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Chapter 1

Victoria


The full moon, high in the cloudless sky, cast silvery light upon the front steps of Lord Douglas’s London home. Victoria Saville had only a moment to admire the way the light fell in shimmering streaks, the deep, dark shadows pressed in close, before her grandfather called after her.  
“Come now, or you will hold up the procession,” he said, his wrinkled face stern as it often was these days. In private, prior to the incident, he’d been patient, even accommodating, but that had all changed after her minor scandal at the start of the Season. With rumors swirling about his unwed granddaughter, the Marquess of Lanschester had experienced a change of heart. 
Between them, a step behind the marquess and one ahead of Victoria, Mrs. Hill, Victoria’s companion and chaperone for the evening, offered a somewhat gentler look, her mouth soft at the edges so she almost smiled. She inclined her head slightly, as if to remind Victoria she did not wish to test her grandfather’s patience when matters were already so precarious. 
Of course, Mrs. Hill was always so sensible. Victoria did her best to capture the image of the moonlight in her mind before hurrying after the marquess, a silvery sheen to her pale-blue skirts, fluttering like the feathers of some ethereal bird. What she wouldn’t give to have the opportunity to spend the night sketching and painting rather than dancing and socializing. If only that wouldn’t add fuel to the fires. For now, her memory would have to do, and hopefully, it would be sufficient to reproduce that magical lighting once she had her brush in hand again. 
The enormous doors of Lord Douglas’s home opened before them, their arrival announced while Victoria marveled at the meticulous decor. No matter how many of these balls she attended, it seemed each was grander than the last. Never willing to be outdone, each member of the ton who hosted such events made sure to have more candles, larger mirrors, and an even greater abundance of overflowing floral arrangements. Enough to make one question where the ballroom ended and the garden began. 
She followed her grandfather through the foyer, caught in the current of other guests moving from one room to another. There were so many bright colors, glittering lights, and heady scents that there was no single thing that Victoria could grasp on to. Moved by the flow of the crowd, her senses swam in all different directions, too many things vying for her attention at once. 
“This way,” Mrs. Hill said, taking her by the arm gently. “The marquess will surely join the other gentlemen for cigars.” 
Yes, of course he would, Victoria thought bitterly as she watched the older man disappear down one of the branching corridors. How nice to have the luxury of retreating to a quieter spot rather than being put on display and paraded around like livestock gone to auction. What good it did now that she’d been all but sold, she couldn’t say. 
“Why don’t you wait here while I fetch us some refreshments?” Mrs. Hill asked, patting Victoria’s hand before wading into the crowd. 
On her own, Victoria felt even more liable to be carried away in the eddies and whorls. She moved toward the wall, far enough away to keep from being jostled with every step. And then, in an alcove between a sturdy column and a nearby urn overflowing with delicate jasmine blossoms, she slipped into the shadows and hoped for a moment to comport herself before joining the revelry again. 
This Season was never meant to be so eventful. She’d made a mess of things early on, but her grandfather and Mrs. Hill had worked diligently throughout the past months to make up for her faux pas and save her reputation before it was tarnished beyond salvation. 
Victoria had never expected to find herself one of those girls caught up in whispers and rumors, but it was precisely that assumption of safety which had led her toward scandal. She knew better now—or so she hoped. Not that it would matter much longer at all. 
Before long, her future betrothed would find her, take her to the dance floor and, with any luck, quiet many of the rumors that had followed her since the beginning of Season. 
Was he in attendance already? Searching for her while she hid from him? She could not remain tucked away the entire evening, but she was in no hurry to leap into the arms of a man she hardly knew. 
There were many familiar faces around Lord Douglas’s ballroom, though Victoria was not active enough in society to know them all. She admired the exquisite embroidery on one gown or the impeccable curls in another woman’s hair, but she found little that held her attention for more than a passing glance. Not until a fascinating man with strikingly symmetrical features that were rare outside of a museum display stepped into view. His high cheekbones, straight Roman nose, and soft lips reminded her of Michelangelo’s mastery of marble. The way the deep shadows caressed the line of his jaw evoked Da Vinci’s fondness of sfumato. 
