandra quickly snatched his spare napkin and hid it on her lap so he couldn't see. She then waited for him to turn around and notice.


  “I haven't a clue, to be honest,” he said as he turned back towards her. “Why the sudden interest?”


  “No reason in particular, just simply curious.” Picking up her spoon, she resumed eating, hoping he'd do the same.


  “About the letters. One of them was from Samuel.”


  Alexandra stilled, waiting for him to continue. He placed a spoonful of soup in his mouth, and the tiniest of drops dribbled down his chin. He quickly reached for his spare napkin but found nothing there. Alexandra bit the inside of her mouth to keep from laughing.


  “What in tarnation?” he muttered, looking around for his napkin, even looking to see if he'd dropped it on the floor.


  Alexandra resumed eating as if nothing strange had occurred.


  “Geoffrey,” he called out to the footman waiting silently by the kitchen door, “bring me a napkin.”


  Geoffrey hurriedly did as instructed, then took up his post near the door, waiting for them to finish their soup so he could clear their dishes from the table.


  “As you were saying,” Alexandra urged him on once he had wiped the drop of soup from his face.


  “As I was saying, Samuel, sent word today. He received my correspondence informing him of your arrival at Tisdale Manor.”


  “And?”


  “He says he is making arrangements to travel home. Though he didn't give details of his travel plans, I can only surmise he will arrive home sooner rather than later.”


  His news brought a mixture of emotions to Alexandra, ones that she wasn't ready to decipher. So, she decided to change the subject once more. Pointing once more to the wall, she asked, “That yellow plate, the one on the far left, what does that lettering say? I can't quite make it out from here.”


  “Why the sudden interest in my plates?” Lord Emberson asked dryly.


  “They're right there in my line of vision, my lord. I can't help that they are so distracting.”


  With the patience of a saint, he turned in his chair once more to see which plate she was referring to now. Once again, her hand darted across the table and snatched up his now crumpled extra napkin, hiding it in her lap along with his other ones.


  “This yellow plate?” he asked, pointing to the only yellow plate on the left.


  “Yes, that one.”


  He turned around and gave her a strange look. “It doesn't say anything.”


  “Are you certain? I could have sworn I could make out tiny words on it.”


  “Perhaps I should purchase you some spectacles.”


  “So I could look like a bluestocking?” she asked with a laugh. “Never. My vanity would not allow it.”


  He surprised her then by noticing his missing napkin sooner than she anticipated. “Blast it all, where has my napkin gotten off to now? Surely it didn't just grow legs and walk out of this room.”


  “What are you talking about?” she asked, feigning innocence.


  “My napkin. It was just right here, and now it is gone. Geoffrey!” he hollered to the footman once more who promptly replaced the one she had taken. She wondered if he had seen that it was her that had done it.


  While Geoffrey was replacing the napkin, Lord Emberson said, “You can remove the soup. We are ready for the next course.”


  Geoffrey quickly gathered up the used dishes and disappeared through the doors leading into the kitchen. Alexandra sat with her hands in her lap, sitting atop the ever-growing pile of napkins.


  “What other missives did you receive? You mentioned there were several.”


  “I received an invitation from the Countess of Paddley to a ball she is throwing in a fortnight. Nothing too formal, you see, as we are rusticating in the country after all. I thought to inquire if you are interested in attending.”


  “You'd take me to a ball?” she asked, her eyes alight with excitement.


  Before he could answer, she felt something skimming her leg, and she stiffened in her seat. Apparently, he didn't notice, because he continued, “Yes if you wished to go.”


  Again, she felt the strange object brush up against her ankle, and she pulled back, afraid it was a really large rodent.


  This time, Lord Emberson noticed her discomfort. “What is wrong?”


  “Something keeps touching my leg,” she confessed.


  “Do not fear, darling; it is just I.”


  Alexandra gulped loudly, heating at the realization that he was touching her underneath the table.


  “I am merely searching for my lost napkins.”


  His eyes remained steadily upon her as she felt the toe of his shoe inch up beneath her skirts and skim slowly, languidly along her calf. Though she was wearing stockings, her skin felt as if it had been burned and her scalp prickled with awareness.


  His gray eyes never strayed from her face and she wished she could detect what was behind his intent gaze.


  “I don't have your napkins.”


  “Oh, but I think you do,” he purred as his foot moved higher up on her leg.


  “What are you doing?” she managed to squeak out.


  “I told you, looking for my lost napkins.”


  “They are not beneath my skirts.”


  “Oh, so you do know where they are?”


  She was having a hard time thinking while he was touching her. “Perhaps.”


  “Well then perhaps I can provoke you to divulge their whereabouts.”


  “Provoke me? How so?”


  She only asked because she was curious to see what he would do. Though he was only touching her with the toe of his shoe, she felt on fire, anxious for more of his ministrations. Her eyes fluttered closed for the briefest of moments as she imagined what it would be like to be wrapped in his embrace.


  Slowly, without breaking eye contact, he rose from his chair and walked slowly, but with purpose to where she was sitting. Placing both hands on her shoulders, he leaned down and whispered right behind her ear, “This is your last chance to tell me where my napkins are.”


  Alexandra closed her eyes. She should just tell him, she told herself, stop this game they were playing before it became dangerous. But Alexandra was sick of doing everything she was supposed to. She'd spent the first sixteen years of her life doing just that, and it had not proven advantageous at all.


  “I don't have them,” she lied.


  “Then you give me no other choice.”


  Her breath stilled as she waited anxiously for what he would do. She startled slightly when she felt him brush the back of his knuckles against her cheek, then slide them softly down her neck. She couldn't help reacting as she moved her head to the side to give him better access. Down his fingers trailed till they were tracing along her collarbone. She felt her skin pucker into gooseflesh and wanted to groan. His touch was gentle and alluring and not nearly enough for her.


  Alexandra reached up and boldly placed her hand atop his, guiding his hand down her side, over the curve of her hip. “On second thought, maybe I do know where they are.”


  “Show me,” he breathed huskily into her ear, causing her to shiver.


  A small voice at the back of her mind warned her that she was playing with fire, but she ignored it. She guided his hand over her stomach and then paused. “Tell me how badly you want them,” she urged hungrily.


  “More than I've ever wanted anything else.”


  She smiled coyly. “Truly? Because once I show you where they are, there's no going back.”


  “Show me,” he breathed once more, but with more urgency this time.


  Unsure of where she got her nerve, Alexandra slid his hand down into the pile of linens in her lap. His fist clasped around the fabric then quickly let go. Before she knew it, he'd turned her around in her chair, so she was facing him. His forehead rested against her own as he breathed heavily against her mouth.


  Feeling very much like a temptress, she slid her tongue out and glided it across her lips, moistening them. “Tell me how badly you want them,” she repeated, both of them knowing very well she was no longer talking about napkins.


  Lord Emberson let out a low growl before scooping her from her chair and crushing her to his chest, the napkins floating to their feet, completely forgotten.


  “More than anything,” he whispered before crushing his mouth to hers.
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  He'd decided to taste the forbidden fruit, and it was far, far more desirable than he'd dreamed it would be. Her glorious body pressed against his caused all coherent thought to flee. His mouth moved hungrily over hers, tasting the sweetness only she could offer. He was starving for her but knew no matter how much he partook; it would never be enough. He'd never get his fill.


  But though he realized that truth, it didn't stop him from trying. His hands clenched tightly in her hair, forcing her head back so he could kiss her neck. Down, down, down he went eager to taste every inch of exposed skin. He thought he'd go mad with longing if he didn't consume every last inch of her.


  Her skin tasted sweet, yet sultry and was completely intoxicating. His mind was focused solely on her, and the little groans of pleasure that occasionally escaped her lips, so he didn't even notice when Geoffrey returned until he heard him clear his throat. Not once, but twice.


  He and Alexandra, for he could no longer think of her as Lady Alexandra, for it was far too formal for the occasion, stiffened in unison and at once broke their embrace.


  “The mutton is ready to be served,” Geoffrey said blandly, trying to appear unaffected though his red cheeks gave him away.


  “You didn't see anything,” Aaron said firmly, adjusting his cravat that had gone askew.


  “Correct, my lord. I saw nothing.”


  “If I learn that tonight's events are being discussed below stairs, you will no longer be employed at Tisdale Manor. Understood?”


  “Understood.”


  “Very well. Go ahead and serve the mutton.”


  Behind him Alexandra piped up, “I'm no longer hungry.”


  He glanced at her swollen lips and flushed skin. “Neither am I.” At least not for food, he thought. “Geoffrey, you may clear the table.”


  Geoffrey awkwardly turned on his heal, returning to the kitchen with the untouched dish of mutton still in his hands.


  Aaron briefly glanced at the discarded napkins strewn about the floor and smirked. “That was a wicked game you played.”


  Alexandra's eyes sparkled with mirth. “I didn't intend it to be.”


  “Did you not, you little vixen?”


  “I swear it was not my intent. I've been tampering with your place setting for days, purely for my own amusement. I find your rigidness humorous.”


  His brows arched above his eyes. “I'm not rigid.”


  She turned and began walking out of the dining room, and naturally, he followed, watching her hips sway back and forth as she went.


  “Indeed you are. Never a lock of hair out of place,” she turned to look at him over her shoulder, “except for now,” then looked forward once more. “Your place setting perfectly arranged every night. I'd wager if you took me to your study I'd find your desk similarly arranged.”


  His lips curved in delight. “What an excellent idea. Yes, let me show you my study.”


  He wasn't sure what had come over him, luring her into his lair, but now that he'd tasted her offerings, the thought of abstaining indefinitely was too painful to bare. The rational part of him knew he'd suffer the consequences later, this was his son's betrothed after all, but at the moment, he couldn't resist for all the money in England.


  Edging in front of her, Aaron grabbed her hand and led the way to his study, shutting the door firmly and turning the key in the lock behind them. He stood with his back against the door as he watched her enter his personal space and begin looking around.


  Alexandra's long, slender fingers danced across the polished surface of his mahogany desk. “Just as I supposed,” she said with mock disgust. “Everything in perfect order.”


  “Would you prefer it if I were untidy?”


  “Does it matter what I prefer?”


  He watched as she sat in his leather chair, looking out of place in the overtly masculine room. Did it matter what she preferred? Yes, for some inexplicable reason, it did, but he couldn't voice that to her.


  When he didn't answer, she reached forward and pulled open the desk drawer and laughed. It was just as organized as everything else.


  “You make me feel as if it is a character flaw to be tidy.”


  “In and of itself I don't believe it is. However, I fear it may be an indicator of something else, something more alarming.”


  “Oh?” he asked as he came and propped his hip against the desk, both of his arms folded casually across his chest. “Do enlighten me.”


  “I fear it may indicate that you are boring.”


  Aaron gasped in mock alarm. “How vulgar.”


  “Indeed.” She smiled. “For no one wishes to be bogged down with a dull relative.”


  He leaned forward, placing his face directly before hers. “I'm not your relative yet, and I can prove that I'm not dull.”


  “How so?”


  “By this,” he breathed before taking her face into his hands and crushing his lips once more against hers.


  He'd kissed her again to prove to her that he wasn't boring, but also to prove to himself that what had happened in the dining room was simply an anomaly. Perhaps he was successful with the first, but he was proven wrong on the second point; she was just as enticing the second time around.


  When he finally pulled away, her eyes were heavy with passion and her lips swollen from his kisses. She surprised him by reaching up and tugging at his cravat.


  “What was that for?” he asked, amused.


  “You appear too put together while I feel like my whole world has turned upside down.”


  Aaron shrugged out of his jacket and removed his cravat entirely, laying them over the back of the chair. “There, does that help?”


  “Not in the least. It only makes me want to throw myself into your arms and kiss you again. I fear I'm becoming quite the wanton.”


  He smiled, and she suddenly sobered. “Lord Emberson, what does this mean?”


  Her question was a weighty one, and truthfully, he had no clear answer. “I believe it means I have wronged you greatly.”


  “What do you mean?” she asked, her eyes squinting into angry slits.


  Aaron turned away from the pained look on her face and went to the sideboard where he poured himself a measure of brandy. He swallowed the entire contents in one gulp then went and sat in the chair across the desk from her, hoping the space between them would help him think rationally.


  “Alexandra, what we did tonight was wrong, very, very wrong.”


  “You're speaking to me as if I'm a child,” she pointed out, offended by his tone of voice.


  Aaron exhaled slowly. “That is part of the problem, my dear. You are a child, a child that is betrothed to my son.”


  “Good of you to remember that now,” she snapped. “What about earlier? That knowledge didn't seem to bother you then.”


  He suddenly felt very foolish for his actions, having to answer to her for them now. “You are correct, I did forget myself. I acted on impulse, placing my desires above reason. It was wrong of me, and I must beg your forgiveness.”


  “No, don't say that,” she exclaimed loudly. “You keep saying it was wrong, but it didn't feel wrong at the moment.” Her voice was growing more shrill.


  Though Aaron had made his share of mistakes in his life, he'd never had the misfortune of having to answer for them so swiftly. Looking into Alexandra's pain-filled eyes tugged at his heart in a way he couldn't recall ever happening before. He was ashamed of his actions, if only for the hurt it was causing her now.


  “Sweetheart, I made a mistake, plain and simple. I cannot explain to you my reasons for indulging; I can only hope that you will forgive me and forget this night ever occurred.”


  Alexandra rose slowly, yet regally from the chair, her back stiff as a rod. “How can you expect me to forget something like this? Will it be so simple a thing for you to do?”


  He looked into her eyes and decided he had to lie to her if only to protect her from further heartache down the road. “I've kissed many women. This will eventually blur with all the other mistakes of my past.”


  She flinched as if he had slapped her. “Then I will forget it too. It would be wrong of me to hold a memory dear that is apparently nothing but the vilest of mistakes to the other participant.”


  It was his turn to feel as if he'd been slapped. Aaron reached for her, wanting to offer her comfort, but she rightfully stepped away from him, shaking her head. “Don't ever touch me again, sir.”


  Her cold formality pierced at his heart. He was tempted to apologize and confess he had lied to her, but he knew it would be futile, for he'd only end up hurting her even worse down the road. She was not his and never would be, and he had been wrong to pretend, even for a moment, like maybe she could be.


  “As you wish,” he replied sadly.


  Without another word, or even a glance in his direction, Alexandra quit the room, slamming the door so violently behind her that the pictures rattled on the walls.


  
    
      [image: ]
    

  


  Alexandra's vision blurred as tears filled her eyes. She didn't even bother blinking them back, instead letting them roll in hot streams down her face as she hurried to her bedchamber. She felt like such a fool. She would never have allowed Lord Emberson to kiss her if she knew it meant nothing, absolutely nothing, to him.


  Pausing before her door, she quickly wiped her face with her hands, knowing Jenny would be waiting to ready her for bed and not wanting to explain her tears. She inhaled deep, shaky breaths before feeling fortified enough to enter.


  “Excuse me, milady, are you well?”


  Alexandra startled when she heard the voice. She thought she was alone. Turning her head, she saw a sweet young maid staring at her with concern marring her brow. “Yes,” she lied, “I am fine.”


  “Not to be bold, milady, but you don't appear to be fine to me.”


  Alexandra wasn't sure if she should be annoyed or touched by the girl's concern. “Truly, it's nothing I wish to speak of. What is your name?”


  “Peggy, milady,” the maid said as she dipped into a deep curtsy.


  “Peggy, your concern is touching, but I can assure you there's nothing you can do.”


  “I can fetch you a posset from the kitchen,” she offered most eagerly.


  “No, that will not do. If you please, I just wish to go to bed.”


  “Very well, milady. May you rest well.”


  Alexandra watched the maid scurry off before slipping into her bedchamber. “Jenny, I am not feeling well tonight. Please help me change into my nightgown, then you are dismissed.”


  Jenny rose from her chair before the hearth and scurried towards her mistress. “My lady, whatever is wrong?”


  “I have a headache,” she lied.


  “Shall I go to the kitchen and see if the cook can make you a posset?”


  “Nof,” she said a bit irritably, having already rejected the drink moments before. “Just help me undress please, then snuff out the candles so I can sleep.”


  Jenny moved swiftly and quietly as she removed Alexandra's gown and slipped her nightdress over her head. Her nimble hands then went to work removing the pins from her hair. When she was done, she grabbed the silver hairbrush and began combing out her locks, but Alexandra stopped her.


  “Please, not tonight.”


  Jenny looked at her with concern. “Are you certain I can't fetch something from the kitchen to ease your pain?”


  Alexandra gave her a watery smile, trying desperately to hold her emotions at bay. “Trust me; there is nothing in the kitchen that will help with my pain.”


  “But—”


  “No buts. You are dismissed.”


  Jenny returned the brush to its place on her dressing table then quietly left the room. Alone in the dark, Alexandra let her emotions run free. Sobs shook her body as she climbed into bed, pulling the covers beneath her chin.


  She decided at that moment that she hated Lord Emberson with every fiber of her being.
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  He hated himself, pure and simple. Aaron had hardly slept all night, so distraught over what had occurred the night before. Why was it that he couldn't resist Alexandra's pull? Why couldn't he remember that the forbidden fruit brought nothing but dire consequences to all who partook?


  Though he regretted what he'd done, and the heartache he'd caused Alexandra even more so, he kept thinking about their shared kisses in awe. He hadn't been lying when he told her that he'd kissed a lot of women, for it was true. But never, in all of his dealings, had he ever experienced passion, pure and unbridled.


  His mind wandered to his decade-long marriage to Juliet. In the beginning he had desired her, but that desire never simmered above a low boiling. Not even in the intimacy of his marriage had he experienced the degree of arousal he experienced simply kissing Alexandra. It was baffling to him.


  Percival, his valet, silently dressed him for the day in tan breeches, white shirtsleeves, a navy jacket and a stark white cravat. His hair, as always was styled to perfection. He glanced at his reflection in the mirror and thought of Alexandra calling him rigid and quickly mussed his hair.


  “My lord, what are you doing?” Percival asked in alarm as he watched Aaron undo his work.


  “Fixing my hair. It was too perfect.”


  “Too perfect, my lord? Is there such a thing?” Percival's mouth hung agape as he stared at his master in horror.


  “Believe it or not, there is.”


  Aaron hesitated a bit longer in his bedchamber before finally leaving to break his fast. He both dreaded and delighted in seeing Alexandra again. Part of him had been tempted to forgo his morning meal, but then his promise to Alexandra to never let her dine alone came back to him. He'd already done enough to let her down; this would not become a point of disappointment as well.


  He knew at once, upon entering the dining room and finding it empty, that Alexandra would not be joining him for the meal. She was always there before him, apparently to mess with his place setting, and her absence was unsettling, though not completely unexpected.


  He sat in his chair and placed one of his napkins in his lap and waited for several long seconds, the scent of sausage in the air tempting him to the sideboard where a buffet of food was set out. He filled a plate full of the offerings before returning to his seat but found he had no appetite.


  Instead of eating, he stared at the empty place setting across from him, his mind wandering to the events of last night. Had it only been a night since he had ravaged Alexandra? In some ways, it felt like an eternity.


  He drummed his fingers slowly against the table as he thought about how he should approach the situation going forward. Though he'd apologized the night prior, he debated if it would be advantageous to do so again. He wanted her to know that he truly had meant no harm to befall her, but he feared that all the apologies in the world would not be enough to convince her of that fact.


  No, Aaron would not apologize again. In fact, he would never bring the event up to her again. He decided right then and there that the best course of action would be to go forward as if nothing had happened between them. He would simply forget about their kisses and hope she'd do the same.


  “The morning post has arrived, my lord.”


  Remington's monotone voice interrupted his thoughts as the butler presented a silver tray to him. He snatched the two envelopes off of the tray and thanked the butler, dismissing him with a curt nod of his head.


  Looking at the letters in his hands reminded him that he'd never gotten around to telling Alexandra that she'd received a letter yesterday. He'd planned on giving it to her but had then been distracted by the night's events.


  Rising from the table, Aaron left his plate of food mostly untouched as he went to retrieve the letter for Alexandra. Upon exiting his study with the letter in hand, he stopped a maid and ordered her to fetch Lady Alexandra and have her meet him in the drawing room. Logically, he knew he could just send the missive with the servant to deliver to her, but deep down he was anxious to see her, to see how things would be between them this morning.


  To his surprise, he was actually nervous as he waited in the drawing room for her to appear, one booted foot propped on his thigh. He rose at once when he heard the door open, and wondered for a moment if it would just be the servant come to tell him she had refused to come down. He was pleasantly surprised to see that wasn't the case, for Alexandra glided into the room, wearing a white day dress with tiny blue rosebuds all over it and trimmed with dark blue ribbon. Her hair was perfectly coiffed and her face impassive.


  “Good morning. I failed to inform you last night that a missive had come for you.”


  She glanced at his hand where he held out the envelope towards her, but didn't make any effort to retrieve it.


  He extended his hand further towards her, “Well, aren't you anxious to see who it's from?”


  The only answer she gave him was a noncommittal shrug. He hated seeing her this way. Though she appeared perfectly put together, looking as if she'd had no problem sleeping, she was devoid of emotion, and he found it rather chilling.


  “Here, take it.” He nearly forced the envelope into her gloved hand.


  Finally, Alexandra moved to the settee and slid her finger under the wax seal and pulled out a single piece of parchment paper and began to read. Aaron watched her, hoping to see her expression change, to see some light come back into her exotic eyes, but it never happened. Once she was done reading the letter, she simply folded it back up and looked past him out the window.


  “Well, who was it from?”


  “Are you always going to pry into my private affairs?” she asked curtly.


  “No, though I had hoped the letter would lift your spirits.”


  She looked at him then, really looked at him for the first time that morning and said icily, “Why would you care about my spirits? You made it apparent last night that how I feel is not your concern.”


  Her words stung. He sat down on the settee next to her to explain. “Alexandra,”


  “Lady Alexandra,” she corrected.


  “Lady Alexandra, can we not begin anew? Pretend like last night never happened? It was wrong of me to take what did not, could not, ever belong to me. I feel the worst sort of cad for misusing you in such a manner and wish to make my amends. I'd like to start fresh. Do you think that can be done?”