His was a face that brought her inner artist to full attention, and she silently cursed the dancers who spun and twirled through her line of sight. 
“Viv,” a hissed whisper came from the other side of the jasmine. “I have been searching for you!” Ada said, reaching past the column to drag Victoria from the refuge of her hideaway. “What are you doing clinging to the walls?” 
“Building my courage,” Victoria answered truthfully. Though what that courage might propel her toward, she couldn’t say. 
Ada laughed, her blue eyes bright and clear. She turned to follow Victoria’s gaze, her pale hair shimmering with the same silvery cast as the moonlight outside. “The rumors don’t really do him justice, do they?” she asked, smirking at Victoria when she faced her again. 
“Who?” 
“That is the new Viscount Schiffley,” Ada filled in. “You have heard about their family, haven’t you? A lesser man might never be able to escape the pall of such disgrace. Though now that I have seen Lord Schiffley myself, I doubt he will have difficulties charming the ton should he choose to.” 
“That’s Viscount Schiffley?” Victoria echoed, captivated by the play of light and shadows across the planes of his face while she fought to remember what shame had befallen his family. 
His gaze crossed the room, moving toward her. Victoria quickly averted her eyes back to the fragrant flowers that crowded around them. Once she did, there was space in her mind again to think, to remember what she had heard about the viscount and his family who’d all been exiled in Italy most of her life. For over a decade, they lived under the shroud of the late viscount’s treason. It wasn’t until recently that a conspiracy to frame him, ruin his reputation, and steal his lands had surfaced. 
Exonerating the man of his crimes couldn’t bring him back from the gallows, but it had freed his family to return to England, to claim their lands and titles, and rejoin society. Victoria could hardly bear the scrutiny that came from her gaffe. She could not imagine what Lord Schiffley and his family endured, or how they managed. 
“Not quite what you expected, is he?” Ada asked with a sly curl to her lips. 
Truthfully, Victoria couldn’t say she’d had any expectations whatsoever. She’d given little thought to the viscount or his family, more concerned with the goings on of her own life. 
Without waiting for an answer, Ada took her by the hand and began to pull her away from the security of their hidden alcove. 
“Ada!“ Victoria hissed at her friend, tugging her arm back. Ada’s grip was unyielding, pinching tight enough that Viv thought her wrist might sport bruises the next day. Ada paid her no mind, her steps hurried and purposeful. What was she up to? 
On the dance floor, a waltz ended, partners separating to bow and curtsy, the swirling colors of dozens of gowns finally still for a moment. “What are you—” Victoria’s last words were bit off with a sharp gasp as someone stomped on her foot and moved along without even noticing her. 
She bit back the cry of pain, standing on one foot while the other throbbed. Victoria exhaled slowly, ending on an unexpected whimper. Ada turned back, her face drawn into concern. 
“Are you unwell?” she asked, her head tilted to one side. She hadn’t been worried a moment ago, but a moment ago, Victoria hadn’t been scowling and taking deep breaths through clenched teeth. 
“Very,” Victoria answered. “I cannot think of a place I would rather be less. I thought I could do what’s necessary to make my grandfather happy, but all I want is to go home.” 
Ada’s eyes widened a fraction, her lips pursed thoughtfully. Then she shook her head, a smile spreading across her face. “You cannot expect to live the rest of your days in solitude,” Ada chided gently, clearly amused by her friend’s sour disposition. 
“Maybe not, but I can certainly hope for it,” Victoria answered, only just resisting the urge to fold her arms like a child not getting their way. 
Ada laughed, taking Victoria’s arm again. This time, she hooked her own through it, patting Viv’s forearm reassuringly. “Hush now, or someone will hear you complaining. You know how vicious the rumors can be.” 
Victoria suppressed a sigh. She knew all too well. Ada was right, of course. She was a good friend for looking out for Victoria while she wasn’t thinking clearly enough to do it on her own. Mrs. Hill would have scolded her for her petulant attitude. At least Ada only laughed at her. 