  “Do I have any other choice?”


  “You always have a choice.”


  She turned to him then, her face inches away as she hissed, “No, I do not. My choices are dictated to me by those in authority over me. I didn't choose to come here to Tisdale Manor, and I certainly didn't choose to marry your son. I can't even choose to pay a visit to my friend when she writes inviting me to her home.”


  His eyes dropped to the letter clenched tightly in her hand. “Is that what it says? Is it an invitation from your friend?”


  “Perhaps.”


  “Alexandra, if your friend is inviting you to visit, why would I try and stop you?”


  Her lips turned into a frown. “It's not just any friend. It's Lydia.”


  His first reaction upon learning which friend had sent the invite was to tell her that no, under no circumstances would he allow her to go visit a friend who'd had such bad influence on her and vice versa, but he suppressed the temptation and instead asked, “Would you like to go?”


  She nodded her head ever-so-slightly.


  “Then, by all means, you shall go. See, you do have a choice. When would she like us to visit?”


  “Us?”Alexandra spat in disgust.


  “Yes,” he answered calmly. “I can't send you there by yourself, now can I?”


  “You don't have to go; Jenny will act as my chaperone.”


  “Did Jenny stop you and Lydia from dressing as boys to go riding?”


  Alexandra's chin fell to her chest, and her eyes found the floor. “No.”


  “Exactly. I'm quite certain if you were at home, Levi would not allow a visit, but that's where he and I differ. I will allow you to go spend time with you friend, with the stipulation that I come along.”


  “And will you chain yourself to me and sit by my side so that I can't do anything scandalous?”


  He smiled widely. “That idea is not half bad.”


  She groaned and quickly stood. “Then I'd rather not go. So much for having a choice,” she muttered underneath her breath as she made to leave.


  He reached out and grabbed her arm to stop her, then quickly pulled it away. Even that much contact with her heated his blood. Blast the vixen!


  “Send your acceptance at once then have Jenny pack your things. We will leave first thing in the morning. And,” he added reluctantly, “I will not chain myself to you or be constantly at your side. I will allow you the private time with your friend that you so desire.”


  It pained him that she looked at him skeptically as if she doubted his sincerity. “Do you promise?”


  “You have my word.”


  His eyes searched hers, hoping to see some gratitude. When he finally saw what he was hoping for, it was as if his whole world shifted, somehow coming back into balance after being knocked so far out of alignment by the prior night's events.


  “Thank you,” she whispered softly, genuinely and his heart swelled.


  Why was making her happy so vital to his peace of mind, he wondered as he watched her turn and leave the room. He stood for an abnormally long time pondering the matter but unable to come to any conclusions. Finally, he left to inform Percival that they'd be leaving on a short trip. He hoped he'd made the right choice in allowing Alexandra this freedom.
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  Tisdale Manor, Channing House, and Lydia's family's estate, Trenton Hall, were all located in the county seat of Bedfordshire. It took less than a day to travel between the estates, which Alexandra considered quite fortunate, seeing as how she was going to be forced to occupy the same carriage as Lord Emberson during their travels.


  She was standing in front of Tisdale Manor watching two footmen load their trunks, trying to ignore Lord Emberson who was standing by her side. She'd noticed today that just like yesterday, his normally perfectly coiffed hair had been slightly mussed. She found him even more appealing and wondered if he did it on purpose to tempt her. The thought made her growl lowly in her throat.


  “Pardon?” Lord Emberson asked, turning towards her. “Did you say something?”


  “No, I did not.”


  “Very well, let me assist you into the carriage.”


  Alexandra stared at his offered hand, hesitating slightly before placing her palm in his. She didn't want to touch him, to be reminded of the way his skin felt pressed against her own. At least today they were both wearing gloves.


  Lord Emberson helped her inside then turned and assisted Jenny as well. She was grateful that her maid sat next to her, leaving no room for him to join them on the bench. The carriage dipped slightly as Lord Emberson folded his large frame inside, taking his seat opposite them. He reached up and tapped on the ceiling, and the carriage took off.


  Alexandra spent the longest time staring out the carriage window to avoid eye contact or any sort of conversation with Lord Emberson. Her tactic only lasted for so long before Jenny was fast asleep, snoring loudly at her side.


  She turned to look at her sleeping maid when Lord Emberson asked in disgust, “Does she always snore like that?”


  “Consider yourself fortunate, my lord, sometimes it's even worse.”


  “You jest.”


  “I do not. One time, in the winter, when she was coming down with a chill, she fell asleep in the carriage. Her snoring was so loud it disrupted the driver. He pounded on the ceiling to try and wake her, and when that did not work, he pulled to a stop, slid off of his perch, flung the door open and pulled her right out of her seat,” she said animatedly, her hands flailing in all directions.


  “He did not!”


  “Oh, but he did. He shook her like she were a ragdoll until she woke, then proceeded to scold her for infringing upon the blessed winter silence.”


  “What did you do?”


  “What do you mean, what did I do? I clapped and exclaimed, 'Bravo,' for his performance was quite entertaining, then thanked him profusely for the good deed he did on all of our behalf’s. The first thing I did upon arriving home was arrange for Jenny to have her own room. I felt it was doing the other servants a service.”


  Lord Emberson laughed as she relayed the tale and she found she quite liked entertaining him. She enjoyed watching the fine lines appear at the corners of his eyes when he smiled. She could almost forget how much she hated him.


  “Do you by chance know who shares her room at Tisdale Manor?”


  “I haven't a clue. Why?”


  He rubbed one hand along his jaw. “Because Percival, my valet, has been complaining recently of a chambermaid who's been exhibiting an exceptionally foul mood as of late. I wonder if, by chance, she is the lucky recipient of a snoring roommate.”


  “That would put me in a foul mood.”


  Both of them paused to watch Jenny sleeping, her loud snores the only noise between them.


  “Do you snore?” Lord Emberson asked after a moment.


  Alexandra inhaled sharply, feigning offense. “How dare you ask such a thing? Of course, I do not.”


  “Do you have evidence of that?”


  “Is my word not enough?”


  He laughed. “How can I trust your word? You aren't aware of your actions while you are sleeping.”


  “I don't snore,” she snapped, defensively. “Do you?”


  “Only occasionally.”


  “Most old men do,” she said in all seriousness.


  “Did you just call me an old man?” his voice clearly expressed that he was offended by her comment.


  “Aren't you?”


  “Old compared to you, perhaps, but surely one cannot consider me in my dotage just yet.”


  Alexandra felt her lips twitch as she watched him appear flustered by her comment. She found it terribly amusing and decided to add, “You could be a grandfather within a year.”


  A low growl escaped his mouth. “Now you've done it. You've succeeded in your quest to make me absolutely miserable. Are you pleased with yourself?”


  Her eye's widened in mock innocence. “Do you not wish to be a grandfather? Most parents cannot wait for the day they get to claim such a title.”


  “Most parents aren't thirty-seven years old,” he scoffed. “You do realize if I become a grandfather before reaching forty, I will be the youngest grandfather in the history of the ton.”


  “I don't believe you can claim that as fact. Surely you aren't the only gentleman of the ton that wed at such a tender age.”


  “Perhaps not, though it's definitely a rarity.”


  “Why is that?” she asked but didn't wait for an answer. “If a lady remains unwed past twenty years of age, she is considered on the shelf, practically a spinster, yet it is fashionable for a gentleman to marry late. Take Levi for example—he's just turned twenty-five years old and his prospects for marriage are non-existent, and that doesn't seem to bother him or anyone else, yet the women of the ton are paraded about the marriage mart as early as sixteen years of age and expected to make a match within their first season. How is that fair?”


  “It's not fair; it's just the way it is.”


  “Well I don't like it,” she pouted, folding her arms across her chest and sniffing haughtily.


  Lord Emberson took his time gathering his thoughts. So long, in fact, that Alexandra thought the conversation was finished between them. Finally, he said, “I married young, and because of the betrothal agreement your father and I arranged, Samuel will marry young as well.”


  “And do you think either of those situations is ideal?”


  “I hope, for Samuel's sake and your own, it will be, though only time will tell.”


  She hated the way he talked about her impending marriage so casually. She was still in denial about having to marry a man she hardly knew and definitely didn't love.


  “And what of your own experience marrying young? Did it prove ideal?”


  Alexandra watched as his face turned into a rigid mask of indifference. “I don't know how to answer that.”


  “How about honestly?” she prodded.


  He inhaled and exhaled loudly. “I didn't precisely choose to marry so young.”


  She slid forward on the bench, staring at him intently. Leaning closely she asked, “Was your marriage arranged by your parents as well? Is that why you felt the need to arrange Samuel's?”


  “No, my parents died before I wed. I married Juliet because...”


  Alexandra cut him off. “Because you were Romeo and had found your Juliet. You loved her so deeply you couldn't imagine waiting to marry her. Is that right?”


  Lord Emberson began choking. “Hardly. I regret to inform you that love was not part of the equation, at least not for long.”


  Alexandra slumped back against the bench, oddly relieved to hear his admission. “Well if you didn't marry for love, why did you marry?”


  “I didn't realize we were going to spend the entirety of the ride dissecting my motives for marriage.”


  “What else would we talk about?” she asked him as if discussing the matter at hand was the most logical topic of conversation.


  “You.” he stated simply.


  She brushed away his suggestion with her hand. “That topic is too dull. Come now, tell me what I'm so anxious to know.”


  Lord Emberson stiffened in his seat and furrowed his thick, dark brows together. “I don't wish to offend your delicate sensibilities.”


  “Tell me,” she commanded, hating how he was drawing it out. “I swear my sensibilities will not be offended.”


  “As you wish. I married Juliet for one reason alone...because she was already with child.”


  Alexandra's lips formed an 'o'. She hadn't expected that to be his answer. Grasping for something to say, she finally decided to try and find something positive about the situation. “At least you did the honorable thing. That says much about your character.”


  “Ha!” he scoffed. “The honorable thing would have been to wait to lie with her until we were wed.”


  “But,” she pointed out, “you would never have wed her then. You just confessed there was only one reason you married her.”


  Lord Emberson rolled his eyes at her. “Why are we having this conversation anyway?”


  Alexandra smiled at his distress. “Because you needed to get that off of your chest.”


  “No,” he protested, “I did not.”


  “Have you ever revealed that secret to anyone before?”


  He sucked his teeth and glanced up at the ceiling of the carriage as he thought. “Now that you mention it, I don't believe I have.”


  Alexandra felt honored to be the only person who knew his little secret. It forged a bond between them that was more than just a physical one.


  He leveled his eyes at her and said in all seriousness, “I command you to never reveal that information to Samuel, or anyone else for that matter.”


  “Very well,” she said, folding her hands in her lap. “I vow to never divulge your secret to Samuel if you promise never to reveal mine.”


  “Your secret?” he questioned. “Whatever would that be?”


  She smiled coyly, wondering if she had enough courage to say what was in her heart. The carriage ride had started out tense, but with the sharing of his secret, a new intimacy had developed between them, and she nearly forgot that she hated him. She searched his gray eyes, wondering how he'd respond to her secret. The air between them was charged with anticipation, heightening her desire to confess.


  Finally, Alexandra spoke. “That I find his father overwhelmingly attractive.”


  He shut his eyes as if by doing so he could block out her words. “Alexandra, you can't say things like that.”


  “Don't worry, Lord Emberson,” she replied sadly, “I will never utter those words again.”


  “What words?”


  Alexandra jumped at Jenny's question. She hadn't noticed that the snoring had stopped or that Jenny had awoken.


  “What words?” Jenny repeated, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.


  “Nothing,” Alexandra and Lord Emberson said in unison, then both proceeded to stare out their respective windows for the remainder of the trip, not engaging in conversation again.


  It proved to be the longest carriage ride of Alexandra's life.


  
    
      [image: ]
    

  


  “Alexandra, I'm so glad you've come.”


  Alexandra laughed. “Yes, Lydia, I believe you've expressed that sentiment before, at least a dozen times.”


  Lydia flung herself down in one of the two wing-backed chairs that flanked the fireplace in her bedchamber. They'd already taken tea in the drawing room with Lord Emberson and Lydia's parents, Lord and Lady Phelps, and were finally granted the privacy both girls so desperately wanted.


  Peeling her gloves from her hands, Alexandra threw them on Lydia's dressing table then looked at her friend with a sly smile. Lydia's lips turned down into a frown, and both girls spoke at once, “I have so much to tell you.”


  Alexandra laughed. “You go first,” she insisted as she went and occupied the other chair.


  “Oh, I can't even tell you how miserable things have been since you were sent away. Father has more or less banished me to the house, keeping me here as if I'm some prisoner in my own home,” she wailed. “Can you imagine?”


  “But why?”


  “Because of your idiot of a brother, that's why.”


  Alexandra's face twisted into an irritated scowl. “I wish Levi would leave things well enough alone. We dressed up in breeches once. It's not like we did something truly scandalous.”


  “My father is convinced we did. I'm uncertain exactly what Levi told him, but he constantly looks at me with disappointment in his eyes. I detest it. The next time I see your brother, I'm going to slap him...again.”


  “Again?” Alexandra blurted, leaning forward in her chair. “When was the first time?”


  Lydia's cheeks reddened. “When you rode off on Gertrude. He was being insolent.”


  “I regret that I left, for I would have loved to see that. I bet it infuriated him.”


  “You have no idea,” Lydia muttered as she rolled her eyes. “Enough of my whining, tell me how you've been fairing since your banishment.”


  “Things at Tisdale Manor have been...how shall I say it? Interesting.”


  “It sounds as if there is a story. Please tell me you've been behaving yourself around Lord Emberson.”


  Alexandra stiffened. “Why would you say that?” Suddenly she felt as if she were transparent as if Lydia could tell just by looking at her that she'd kissed Lord Emberson, that she harbored a forbidden attraction for him.


  “Because you haven't exactly been the model of good behavior this past year.”


  “I've behaved,” she answered defensively then had to add sheepishly, “mostly.”


  Lydia squealed excitedly, clasping both hands together beneath her chin. “I knew it! The moment I first laid eyes on Lord Emberson, I knew it!”


  “Knew what?”


  Lydia gave Alexandra a look that said she wasn't amused by her feigning ignorance. They'd been friends their entire lives; there wasn't much they could hide from one another.


  “That you'd fall for him.”


  Alexandra's throat felt tight, and she began coughing into her hand. “Pardon me? I cannot have heard you correctly.”


  Lydia smiled wickedly at her. “Oh, but you did. Lord Emberson is quite pleasing to the eye, wouldn't you agree?”


  Throwing her head into her hands, Alexandra mumbled, “Oh, what a coil I'm in.”


  “A coil indeed. You're attracted to your future father-in-law. I find this wildly amusing.”


  Alexandra hated the pleased look Lydia was wearing. “Truly, I did not expect for it to happen. I expected him to be old, like your father or mine, and I anticipated him to be as dull as pudding.”


  “He's neither old nor dull. Does he return your interest?”


  Alexandra flipped open her reticule and began rummaging around to find her fan. Once she located it, she opened it with the flick of her wrist and began wafting air back and forth across her face to cool herself. She was suddenly feeling very hot.


  “He says nothing more can happen between us.”


  She'd hoped that would placate Lydia, but she should've known better. Lydia was quick-witted, picking up on everything Alexandra wasn't saying.


  “What do you mean, nothing more? You're implying that something did happen between you two?”


  She nibbled on her lower lip before confessing, “We kissed...more than once.”


  Lydia's eyes widened in surprise. “No!” she exclaimed.


  “Yes.”


  “I bet it was grand.”


  Alexandra laughed. “Grand is not precisely the word I'd use to describe it. Oh, Lydia, it was magical. I never imagined a kiss could be so...sensual.”


  Lydia's cheeks bloomed with color, and she reached up to clasp them in her hands. “Do you love him?”


  “No,” she exclaimed, looking at her friend as if she'd sprouted a second head. “And he does not love me. It was an accident, something that meant nothing to him and something that will never occur again.”


  “But you want it to,” Lydia added knowingly.


  Ignoring her statement, Alexandra asked, “Have you ever kissed a man?”


  “You know I have not. But now I must confess that I am most anxious to do so. I don't like knowing you've experienced something I haven't.”


  “Well let me give you some advice: don't kiss anyone, it only makes things awkward.”


  Lydia had just opened her mouth to respond when Alexandra looked passed her shoulders and saw a folded piece of paper on the floor as if it had just been slid beneath the door.


  “What is that?” she asked, pointing across the room.


  Lydia turned around to look at where she pointed. “What are you referring to?”


  “That folded up piece of parchment on the floor.”


  Lydia hurried from her seat to fetch the note. Clasping it in her hands, she looked at it and Alexandra and asked, “Why didn't the servant knock on the door and deliver it in person?”


  “I haven't the faintest idea.”


  “Perhaps it's a secret letter, from an admirer,” Lydia suggested, her blue eyes sparkling with mirth. “What if it's from Lord Emberson, inviting you to a clandestine meeting.”


  Alexandra's heart began racing. Oh, how wicked she was, for she sort of hoped Lydia was correct. “Nonsense,” she hissed, trying to appear unaffected by Lydia's words. “He made it perfectly clear there's nothing between us. Not now, nor will there ever be. Open it and find out what it's about.”


  Lydia returned to her chair and broke the seal and began to read, her face changing from curiosity to confusion as she continued. Alexandra watched her, curious as to what the contents of the letter were.


  When she was done reading, Lydia scrunched up her nose and asked, “Who delivered this?”


  “How should I know? What does it say?”


  Lydia handed the missive to Alexandra who read:


  Miss Phelps,


  Your assistance is needed and requested this day. Please meet me at the edge of the woods at midnight. Your failure to appear will result in dastardly consequences.


  Your Humble Servant


  


  P.S. Come alone.


  She finished reading the letter and at once exclaimed, “It must be a joke. Who would summon you to the woods without a legitimate excuse? And to be so bold as to wish to remain anonymous? It's unheard of.”


  Lydia grabbed the letter from Alexandra's hands and re-read it in its entirety. “There's no one of my association who would address me as their humble servant. Who would have sent this letter?”


  “Well, it had to be someone who had access to your house, for they slid it underneath your door just now.”


  “Unless they paid a servant to do it,” Lydia pointed out.


  “True, but why would this mystery person summon you and why remain anonymous?”


  Lydia's eyes glazed over as she thought about the strange note. “It's all very vexing,” she admitted as she nibbled on her bottom lip as she tried to make sense of the strange summons. “But, oddly enough, I find it compelling.”


  “What!” Alexandra blurted as she watched Lydia's eyes re-focus and settle upon her. “You can't seriously be considering doing as it says. How absurd!” She was becoming very worried about her friend. Several weeks of being confined to the house with hardly any decent company must be making her go daft. “What if it's a murderer trying to lure you to your death?”


  Lydia laughed, a tinkling sound that broke through the tension. “Alexandra, you're being dramatic. If there were a killer after me, they'd be more clever than to deliver a letter to my bedchamber.” Holding up the aforementioned letter, she shook it and said, “This is proof. Any good killer knows you don't leave proof behind.”


  “'Tis hardly proof,” Alexandra scoffed. “There is nothing about this that is incriminating,” she spat as she snatched the letter out of Lydia's hands. “There is no name or address, and the seal is a generic one, hardly an identifiable trait.”


  Lydia giggled again.


  “How can you find this funny?”


  “In and of itself it's not funny, what is humorous is watching you get all worked into a dither over it.” Reaching over, Lydia snatched the letter back from Alexandra. “Do you honestly think I would be so foolish to do as it bids?”


  “Sometimes I am uncertain,” she confessed, knowing Lydia to be every bit as mischievous as she was.


  “I only participate in foolhardy plans when I can do so with you. Since I am instructed to come alone, it would appear my humble servant is going to be disappointed.”


  “Very wise.”


  Alexandra watched as Lydia folded the paper into a tiny square then flicked it into the fireplace. The day was too warm to warrant a fire in the hearth, but as soon as night fell and the servants came to ready her bedchamber for the night, the strange missive would be engulfed in flames, forever destroyed.


  “I must admit I'm still curious as to who the sender is,” Lydia confessed as she glanced away from the fireplace.


  Alexandra rose from her seat. “Perhaps we can attempt to solve the mystery.”


  “How so?”


  “By going and questioning the servants. Someone had to either have delivered it themselves or seen who did. Not much goes on in a manor house that isn't privy to the servants. Come, let us go below stairs and begin questioning them at once. We'll have this mystery solved in no time.”


  Lydia rose and linked her arm with Alexandra's. “And perhaps we'll run into Lord Emberson as well.”


  “And why would we want to do that?” Alexandra asked dryly, regretting opening her big mouth and saying anything about him to Lydia.


  “Because, he cut's a fine figure, that's why. Perhaps you do not wish to see him, but I must confess I wouldn't mind another look.”


  An uncommon emotion slithered its way up Alexandra's chest, like the ivy that engulfed the entire side of Tisdale Manor, and wound its way around her heart. Until now she'd never been jealous of Lydia, but never before had Lydia been able to pursue something that was forbidden to Alexandra.


  And what if she succeeded?


  The question settled like a heavy stone in the pit of her stomach. Lydia and Lord Emberson together, blissfully happy and in love. Her stomach turned, and she felt as if she might cast up her accounts. The thought of Lord Emberson kissing any other woman the way he had her made her mad with envy.


  Life wasn't fair.


  The familiar mantra sprang at once into her mind, turning her previously pleasant mood sour. She'd just have to grow accustomed to the fact, because it seemed as if there was nothing she could do about it.


  The lack of control made her feel as if she were drowning in the River Thames. No, she quickly corrected, to drown would mean she was put out of her misery. This was not an end of misery but the beginning of a lifetime of flailing along, unable to save herself while she watched those she knew rowing their boats gently along, able to alter their chosen course at any time with merely the push of an ore.


  Life wasn't fair.
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  A thrill of excitement coursed through Lydia's body as she stalked quietly from her house. She'd stayed up late, talking and laughing with Alexandra as they had done so often during the course of their friendship until it was time for her to depart for her planned meeting. She'd tried hard not to act anxious as midnight drew nearer and was greatly relieved when Alexandra finally nodded off to sleep.