“Where is your earl?” Ada asked, peering around the ballroom. 
Victoria frowned at the question, bristling at the suggestion. “He is not my anything,” she retorted. 
“Only your betrothed,” Ada said, though her tease was lacking in any humor. 
“Not yet,” Victoria protested. 
Ada cast a disgruntled look back at her. “It is all but done.” 
“And yet, that ‘but’ is rather crucial. Lord Dalton intends to propose after a reasonable courtship. We have yet to journey that far.” 
“All the more reason we should—” 
Victoria tugged back, nearly losing a glove in the process of extracting herself from Ada’s grasp. “As perplexing as it seems to be, I have little interest in spending my final days of freedom orbiting the man. There will be time enough to grow weary of him once we are wed.” 
Ada’s lower lip jutted out, a pout beginning to form. “You could do much worse than Lord Dalton,” she said defensively, as if Victoria had insulted her kin. 
Again, Victoria pushed back a sigh. Again, Ada was right. These matters all seemed so simple from the outside, but the way Victoria felt about the arrangement was anything but simple. If it wasn’t Ada shoving her toward her inevitable future, it would have been Mrs. Hill. 
“Oh, look! There he is!” Ada enthused, her grip tightening on Victoria’s arm. 
Her heart sank, cold enveloping her. So much for evading her jailer. 
That was hardly a fair assessment. Her grandfather had chosen the Earl of Dalton as a suitable match, and Victoria had agreed to the proposal. She could hardly start resenting others for her circumstance when she hadn’t put up a fight. 
Ada was right about him. Victoria could do far worse. Collin Marsh, the Earl of Dalton might not be the man of her dreams, but she wasn’t convinced such a man existed. Victoria wasn’t suited for romance; she only wished to be left alone with her art. Any husband willing to grant her that leeway would be acceptable, Lord Dalton included. She’d simply have to make the best of the situation. 
What choice did she have? 




Chapter 2

Benjamin


Returning to England and taking his place in society was not at all like Benjamin Duncan, Viscount Schiffley had anticipated. In truth, he couldn’t say what he had expected. Prior to this, when he and his family had discussed their future while at the Italian villa that had served as their refuge for so many years, Benjamin had looked further ahead. Past the balls and the courting, to a future where his family all enjoyed the lives they desired, thanks to him.  
In the midst of it all, though, he could hardly see past a single evening. The balls in London were nothing like the events he’d attended in Italy. He’d never before been so concerned a single misstep could be his undoing. 
Dalton was a good foil in that regard. He’d grown into that name—when Benjamin was younger, he’d only thought of him as his friend Collin, rather than “the earl.” Collin had been closer with the other Duncan boys back then, but since the family’s return to London, he’d been a guide of sorts for Benjamin. With all the rules and standards of conduct, it was useful to have someone who could introduce him. 
Even more useful was Dalton’s obliviousness when it came to Benjamin’s wandering thoughts. Dalton could happily produce story after story to any willing ear. Ben only had to seem moderately interested to encourage another tale. 
“And wouldn’t you know, Taylour—you don’t know Taylour yet, but once you do, you’ll understand—” 
That was all Ben could tolerate before his mind left the conversation again. Even with Dalton nudging him and laughing, Ben only had a polite chuckle to offer his friend while his gaze roved the crowded ballroom. 
Despite all assurances to the contrary, Benjamin was sure he was out of his depth with this whole ordeal. But what choice did he have? Courtship and marriage were not simple things, no matter how much it seemed like they should be. 
It was during another round of Dalton’s lively guffaws that Benjamin felt the weight of someone’s gaze. With all the stigma surrounding his family and their return home, it was a feeling he’d grown accustomed to of late. But this was different. He couldn’t say why, but the pressure wasn’t the sort that made him want to recoil. Instead, he searched the ballroom with a newfound commitment, eyes racing past the twirling couples and disinterested wallflowers. 
He saw her eyes only as they flicked away, their gazes never meeting, though Benjamin didn’t look away. 
How could he? Her dark, hooded eyes were captivating. The shifting chestnut shades of her hair stood out in stark contrast to her porcelain pale complexion. When he stared at her, the music stopped. The room went quiet save for his pulse beating in his ears, and though the dancing continued on, Benjamin was locked in a moment of time. 
“I’m going down there again Tuesday. You should join me. As long as you don’t mind losing your purse!” Collin laughed, nudging Benjamin with such force that he nearly spilled his drink. 
“Possibly,” Ben said without knowing what he was committing himself to. “Say, do you know that woman in the blue?” 
Dalton followed his line of sight, shoulders slumping as he finished his drink. “What have you heard?” 
Ben frowned, trying to make sense of Collin’s reaction. Why was he so defensive? “Who would I have heard anything from if not you?” 
That made his friend relax a fraction, but the Earl of Dalton still looked to be in dire need of another drink. “Forgive me. You know how vicious rumors are, and the poor girl isn’t having much luck putting a stop to them.” 
“Rumors?” Benjamin asked, heart sinking. The last thing he or his family needed was to be associated with another scandal. The ton remained suspicious even after his father’s name was cleared—their skepticism not at all assuaged by Alexander’s madcap tactics. 
“I know she looks rather plain, but if whispers are to be believed, she was found in the company of a naked man.” 
Benjamin’s brows lifted. He did not think her plain at all, but if what Dalton said were true, looks could be deceiving. He did not think she looked to be the promiscuous type, either. “Truly? They were… indisposed?” 
Dalton shrugged. “She claimed it was anatomy practice—she’s an artist.” The emphasis he put on that word made it clear how he felt about the label. “But it matters little if she kept her feet on the floor. The damage was done. Her reputation was nearly tarnished beyond salvation. Though if things go according to plan, our courtship will remedy that. It would be a shame if whispers in the ton put an end to our plan before it has begun.” If Ben had to guess from his tone, Dalton didn’t think it would be a shame at all. 
“Your plan?” 
Collin scoffed. “Please, I will spend enough of my life saddled with the girl. Can you not let me enjoy what little time I have left as a free man without reminding me of my future shackles?” 
Ben couldn’t help the scowl that furrowed his brow. “Why do you intend to court her when you seem to have little affection for her?” 
The young earl chuckled, shaking his head. “Do the Italians do things so differently? Affection rarely matters in these arrangements. You’ll learn soon enough, Schiffley,” he said, patting Ben’s arm condescendingly. “The girl only has her grandfather, and the man is getting on in age. He wants to see her married off for her own sake. I can’t say I’ve ever been too concerned with matrimony, but her dowry is sizable, and she’s able to hold a decent conversation. Not a terribly important quality in a wife, but it should make the courtship less insufferable,” he finished with a shrug. 
He’d lost sight of her. Dalton had already resumed recounting his antics in the city’s most notorious gambling hells, but Ben heard none of it while he hunted for the woman in blue. She’d disappeared, but Ben hadn’t lost hope. 
“Would you introduce us?” he asked without waiting for a break in Collin’s story. 
The earl paused, visibly confused. His lips thinned, and he rolled his eyes, his gaze focused past Ben’s shoulder. “I could not avoid it if I tried,” Dalton groaned. Quick as a blink, his face changed, a charming smile taking over as he stepped aside to greet the two women who approached. 
“How wonderful it is you have found me,” Dalton said to the woman in blue, dipping his head to tenderly kiss the back of her gloved hand. “You have saved me the trouble of hunting for you.” 
The other girl giggled, neither one sparing a look for Benjamin. 
Dalton quickly took care of that, retreating a step to push Ben forward. “Introductions are in order,” he said with a hearty pat on Ben’s back. “Lady Victoria Saville, Miss Ada Brooks, I am pleased to introduce my good friend, Lord Schiffley. He has only recently come home after time away in Italy.” 
Time away was certainly one way to put it. Benjamin wasn’t so sure about calling Dalton a “good friend” either, but he had little space to think about any of that with Lady Victoria so near. 