  It wasn't that Lydia didn't want Alexandra to come along with her on her adventure that night, but if her earlier reaction to the missive were any indication, her friend would only have tried to stop her from going, so Lydia didn't even bother pushing the matter.


  Part of Lydia thought she was incredibly foolish for sneaking out to the woods to answer the mysterious summons, but a much greater part of her was motivated by curiosity. In the hours since receiving the strange missive, curiosity had pecked at her like a vulture ravaging a rotted carcass. Who would have sent that letter and what could they want from her?”


  She'd left the house without a lantern, not wanting to be detected as she trespassed through the gardens and ran across the field leading to the edge of the woods. She allowed her pace to slow as she approached the forest and quickly pulled her cloak tightly around her. The moon was full and caused eerie shadows to dance across her pale skin.


  “Hello? Is anyone there?” she called out in a loud whisper but was only met by silence.


  Mustering every ounce of courage she possessed, Lydia walked further into the woods and called out a bit louder, “Hello?” but the only response she got was the sound of leaves fluttering in the gentle breeze.


  Disappointment consumed her as she looked about, hoping to find someone but seeing nothing. Though she was exhibiting an extraordinary amount of bravery this night, she wasn't quite certain she dared venture too far in the woods by herself.


  “Hello?” Her voice sounded larger in the silent cocoon of the forest.


  Ten minutes passed before Lydia finally concluded that no one was going to meet her. Feeling saddened by the realization, she turned on her heal and began huffing back to Trenton Hall. It was apparent someone was playing a silly game with her, and she wondered who'd be so cruel.


  Stomping through the undergrowth, Lydia suddenly heard the sound of horse's hooves combine with her own soft footfalls and stilled, turning quickly to see who had approached. In the dark, she could only make out the figure of a man sitting atop his horse.


  “Who's there?” she asked, feeling a bit of apprehension for the first time that night.


  “I didn't think you'd come,” the vaguely familiar male voice said, surprise apparent in his tone.


  “Why wouldn't I come?”


  The man dismounted, then grabbed the reins and walked over towards Lydia, leading his horse along. “Because it was foolish for you to do so. I suppose that's precisely why you did it though. Am I correct?”


  As the man drew near Lydia recognized him at once and found that she was suddenly very perturbed. “You!” she hissed. “What is this all about?”


  Levi cocked his head and gave her a half grin. “I thought I would teach you a lesson.”


  Lydia hated the smug look he was giving her. His chestnut hair was windblown, one dark lock falling casually across his brow, and it looked as if he hadn't been shaved for several days.


  She balled her fists angrily at her sides and through gritted teeth asked, “Why would I need a lesson from you?”


  “Because you don't seem to grasp the fact that your actions have consequences. Do you know what my first reaction was when I received your letter?”


  Nearly a se'nnight ago Lydia had sent Levi a letter begging him to speak to her father about the punishment he'd inflicted since learning of her escapade in breeches. She documented the severity of the punishment and bemoaned her fate of being forced to remain trapped at home, unable to participate in the social events she so enjoyed. Her purpose in sending him the letter was not to forge some bond with him but to appeal to his softer side as she sought his aid in getting her punishment lifted. Apparently, she'd been a fool to think he'd assist her in any way.


  When Lydia didn't answer Levi's question, he did so for her. “I laughed, Miss Phelps. Long and hard. I have to thank you for providing me with such amusement. Your letter portrayed me as the worst sort of cad for doing what I did. I find it laughable that while seeking my assistance you didn't even attempt to flatter me, but rather insulted me with every line. It was then that I realized you were not contrite in the least. You may be upset that you were caught, but you certainly are not upset for your actions.”


  “I didn't do anything wrong,” she nearly screamed, wanting to throttle the arrogant brute and strangle him with her bare hands.


  He smirked as he slowly shook his head. “Once again, you are wrong. But nonetheless, I'm convinced that words will never persuade you of that fact, that is why I decided to show you.”


  Lydia looked at him strangely, feeling as if he were speaking to her in riddles. “What do you mean?”


  Levi ignored her and dug into his saddlebag. Retrieving a bundle of clothes, he thrust them into her arms and said, “Put these on.”


  “Ha! To think I would ever do as you bid is absurd.”


  “Your resistance is expected. I find you do not surprise me in the least. Let me rephrase the command...put these on, or I ride to Trenton Hall at once and alert your father that you snuck out to the woods for a clandestine meeting.”


  Lydia's blood boiled as her fingers tightened around the clothing in her hands. She wanted to claw his eyes out. “You are the vilest man I have ever had the misfortune of knowing. Why do you torment me so?”


  Levi didn't answer her; he just looked at her with a wicked grin on his face.


  At that moment, realization dawned, and Lydia's eyes widened. “You hate me because I didn't kiss you, don't you?”


  For the briefest of moments, Levi's smirk disappeared, and his eyes flickered away from hers. But all too soon, he was looking at her once more, his face impassive and his eyes cold. “Do not flatter yourself, Miss Phelps.”


  Ignoring his insult, she decided to plead with him in the same way she'd done that fateful night. “Please, Levi. I do not wish for further discord between us, nor do I wish to be taught a lesson. Please, just let me go, and I swear I will do anything you ask.”


  She watched as his eyes dipped to her parted lips and she was certain that victory would be hers. He'd demand a kiss once more, and this time she was prepared to give it. It would be a small price to pay for her freedom.


  Lydia held her breath as he walked slowly towards her. Her heart beat loudly in her ears as he reached up and cupped the back of her head with one hand. His face lowered towards hers, and he pulled her close, so close that she could feel his warm breath fan across her lips and smell the brandy on his breath.


  Her eyes, of their own accord, drifted closed as she drew in a deep, anticipatory breath then waited for his lips to press against her own. Her legs felt weak as she waited, as if they'd give out and she'd fall to the ground if it weren't for him holding her steady with his large hand.


  “The only thing I want from you is obedience. Put on the clothes at once,” he hissed, never moving his face from hers.


  Lydia's eyes snapped open. With disappointment, she realized he was not going to accept her bargain. “I cannot change out here in the open, in front of you.”


  “I'll turn my back,” he said, though he made no effort to do so.


  “It's too scandalous.”


  “Don't feign innocence, Miss Phelps. You and I both know it's only an act.”


  It wasn't an act, at least not where Lydia was concerned. It was one thing to run about doing silly things with your best girlfriend as an accomplice; it was another thing entirely to do something so daring with a member of the opposite sex.


  “You've got it all wrong, Levi. I'm not the person you think I am.”


  “I think,” he spoke lowly, making her insides heat, “that I know you better than you realize. Now, my patience is wearing thin. Put the clothes on.”


  His brown eyes were so close she could see the golden ring around his pupil, and she thought it strange that in all the years she'd known him, she'd never noticed it before. But then again, he'd never been so close.


  “Very well. I can see you will not be satisfied until you prove your point. Turn around and close your eyes or I will not do as you bid.”


  “Very good,” he purred, a satisfied grin spreading slowly across his face before turning his head and brushing his lips ever so softly against her own.


  It wasn't a kiss, not really. It was more of an accidental brushing of the lips, Lydia tried to reason, but she felt as if she'd been burned. Her fingers traced the spot where his lips had just been, and she wondered if she'd imagined the contact.


  Forcing herself to snap out of her reverie, Lydia quickly changed into the shirtsleeves, and breeches Levi had supplied. When she was done, she bundled up her clothing and asked, “What shall I do with these?”


  Levi grabbed them from her arms and stuffed them inside his saddlebag before turning and grabbing Lydia around the waist. Without her corset and stays, Lydia felt as if he were touching her bare skin and felt her face bloom with color. She reached up and placed her hands on his upper arms to brace herself as he hoisted her atop his saddle and noticed for the first time just how strong he was.


  Though Levi was slender and trim, he was not weak, a fact that was evidenced by his ease in flinging her into the saddle. Two seconds later he was mounted behind her, sliding his arms around her waist as he clutched the reins in his hands. Having nowhere else to gaze, Lydia found herself staring at his hands. He had a thin white scar on his left hand that started on the knuckle of his middle finger and jutted down towards his thumb. Without thinking, she reached forth and traced it with her finger and felt him stiffen in the saddle behind her.


  “What are you doing?” he hissed. His hot breath swirling in her ear made her shudder.


  “Tracing your scar. What caused it?”


  “You wouldn't believe me if I told you.”


  “Try me,” she urged, surprising herself by her sudden interest in him.


  “I got it in a duel.”


  Lydia gasped. “A duel? Truly? With whom?”


  “A very angry husband. Apparently, he did not welcome the attention I showered upon his much-neglected wife.”


  “Ugh,” she groaned in disgust. “I don't believe you.”


  “Because you don't wish it to be true?” he questioned.


  She was thoughtful a moment, trying to decide why it was she didn't believe him. Finally, she answered, “Because duels are illegal and you're far too boring and straight-laced to ever participate in anything so daring.”


  She felt his entire body rumble as he laughed. “Miss Phelps, it would appear there's another lesson I need to teach you.”


  “What is that?” she asked, feeling like he was mocking her and not liking it one bit.


  “That if a man truly desires a woman, nothing is considered too daring in his pursuit of the prize.”


  


  


  


  
    
      [image: ]
    

  


  Drawing a long puff on his cigar, Aaron laid down his hand of cards and watched as Lord Phelps did the same and grimaced. He'd won the last three rounds of faro, leaving Lord Phelps several pounds poorer. He gathered up his winnings and extinguished his cigar before taking the glass of port his host was offering him.


  “Well plaid, Duncan,” Aaron said as he took a swig of the port. “I can't remember the last time I had so much fun playing faro.”


  Duncan shook his head in disgust. “'Twas not due to the quality of competition, I can surmise. I was not playing at my best.”


  Aaron stacked the coins he'd won into a neat pile before him. “I'm willing to play again. What do you say, double or nothing?”


  Duncan laughed before downing the last of his port. “Though tempting as it may be, I must resist. Besides, Lady Phelps will thank me,” he said with a wink. Both of them knew his losses were not significant enough to do any damage.


  “As you wish.”


  Both of them rose from the table, Aaron depositing his coins in this jacket pocket as they made to exit the room. Lord Phelps came up short and said out of nowhere, “Do you intend to participate in the season? Now that you have Lady Alexandra under your care I was curious to know whether your plans have changed.”


  Aaron knew he was referring to his plans to remain elusive during the season. For years he'd traveled to London in order to take his seat in the House of Lords, but had made it a point of remaining largely absent from the events put on by the members of the ton. Like he'd told Alexandra, the season was nothing more than a marriage mart, and seeing as how he had no intention of ever marrying again, he saw no reason to participate in the season. Most people knew this about him and just accepted it as normal, though they still graciously sent him invites to most of their parties.


  He rubbed his jaw and stifled a yawn, the first signs of exhaustion creeping in after a long day. “I haven't given it too much thought. Samuel is, as we speak, on his way home from his grand tour. As soon as he arrives, I anticipate wedding plans will be put in place. It will be up to him to decide if he'd like to take his betrothed to London.”


  “Cleaning your hands of the gel, eh?” Lord Phelps asked as he leaned in closer and nudged his arm. “Her and my Lydia are quite the pair. My wife calls it an adventurous spirit, I call it hard to handle. I hope Samuel is prepared for the taming.”


  Unbidden, an image of himself taming Alexandra into submission popped into his head, and he felt his insides heat with desire. “I'm certain he can manage. I'm ready to retire for the night,” he lied, if only to avoid further talk of Alexandra. For, if truth be told, the fantasies that were now intruding upon his mind would keep him up for hours.


  Aaron excused himself, then took the stairs leading to his bedchamber two at a time. He hoped that the exertion would help alleviate the anxiousness he felt anytime he thought of Alexandra. The girl was much more than the forbidden fruit; she was like a disease that infiltrated one's body uninvited, wreaking havoc and leaving a person forever altered.


  Aaron had to laugh at the analogy as he entered his bedchamber—one minute he was comparing Alexandra to a desirable object, the next to a plaque. Perhaps he was being a bit extreme.


  Percival was waiting for him as he entered. Aaron reached up and untied his own cravat and tossed it to the man, who caught it deftly in his hand before laying it on the dressing table and proceeding to assist Aaron with his undress.


  From where he was standing, Aaron could see out the window facing the back of the house. He gazed absently into the darkness as Percival performed his nightly routine, doubting sleep would be swift to claim him that night.


  Percival removed his jacket, allowing Aaron to tug his shirtsleeves off over his head. He began to work on the fall of his breeches as Percival slid to the ground to remove his boots. His hands fell still as a flash of white caught his eye. Ignoring his valet at his feet, he stepped towards the window.


  He heard Percival grunt in annoyance but ignored him as he moved forward, trying to get a better look. Sure enough, he saw it again—a white object seemed to float across the field.


  “What in tarnation?” he asked underneath his breath as he stared at the apparition.


  Percival rose and straightened his shoulders, joining his master at the window. “What is it you see, my lord?”


  “I'm not quite certain. Perhaps it's a ghost.”


  Percival leaned forward and squinted his eyes to get a better look. “A ghost? I hardly think so, my lord. It appears to me as if it's nothing more than a woman in her nightgown.”


  Aaron did a double take before looking at Percival in astonishment. “You can see that far off?”


  “Indeed, I can, my lord.”


  “Your eyesight is impeccable. Next time I go hunting, I insist you come along.”


  His praise made Percival redden ever-so-slightly. “As you wish, my lord, though I must confess I've never handled a weapon before.”


  “Leave that up to me. I just need your eyes to spot the prey; I'll take care of the rest.”


  “As you wish,” he repeated once more, this time with a barely contained excitement lacing his words. “But as for tonight...” he let his sentence trail off as he gazed once more out into the field.


  Aaron sighed. “Do you think something is amiss out there? Shall I go see what is going on?”


  “I merely spotted the prey, my lord. It's up to you to take care of the rest.”


  Grumbling, he pulled his shirtsleeves over his head, leaving it un-tucked. “What kind of gentleman would I be if I didn't investigate?”


  “I'm certain it's nothing, my lord, but 'tis better to find that out for yourself than to lie abed and wonder.”


  “Precisely. Don't wait up for me, Percival. I can undress myself,” he said as he shut the door quietly behind him and went to see exactly what was going on.


  Aaron found the cool air outside to be quite exhilarating as he jogged along, through the gardens and out towards the spot where he'd seen the ethereal vision. His eyes were having a hard time adjusting to the darkness, and he berated himself for not having the foresight to bring a lantern with him, though truthfully there had been no time.


  His lungs expanded as he breathed heavily, jogging just a little faster as he approached the forest. There in front of him, not too far off, was the girl he'd seen from his window.


  “Alexandra?” he hissed as he drew closer, watching her white, nearly transparent gown swirl around her as she ran.


  He quickened his pace and caught up to her in no time at all. Without thinking, he reached for her and pulled her back towards his chest. She fought him at first, and it was apparent she didn't realize it was him.


  “Darling, calm down, it is I, Aaron.”


  She softened in his arms. “Aaron?” she asked, a strange tilt to her voice.


  He suddenly realized she hadn't known his Christian name. He dipped his mouth to her ear and whispered, “Yes, Aaron.”


  For a moment she leaned her head back against his chest, and he allowed himself to enjoy the way she felt in his arms, her body pressed against him, only a thin layer of cotton between them. Her hair hung loosely around her shoulders, and he found himself pressing his nose into the mass and breathing deeply of the subtle orange blossom scent. It was the most alluring thing he'd ever smelled, and it caused him to forget entirely the reason they were out near the edge of the woods in the middle of the night.


  “What are you doing here?” Alexandra asked, regrettably pulling away so she could look into his face.


  “I could ask you the same thing,” he said as his eyes, of their own accord, dipped from her exotic, almond-shaped eyes down to her silhouetted curves, barely hidden from his view. His eyes darkened with desire.


  Her face twisted into concern. “She's gone.”


  “Who's gone?” he asked, his eyes returning once more to hers, though his thoughts were still on her body.


  “Lydia. I told her she shouldn't go.”


  “You are speaking in riddles, my dear. Take a deep breath then start at the beginning.”


  Alexandra did as he said, explaining the strange missive Lydia had received just that afternoon and her subsequent attempt to talk Lydia out of responding to the bizarre summons.


  “At the end of our conversation, I was thoroughly convinced she had no plans to do anything so foolish as to venture out here alone. If I would've known she'd intended to go, I would have gone with her.”


  Feeling suddenly protective and more than a little alarmed at the thought of her doing something so foolish, Aaron barked, “No you would not have,” then clasped her shoulders in his hands and pulled her forcibly to him. “I would never allow you to put yourself in harm's way.”


  Tears formed in her eyes as her mouth dropped open. “Harm? Do you think Lydia is in danger?”


  “I certainly hope not. Come, perhaps we can find her in the woods.”


  Aaron reached down and grabbed Alexandra's hand, entwining his fingers in hers. Her slender hand felt so small in his own, making him feel as if he could protect her from anything.


  The pair slid into the woods and began calling out for Lydia. It was dark and mostly silent, albeit the occasional hooting of an owl somewhere in the vicinity. On and on they went, searching for Lydia but without any success.


  Aaron finally stopped walking when he felt Alexandra's hand begin shaking in his own. Without letting go of her hand, he turned to her and asked, “Are you cold?”


  “Mildly so,” she confessed.


  Using his free hand, he cupped her chin and tilted her face to his. Gazing into her eyes, he asked, “Are you frightened?”


  What she did next surprised him. Alexandra let go of his hand and flung her arms around his waist. Burying her head into his chest, she sobbed, “What if something has happened to Lydia? What if I never see her again?”


  Aaron clung to her, running one hand through her hair and down her back in an attempt to soothe her. “Darling, I can understand your concern, however...”


  Alexandra glared up at him. Cutting him off she hissed, “My concern? I can assure you, Aaron, what I feel is much stronger than that. Lydia is my best friend, the sister I never had. I could never live with myself if something were to happen to her.”


  The desperation he saw in her eyes as she spoke was only a mask to cover how frightened she truly was. He so desperately wanted to be her hero, to save her from the heartache she so feared.


  He lifted her into his arms, cradling her against her chest, and whispered fiercely, “I will do whatever I must to find her and bring her safely home.”


  The look of adoration Alexandra gave him made him want to give her the world. At that moment, he'd gladly do anything she asked, as long as she kept looking at him like that.


  Unable to help himself, he bent and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I vow I will find her.”


  A slow stream of tears began trickling down her cheeks. “And if not?”


  “I will die trying,” he swore as he wiped away her tears with his thumb.


  Alexandra reached up and held his hand to her face. “Don't die,” she begged as she nestled in close. “I couldn't handle losing you too.”


  “You'll never lose me,” he whispered huskily, feeling her slip into his heart. He knew at that moment he was irrevocably changed. But though she'd never lose him, that didn't change the fact that someday he'd lose her, to his son, and there would never be anymore stolen kisses, gentle caresses, or tender promises between them.


  So, while Alexandra's heart swelled with affection at his admission, Aaron's heart silently broke, and he knew it would never, ever heal.
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  Alexandra found it quite miraculous that she ever fell asleep, so consumed with worry as to what could have happened to Lydia as she was. But though she fell asleep, she didn't stay asleep for long, waking with the rising of the sun. The first thing she did upon waking is gasp. There, asleep in the bed beside her, was Lydia.


  She blinked several times, wondering if the image in front of her was merely a mirage. When she was convinced her eyes weren't playing tricks on her, she reached out to touch her friend to see if she were indeed real.


  Lydia's black hair was fanned across her pillows. Alexandra gently tugged at it to assure herself she wasn't dreaming. Happiness and relief welled up in her heart as tears of gratitude came to her eyes.


  “Oh, Lydia, you scared me so.”


  Despite being who-knows-where for the greater portion of the night, Lydia roused at her words. Without opening her eyes, she asked, “What time is it?”


  “I don't know, and quite frankly, I don't care. All I care about is the fact that you're home. Where did you go?”


  Lydia threw one arm over her face and groaned. “Nowhere.”


  “Don't you dare lie to me, Lydia Drake. I know you were gone because I awoke and found myself alone.”


  “I went to the kitchen to fetch a posset.”


  Alexandra stared in shock at her friend's obscured face, wishing she'd look her in the eye while she lied to her. “I went looking for you. I sent Aaron to find you, Lydia. I was so frightened.”


  Finally, Lydia opened her eyes. Turning on her side, she propped herself up on one elbow. “Who is Aaron?”


  Too late, Alexandra realized her mistake. “I meant Lord Emberson,” she explained, feeling her cheeks begin to heat.


  “What happened last night to change Lord Emberson to simply Aaron? You must tell me everything.”


  Alexandra felt herself growing angry at Lydia. She grabbed a pillow and threw it at her and said irritably, “I will not divulge anything about the night's events if you don't.”


  Lydia grabbed the pillow and shoved it under her head. “I can't tell you, Alexandra. I swear I would if I could.”


  Her words hurt more than Alexandra wanted to admit. “We've never had secrets between us, Lyd. Why start now?”


  Lydia finally looked her in the eyes. “I don't want it to be this way, truly I don't, but what occurred last night could not only ruin me but others as well. I have been sworn to secrecy.”


  “By whom?” she asked, exasperated by Lydia's refusal to include her in her confidences.


  Lydia sighed. “Lord Emberson.”


  Alexandra bit down on the inside of her cheek as she debated what she should say to that. In truth, knowing that Lydia and Lord Emberson shared a secret she'd never been privy too made her jealous. Using every ounce of self-control she possessed, she pushed her upsetting feelings aside and decided to try a different tactic.


  Alexandra reached for Lydia's hand and softened her voice. “Lydia, you know I would never break your confidence. Anything you tell me will remain with me. I told you that Lord Emberson and I had kissed, can't you at least tell me where you went last night? I promise you don't have to tell me who else was involved.”


  She watched Lydia debate with herself whether she'd divulge her secret. Finally, she shook her head sadly and said, “I cannot,” then hurried to add, “and before you go thinking it's because I don't trust you, let me assure you that's not the case. I trust you with my life, Alexandra, and every other secret I have ever had, but you must understand that this is not something I can ever speak of again, to you or anyone.”


  Bolting from the bed, Alexandra turned her back on Lydia. “But you spoke of it to Lord Emberson, a man you don't even know.”


  “Alexandra, I did not willfully confide in him. He saw things he shouldn't have seen while looking for me. It was his idea to keep the night's events secret, knowing they could ruin me completely. The situation with my father is precarious at best. If he were to get wind of what happened last night, he'd send me away, or worse. I can't risk my future by telling you.”


  The pain in Alexandra's heart was great. “You don't trust me,” she said sadly.


  Lydia flung herself form the bed and ran to Alexandra. Grabbing her hands, she looked into her eyes and said, “It's not that. Please believe me. Lord Emberson made me promise not to tell you. He said if he ever found out that I did, he'd go to my father at once.”


  Staring into her friend's tired face, Alexandra felt her anger transfer from her to Lord Emberson. How dare he put such a stipulation in place? Did he not realize the rift it would cause in their friendship?


  “Oh, Lydia, I will try my best not to feel saddened, though I must confess it will be no easy feat.”


  “I understand. Someday when we're old and gray, and Lord Emberson has given up the ghost, I will divulge everything. I promise. But until then...”


  “Until then,” Alexandra muttered, not feeling at all cheered up by her words. “Go back to bed, my sweet, you look dreadful. I'm going to go back to my own bedchamber and get ready for the day. I find that sleep would only elude me at this point.”


  Jenny was not very happy about being summoned so early in the morning but came nonetheless. She helped Alexandra dress in a lavender and white striped day dress, then pinned her hair up and wove a lavender ribbon through it before Alexandra excused her.


  More than anything, Alexandra's wanted to go speak with Aaron, to discuss what had occurred and demand he release Lydia from her vow of secrecy, but she knew it would be hours before the rest of the household awoke. Instead, she picked up a book she'd brought with her and went and sat at the window seat and began to read, but she could never get lost in the story. Her heart was not in it.


  Finally, she laid her book aside and arose. She knew which bedchamber Aaron was staying in and decided she'd go wake him. She couldn't stand to wait another minute to speak to him, despite the fact that it was highly improper to seek him out in his rooms.


  Alexandra passed one servant on her way to Aaron's bedchamber. She simply nodded her head in greeting and did not say a word. Once she reached his door, she took a deep fortifying breath before reaching up and knocking. Several moments later, Aaron pulled the door open and looked at her with surprise.


  His eyes were heavy with sleep, but regardless, he gifted her with a dazzling smile that made her stomach flip. “Alexandra,” he breathed huskily. “What is this about?”


  Trying to ignore the way her body reacted to him, she turned her head away from his and said, “I need to speak to you at once.”


  “In private?” he questioned as he ran one hand through his hair.


  “Preferably.”


  He sighed, looking very much like a man who was at war with himself. Finally, he confessed, “I cannot invite you in, for I cannot be responsible for what might occur.” To make his meaning perfectly clear, he glanced over his shoulder in the direction of his bed.


  Alexandra felt herself getting hot. “Of course. Meet me in the library in a quarter of an hour.”


  “Very well.”


  By the time Aaron appeared in the library, Alexandra had worked up quite the argument to use against him. Pacing back and forth across the rug, she fumed until Aaron came and placed his hands on her shoulders, forcing her to stop.


  “Sweetheart, I must confess I'm quite disappointed in you.”


  His words caught her off guard. She looked at him in astonishment and asked, “Why is that?”


  “I thought you'd be delighted to see me, anxious to reward me for a job well done. Did you not see Miss Phelps tucked safely in bed beside you when you awoke?”


  “About that,” she said, staring deeply into his gray eyes. “Why in the world did you make her promise not to tell me her whereabouts last night? Why would you force a secret to come between us when there's never been one before?”


  She hadn't realized how shrill her voice had become until he began kneading her shoulders saying, “Calm down, my little kitten, there is no need to pounce on me. I am not the villain you imagine me to be.”


  His words astounded her. “You aren't? But you told Lydia she couldn't tell me what happened last night. We've always told one another everything. She trusts you over me in this matter, a fact that causes me great distress.”


  “I can see that, and I assure you that was never my intent. Darling,” he said, taking her by the hand and leading her towards the leather sofa, “there's something you must understand. Sometimes things happen between a man and a woman, things that not even they intend to have happen, mistakes, if you will, that can cause lasting effects.”


  “Like with you and Juliet.”


  He looked heavenward as he nodded. “Yes, like that, though I'm certainly not implying the same thing happened with Lydia. Nevertheless, if word got out about what did occur, her future would be affected by it, and I don't believe she or the other person involved would be satisfied with that consequence.”


  Alexandra not only listened to every word he said, she listened to what he wasn't saying as well then asked, “So let me get this straight—Lydia was compromised last night, but does not wish to marry the man involved?”


  “More or less.”


  She let that fact settle in before adding, “And because you do not wish to see her forced to wed someone she does not love, you swore her to secrecy instead. Correct?”


  “More or less,” he repeated.


  “I find your actions quite noble, Aaron, but also quite confusing.”


  He raised one brow and looked down at her curiously. “How so?”


  She reached up and placed her hand on his cheek, letting her thumb graze the slight cleft in his chin. “You go to great lengths to ensure Lydia will not be forced to wed someone she does not love, but do not give me the same courtesy.”


  His face softened at the pain in her voice. “Darling,” he said, reaching up and placing his hand atop hers, “that is different.”


  “No,” she protested, “it is not. Is not my happiness as valuable as hers?”


  “To me, it's even more so.”


  “I don't believe you. If your words were true, you would abolish that foolish betrothal agreement and allow me the freedom to choose whom I will wed.”


  He surprised her by asking, “Whom would you choose?”


  Feeling flustered by his question, Alexandra averted her gaze and attempted to pull her hand from his face, but he tightened his hold, giving her no choice but to leave it where it was at. “I do not know that yet. I've yet to experience a season, remember?”


  “Do you need to experience one?” he asked pointedly.


  She knew what he was asking, but wasn't sure she could give him an answer, at least not yet. “Perhaps,” she answered vaguely.


  “If you've yet to find a husband candidate, how can you be so sure that Samuel will not meet all of your requirements?” His question was sincere, but she felt as if by asking it, he were trying to pry something out of her.


  “I guess I'm not certain that he won't, but knowing I don't have any other options isn't fair.”


  He gave a mirthless laugh. “Life isn't fair, Alexandra. It never has been and never will be.”


  His words pricked her to the core, for they poked at the very cause of her self-pity and she didn't like it. “Well, some things should be.”


  “And some things are,” he pointed out wisely. “Look, my dear, I understand your frustration at your situation, but you must know that my hands are truly tied. Even if I wanted to, I couldn't release you from the agreement.”


  Her eyes widened as she exclaimed, “That's not true, you have the power to do so.”


  “What makes you believe that?”


  “Because you made the agreement,” she stammered.


  “Along with your father,” he added, finally letting her hand go. “It contains a stipulation stating that the only way the contract can be broken is if all parties are in agreement that it should be so.”


  His words caused an inordinate amount of hope to fill Alexandra. “Then let it be broken.”


  “You and I do not constitute all parties,” he added dryly. “Your brother, acting as the new Duke of Ludington, and Samuel would have to be in agreement as well. Then and only then could it be dissolved.”


  “That is the best news I have ever received,” she squealed, throwing her arms around his neck. “Let us call on my brother and get his permission at once, then as soon as Samuel arrives it can be done.”


  “And then what will you do?” Their eyes met, and the current between them was undeniable. Aaron cupped her face in his hands and brought it close to his own and repeated, “And then what will you do?”


  “Whatever my heart shall dictate,” she confessed, airily.


  “Can I dare hope there is room in your heart for me?”


  She wasn't certain how to answer his question. Instead, she pressed her lips to his and felt him shudder as he began moving his mouth over hers, slipping his tongue between her lips. She opened her mouth, welcoming him in, tasting him fully and wondering if all kisses were as all-consuming as his.


  She wound her hands in the loose folds of his cravat and pulled him closer as she leaned back on the sofa, causing him to fall on top of her. She felt his hands slide down to her waist and cup her hips as he pressed his body into hers, her whole body alert to his every touch.


  “This can't go on,” he breathed heavily between kisses. “There is too much at stake. If you do not wish to advance our relationship, I must stop touching you at once.”


  “Yes,” she agreed.


  “Yes, you wish for me to stop or yes, you wish to advance our relationship?”


  How was a girl supposed to think when a gentleman lay atop her, pressing scorching kisses to her neck? “Don't stop,” she pleaded.


  “Then tell me what I wish to hear,” he commanded as he lifted his lips from the silky column of her neck.


  “I would like nothing more than to advance our relationship, as you say.”


  She felt him smile against her neck and smiled back in response. “Neither would I.”
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  The very next day, Aaron and Alexandra departed from Trenton Hall to Channing House with the intent of speaking with Levi about getting his permission to dissolve the betrothal agreement. Though Alexandra was nervous about what he might say, Aaron felt confident he'd approve the decision and had offered to speak with him about the details.


  After their arrival, the three of them dined together before Alexandra excused herself, saying she wished to retire to bed. In all actuality, she was merely anxious for Levi and Aaron to have some time alone to speak about the matter at hand.


  Both men rose as Alexandra quit the dining room then Aaron turned to Levi and said, “May I beg a moment of your time.”


  Levi looked at him curiously then offered, “Let's remove ourselves to my study for port and cigars.”


  “Very well.”


  Once in the privacy of the Duke's study, a decanter of port on the desk between them, Levi tugged his cravat lose and tossed it haphazardly on his desk before saying, “Please tell me you didn't come to speak to me of the other night's events.”


  Aaron propped one leg loosely over the other and flicked his hand in dismissal. “I've already forgotten it.”


  Levi looked relieved. “And has Miss Phelps forgotten it as well?”


  “That I cannot say, though I'm convinced she's willing to remain silent about such matters. It would not be in her best interest to have to wed you.”


  At his words, Levi straightened. “How so? She'd be advancing her station quite splendidly if the match were to be made. A daughter of a Viscount wedding a Duke. How would that not prove advantageous?”


  Aaron watched with amusement as Levi got quite worked up over the matter, as if his suggestion that it wouldn't be in Lydia's best interest to wed him truly vexed him. “Perhaps it would prove advantageous, but I doubt it would prove desirable. I'm certain that Miss Phelps, like most woman of my acquaintance,” he added, thinking of Alexandra, “would prefer to choose their own husband. Though it appeared as if she was choosing you during the moment I found you two together, I doubt very much that she wished to choose you for the reminder of her life.” When he finished, he noticed Levi's jaw was tight so he quickly added, “Would you choose her?”


  Levi hesitated in his answer long enough to give Aaron pause. Perhaps he'd misjudged the situation and the intent of Levi in compromising Miss Phelps.


  Levi poured himself a glass of port and quickly downed the contents before saying, “No, I'd quite prefer it if I never saw Miss Phelps again.”


  His answer was so ridiculous it made Aaron doubt it's truthfulness. “As you wish.” Then, changing the subject, he asked, “Do you perchance have knowledge of the betrothal agreement between your sister and my son?”


  Levi looked at him as if he were daft. “Of course I do, that is why I sent her to reside in your care.”


  Aaron rolled his eyes, “Yes, I know you have knowledge of it, but do you actually know where it is?”


  “As in the actual paper?”


  “Yes.”


  Levi rose and walked across the study to where a painting of Channing House hung on the wall in a gold gilded frame. He lifted the painting off the wall and set it carefully down, revealing a hidden safe. It had a combination lock which he deftly maneuvered until the safe popped open. Reaching inside, he quickly retrieved the document then came and sat once more behind his desk.


  Unrolling the parchment, he looked at Levi and said, “Do you not have a copy of the agreement?”


  “Yes, I do, however not with me. Have you ever read the agreement in its entirety?”


  Levi looked at him with a question in his eye. His brow furrowed as he asked, “Is that a trick question? Why do I feel as if you are trying to find a loophole in the agreement and force Alexandra back into my care?”


  Ignoring him, Aaron reached across the desk and turned the paper, so it was facing him. Scanning the words, he quickly found the paragraph he was looking for then turned the document back around and pointed to the spot he wished Levi to begin reading. “Read this part aloud.”


  Levi began reading, “The above-noted agreement shall be binding in its efficacy except on one condition. If all parties to this agreement, namely the Duke of Ludington, his daughter, Alexandra Ruth Worthington, the Marquess of Emberson, and his son, Samuel Aaron Beaumont, agree to the dissolution of the betrothal. If in fact, this shall be the case, all parties must notify the solicitor by written agreement of their decision, to which the contract will be legally and lawfully dissolved.”


  When he was finished reading, he humphed then looked at Aaron and said, “How curious. I never knew that you and father made provisions for the contract to be broken. I must confess I've never read the document in its entirety before.”


  “I assumed as much, that's why I wanted you to see it for yourself. I wished to speak to you tonight to ask for your permission to have this agreement legally dissolved.”


  Levi looked at him as if he had suddenly sprouted a third eye. “Whyever would you wish to do that? Do you not find Alexandra suitable to become your son's wife?”


  Aaron weighed his words. “No, I do not.”


  Levi's face turned red. Clearly, he did not like the perceived insult. “I can assure you that she is perfectly suitable. Any gentleman would be lucky to wed her. Not only does she come with a generous dowry, but she is also gently bred and is the daughter of a Duke with a family name that holds much weight in society.”


  Aaron waited patiently for him to finish extolling Alexandra's virtues. When it became apparent that he was finished, he spoke. “Yes, I am very aware that she would make an exceptional wife. That is why I wish to dissolve the agreement. I would like to ask your permission to court her myself.”


  Levi inhaled sharply then quickly poured himself another glass of port. “Did I hear you correctly, sir?”


  Aaron hid a smile behind his hand as he rubbed his jaw. “Yes, you did.”


  After drinking the entirety of his port, Levi ran one hand through his hair and exclaimed, “What in tarnation has been going on at Tisdale Manor? I send my sister there, trusting her to your keep, in order to prepare her to wed your son. Now you wish to court her yourself? Is her virtue intact?”


  It was a fair question, but one that rankled Aaron, for it called into question his honor. He straightened in his seat and looked at Levi coldly. “You discredit us both if you think to ask such a thing. Suffice it to say that Alexandra is purer than Miss Phelps.”


  It was a low blow. Levi flinched as his jaw began twitching. “Are you attempting to blackmail me with the knowledge you possess?”


  “Not in the least, though I must admit it could be used to my credit. Wouldn't you agree?”


  Levi was thoughtful before reluctantly admitting, “Perhaps.”


  “Look, speaking as one man to another, I have not ruined your sister...yet. However, if she remains at Tisdale Manor...” he let his sentence trail off.


  “Of course she won't remain there,” Levi blurted. “She will stay here until things get straightened out, where I can keep a watchful eye on her and act as a guardian of her virtue.”


  Aaron couldn't help himself; he snorted in amusement. “Pardon my rudeness, your grace, but I find it hard to imagine you as a guardian of virtue after seeing you and Miss Phelps...”


  His sentence was cut short by the pounding of Levi's fist on the desk. “That is different. Miss Phelps is not my sister.”


  “No, she most certainly is not,” he added with a twinkle in his eye.


  “Before I consent to my agreement, I must know some things. First, is Alexandra in agreement that the betrothal contract be dissolved?”


  “Yes, most assuredly she is. In fact, it was her idea that it be done.”


  “Very well. Second, are you in love with her?”


  Aw, the awkward moment had arrived. Aaron threaded his fingers together and placed them behind his head. It was beyond uncomfortable for him to be talking about his deepest feelings with anyone, let alone the brother of the woman he wished to wed. “Indeed, I find that I am.”


  “And is she in love with you?”


  Now that was a question he couldn't answer. “You will have to ask Alexandra that.”


  Levi began rolling up the document. “Well unless she is in love with you and wishes to wed you, I see no reason to be hasty and have this arrangement made null. At one point in time, you and my father found this arrangement,” he said pointing to the parchment that laid half rolled up on his desk, “to be suitable and agreeable and beneficial to both families. I do believe it still can be.”


  “Why don't you simply ask Alexandra how she feels about me?”


  “Trust me, Lord Emberson, I plan on doing just that. And since I consider myself to be a fair man, if she indeed returns your feelings, I will go ahead and give my permission. But if not, the agreement will remain in force.”


  “Fair enough.”


  “And as far as your request to court her goes, I will grant my permission on the matter, as long as you do so properly.”


  “Properly?” Aaron asked with a smirk. “Is there an improper way to pay court to a lady?”


  “You know that there is,” Levi spat, clearly uncomfortable by Aaron's question.


  “Do I? Please, just so that we are clear on the matter, inform me of what an improper courtship looks like.”


  Levi growled. “There will be no stolen kisses or unchaperoned visits. You will call on her here and be allowed to remain for half an hour at most unless invited to dine with us. If at any time Alexandra wishes to discontinue the association, you will nobly do as she wishes.”


  Aaron reached his hand across the desk to shake Levi's, acknowledging that he'd abide by the stipulations set forth, though truthfully, he hated them. How was he to continue on without seeing Alexandra every day, without touching her and getting to know her in a setting that allowed more intimacy than what Levi was suggesting? It would appear he had his work cut out for him, for he'd have to convince Alexandra to wed him sooner rather than later.


  Approaching the door of his bedchamber, Aaron was still surprised at himself and the way his desires had changed since meeting Alexandra. Weeks after he'd wed Juliet, he knew if something ever happened to her he'd never wed again. He associated marriage with misery and had no desire to join in such a pathetic union again. Meeting Alexandra had changed that.


  As Percival began his nightly routine of undressing him, Aaron had time to think. What was it about Alexandra that caused such a change to befall him? He thought back to the past decade he'd been single. He remembered all too well the freedom and relief he'd felt when Juliet had succumbed to the ague and the subsequent guilt he felt at not feeling any sadness at her departure.


  The entirety of their marriage had been filled with indifference—her ignoring him, going about her tasks pretending as if he didn't exist and him doing the same. It was as if by ignoring one another, they could pretend their marriage hadn't taken place at all, though the notion was truly absurd. The only thing they ever came together on was the raising of Samuel. Both of them loved their son dearly and truly attempted to give him the best.


  When it came to fulfilling her wifely duties, Juliet made it abundantly clear that she might share her body, but she'd never share her heart, which was more than satisfactory to Aaron, for he felt likewise. It was a painful union that left both of them feeling hollow inside.


  After her death, he set out on a quest to find someone to spark passion in him, to flame the fan of desire that so far had laid dormant. He'd heard his peers talk of such all-consuming encounters and silently envied them their experiences, even beginning to wonder if they were lying about it when countless attempts to experience what they had left him feeling even flatter.


  After so many years, he'd begun to wonder if something was wrong with him. How could it be possible for so many men to find love and passionate intimacy with multiple women in their lifetime while he couldn't even find it with one?


  He'd all but convinced himself to stop searching for it when Alexandra Worthington walked in his door. Imagine his surprise when a girl, barely out of the schoolroom, caused sensations in him that he'd never known before. Her presence made him feel as if he were a young lad again. She made him feel alive.


  Pulling his banyan tightly around him, he dismissed Percival and made his way to the small desk in the corner of the room. Taking out a piece of parchment, he dipped the quill in ink and began penning a missive to the woman who was consuming his thoughts. He suddenly felt the need to express to her exactly what she meant to him.
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  Though it was comforting and familiar to awake in her own bed at Channing House, Alexandra thought it strange that she suddenly felt out of place there. A longing welled up inside of her for her bedchamber at Tisdale Manor as she climbed from the bed and stretched her arms high above her head.


  Glancing around the space, she observed the familiar rosewood furniture with the walls papered in rose and cream stripes. She reached over and fingered the dusty rose drapes hanging from her canopied bed and sighed. It all seemed so boring in comparison to what she left behind.


  Her bedchamber at Tisdale Manor was mostly what one would expect it to be, tastefully decorated in shades of blue. But though at first it appeared boring, upon further inspection one found all sorts of intriguing artifacts hidden throughout, bizarre objects collected from various parts of the world. Her favorite was a large golden owl perched atop a tree branch that sat on the hearth, his wide eyes seeming to take in everything about his surroundings. She'd asked a maid about it and was told that Lord Emberson had acquired it at an auction and that supposedly it had come from America.


  The décor at Tisdale Manor was symbolic of Aaron. On first inspection, everything seems proper, nearly perfect, and, if she must be honest, a bit dull. But once a person begins inspecting closely, they discover all sorts of interesting delights, some more obvious like the turquoise pianoforte, but others much more subtle. Aaron was a man of many layers, and she found it a delightful prospect to consider discovering each one.


  Thinking of him only made her more anxious to see him. She glided across the floor to tug on the bell pull to alert Jenny she needed her assistance when she nearly stepped on a folded missive that had been slid beneath her door.


  Her curiosity was piqued as she bent to retrieve it. On the front, her name was scrawled out in big, bold lettering. She quickly broke the seal and began to read:


  My Darling,


  I had the honor of discussing the betrothal agreement with your brother and wished to inform you of the result. He is most anxious to see you happy and has agreed to do as you wish, but only if you return my sentiments. He did not voice it, but I think he is unwilling to let you out of the arrangement unless you have a husband in mind for fear of having to be your guardian while you experience a London Season. I informed him I wished to court you and that is exactly what I intend to do. Your brother has agreed to allow me to call on you for half an hour at a time. For this cause, you must remain at Channing House while I depart at once for Tisdale Manor.


  


  I know it may be bold to presume that you will miss me as much as I miss you, but I dare hope that is the case. Alexandra, I feel the need to divulge some things to you, some things that have weighed heavily upon my heart. I have not known myself to be a happy man for the majority of my life. I wish I could blame that entirely on Juliet and our poor union, but I cannot. You see, I have wondered for a long time if something was wrong with me. While most men find the pleasures of the flesh to be alluring, addicting even, I have, up until the present time, found them to be quite dull. While most men happily pursue love, willing even to perform duel's over such things, I have found myself unenchanted by the notion that such a frivolous emotion can possibly exist.


  


  I have often feared that I am a broken man, lacking the ability to feel and enjoy what most men so passionately pursue. Perhaps that is why I thought it in Samuel's best interest to be betrothed to a woman, not of his choosing. However, I must boldly proclaim that your appearance in my life has changed everything, has changed me.


  


  My darling Alexandra, I am not the man I once thought I was, incapable of feeling passion and the more gentler stirrings of love. From the moment I first laid eyes on you when you came to Tisdale Manor, I felt something shift inside of me; a dormant emotion began to be resurrected. You have provoked more feeling in me in the past fortnight than I have ever felt in my lifetime. I care about your happiness, your well-being, your emotions, and I find myself hoping you do likewise for me. It's a strange sensation to feel like I have spent the last thirty-seven years dead and have just now come to life.


  


  When I am with you, I feel whole. I have desires for another's happiness beyond my own. Knowing what a treasure you are, I do not wish ever to let you go. My heart's fondest pursuit is you. Please allow me to convince you that our union would be one of happiness and great pleasure for both of us as I pay court to you in the coming weeks.


  


  Until then, your absence at Tisdale Manor will be nearly unbearable.


  


  All my love,


  Aaron


  Alexandra finished reading, then held the letter to her chest and closed her eyes, a smile tugging at her lips. She was convinced she'd never felt happier.


  Though upset that she never got to bid Lord Emberson goodbye, Alexandra understood why he departed when he did. She was certain Levi did not find his presence acceptable now that he knew he wished to court her.


  She took her time doing her toilette then went to find Levi. She found him in his bedchamber being measured for a new wardrobe. Ignoring his annoyed look at her presence, she went and sat in the chair in the corner of the room and watched as the tailor pulled the measuring tape across his shoulders.


  “You must be anxious to go to London.”


  “Anxious?” he asked, raising one brow. “Not entirely. You know I do not wish to participate in the season. I'm only going because I must take my seat in the House of Lords and find a wife.”


  He added the wife part as an afterthought, but it caused Alexandra to choke. “You, a wife? Since when did that become a priority.”


  He scowled darkly at her. “Since I've come to realize my position as Duke of Ludington requires an heir.”


  “You did not know that before?” she asked with a smirk on her face.


  “Of course I knew it, but I had thought I had plenty of time to see to business. It's recently been pressed upon me that I should take the matter more seriously, for if I do not, and heaven forbid something were to happen to me, the title and estate would fall to our second cousin Edmund. Not that I don't like Edmund, mind you, but the thought of the next Duke not being a Worthington does not sit well with me.”


  “Oh, is that all?”


  “What do you mean, is that all? Isn't that reason enough?”


  “What about love, Levi? Do you not wish to fall in love and base a marriage upon something other than duty?”


  She was used to the look he was giving her, one that said he was rather annoyed by her presence. She was certain that if the tailor had not been present, he would have bopped her over her head for prying into his affairs.


  “Love doesn't interest me,” he admitted all too casually.


  “Because you've never been in love. If you had, you would not be so cold.”


  Levi swatted the tailor's hand away and said, “I think that's enough, thank you.”


  He waited patiently for the tailor to gather his supplies and leave before he took up a seat across from Alexandra and said, “What has happened to suddenly make you the expert on love?”


  She should have known it would come to this. “I read a lot of novels about the subject.”


  “And that makes you an expert? You cannot compare that silly drivel to real life.”


  Alexandra hated when Levi talked to her in that condescending tone of his. She tampered down the impulse she felt to stick her tongue out at him and straightened her shoulders and said, “You're right. Real life is far, far better.”


  Levi's mouth hung agape. “Are you meaning to tell me that you're in love? With Lord Emberson?”


  “Perhaps,” she answered vaguely, turning her head to look out the window. “But I can assure you if I am, I wouldn't be telling you before I've had the opportunity to tell him.”


  Cupping his head in his hands, Levi muttered, “This is all too bizarre.”


  Alexandra's head snapped forward. “Because he's so much older than I? People get married all the time with a much larger divide between them.” Feeling incredibly defensive she added, “How come age doesn't matter when the marriage is based on principles of finance or familial connection, but when it's a love match it's considered bizarre?”


  Levi lifted his head to look her in the eye, and she was surprised by the pain she saw in his own. She couldn't remember the last time she saw him wear a look of hurt, not even when their parents had died. “Sister, the age difference doesn't concern me. I simply find the idea of such a significant event occurring in our lives bizarre without our parents here to experience it with us. Father should be here, giddy about your budding relationship with his dear friend, Lord Emberson. Mother would be over the moon about planning your wedding. You know how she loved a good party.”


  Alexandra smiled at him sadly. She'd not allowed herself to think about any of that. Part of her wished he'd never brought it up. “You will just have to fill those roles yourself, as my guardian and all.”


  He shook his head sadly. “I could never replace them.”


  She placed her hand on his arm. “You're right, and it was unfair of me to suggest you could. But let us think on the bright side,” she said, strangely looking for the positive in a situation that normally depressed her. “At least we have each other. Think how awful it would be if one of us were an only child, like Lydia. How sad to be left all alone in the world.”


  “Lydia would manage just fine,” he spat out acerbically. “She doesn't need anyone in this world besides herself.”


  The venom in her brother's voice surprised her. Looking nonplussed, she asked, “Why would you say such a thing about our friend?”


  “Our friend?” he scoffed. “I would never consider Miss Phelps, my friend, and well you know it. I don't think it's ever been a secret that she annoys me.”


  “Annoys you, yes, but never have I heard you direct such hatred towards her. Has something happened that I am not aware of?”


  Levi bolted to his feet and stalked off towards the door. “No, and don't ever ask me that again,” he barked over his shoulder, slamming the door loudly behind him.


  Alexandra watched in surprise as Levi quit the room and she wondered why the mention of Lydia had made Levi so furious. She'd never seen him so enraged.
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  “Let us go on a stroll through the gardens,” Alexandra suggested the minute Lord Emberson was shown into the drawing room.


  She'd been waiting anxiously for his visit, his second that week. Levi had limited his visits to twice a week, and Alexandra had found she spent all her time counting down the days until she could see him again.


  Aaron smiled above a large bouquet of flowers he held in his hands. Alexandra came to him, and he presented them to her with a twinkle in his eyes. “I found the most exotic flowers I could.”


  She nuzzled her nose into the bouquet of oriental poppies and inhaled deeply of their scent. “But why?”


  “Because they remind me of you. Roses are much too dull for someone who's very presence brings so much joy to my life. Though beautiful, roses are far too common and dull. You, my dear, are the antithesis of that.”


  Alexandra graciously accepted the pink flowers, loving their uniqueness. She strolled to the hearth and placed them in the center in a position of importance then linked her arm in his and said, “Let us go to the garden's before we run out of time.”


  Aaron gladly escorted her from the house, Jenny trailing behind as they wound their way on the path that would eventually lead them to the stone fountain.


  “Perhaps we can prolong our visit by claiming we got lost in the garden,” Alexandra suggested as she tilted her head up towards the sun that was just beginning to warm the frigid spring air.


  “I don't suppose Jenny will allow that to occur.”


  Alexandra looked into his eyes, loving the way he smiled down at her in pleasure. “I wish I were back at Tisdale Manor with you,” she confessed.


  “That will never occur unless you agree to wed me,” he reminded her, not for the first time.


  “Haven't I already?” she asked innocently, though they both knew very well she had not.


  Aaron growled lowly, “You know you have not. And, I must confess that your refusal to do so is causing me quite the concern.”


  “What is it you fear? That I'll run off and find a younger gentleman to bestow my affections upon?”


  She watched as his eyes darkened. Lowering his voice so as not to have Jenny overhear, he whispered, “I do not worry about that, for I'm confident that my experience gives me the advantage over those young bucks. I'm quite certain none of them could ravish you the way I do. And, my dear, I must confess that I'm arrogant enough to expect you would find their ministrations considerably lacking compared to my expertise.”


  Alexandra's skin prickled at his words, and her eyes drifted closed, thinking of the kisses they'd shared in the past. Oh, how she hated this dull courtship Levi had forced upon them.


  “We could always arrange a clandestine assignation,” she purred, pulling him closer to her side.


  “Do not tempt me, vixen. You and I both know I will not put my honor at stake in such a fashion. Besides, I want you for longer than an evening. I want you forever.”


  “Then there's only one thing to be done,” she stated calmly as she glanced up into his handsome face.


  Aaron pulled to a halt, his gray eyes finding her warm chocolate colored ones. “What is to be done?” he asked with bated breath.


  “We shall simply have to wed.”


  Ignoring propriety and the fact that Jenny was only five paces behind them, Aaron grabbed her around the waist and twirled her around. “Did I just hear you correctly?”


  Alexandra flung her head back, causing her bonnet to slide off her head. She giggled at his enthusiasm. “I surmise that you did, though I could say it again if you aren't quite certain.”


  “Say it again, simply because I will never grow tired of hearing it.”


  He'd come to a halt, allowing Alexandra's feet to slide to the ground. She reached up and put her bonnet back in place and said, “Aaron, there's nothing I want more than to become your wife. I want to share my life with you, making sure your perfectly ordered existence does not become too dull. I want to plan a future that includes a happiness neither of us has ever known, as well as lots of babies.”


  Aaron's eyes widened at her admission. “Babies?” he questioned, one brow raised.


  Alexandra felt her cheeks begin to bloom with color as she stammered, “Yes, unless that is not a pleasing idea to you.”


  “Oh, but it is. Very pleasing, in fact, though I must confess I hadn't allowed my mind to contemplate such a thing. I thought I was on my way to being a grandparent, not a father again, though I must confess I'd much rather be the latter.”


  “And I must confess, it fills me with wicked delight to know I will be carrying your children, not your grandchildren.”


  Aaron closed his eyes and groaned. “You are tormenting me with the imagery. Let us return to the house and speak to your brother at once so that arrangements can be made to dissolve that blasted agreement and wedding plans can begin to take place.”


  He grabbed her hand and began tugging her along, both Alexandra and Jenny struggling to keep up with his hurried pace.


  “Aaron,” Alexandra called out as he pulled her along. “You're getting ahead of yourself. You know that none of that can occur until Samuel returns home and agrees to it as well.”


  He pulled to a quick stop. “You're correct,” he admitted begrudgingly. “Damn, that child of mine, when will he ever return? It feels as if he's taking his sweet time doing so.”


  Alexandra laughed at his irritation. “It's barely been six weeks since you informed him of his need to return. Be patient.”


  “I can't be patient, not where you are concerned, my dear. Don't you know I want nothing more than to wed you?”


  “And I the same, though desire alone will not bring Samuel home any sooner.”


  “Yes,” he said reluctantly, “I suppose you are correct. I shall just have to endeavor to be more patient. Samuel will get here in due time, and then everything will fall perfectly into place. Just you wait and see.”
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  “Father?” a voice wrung out through the halls at Tisdale Manor, causing several servants to scurry to see what it was about.


  Being as Remington was the closest to the front door, it was he who became aware of Samuel's arrival first.


  “Master Samuel,” Remington said with a smile, calling him by his childhood nickname as he reached out and engulfed his hand in a hearty handshake. “What a pleasure it is to see you at last.”


  “And what a delight it is to finally be home. The sea was treacherous on the journey home, making me even more glad to be returned to solid ground.”


  “Come into the drawing room, and I will have tea service brought in at once while I fetch your father.”


  “Thank you, Remington.”


  Remington bowed at the young man then hurried down the hall to inform Aaron of his son's arrival. He found Lord Emberson sitting at his desk going through the day's correspondence.


  “Pardon, my lord,” he interrupted, excitement evident in his voice, “but your son has just returned home.”


  Aaron bolted to his feet and straightened his jacket. “Truthfully? What splendid news. Where is he?”


  “In the drawing room, my lord.”


  “Very well, I shall go to him at once. See that refreshments are sent. I'm sure he is famished after his long journey.”


  “I've already sent for them, my lord.”


  Aaron hurried down the hall to the drawing room, truly delighted at the prospect of seeing Samuel. It had only been just yesterday he'd been talking to Alexandra about him, impatient with having to wait much longer for him to arrive. The timing was quite splendid.


  His son rose as he entered the room and the two gathered for a hearty embrace. “Samuel, how pleasant to see you home and looking so well.”


  Samuel laughed. “Yes, I fear I put on some weight during my travels, but that shall quickly fall off once I begin frequenting Gentleman Jackson's again. I must confess I've missed boxing.”


  Aaron looked his son over, noticing none of the excess weight he spoke of. If anything, Samuel appeared more well-muscled than he did before, despite the lack of boxing. Samuel was quite the Corinthian, a fact that made Aaron swell with pride.


  “You shan't have to miss it for long. I've already sent word ahead to London to have the servants ready our townhouse there for your arrival.”


  “Splendid,” Samuel exclaimed before glancing around the room and asking, “Now where is my future bride? Did she not wish to greet me?”


  Aaron inwardly groaned. “About that, son. It would appear we need to have a talk. Some things have changed in your absence.”


  Just then a maid arrived pushing a serving cart containing steaming hot tea and several plates of tea cakes and cucumber sandwiches.


  “Have a seat and partake of refreshment while I speak of events that have transpired in your absence,” Aaron instructed as he watched the maid pour tea.


  Samuel greedily began consuming the cucumber sandwiches while Aaron took a moment to watch him, wondering how his news would be received.


  Finally, he began, “Lady Alexandra has returned to Channing House.”


  Samuel looked at him over his teacup. “That would only seem proper,” he finally confessed. “It wouldn't due to have my betrothed occupying the same residency as me. It might prove too tempting. Let us plan an excursion to Channing House at once so that we may discuss our wedding arrangements.”


  Aaron gulped loudly at his son's words and asked curiously, “You mean you wish to marry the girl?”


  Samuel shrugged his broad shoulders casually. “Wish may not be the precise term to describe it, though I must admit I'm not opposed to the union. If my memory serves me correctly, I do remember Lady Alexandra being quite becoming.”


  “Your memory serves you well,” he admitted begrudgingly.


  “And I do recall she was always pleasant to converse with as well. I daresay I could find myself in a much worse position than being betrothed to her. So, in answer to your question, yes I do find myself wishing to marry her.”


  Aaron stiffened as his hand tightened around the handle of his teacup. This was not the response he expected of his son at all and now found it entirely too awkward to mention the fact that he was in love with Alexandra to him.


  Instead, he asked, “What if you find she does not wish to marry you?”


  Samuel laughed and flashed a cocky grin. “What is not to like about the arrangement? I'm told I cut a fine figure and promise to treat her with kindness. Not to mention the fact that some day I will inherit your title and she will become Marchioness of Emberson. I daresay the union has advantages for the both of us. I will be able to participate in the season with a wife on my arm, a prospect that quite delights me.”


  Aaron sat stunned by his son's words. Though they'd never talked much about the betrothal agreement, he'd almost begun assuming Samuel's true feelings about the arrangement would more closely mirror Alexandra's.


  “But don't you wish to marry for love?”


  “I'm a believer that love will come in due time. There is no need to force such an emotion.”


  Aaron rolled his eyes. “And what if Lady Alexandra is not of the same mind?”


  Samuel set his saucer down and spread his hands wide before him. “Does it signify, father? The agreement is legally binding, whether we wish it to be or not. I suppose it's up to us to make the most of the situation and find contentment where we can.”


  In the past, Aaron would be pleased by his son's mature view, grateful he was not going to fight him on the arrangement he'd planned for him since his birth. But that was before Alexandra had wormed her way into his heart. Now, he found his words to be quite vexing.


  “The departed Duke of Ludington and I did make provisions for the agreement to be broken.”


  Samuel looked at him with only mild curiosity. “And what would that be?”


  “The agreement can be broken if all parties, meaning the Duke of Ludington, Alexandra, you and myself all agree that it be so. You do not have to wed her if you do not wish to,” he quickly added, hoping to see Samuel smile in relief.


  Much to his chagrin, Samuel did not respond in the manner in which he expected him to. Instead, his handsome, youthful face looked perplexed. “But I've already expressed my willingness to abide by the contract. I see no reason to seek its dissolution. Is there something you are aware of, Father, that I am not?”


  Aaron looked heavenward, hating where this conversation was heading. He practiced telling Samuel in his mind that he'd fallen in love with his intended, but found he could not force the words past his lips. It felt too scandalous to tell him what had occurred in his absence. It suddenly felt like he'd be betraying his son's deepest trust. Aaron felt consumed with guilt for tasting of the forbidden fruit, knowing it wasn't his to enjoy.


  Legally, Alexandra belonged to Samuel, and it appeared as if Samuel, the sole remaining participant of the contract left to agree to its dissolution, had no qualms about it remaining in force. Aaron couldn't find it in himself to confess his misdeeds.


  Aaron felt Samuel's eyes on him, though he refused to meet them. “Father, is there something I need to be aware of?”


  “Not at this time,” was all he could manage to muster.
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  Though the days were getting nicer, every once in awhile, Mother Nature liked to warn the inhabitants of the earth that she was still in charge. The prior week had been one of warmer temperatures, making everyone believe spring had come to stay, but today that had all changed.


  Alexandra held her easel underneath her arm as she stared out at the drizzly, gray day. She'd planned to paint in the gardens to pass the time but found that was no longer an option. Feeling determined, she made her way to the drawing room and set her easel up in front of the large picture window instead.


  Staring out at the bleak, rainy day, she found it hard to get inspired to paint so instead, she went and retrieved the luscious bouquet of flowers Aaron had given her and propped them on a table near her and began arranging her paints. There, she thought as she stared at their bright colors, they were far more inspiring than the rain.


  Once she began, Alexandra found herself lost in her painting and failed to hear the door open as Remington allowed their guest inside. She hadn't realized she was no longer alone until she felt someone tap on her shoulder and she jumped.


  “Aaron,” she exclaimed in pleasant surprise as she set her paint brush down and began turning in her seat.


  “Aaron?” the strange voice asked. “Are you referring to my father?”


  Alexandra cringed as she turned to see Lord Coldwell standing behind her, his shoulders erect. “Lord Coldwell, you've returned.”


  She rose from her chair and gave him her hand, to which he promptly bowed over it. “Only just yesterday. I must confess, I wasted no time in departing from Tisdale Manor, so anxious was I to renew my acquaintance with my betrothed.”


  Everything in Alexandra froze. Had Aaron not made him aware of the change in their situation?


  “Has your father accompanied you on your visit?”


  “Nay, I came alone.” Looking over her shoulder at her canvas he missed the disappointment that overcame her features. “You paint beautifully. I find the colors of the flowers quite magnificent. I should like, with your permission, of course, to hang this painting in our bedchamber upon its completion.”


  Alexandra choked. “Pardon?” Did he just mention their bedchamber?


  Ignoring her perplexity, he continued, “With your permission, I'd like to submit the banns to be read at once, that way we can proceed with the wedding before the season officially begins. I would like to travel on to London shortly after we are wed.”


  She felt as if her head were spinning listening to his words. It was very apparent that Aaron had not filled him in on the fact that she did not wish to wed him. Feeling her anger rise, she wanted to scream and quite possibly would have if Levi hadn't arrived just then.


  “Lord Coldwell, welcome back to England.”


  Levi extended his hand, and Samuel promptly took it and gave it a hearty shake. “Your grace, 'tis good to be home and even better to be at Channing House surrounded by so much beauty.” His eyes settled on Alexandra, and she quickly looked away.


  “Is your father here as well?” Levi asked as he looked around the room.


  “I regret that it's just me. I hope that doesn't disappoint you.”


  “Not in the least, though I can't speak for my sister.”


  Alexandra wanted to slap Levi.


  “I've come to discuss wedding arrangements with you both, so I'm glad that you've joined us.”


  Alexandra saw the moment realization dawned on Levi and he became aware of the fact that Lord Coldwell had not been made aware of the events that had transpired in his absence.


  All three of them took their seat, and Alexandra rang for tea. Levi sat casually back in his chair and directed his question at Samuel. “So you wish to marry my sister?”


  Samuel laughed heartily. “Of course I do. Why has everyone been asking me that since I returned?”


  Alexandra leaned forward. “Who else has asked you that?”


  “My father, which I find bizarre. I've always wished to do what was expected of me, and that certainly hasn't changed recently. I'd like your permission, your grace, to post the banns at once so we may move forward with our wedding plans. I intend to make haste to London for the opening of the season and would like to do so with my wife at my side.”


  It was a toss-up between who was more nonplussed, Levi or Alexandra. Finally, Levi rose and straightened himself and said, “I'd like to speak with your father about the arrangements before giving my permission.”


  “I consider that fair. Allow me to invite you to Tisdale Manor to discuss matters. We can attend the Earl and Countess of Paddley's ball together. It will be a grand affair.”


  The three of them took tea together before Lord Coldwell departed. The minute the door closed behind him, Alexandra pounced on Levi. “I could wring Aaron's neck. Why would he fail to inform his son about the change in our situation.”


  “Perhaps he's had a change of heart and no longer wishes to wed you.”


  Alexandra inhaled sharply. “Why would you say that?”


  “Because perhaps it is true.” She openly seethed at him as he continued, “Or perhaps it's not. There's no sense jumping to conclusions when we have no idea what his motives are. Let us make preparations to journey to Tisdale Manor where we can endeavor to unravel this mystery.”


  “I don't want to go,” she said petulantly as she crossed her arms across her chest.


  Levi tweaked her nose. “Of course you do, Alexandra. Don't pout; it's not very becoming.”


  Instead, she stuck her tongue out at his back as he walked away.
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  Alexandra was consumed with conflicting emotions as their carriage approached Tisdale Manor. In a way, it felt as if she were coming home to where she belonged, but a part of her was filled with concern about what she may learn when she entered its walls. How would Aaron receive her? Would he be cold and indifferent or would he set matters straight at once, informing Samuel of their feelings for one another?


  Remington greeted them politely as they entered, showing them at once into the drawing room. Alexandra fiddled with her gloves as she waited for Aaron to appear. Much to her surprise, it wasn't Aaron that appeared but Samuel.


  “My lady, your grace, what a delight it is to see you. I must ask you to excuse Father; he got called away unexpected on business.”


  Alexandra wanted to scream. Instead, she mumbled, “How convenient,” underneath her breath.


  “When do you expect him to return?” Levi asked.


  “He hopes to be back in time for the Paddley's ball.”


  Alexandra rolled her eyes, but no one was paying her any mind. The Paddley's ball wasn't until the following evening. What were they supposed to do for nearly two days while they waited for Aaron to return and set matters straight?


  “I'm sure you must wish to freshen up after your journey,” Lord Coldwell said politely. “I will have Remington show you to your rooms. Then, if it is pleasing to you, I'd like to take you on a ride to the church where I wish our wedding to take place to see if you are in agreement.”


  Alexandra couldn't help but cringe. She looked to Levi for help. “That would be satisfactory, though let us not be hasty in making any arrangements,” he said sternly.


  Lord Coldwell appeared unaffected by his sternness. “Very well. Let's meet at the stables in an hour.”


  As soon as he left, Remington appeared and showed them to their bedchambers. Alexandra was delighted to be shown to the same one she inhabited before. She went at once to the golden owl on the mantel and ran her hand along its wing before taking her bonnet off and throwing it on top of the desk.


  She went to sit down on the edge of the bed and noticed a note sitting atop her pillow which she quickly grabbed and broke the seal at once.


  My darling,


  I know you must be upset with me right now, and with good reason, but you must surely see how conflicted I am. Samuel returned and at once expressed his desire to wed you. I was quite taken by surprise by his adamance and did not have the heart to tell him of our relationship. He is the only one left standing in the way of our happiness, and I fear he would not grant it unless I explained matters to him delicately. I tried to find the words to tell him what has developed in his absence, but found I could not. If he wishes to wed you, how could I in good conscience tell him what has occurred between us? It would only prove awkward going forward and cause a rift in the dynamics of all our relationships. I beg of you to keep quiet in this thing, at least until I discover a way to tell him myself.


  Aaron


  She finished the note and angrily crumpled it into a ball. There was no admission of love and no assurance that he'd do everything he could to make things right. Alexandra had a burning desire to run straight to Lord Coldwell and divulge everything to him at once.


  She cast the crumbled missive aside and debated doing just that when a pinprick of guilt pierced her heart. She couldn't do that to Aaron. It would betray his trust and possibly cause a rift in his relationship with his son and with her. She'd just have to be patient and wait for him to return home so they could discuss things maturely between them.


  Her eyes snapped to the door as Jenny entered. “I hear you are to go riding, milady. Let me help you dress in your riding habit.”


  Alexandra nodded as she watched Jenny move to her trunk and rummage through it until she found her blue riding habit.


  “I've been informed you are to go riding to the church to see if it's where you wish to wed.”


  “Did Lord Coldwell inform you of that?” she asked dryly.


  “Nay, but it's all the servants below stairs can talk about. They seem genuinely pleased to see Lord Coldwell proceeding with his wedding plans, completely unaware of the fact that you are going to wed his father, not him.”


  “Jenny, you didn't tell them that, did you? Things are complicated at the moment. Until Lord Emberson has a chance to smooth things over, you should no longer speak of him and me at all. Understood?”


  “Ay, I understand, milady. I'll hold my tongue.”


  Alexandra glared at Jenny through squinted eyes. “Promise me you won't say a word.”


  “You have my word.”


  Oh, what a coil they were in. Alexandra had no qualms about letting the world know she was in love with Aaron but was not willing to cause hurt feelings and misunderstandings to do so. Nor was she willing to be the product of gossip and scandal, which was sure to happen if word got out amongst the servants.


  The hour passed quickly, and she soon found herself walking out to the stables to meet Levi and Lord Coldwell. She got to the stables before Levi did and found herself alone with her intended. She gazed at him, noticing he was a very handsome man who seemed genuine and kind, but not feeling any sort of spark in her breast while doing so.


  He helped her mount her horse while they waited for Levi. “I know this situation can be awkward if we let it,” he spoke, glancing up at her as he did so, “but I will endeavor to do my best to make it comfortable. I know that we hardly know each other, but that will change with time. I find pleasure knowing our union is what our father's wanted of us. I imagine your father would be delighted to see his arrangement finally come to fruition.”


  His words stung. “Do you always delight in doing what is expected of you?” she asked.


  He was thoughtful before responding. “I do. It gives me great pleasure to know that people can count on me to be steadfast and true. Do you not also delight in it?”


  “I can't say that I do,” she answered honestly. “I find it to be quite wearisome to try and please everyone all of the time. There comes a point in time when your own happiness has to be put at the forefront.”


  “Not to sound disagreeable, my lady, but I think you do error in your thinking. I find if you put other's happiness ahead of your own, you needn't worry in the least, for happiness will surely follow.”


  Though he wasn't speaking condescendingly, his words made her feel horrible and selfish. Changing the subject, she asked, “Have you always been amiable to this arrangement between us?”


  He ran one hand along his jaw as he pondered her question. “I believe I have. It makes sense that the progeny of two best friends would align together in marriage.”


  “But what of love?”


  “Love is a learned behavior. It will come in time, I am sure.”


  Alexandra looked at him sadly. She knew there was no chance of that happening. Her heart belonged to his father, and that fact would never change. “But what if it doesn't?”


  He gazed at her with genuine concern, and she could tell he truly was a good man, though not the man she loved. “If it doesn't, we can still abide in a joyful union. There will be much to be happy about, and I vow I will always treat you with respect. You needn't worry yourself over such things as elusive as love when I can assure you there will be other advantages to our union.”


  “Such as?”


  “Mutual respect and amiable companionship, to name a few.”


  And what of concern over one another's well-being? What of passionate embraces and longing so fervent you feel as if you'd die without the other? She wanted to pose those questions to him but feared her emotions would merely get the best of her.


  “No offense, my lord, but that sounds a bit dull.”


  Lord Coldwell threw back his head and laughed. “Someday you shall see how exciting the mundane things of life can be.”


  No, she thought, scrunching up her nose in disgust. She highly doubted she ever would.
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  Alexandra began to grow worried, and truthfully, rather annoyed when Aaron still had not returned when promised. It appeared as if she'd be forced to attend the Paddley's ball with only Levi and Lord Coldwell as company, a prospect she didn't relish.


  Though the conditions surrounding the ball were rather disappointing, she did feel a measure of excitement as Jenny helped ready her for her first ball. The gown she chose was a pale lavender silk gown with a low neckline and a high waist and was trimmed in delicate ivory lace. She glanced at her reflection in the mirror and rather liked what she saw. Her only regret was Aaron would not get to appreciate her appearance that night.


  Alexandra glanced around the Paddley's ballroom as the footman announced their arrival. Everything seemed to be glittering underneath the excessive amounts of candles that were lit about the room. She glanced around at the many faces she didn't recognize and felt somewhat relieved as Lord Coldwell came and hooked her arm through his own.


  “Please allow me the pleasure of your first dance,” he said as he reached for the dance card and pencil hanging daintily from her wrist and quickly scrawled his name.


  “You might be my only dance,” she said with a lilt in her voice.


  “Oh, but I rather doubt that. It would appear to me, if the stares you're receiving are any indication, you will be quite a popular partner tonight.”


  His words were meant to flatter, but they made Alexandra feel nervous. She'd never danced at a ball before, though her mother had made certain she received the best lessons money could buy.


  “Pardon me, my lady, but I find I am parched. Excuse me while I go fetch us some lemonade.”


  Alexandra nodded then at once began looking around for another familiar face, so she didn't have to feel awkward standing by herself.


  “Alexandra,” she heard someone squeal behind her and quickly turned to see Lydia hurrying towards her, her black hair piled high atop her head in perfectly formed curls and wearing the most delightful powder blue gown.


  “Lydia!” she exclaimed as she gathered her friend into a tight embrace. Suddenly she didn't feel so nervous anymore. “I wasn't sure your father would let you come.”


  “I wasn't so sure either, but I finally convinced him he should. I told him that tongues would start to wag if people started noticing I was no longer frequenting social events. People would start to wonder if I'd come down with the plague or something.”


  “Which it's clear you have not. You look stunning tonight.”


  “As do you, I must confess. What does Lord Emberson think? Surely he was rendered speechless when he saw you.”


  Alexandra's lips twisted into a frown. “Oh, Lydia, things are such a mess right now. Lord Coldwell has returned.”


  “Lord Coldwell? His son, the man you are to wed?”


  “Yes, and it would appear that Aaron has not told him of our relationship. Levi and I traveled to Tisdale Manor to set things in order only to find he's been called away on business. That leaves me alone there with Samuel, who very much thinks we are going to wed.”


  Lydia gasped then laughed. “Oh, what a coil. Why don't you simply tell Lord Coldwell you're in love with his father.”


  “Aaron's asked me not to be the one to break the news. He fears that telling him will only cause awkwardness to come between us if Samuel chooses to go through with our wedding.”


  “Well whyever would he not? You are a splendid catch for any gentleman. To turn you down would be absurd. The only thing that would make Lord Coldwell reconsider the arrangement is to tell him you've fallen in love with another. Then, you can see if he'd be willing to free you from the contract.”


  The girls had linked arms and begun strolling along the outer edges of the ballroom. Alexandra was thoughtful as they walked. “Yes, I suppose I can do that and be vague, so as not to divulge too much. But, how do you think Lord Coldwell would respond when he was to learn the man I am in love with is his own father?”


  Lydia didn't hesitate in responding. “Scandalized and deceived.”


  “Precisely! So now you see that there is no easy way out of this mess.”


  “Why do relationships have to be so tricky?” Lydia wondered.


  “I haven't a clue. I begin to wonder if they're even worth it.” Alexandra grumbled.


  “Wonder if what is worth it?” A low voice asked out of nowhere, surprising both girls.


  Alexandra looked up into Aaron's familiar gray eyes and gasped. “Aaron, when did you arrive?”


  “Only just now and I must confess, absence truly has made my heart grow fonder. Come, you must allow me the first dance.”


  He pulled her away from Lydia and towards the dance floor. “Aaron, I can't. Samuel is here and has already claimed the first dance.”


  Aaron let go of her arm at once as his eyes scanned the ballroom for his son. “Then I'll just have to claim your second dance, though it's quite unsettling for me to have to play second to my son.”


  “You do realize it will always be this way if you don't tell him the truth.”


  He sighed and said quietly, “I feel so torn.”


  “Between him and I?” she asked, uncertain how that made her feel.


  “Between right and wrong,” he quickly corrected her. “I fully expected Samuel to return home and not give a tinker's damn whether the contract was dissolved or not. I was caught completely off guard by his insistence that he's more than happy to wed you.”


  “Because that would be unheard of?” she asked peevishly.


  “No, darling, you know I mean no offense. I suppose I just expected him to be excited about the prospect of choosing his own wife.”


  “Well, it appears he doesn't give a fig about that. Look, I cannot continue this pretense. I insist you divulge to him the truth of our situation before things get out of hand and I find myself wed to the wrong Beaumont. The results would be tortuous for both of us. Would you like to see me wed to your son, the child I bare being your grandchildren instead of your own offspring?”


  Aaron closed his eyes and sighed painfully. “I cannot bear the thought.”


  “Neither can I,” she hissed, “so you must do something about it.”


  “I will,” he promised, “though it might take me some time to figure out the best way to go about it.”


  “Don't take too long,” she quipped as Lord Coldwell came to claim her for the dance.


  “Father, when did you return?” Samuel asked brightly as he approached.


  “Just now. I was just asking Lady Alexandra where you were.”


  “Do you wish to speak to me, because if you do, I must insist it wait until after this dance.”


  “Very well,” Aaron said between gritted teeth as Samuel escorted Alexandra to the dance floor as the orchestra began playing a quadrille, but Alexandra could tell he was not at all pleased by the way his son had claimed her so possessively.


  She tried to focus on the steps of the dance instead of the way Aaron was staring at her from the side of the room. His gaze made her more nervous, and she found it hard to focus. Though Lord Coldwell proved a fine partner, she was relieved when the dance finally finished, and he escorted her from the floor.


  She wasn't prepared, however, for the surprise that registered on Lord Coldwell’s face when his father claimed her at once as the orchestra began playing a waltz. Aaron drew her into his arms, holding her so close she felt scandalous. His hard body towered over hers, surrounding her with his masculine scent. She contrasted the sensation of being in his embrace with that of being in Samuel's. It was like trying to compare watered down lemonade with the finest of French brandy.


  Simply put, there was no comparison.


  “I've missed you desperately, my love,” Aaron said as he twirled her about the floor, making it impossible for her to concentrate on the steps.


  “Likewise,” she confessed as she gifted him with a dazzling smile and received his in return.


  “Promise me another dance,” he nearly demanded, gazing at her hungrily.


  “It would be too bold,” she admitted though she wanted to dance with no one but him.


  “I will tell you what is too bold,” his voice lowered and turned husky as he whispered, “Waltzing you out the French doors so I could ravish you on the balcony with only the moon to witness your ruin. That, my dear, is too bold yet I have half a mind to do it.”


  Her skin prickled with awareness. “I have half a mind to let you.”


  His eyes roved over her body. “You look rather appealing in that gown, though I bet you look even more so without it.”


  Alexandra gasped at his boldness and felt heat spread from her cheeks, down her neck, and onto her collar. “You can't speak to me like that.”


  “But I thought you liked it.”


  “That's the problem, I like it very, very much, but this is not the place.”


  “You are right,” he reluctantly admitted, letting her pull away just slightly. “I need to set things straight with Samuel so I can pursue you without guilt.”


  “Tonight?” she asked eagerly.


  He sucked his teeth while he thought. “Very well. I shall endeavor to speak with him tonight. It will not be an easy conversation to have, but I will do it.”


  “Thank you, my love,” she said with sincerity. “That will make me the happiest of women.”


  All too soon the dance was over, and Alexandra found herself once more at Lydia's side.


  “If that dance didn't give your feelings away, I don't know what will,” Lydia said bemusedly.


  “What do you mean?”


  One dark, winged brow arched delicately on her face. “Alexandra, I could feel the heat emanating from you all the way over here.”


  “No!” she hissed, feeling herself heat.


  “It's true. Outsiders can see more than you think.”


  Just then they were interrupted by Levi who rudely barked, “Miss Phelps, I'm claiming you for the next dance.”


  Lydia squared her shoulders and spat, “Impossible; it has already been claimed.”


  “Then the next one,” Levi said without hesitation.


  “No.”


  “Yes.”


  Alexandra stared at Levi and Lydia, strangely amused.


  “I don't want to dance with you,” Lydia hissed.


  “Nor I with you, but there is something we need to discuss.”


  “I'm quite finished with discussing matters with you, your grace,” she hissed acerbically.


  “That's unfortunate because I'm not finished with you.”


  The tension between the two made Alexandra wonder what precisely was going on with the pair. She wondered if Levi was still upset that Lydia had slapped him.


  “I will fetch you as soon as the next dance has ended. Be waiting for me, or you'll regret it.”


  “Because you'll insist on teaching me another lesson?” Lydia asked angrily.


  Levi grinned arrogantly. “Precisely,” he said before turning on his heel and departing.


  “I hate your brother,” Lydia grumbled before he was even out of hearing distance.


  “Are you certain it is hate you feel?” Alexandra asked, suddenly wondering if there was more going on with the two than she knew. She'd never seen Levi so affected by another person in all of his life, nor Lydia for that matter.


  Lydia looked at her nonplussed. “Whatever do you mean?”


  Borrowing Lydia's own words, she replied, “Outsiders can see more than you think.”
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  It was in the early hours of morning when the party finally returned to Tisdale Manor. Though exhausted from the night's events, Alexandra found she couldn't sleep. She'd been lying in bed for nearly an hour, tossing and turning, when she finally decided to arise. Perhaps she could go find Aaron and discover how his conversation with Samuel went. She was most anxious that it be done with so they could move on with their lives.


  She pulled a silk robe tightly around her and slipped on a pair of dainty slippers before grabbing a candlestick and making her way downstairs. The house was quiet as she walked through its halls, hoping she'd find Aaron in his study. As she approached the room, she noticed the door slightly ajar and came up short as she heard voices coming from behind the door. She backed away ever so slightly then tuned her ears towards the conversation.


  “It sounds as if your travels were truly adventurous, son. I'm glad you got the opportunity to experience those things.”


  “So am I, father. I also find that I'm not at all displeased about having to cut my travels short to return home. Lady Alexandra has turned into a fine specimen, one whom will undoubtedly make a fine wife.”


  Outside the door, Alexandra held her breath. Now was the time for Aaron to tell him the truth.


  “Speaking of your marriage to Lady Alexandra, how do you truly feel about it?”


  There was a short pause before Samuel answered. “Truthfully, I am pleased with the arrangement. I've always trusted your judgment in character and knew you wouldn't align me with someone who would make me miserable.”


  “But do you find the idea of wedding someone not of your choosing undesirable?”


  “Honestly, I never thought much on the matter. I've always just accepted the fact that I would wed her and there was nothing I could do about it.”


  “How would you feel if objections were raised concerning the union?”


  This time, Samuel sounded baffled when he asked, “By whom?”


  “Tell him, Aaron,” Alexandra whispered urgently. It was grating on her nerves that he was prolonging the conversation by failing to cut directly to the point.


  “Just speaking hypothetically. What would you do if an objection was issued?”


  “I suppose I would listen to whoever raised such concerns to see if they were warranted.”


  “Very well,” Aaron answered, pleased.


  Alexandra felt the air she was holding deflate from her lungs. Now was the time for him to express his concerns.


  Samuel continued, “And after I listened to their concerns, I would call the person out for attempting to ruin my future happiness.”


  Alexandra gasped, then quickly hid her mouth behind her hands hoping the men hadn't heard her. Surely Samuel was jesting.


  “I see. I pity the fool who wishes to cross you,” Aaron replied blandly, and Alexandra wanted to scream. Was he giving up his future happiness for his son's? Though noble as it seemed, Alexandra was not at all impressed with his honorableness.


  She stood there shaking, debating whether she should interrupt the men and raise the objections herself since it appeared Aaron was too weak to do so, when she was startled nearly out of her skin when somebody tapped her on the shoulder.


  “Excuse me, milady, but can I be of assistance? You don't appear well.”


  Alexandra turned towards the concerned maid, who she recognized at once, with the intent to tell her to leave her be when she felt her shoulders sag and heard herself admitting, “I don't believe I am well.”


  Why was this particular maid always finding her when she was at her worst?


  “Oh, milady, allow me to assist you back to your bedchamber, then I will fetch you something from the kitchens to settle your nerves.”


  Before she allowed the maid, who she recalled was named Peggy, to take her arm, she tuned her ears once more to the door where Aaron and Samuel where now discussing the convening of parliament that was about to take place. She felt as if she were going to retch, so upset was she by Aaron's refusal to tell Samuel the truth.


  The sweet young maid kept silent as she ushered Alexandra back to her bedchamber, assisting her to bed before saying, “I will return at once with a concoction that will ensure you forget all about tonight's events.”


  Alexandra nodded her head trustingly then waited anxiously for her return as she fumed silently in her bed. How dare Aaron refuse to tell Samuel the truth? She envisioned the conversation that would take place when she saw him next, him placating her by telling her he hadn't the heart to crush his son's happiness and her accusing him of crushing hers instead. It was not a conversation she relished having, though it must need occur.


  Soon Peggy returned, a goblet of dark liquid in her hands. She thrust it towards Alexandra who took it and said, “Peggy, I must thank you for this drink and hope it does as you claim.”


  “It will, as long as you drink it in its entirety.” Peggy reached forth and tilted the glass towards Alexandra's lips, helping her pour the contents inside.


  Alexandra gulped down every last bit of the strange substance then quickly asked, “May I have more?”


  Peggy hesitated only slightly before saying, “Yes, milady, as you wish.”


  Alexandra fell back into the pillows and closed her eyes as she waited for Peggy to return. She wondered how long it would take to fall asleep as she waited, just barely starting to feel relaxed.


  Peggy slid silently into the room, and once more helped Alexandra finish off the contents of the goblet. “There, milady, now just let the drink do its job.”


  Alexandra felt her head begin to swim and marveled that it was already starting to work. “Yes, Peggy.”


  With her eyes still closed, Alexandra didn't see Peggy slump into the chair next to her bed to watch her as the strange potion began to take effect.


  Just as she was about to doze off, Alexandra hiccupped loudly and began giggling as if it were the most amusing thing in the world. Suddenly feeling very alert, she sat up in bed and called out into the dark, “I hate you, Aaron Beaumont. You are a coward to keep our relationship from your son.”


  Next, to her, Peggy straightened in her chair and encouraged her to go on, “Yes, very cowardly. I fear my lordship has wronged you greatly, milady.”


  Alexandra's head snapped towards Peggy, her eyes widening in surprise. “I thought you had left.”


  “Nay, not until I made sure you were well.”


  “Well I'm not well,” she spat, feeling suddenly very bold and defiant. “I am a woman in love with a man I can't be with because I am betrothed to his son.”


  “Does my lordship know of your affection?”


  Alexandra looked at Peggy as if she were daft. Throwing her legs over the side of the bed, she exclaimed, “Does he ever!” Then, throwing her hands out wildly before her, she went on to explain. “I've allowed him to kiss me most indecently, albeit deliciously, on several occasions. I've allowed him to worm his way into my heart, making me fear the thought of losing him. And you know what's the most absurd part of all, Peggy?”


  Peggy shook her head. “Do tell me, milday,” she encouraged, giving Alexandra fuel to go on.


  “I will loose, er loss, er, drat, what's the word I'm searching for, Peggy?” her speech had begun to slur as her mind began to feel very foggy.


  “Lose?”


  “Yes, I will lose him to his own son. How pathetic is that?”


  “Very pathetic. Do you not find it unfair as well?”


  “Unfair?” Alexandra asked, feeling as if she couldn’t comprehend what Peggy was asking her.


  “Yes, unfair to Lord Coldwell that he will be forced to wed someone who's heart belongs to another.”


  “Unfair to Samuel?” she asked, confused. “What about unfair to me?”


  “That too. Look, milady, I think you are the only one who can make this right.”


  “Me? How so?”


  “By telling Lord Coldwell of your relationship with Lord Emberson yourself. It's only fair that he knows of your feelings.”


  Feeling spurred on by Peggy's encouragement, Alexandra shot to her feet then suddenly felt insanely dizzy, grabbing her head and falling back onto her bed at once. “I think you're right, though I'm uncertain if I'm able to do so at the moment.”


  Peggy grabbed her arm and pulled her to her feet, exhibiting a surprising amount of strength. “No, you must do so now before it's too late. Come, I will take you to him.”


  Alexandra couldn't seem to think rationally, so she allowed Peggy to pull her along. She felt herself teetering and almost tripping on several occasions, though she found it incredibly amusing instead of alarming. She giggled loudly as they moved along the halls, Peggy shushing her over and over again, though Alexandra couldn't seem to help herself.


  Pulling her to a stop before a door Alexandra didn't recognize, Peggy whispered, “This is Lord Coldwell's door. He's only just retired. Enter, and you will find him still awake.”


  Somewhere in the back of Alexandra's mind, she knew the instructions Peggy were giving her were foolish, but a larger part of her mind found them to be reasonable and she reached at once for the doorknob.


  Peggy dropped her arm and slid away from the door. “Where are you going?” Alexandra asked loudly. “Surely you don't wish for me to face Samuel on my own, do you?”


  “You don't need me. This conversation is between the two of you. Lord Coldwell would not be pleased with another pair of ears listening in on it.”


  She nodded, once again finding herself thinking Peggy was right. “Very well. Wish me luck,” she urged as she twisted the knob and pushed the door open with a flourish.


  “Albion, is that you?” Lord Coldwell called out upon her entering his bedchamber.


  Alexandra laughed. “Do I look like a man to you?”


  Lord Coldwell startled as she entered his room, dressed as she was in only her nightdress and silk robe which had come untied at the waist and was now hanging loosely off her shoulders.


  “Lady Alexandra? What are you doing here?”


  “What do you imagine?”


  Lord Coldwell stared at her for long moments before his eyes went soft and his lips lifted in a smile. “Though I'm quite shocked by your appearance here, I find I'm not displeased.”


  He came close and reached for her which caused Alexandra to take a hasty step backward. “Don't touch me,” she hissed, causing his brows to furrow together in alarm.


  “Pardon, my lady, but perhaps I've misconstrued your meaning in coming to my bedchamber?”


  “I came to tell you what your cowardly father would not.”


  “What do you mean?” Lord Coldwell asked, confusion marring his brow.


  “We are in love, passionately, madly, in love, and I can deny it no longer.”


  Alexandra expected him to appear shocked or be angered by her confession, but instead, he only looked worried. “Darling,” he whispered, reaching for her shoulders. “Are you drunk?”


  Alexandra writhed from his grasp and glared at him angrily. “Don't call me darling; only Aaron is allowed to do that.”


  “Aaron, as in my father?”


  “Yes, your father and the man I love. Now you see, I will never wed you because my heart belongs to another.”


  Finally, Lord Coldwell's face registered surprise. “How can this be? Why didn't he tell me?”


  “Because he's a cow,” she spat, failing to add “ard” to the end of her word. “I told him he must tell you, but clearly he didn't listen to me. No one ever listens to me.”


  “I think, my lady, that you do error in coming here tonight. You are deep in your cups, and you're not making any sense.” Lord Coldwell grabbed her arm and began dragging her out of the room. “Let me assist you back to your own bedchamber to get some sleep. We will discuss things further in the morning.”


  “No!” she screamed, trying to break free from his grasp. “This cannot be put off any longer. You must know the truth, so you can break the agreement. You must break the agreement,” she insisted once more as she began to sob loudly.


  Lord Coldwell quickly gathered her into his arms so he could hurry her back to her bedchamber before waking anyone and causing a scene. He didn't say anything else as he hurried along, and Alexandra wondered why he refused to talk to her.


  Once he'd deposited her on her bed, he reached for the coverpane and quickly covered her up before saying, “Your claims will be examined further after you get some rest and sober up.”


  “I'm not drunk,” she exclaimed peevishly.


  “Sure,” he said with the roll of his eyes. “Sleep, my lady, and we'll deal with this mess on the morrow.”
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  Deal with a mess is precisely what was about to happen.


  Alexandra awoke late in the morning with a pounding headache. The minute she opened her eyes, she shut them against the harsh sunlight that was invading her room through the open curtains.


  “Shut the drapes,” she called out miserably as she pulled her covers over her face.


  “About time you awoke,” a stern voice said at her side.


  “What do you want, Levi?” Her voice was muffled because she refused to remove the covers from her face.


  “Truthfully? I want you to stop acting the fool.”


  His words caused her to shove the covers down so she could gauge if he were being serious. She opened her eyes long enough to glance at his stern expression before shutting her eyes once more. “What do you mean?”


  “A servant witnessed you sneaking into Lord Coldwell's bedchamber earlier this morning, then proceeded to witness him carrying you back to your own once you were finished with...business.”


  His words, though spoken with barely contained anger, had little effect upon Alexandra for she could hardly understand him, her head was throbbing so badly. “Can we speak of this later?”


  “We will speak of this now. What were you doing in Lord Coldwell's bedchamber?”


  Alexandra struggled to remember precisely what had happened and found it was all just a hazy memory. “I went to tell him about Aaron and me.”


  “And instead allowed yourself to be compromised?”


  “What?” Alexandra hissed as she bolted up in her bed. “I would never allow that to occur.”


  “Well it would appear, in your drunken stupor, you allowed something to happen. Now, you will be forced to deal with the consequences.”


  “Don't be absurd, Levi,” she mumbled as she rubbed her throbbing temples. “Nothing untoward occurred. Don't believe me? Ask Samuel yourself.”


  “I've already spoken to him,” Levi confessed haughtily. “He has agreed that the appearance of things was not in the least bit proper and will wed you at once to avoid any scandal.”


  Alexandra's head snapped towards his. “You've got to be jesting. This is an outrage. I do not love Lord Coldwell; it is Aaron that I wish to wed.”


  “Then you should've thought about things more clearly before getting drunk and waltzing into his bedchamber, where anyone could have seen and assumed the worse.”


  Using what little energy she possessed, Alexandra flung her legs over the side of the bed and attempted to stand, though found herself quickly resuming sitting. “I must talk to Aaron at once. He'll see the absurdity of this entire thing and demand that you cease this nonsense and allow me to wed him instead.”


  “That's impossible,” Levi hissed.


  “Why? Because you're not going to allow it?”


  “Because he has left Tisdale Manor.”


  Alexandra gasped. “Why would he leave? He's supposed to set things right, explain to Samuel everything.”


  “It would appear you already explained things to him yourself,” Levi quipped dryly. “And fortunately for you, Samuel is willing to look beyond that little hiccup and wed you anyway.”


  Little hiccup? Alexandra wanted to scream. How could her brother reduce her feelings for Aaron to such a menial thing?


  “Aaron will return and set things to right,” she insisted, trying to sound certain of the fact.


  “I don't believe that is true. He was quite upset to learn you took matters into your own hands, taking away his opportunity to inform his son of your relationship himself.”


  Alexandra's mouth hung agape. “Upset? At me? He had ample time to tell Samuel yet refused to do so.”


  “How do you know?” Levi asked in disgust.


  Alexandra hung her head in shame. She couldn't very well tell Levi she'd eavesdropped on their conversation last night. “Lord Coldwell's been home for almost a se'nnight,” she answered lamely.


  “And his father was absent for a good portion of that,” Levi exclaimed. “Why you thought it in your best interest to speak to Samuel of such delicate matters is beyond me. Could you not be patient and allow Lord Emberson to break the news in his own time? Instead, you've abused his trust in you and made things entirely above awkward for all involved, myself included. Alexandra, I do think this the most foolhardy thing you've ever done.”


  His angry words stung. She felt hot tears forming behind her closed eyes, and her throat ached with the lump of emotion that was forming. “Does Lord Emberson hate me?”


  “I don't believe so, though I fear he is quite disgusted.”


  Alexandra felt as if she'd been punched. “I was a fool,” she finally confessed, as one stray tear slid down her cheek.


  Her contriteness must've softened Levi's heart, because the next thing she knew, he was gathering her into his embrace. “Sister, you've struggled entirely too much since our parent's deaths.”


  “I can't help it,” she sobbed.


  “I see that is true,” he whispered softly, “but you must learn to overcome your sadness before it consumes you entirely. I too wish they'd never died. I wasn't ready to lay aside my pursuit of happiness in exchange for the responsibility of a dukedom and everything which that entails. This has affected me as surely as it has you. The trick is not to ignore what has happened to us, but embrace the fact there is nothing we can do to change it, then accept it and find a way to make the most of the circumstances we've been given.”


  “That's what I've been doing, isn't it? Attempting to ignore what has happened?”


  “No, sister, I think you've been attempting to outrun it. Now it is time for you to stop running and face reality.”


  Her watery brown eyes found his solemn ones as she asked, “And reality for me is the fact that I am now expected to wed Lord Coldwell?”


  “You've always been expected to marry Lord Coldwell,” he reminded her, his voice firmer than it had been before.


  “But before there was hope and now...”


  Levi cut her off and said pointedly, “There is responsibility. Embrace the fact there is nothing you can do to change it, then accept it and find a way to make the most of it.”


  His words that had sounded wise just moments ago now sounded too painful for her to bare. Pushing herself from his embrace, her gaze dipped to the ground as she muttered, “I'm not sure I can.”


  “You can and you will. I have confidence in you, Alexandra. It's time for you to have faith in yourself.”
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  His relationship with his son had been jeopardized, and now Aaron felt worse than he'd ever felt in the entirety of his life. He wasn't sure whether to hate Alexandra and hang on to the anger her actions provoked, or to feel the most bitter of sadness at the thought that he'd lost her forever because of her foolishness.


  He'd been unwise not to tell Samuel of their feelings when he'd had the chance, but his son's words of acceptance and even excitement at the prospect of wedding Alexandra had cut him to his core. How could he act as the tyrannical father, stepping in to tug the rug of happiness from beneath Samuel's feet and still keep his conscience clear?


  He'd let the conversation end there, failing to confess his feelings but not unwilling to do so at the proper time and place. He'd been up nearly the entire night trying to devise the kindest, most gentle way of breaking the news to Samuel that he could. He'd even written him a letter attempting to explain himself, but left it folded and sealed on his desk in his bedchamber, never to be delivered now.


  It had been a servant, not Samuel, that had come to him that morning confessing what she'd witnessed. Peggy had been appalled by her discovery of Alexandra in Samuel's bedchamber, and so had Aaron. He knew it had to have been harmless but was aware that gossip had probably already spread below stairs.


  It was Levi, not Samuel, who approached Aaron first, after being made aware of the night's events, and he was none too amused by it all. He angrily demanded that things be made right, to preserve Alexandra's reputation. Aaron was more than willing to see to matters, but then Samuel imposed on the conversation and let his feelings be made known.


  The hurt in his son's eyes had caused a pain in Aaron's heart he'd never known before. Never had his son looked at him with such disgust. Samuel was angry about what Alexandra had confessed to him, and altogether unbelieving. Aaron had the great misfortune to assure him that it was, in fact, true, then sat back as the pain in Samuel's eyes only intensified.


  “She cannot wed you both,” Levi had interjected, hoping to see some satisfaction be made.


  “She's legally promised to me,” Samuel said without hesitation.


  And so she was.


  Levi reminded Samuel that all it would take was his permission to break the binding contract and free both he and Alexandra from its grasp, but Samuel was unwilling to do it. Aaron had no other choice but to step back and allow his son to wed the woman he loved. His hands were tied.


  Devastated by his predicament, Aaron decided to leave Tisdale Manor at once. There was nothing he could do to repair the now fragile relationship with his son and seeing Alexandra would only cause his heart to break all over again.


  He cursed the day Alexandra ever walked through the doors of his home, gliding into his heart and turning his entire world upside down. Now, instead of looking forward to a future filled with love and endless happiness, his existence seemed bleak.


  Aaron planned to go to London early and take up residence in his townhouse there. He didn't relish the idea of participating in society but knew his mind needed to be occupied with things other than Alexandra.


  His body ached with exhaustion as he swayed with the movement of the carriage. He'd now gone almost an entire twenty-four hours without sleep and felt dreadful. Reaching up, he tapped on the carriage ceiling and waited for the horses to draw to a halt.


  “What is it, my lord?” the footman asked after scurrying from his perch.


  “I'm growing weary. Stop at the next inn so I may get some sleep.”


  “As you wish, my lord.”


  Nearly an hour later, the carriage was pulling up in front of The Pig and Crow, the inn he'd discovered Levi and Lydia in not that long ago. He rolled his eyes at the memory, wondering why relationships had to be so complicated.


  He'd every intention of paying for his room and going to straight to bed when he entered but found the smell of roast beef wafting in the air entirely too enticing. “Have a plate sent to my room,” he ordered as he pulled out another coin to pay for the fare.


  The innkeeper nodded and gave him the key to his room with instructions on how to find it. Walking down the dark hall, he felt the full weight of his misery bare down upon him and his shoulders sagged beneath it.


  Stripping his coat off, he quickly unloosed his cravat and threw it aside. He rolled up the arms of his shirtsleeves and sat in a chair to wait for his meal.


  Soon, a knock on the door indicated it was ready. “Come in,” he called out, not willing to move from his position on the chair.


  A woman walked in, holding a plate of steaming food. She had brown hair like Alexandra, but hers was dull and unwashed. His eyes roamed over her pleasing curves but found he couldn't stop comparing them to Alexandra's soft ones.


  The woman went and placed his food on the small table next to his chair and gifted him with an alluring smile. He forced himself to smile back. “Thank you.”


  She reached one finger out and boldly trailed it down his arm. “Oh, but the pleasure is mine, my lord.” He squinted at her, and instead of being offended, she threw back her head and laughed. “My lord, have you changed so much that you no longer feel flattered by my attentions?”


  He looked at her closely and only just vaguely recalled knowing her previously. “Yes, I have changed,” he said curtly.


  “Perhaps for the better?” she asked hungrily.


  His eyes roved over her face, and he suddenly remembered being on the receiving end of her attentions years ago. Then he'd tolerated her ministrations because he was at the inn with a group of peers that were envious of the attention she was bestowing on him. He'd feigned interest, hoping she'd be able to spark some sort of passion in him, as she appeared to be doing for all his friends, but it never happened. He'd declined her invitation to visit him in his room.


  When he failed to respond, she leaned over, revealing a gaping bosom trying to break free from her bodice and said, “Shall we see if you have changed?”


  He watched as she slowly licked her lips and was surprised to feel the barest hint of something stir in him. Perhaps he had changed, he reasoned as he watched her intently. Perhaps he could feel passion now and not just with Alexandra. Perhaps he'd experiment and see if it were true.


  He leaned forward, giving her the signal she was waiting for and closed his eyes as her lips pressed firmly to his leaving him feeling utterly and completely devoid of any emotion except for guilt at kissing someone besides Alexandra.


  Aaron quickly pulled back, nonplussed by the absence of a reaction to her kiss. Indeed, he hadn't changed, at least not in a general sense. At that moment he was entirely convinced his heart would only ever be stirred by the woman he could never have. His future daughter-in-law.


  “I must eat my meal before it grows cold,” he said curtly, glancing away from the woman's surprised face.


  The woman's face turned from surprise to determination. “I will bring you a warm meal later. Right now, you must partake of the warmth in front of you.”


  Her hand went to the laces of her bodice and began slowly undoing them. Aaron reached up and stopped her. “I must regrettably decline.”


  Her warm, inviting gaze turned frosty as she stiffened her shoulders and jutted out her chin. “Very well, my lord, but do not expect me to be so warm in the future.”


  “I understand.”


  He watched her leave before lying atop the bed with his hands propped behind his head as he stared at the ceiling above, his meal all but forgotten. He was a man tortured by shattered dreams and a longing of what could never, ever be.
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  Alexandra had been back at Channing House for nearly a fortnight, and though the weather had warmed up again, she carried inside of her a deep and penetrating chill. Lord Coldwell had been to call on her several times, wishing for her approval in posting the banns, but she just couldn't give it. Neither one of them dared broach the topic of her love for his father, though it hung between them creating a nearly unbearable tension.


  She was sitting in the drawing room attempting to work on a tapestry she'd begun ages ago when the butler walked in, Samuel following at his heal, and announced, “Lord Coldwell is here to call on you, my lady.”


  Her eyes gazed up at him. “How nice of you to pay a visit,” she said flatly.


  Lord Coldwell stepped into the room, removing his beaver top hat and bowing before her. “I wish I came under better circumstances. I was hoping we could discuss...”


  “Placing the banns?” she asked dryly, knowing there could be no other thing with which he wished to speak.


  Lord Coldwell smiled slightly then went and joined her on the settee. He reached for her hand, and her first reaction was to pull it away but knew she couldn't. Once he was officially her husband, it would be his right to touch her whenever he wished.


  “Lady Alexandra, that is not what I wish to discuss this day. I came to discuss something else more somber. Father has been in an accident.”


  Alexandra's heart stilled as she raised a hand to her mouth. “No! Tell me everything. Is he well?”


  He shook his head sadly, “He was riding in Hyde Park when something startled his horse. The horse bolted, eventual throwing him from his saddle. He has sustained numerous injuries, which the doctor assures me are not fatal, but to look at him, one would question the good doctor's opinion.”


  Alexandra found it hard to breathe. The thought of Aaron suffering in pain made her heartbreak. “Is he in London then?”


  “Yes. I've only just come from visiting him. I'm on my way to Tisdale Manor to collect some of his belongings. I wished to bring you word myself instead of sending a missive. I fear this has thrown a wrench in our wedding plans.”


  “It would appear so,” she agreed, trying not to sound too pleased by the fact. “Can I go with you when you return to London? I wish to see your father in person if only to assure myself he truly will recover.”


  “Yes, I would like that very much. There are matters we need to discuss, decisions that need to be made, ones that cannot be put off any longer. I will return first thing in the morning to retrieve you. Bring Levi along as well.”


  “Yes, I will inform him at once. He will be saddened by the news and much concerned.”


  Alexandra could hardly keep herself calm over the course of the next day, so worried was she by Aaron's injuries and fretting over seeing him again and not being able to express her truest feelings. She knew he had to be mad at her for the way things happened at Tisdale Manor which tampered her excitement at seeing him again.


  By the time Lord Coldwell arrived to pick her and Jenny up, she felt on edge and irritable, not knowing what to expect when arriving in London. Lord Coldwell assisted them both into the carriage before taking a seat opposite them and asking, “Where's your brother?”


  “He could not leave so swiftly. He has business to attend to. He's promised to leave as soon as he possibly can, with great hopes that will be on the morrow.”


  Alexandra twisted her skirts in her hands as she watched Channing House disappear from sight. She finally closed her eyes and leaned her head against the side of the carriage, wishing she could fall asleep as quickly as Jenny, for soon the girl was snoring loudly at her side.


  “Are you asleep, my lady?” Lord Coldwell asked, intruding upon her thoughts.


  She opened her eyes and straightened in her seat. “No, not yet. Though it appears Jenny is.”


  “Good. I wish to speak to you about our marriage.”


  Alexandra let out a deep sigh. “Do we have to discuss this right now? I'm terribly upset by your father's accident and feeling rather on edge at the moment.”


  Ignoring her concerns, he went ahead anyway. “I learned something unsettling when I returned home yesterday. A certain maid, feeling rather contrite, came to confess.”


  “Confess what?”


  “That she purposefully used beverages with high contents of liquor to get you drunk in order to provoke you into telling me about you and father.”


  “So that's what happened?” Alexandra asked with a scowl as she thought of the young maid's faux kindness as she expressed willingness to assist her. “You should have her dismissed,” Alexandra quipped, feeling irritated over what Peggy had done, the memory of her retched hangover still so fresh in her memory.


  “She also confessed that she did it for me.”


  “For you? What good has her actions done for either one of us, the least of all you?”


  Lord Coldwell stared out the carriage window, and Alexandra noticed for the first time the resemblance between father and son. They had the same determined jawline.


  Without turning his head to look at her, he answered, “Apparently she's harbored a tendre for me for years and wished for you to reveal the truth of your relationship with father in hopes it would alter things between you and me.”


  Alexandra laughed mirthlessly. “And did she truly think that by orchestrating such events she'd have a chance with you? How absurd.”


  “Absurd, indeed. I'm not convinced that was her motive entirely. While she was confessing, she also admitted to the fact that she thought it only proper I was given a chance to fall in love and wed for something greater than duty.”


  “How bold of her.”


  “Bold, indeed, but I must confess her words gave me pause.”


  Alexandra held her breath, not daring to hope. “What does that mean?” she asked eagerly.


  Lord Coldwell slumped in his seat. “I'm not entirely sure. All I know is that she's given me something to think about.”


  Unwilling to let the conversation fizzle between them, Alexandra slid forward on her seat and asked, “Do you not wish to marry for love, Lord Coldwell?”


  His gray eyes bore into hers. “I believe love is a choice, not just an emotion. I think that if two people choose to put one another first and make each other's happiness their own, love can flourish nearly anywhere.”


  “But what of your parents? Love did not flourish in their union.”


  He shook his head sadly. “That is a fact I am very much aware of. I often wonder how much effort they put in to change that.”


  Thinking of the intimate details Aaron had shared with her, Alexandra couldn't help asking, “Do you sincerely believe love is only acquired through diligent efforts and hard work?”


  “Aren't all worthy pursuits so acquired?”


  “Most, though I feel your view on love is a little unfair. Yes, it's a choice to continue loving someone, making a concentrated effort to put their happiness in front of your own, but if love were as simple as that, everyone would be possessors of it.”


  Lord Coldwell raised a thick brow. “I don't think it's that simple.”


  “Indeed, it's not. The love between two people, the invisible strings that draw two souls together, is not as simple as making a choice or signing a contract. It's something magical that happens when it's least expected, something that shows up and sweeps a person off their feet, turning their current worldview inside out. It's magical in its appearance and sacred in its arrival. I do not think every union is favored with such a thing, though I do agree it takes work to maintain.”


  “And you fancy that is what happened between you and my father?” he inquired.


  Alexandra could tell the question was painful for him to ask. Sliding from her seat, Alexandra went and joined him on his. She quickly glanced toward Jenny and sighed in relief that she was still sleeping. Grasping his hand in hers, she pulled him close. “Let us experiment.”


  Reaching up, she pulled his head to her own and placed a kiss on his lips. The kiss reeked of betrayal, and she hated it. She broke it at once and looked intently into his face, hoping the experiment worked on his behalf and not just hers.


  “What did you feel when I kissed you?”


  Lord Coldwell looked at her strangely. “Nothing at all, if I can be so bold.”


  Alexandra threw back her head and laughed, feeling relief wash over her. “I felt something, my lord,” she admitted proudly.


  His brows arched high on his forehead. “You did?”


  “Yes, I felt like I had betrayed your father by kissing you. It felt wrong.”


  He was quiet as he stared at her. Eventually, he began to nod his head slowly. “I think I might see what you mean.”


  “Do you think our lack of chemistry will change if we work hard enough at it?”


  Silence ensued as both parties thought about her question. “I surmise you have proven your point, my lady. Though I am still convinced that I could grow rather fond of you and eventually come to love you, I'm uncertain whether there would ever be anything between us, by way of passion, I mean.”


  “Precisely,” she exclaimed excitedly as his face turned a subtle shade of pink. “I have found this with your father, and he with me, and we both value it's rarity. It was the beginning of our union that has grown into something so much more than that. I love your father and I fear I always will, though to do so will cause me great heartache, as well as you both.”


  She watched as Lord Coldwell thought intently upon her words. She could tell he was turning them over in his mind, really trying to understand what she was saying and she found that made her grow more fond of him.


  “What do you think of all this?” she finally asked. “Honestly, Lord Coldwell, how do my words affect you?”


  “I must confess, my lady, that I find them curious and plausible, but unsettling as well. I have spent the entirety of my life with thoughts of wedding you. While my friends at school concerned themselves over their future union, some excited and some dreading participating in the season, I found myself calmly working towards the inevitable.”


  “You have proven most loyal to the idea of marrying me.”


  “To the idea, yes, though I'm starting to doubt my loyalty to the actual endeavor.”


  “Then release me, us, Samuel. Let us both be free of the decision of our parents. I've already found happiness with your father and know there is someone out there for you as well.”


  He looked down at her and smirked. “I feel like either choice leaves me wanting. If I choose to keep the contract in place and wed you, I will be haunted by the fact that you love my father for the rest of my life. While on the other hand, if I let you free, I will live the rest of my life with you as my stepmother. Both situations prove a bit uncomfortable.” To prove his point, he reached up and tugged at his cravat.


  “Indeed, you have a point. I can't promise I'll ever stop loving your father, but I can promise I will never be an evil stepmother like the one so often portrayed in stories.”


  He laughed. “It would help if I could think of you more as a sister than a mother.”


  “It would help me as well. Does that mean you are willing to dissolve the contract?”


  “Please,” he urged with sincerity, “give me time to decide things over. It's not easy letting go of what you expected your life would be.”


  “I respect that, my lord, for I understand that notion all too well.”
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  Alexandra's heart beat fast as she followed Lord Coldwell inside the townhouse. She could barely register the fact that she was in London, so eager as she was to see Aaron and witness for herself that he would survive.


  Lord Coldwell escorted her up two flights of stairs then down the hall leading to his father's bedchamber. He pushed the door open slowly, so as not to make much noise, then quietly walked inside, urging Alexandra to follow.


  The room was dark, save it were a few candles burning lowly in a sconce near the bed. As they entered, a nursemaid rose and came to them. “Your father is sleeping.”


  “Very well, then we will endeavor to make ourselves brief.”


  Alexandra was relieved when Lord Coldwell didn't leave, as the nursemaid so clearly wanted them to do. Stepping aside, he waved towards the bed and said, “Go see for yourself that he is well.”


  She hesitated only slightly before tentatively walking towards the bed where she could make out his sleeping form. She felt most anxious about seeing him, though deep down all she wanted to do was fling herself on top of him and kiss his face all over.


  As she neared the bed and Aaron came into view, Alexandra gasped. His chest was bare, giving her a clear view of his left arm that was covered in dark purplish bruises and swollen so badly it looked painful. She resisted the urge to throw herself at him and instead reached out and gingerly touched his injured arm.


  She watched as the breath hitched in his throat and his eyes came slowly open. “My love, did I hurt you?”


  He managed a small, sleepy smile and answered, “'Twas not you that caused this injury, but my pathetic horse.”


  Aaron reached across his chest with his good arm and grabbed her hand in his own. “Am I dreaming or is it really you?”


  “I can assure you I'm as real as your pain. Oh, Aaron, how badly do you hurt?”


  His eyes flickered to hers as he confessed, “The physical pain will subside, but I'm not sure the pain in my heart ever will.”


  Guilt consumed her, and she felt at once contrite. “I must apologize for what I did that night, telling Samuel of our relationship when you had not yet done so. I was angry, Aaron, angry at you for not telling him and solving the problem between us.”


  “Darling,” he whispered, hoping the others in the room could not overhear him. “I'm not mad at that; I'm angry because you'll never be mine. I can't take away what rightfully belongs to my son because of my selfish desires. I refuse to hurt him in that way.”


  She saw his chest clench and assumed he was in pain. “Aaron, do not overexert yourself. You need only concern yourself with your recovery at this time. I did not come to distress you, only to see you and assure myself you are going to be fine. We can speak of matters once you are feeling up to it. ”


  He nodded his head but otherwise said nothing.


  “Sleep, now. I will be here when you wake up.”


  Alexandra stood at his side until he once more drifted off to sleep then followed Lord Coldwell from the room. “What is the extent of his injuries?” she asked as soon as the door closed behind them.


  “His left arm is broken. As soon as the swelling subsides, the doctor will put it in a splint so it can heal properly. He is quite bruised and sore, but otherwise fine. Though the doctor assures me of that fact, it's hard not to wonder when I see him so. To see my father lying about as if dead is quite disconcerting.”


  “I tend to agree.”


  “Let me show you to your bedchamber. You must be exhausted after the long day of travel.”


  Once inside the room that felt like home to her, Alexandra removed her glove and bonnet and placed them atop the desk then moved to the bed and threw herself, completely dressed, upon it and found that sleep was quick to overtake her.


  Several hours later she was woken by loud yells in the hall. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and ran to the door. Pulling it wide open she saw Samuel standing tensely as Aaron shouted at him.


  “What do you mean the servant girl got her drunk? A few glasses of liquor would not get her drunk that fast. There had to be something else in her drink.”


  “Father, I understand your concern, but you should not be out of bed right now. Let me help you back to your bedchamber where we can continue this discussion.”


  “My concern? This goes much deeper than mere concern, Samuel. Someone drugged Alexandra, and the consequences could have been lethal.”


  Behind them, Alexandra spoke. “You think I was drugged?”


  Both men turned to stare at her. “It appears that was likely,” Samuel confessed.


  Using all of his strength, Aaron walked over to where she was standing and clasped her face in his hands and then groaned, instantly dropping his broken arm. The pain his actions caused was intense.


  “Your son is right, Aaron, you should not be about right now.”


  “I've more concern for you than I do for myself,” he said between gritted teeth.


  “I am quite recovered from my ordeal, whereas you are not. If you do not go back to your bedchamber, I will insist your son carries you there against your will.”


  Aaron looked at her and growled. “I will take myself there after you assure me you've experienced no ill effects from the drugging that took place in my home and at the hand of one of my servants.”


  “I assure you I am fine,” she insisted, trying to lead him back down the hall.


  “And I can assure you the maid will be fired, with no letter of recommendation either.”


  “That is only fair,” she agreed as they continued walking.


  Once they were back in his bedchamber, Alexandra helped him to lie down, propping his pillow behind his head so that he was comfortable. “Don't overexert yourself on my account,” she ordered before turning to leave. “You need all the rest you can manage, or your body will not heal properly.”


  “Alexandra?” he called out, and she quickly turned back to him.


  “Yes?”


  “I may never have you the way I so desire to have you, but my heart belongs to you and no other and will forevermore. I love you.”


  “Let us not speak of such things right now,” she said, trying to keep her emotions at bay.


  “If not now, when? The time to say these sort of things is drawing to a close. I need you to know that you have changed me, my love, given me a new heart that functions quite differently than the one I had before. It beats wildly and passionately, but it beats only for you.”


  She gazed at him with tears in her eyes. “I'm not ready to give up just yet, Aaron. There's still a chance that Samuel will change his mind and agree to break the contract.” She glanced up just then and looked about the room. “Where is Samuel? I thought he followed us here.”


  “I suppose he is giving us privacy so we can say our final goodbyes.”


  Alexandra couldn't help herself, she flung herself onto his chest and felt his good arm go around her. “I don't like goodbye's Aaron. I never have, and I suppose I never shall.”


  “This one is particularly painful, isn't it? Having to say goodbye to someone though you know you'll see them the rest of your life and be reminded of what you can never have.”


  “I can't bear the thought,” she admitted as warm tears slipped from her eyes and fell across his chest.


  “Me either. Perhaps I'll go away for awhile, visit America or something.”


  “Will you search for someone else to love?” she asked boldly as her eyes met his.


  “There will never be someone else. I have a confession to make; I kissed someone recently just to see if they would spark the same sort of all-consuming passion in me that you do, to see if perhaps I had changed.”


  “And?” she asked, one brow arched curiously though she felt jealousy swelling in her breast. “Are you changed?”


  “Only by you, darling. I felt absolutely nothing but regret in the kiss. Not even the slightest stirring of passion. Only you can provoke that in me.”


  “And you likewise,” she insisted. “Oh, Aaron, I love you so much it hurts.”


  He kissed the top of her forehead then said, “Perhaps it will be like my current injuries, painful in the present but diminishing with each passing day.”


  “You know that's not true,” she breathed angrily. “The pain will never leave.”


  “I fear you are right,” he said as his eyes closed. She began to wonder if he were drifting asleep when he said, “Alexandra? Can I kiss you one final time?”


  In response, she lifted her face to him and pressed her lips firmly to his. The kiss was different than their others—full of longing and full of goodbye. Alexandra kissed him with all of the love she possessed and felt him do likewise, never wanting it to end.


  She pressed more fully against him as she attempted to get her fill of the man who would always own her heart. Aaron groaned, and she quickly pulled away, “I did not mean to hurt you.”


  “It was worth it,” he smirked.


  For what felt like hours, the pair simply gazed into one another's eyes, neither of them eager for their final moment together to end. Finally, the nursemaid returned to check on Aaron and Alexandra was forced to leave. She shut the door of his bedchamber behind her and wanted to cry. Why did life always have to be so unfair?


  Catching herself, she shook the pitiful thought aside and squared her shoulders, remembering the advice Levi had given her about making the most of whatever life gave them. Though losing Aaron was the most painful thing she'd ever have to do, she vowed to look forward to the future, knowing that she was blessed to share in his love, even if for a short time.


  Though she kept trying to assuage her pain by reminding herself she could have it worse, that she could be marrying some ogre who would violate her and treat her horribly, it wasn't successful, and soon she found her pent-up emotions breaking forth as if from a dam. Loud, painful sobs escaped her throat, and she did not attempt to stop them.


  Though her legs were clad only in her stockings, Alexandra lifted the hem of her gown and ran through the hall and down the stairs, anxious to escape her pain. Her eyes were clouded with tears, and she could barely see where she was going, eventually tripping on the last stair and falling to the landing below. Her shins ached as they hit the hard floor and she instantly crumpled into a ball.


  It was there that Lord Coldwell found her. Scooping her from the ground, he cradled her in his arms and attempted to comfort her, though no comfort was to be found.


  “Lady Alexandra,” he finally spoke once her sobbing quieted down a bit. “I have made my decision.”


  “Not now,” she sobbed. “I can't bear to hear it right now.” She knew that whatever he decided could not be changed by her anyway, so there was no use in him voicing it.


  Ignoring her protests, he continued regardless, “I could never live with myself if I knew I had the power to remove this pain from you and yet did not. I'm releasing you from the contract.”


  She couldn't believe her ears. “What?” she asked, shocked by his words, yet searching his gray eyes for sincerity, which she of course found.


  “I'm willing to sacrifice my own sure future in order to bestow happiness upon you and my father. I saw something in him today, something I've never seen before and it startled me with how powerful it was. My father is passionate about you, Lady Alexandra, a trait I believe he's never possessed. I would be doing you both a great disservice if I sat back and allowed the agreement to remain in effect.”


  Alexandra could hardly breathe. “You would do that for us?”


  “In a heartbeat. I have the contract with me. I felt the urge to retrieve it when I went to Tisdale Manor. As soon as your brother arrives, I will summon our solicitor and see that it is legally, lawfully, and promptly dissolved.”


  New tears formed in her eyes, ones of sheer gratitude and happiness this time, a stark contrast to the painful ones of moments before. “Samuel, I will remember your act of selflessness until my dying day. Someday you will fall in love, and you will understand just how important this decision was.”


  “I can only hope I'll be as lucky as you and Father.”


  “Someday you will be,” she vowed, for a good man like Samuel deserved all the happiness this uncertain world had to offer, she was sure of it.
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  Two months later


  


  “Darling, have you seen my diamond stick pin? The one you gave me for a wedding gift?”


  Alexandra sat watching Percival ready Aaron for the ball they were set to attend that night. She'd never tire of looking at him and was still in such awe that he was her husband.


  Feigning alarm, she exclaimed, “Please tell me you haven't lost such a priceless and sentimental item!”


  Percival finished tying is cravat into the mathematical and Aaron promptly turned, so he was looking at her. “I'm certain it isn't lost, merely misplaced. Right, Percival?”


  Percival looked flushed, clearly embarrassed that such a special item had managed to become lost on his watch. “Certainly, my lord. Allow me to go into your dressing room and look for it once more.”


  “Please do that.”


  As soon as Percival disappeared, Alexandra let out a giggle. Aaron looked at her curiously; one dark brow raised high on his forehead. “You're hiding it,” he accused as he stalked towards her.


  Alexandra slowly backed away, shaking her head. “Never. Why would I do such a thing?”


  “Because you're a tease, that's why. Come here, you little vixen, and give me my pin.”


  Clutching the spot where she had hidden the pin, Alexandra turned on her heel and fled, laughing as he chased her from the room. She quickly glanced over her shoulder only to see him quickly approaching before deciding to turn into the library so as not to be seen doing something so indecorous in front of the servants.


  Aaron followed her into the room and quickly shut and locked the door behind him. Turning, he attempted to give her a stern look as he said, “Not the wisest choice, my dear, for now I have you cornered.”


  “And what do you plan on doing to me? Spank me for my naughtiness?”


  Aaron growled as he took slow, marauding steps towards her. “If I must, though I'd much prefer it if you simply told me where my pin is.”


  It was a game they played often and one that both of them quite enjoyed. Alexandra was constantly taking his things, causing disorder to the orderly existence he still tried to maintain, though he had relaxed much since meeting her. She always pretended to be innocent at first but would eventually divulge the truth, though she never told him where on her person she had hidden his belongings. The search was half the fun.


  “Don't tell me you are getting dull in your old age, mister,” she teased. “If you really want your stick pin, you must come find it.”


  “So, you admit you took it?” he asked, playing along like always.


  “Yes, though I don't quite remember where I placed it. You'll just have to search me.”


  Aaron's eyes darkened with passion as he came near, anxious to do as she said. His hands roved over her person, pausing at certain parts of her body to enjoy the way she felt. “Give me a hint, or I'll be forced to start undressing you.”


  Alexandra's mouth widened into an o as she gasped. “Say it isn't so. I would hate if you did that, seeing as how I'm all ready to leave for the ball.”


  “Would you truly hate it?” he asked as he spun her around and began unlacing her gown. He paused only long enough to place scorching kisses to each newly exposed inch of flesh, causing her to prickle with desire.


  “Yes, very much,” she lied breathlessly, not convincing anyone with her act.


  Her silk gown slid to the ground and crumpled into a heap at her feet. He put his hands around her waist and pulled her forcefully into him and began kissing her neck, then working his way up to her ear. “Do you remember now where you put it?”


  “I can't say that I do,” she whispered airily.


  “Then I will have to continue my search.”


  So the game went, layer after layer being removed until he forgot altogether what he was looking for. Soon, Alexandra forgot they'd even been playing a game, so consumed she was with her husband's ministrations.


  They made love on the rug before the fireplace, neither one of them the least bit concerned with the fact that they were now going to be late for the ball.


  As soon as they were done, Alexandra laid on Aaron's chest, staring into the mesmerizing flames and smiled. Running her hand along the course hair scattered across his chest, she confessed, “I suddenly recall where your stick pin is.”


  He breathed deeply into her hair and said, “But of course you do. Where is it?”


  “In my reticule.”


  Aaron began tickling her sides, causing her to laugh and squeal as she tried to get away from him. “No wonder I didn't find it on your person, you little vixen. You didn't have it on you the entire time.”


  “Sorry,” she said with mock contrition.


  “No, you are not,” he insisted as he continued to tickle her.


  “Stop,” she yelled in between laughs. “I hate being tickled.”


  “And I hate being teased.”


  “No, you do not.”


  Finally, he stopped and gathered her once more into his arms. “You're right, as usual.”


  The warm, heady atmosphere proved too tempting, and soon they were in each other's arms once more.


  “Blast it all,” Aaron blurted then smiled at her languidly, “I didn't want to go to the ball anyway.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean if we start this again, we will not be going anywhere tonight.”


  Suddenly, Alexandra stiffened in his arms then bolted to her feet. Aaron rolled on his side and watched her as she struggled to re-dress. “We can't miss the ball, I promised Lydia I'd be there.”


  “Send your apologies tomorrow and come back here at once.”


  She slid into her chemise than began doing up her stays. “Haven't you already had enough of me tonight?”


  Aaron pulled himself off the floor and went and wrapped his arms around her then placed a tender kiss on the top of her head. “Never, my love. I'll always be left wanting more.”


  “Me too,” she said with a smile.
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  Nearly an hour later, record time for the couple, Aaron and Alexandra arrived at the Whitworth ball and were shown to the ballroom where they were introduced by a footman to the crowd.


  “Lord and Lady Emberson.”


  Aaron led Alexandra into the room where she at once began looking around for Lydia.


  “Why is it so important that you find your friend?” Aaron asked, a little worried what the pair was up to.


  “She told me she had something important she needed to tell me.”


  “And she couldn't have sent a missive?”


  Alexandra rolled her eyes. “It's not the same as talking in person. Oh, look, there she is. Excuse me while I go speak to her.”


  She let go of his arm and hurried across the room to where Lydia was standing next to her mother, drinking a glass of ratafia. She was dressed in a jonquil gown that looked quite fetching with her pale skin and dark hair.


  “Alexandra, you came!” she exclaimed as Alexandra approached.


  “I told you I would.”


  Lydia laced her arm through Alexandra's and turned to her mother, “Can I have permission to walk around the room with Lady Emberson?”


  “Of course, my dear.”


  Alexandra smiled at Lady Phelps then the two slowly walked away. Lowering her voice, Alexandra asked, “What is it you wanted to tell me?”


  With a sparkle in her eye, Lydia confessed quietly, “I'm planning on allowing myself to be compromised tonight.”


  Alexandra gasped.


  “Shush,” Lydia scolded as she swatted her arm with her fan. “Don't draw any attention to us. I won't tell you the rest if you are going to react in such a manner.”


  “I'm sorry, but I cannot believe I heard you correctly. Whyever would you wish to be compromised?”


  “To teach a certain gentleman a lesson.”


  Alexandra shook her head, not seeing the genius behind Lydia's plan. “Who do you wish to teach a lesson to, and how would allowing yourself to be compromised do that?”


  “I can't answer the first question, but the second one is simple enough. I wish to show this man that I can do whatever I wish and that he has no power over me.”


  “But do you have to do so in such an extreme fashion? You do realize if you're caught, your father will demand satisfaction and you will be forced to be wed to...who is the lucky gentleman anyway?”


  “Lord Whitworth.”


  Alexandra groaned. “You are playing with fire, Lydia. You do realize this, don't you?”


  “Look, I do not seek your approval, I only wish for you to aid me in my plan. If all goes accordingly, the only person who will know of my ruin is the gentleman I wish to teach a lesson to.”


  “And Lord Whitworth, of course.”


  “Oh,” she said, waving her fan in front of her face, “I do not worry about him, he helped me devise this scheme. He has no intentions of wedding me, nor I him, so it will all work out splendidly.”


  A sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach made Alexandra doubt that. “What is it you need me to do?”


  “I need you to occupy my mother and make sure she isn't aware of my prolonged absence. That is all.”


  “Oh, Lydia, that's simple enough, but I'm still uncertain whether your idea is wise.”


  “Alexandra,” Lydia said condescendingly, “there was a time when you would have been the mastermind behind such adventures. Please tell me marriage has not made you so dull.”


  Alexandra flinched. She remembered all too well accusing Aaron of being dull. “No,” she finally sighed. “If anything, it has made me more adventurous.”


  “Well, now is your time to prove it. Besides, what could possibly go wrong?”


  What could possibly go wrong?


  Alexandra played the question over and over in her mind as she went to find Aaron. She waited patiently for him to finish up his conversation with Lord Furthingham then linked her arm in his and began strolling along the edge of the ballroom.


  “Shall we dance, my love?”


  “Not now,” she said with regret. “There is someone I must find.”


  “Who? Miss Phelps? I swear I just saw you conversing with her.”


  “Yes, we've already spoken. I'm looking for her mother now.”


  Aaron looked at her curiously. “Whatever for?”


  “I'll explain everything later. Suffice it to say I simply wish to speak to Lady Phelps in regards to inviting her and Lydia to tea.”


  “Why do I have the feeling you are up to no good?” he asked as he stared down at her.


  Alexandra couldn't meet his eyes. “Because,” she said wearily, “I believe I am.”


  


  The End...for now!


  


  Coming soon...
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