Up close, her dark eyes were even more enchanting, shining with a bright spark of intelligence. She inclined her head to him quickly, then looked away as if searching for an exit. From her closed-off body language and the indifferent downturn of her mouth, she had as much interest in Collin as he did her. 
“I have heard many wonderful things about Italy, though I find it difficult to imagine a night lovelier than this,” Miss Brooks said, smiling enough for both the girls. 
Lady Victoria did not put on the same farce that she was having the time of her life. “I pity your imagination, dearest Ada.” She wore her impatience without shame, unbothered that someone might realize she’d rather be elsewhere. After the many insincere encounters he’d had since rejoining society, he found her candor refreshing. Charming, in its own strange way. It took a great deal of bravery to be so direct about one’s sentiments in this environment, and Ben could not help but think it made her that much more captivating. 
“Might you have a space on your dance card for me, Lady Victoria?” Ben asked, his mouth working ahead of his brain again. 
Her eyes widened, lips parting in surprise. He’d eschewed subtlety and custom, too keen. Desperate for a moment to know her better. Perhaps she’d forgive him if he blamed it on cultural differences. 
“I may have—” 
“Her card is empty,” Miss Brooks said quickly. 
A bright pink flush spread across Lady Victoria’s cheeks, but she said nothing as she shot a sharp look toward her friend. Half a heartbeat passed before she held her card out for Ben. 
“Empty?” he echoed, looking back toward Dalton. Resenting the courtship a bit was one thing, but leaving the girl to sit alone the whole night was cruel. Especially if his goal was to help her escape rumors—even Ben knew that. 
“Save a spot or two for me,” Collin said, more interested in adjusting his cravat than looking at his future bride. 
It took a great deal of effort for Benjamin to bite his tongue. Not trusting himself, he offered his arm to Lady Victoria. “Shall we?” 
Again, she gave him that look of surprise. She glanced at her card, then back to his arm before finally turning to Miss Brooks for intervention. Unfortunately for Lady Victoria, her friend had already joined a few other guests listening to one of Collin’s stories. They were all too happy to smile and laugh at the appropriate cues, which only enhanced Collin’s theatrics. None of them noticed Benjamin leading Lady Victoria away, and once on the dance floor with her, he noticed none of them. 
On the dance floor with Lady Victoria’s hand in his, he suddenly forgot everything he knew. The music started, other couples took their first steps, but Benjamin’s feet stayed rooted in place, the tune muffled and faraway. 
Lady Victoria’s brows lifted in concern, her eyes darting around nervously. “My lord?” she prompted.
He took a step, then another, and soon his practice took over, the momentary lapse gone as quickly as it had arrived. “My apologies. I sometimes find these events overwhelming. Perhaps it is a product of my upbringing, but it is a wonder to me how everyone knows precisely what to do.” 
Lady Victoria’s expression was tight, her mouth drawn into an unimpressed purse. “One learns quickly when the consequence of abnormality is public humiliation.” 
Ben’s stomach twisted, a knot forming in his throat. He had expected his family’s reputation to be an impediment. That didn’t make it any easier to bear her instant rejection. 
“The social dance is much more complicated than any waltz or quadrille,” he said, clearing his throat when it turned melancholy. “I do hope whatever rumors you’ve heard aren’t too terrible.” 
Lady Victoria looked up from her feet, staggering her next step before she could recover. “Oh no, it’s not—” She pressed her lips together, her dark eyes still wide open while she shook her head. She missed another step, then looked intently at her feet while a flush crept up her delicate neck. 
She was a puzzle he couldn’t quite sort out but one which he could see himself happily pondering over for some time to come. 
“I have never had much of a skill for dancing myself,” he admitted. “My brothers always outperformed me in our lessons.” 
Lady Victoria looked back up at him, as if she, herself, were trying to solve a riddle set before her. Ben was sure he’d said something wrong—or perhaps there’d been nothing right he could have said with public opinion already against him—and he had no idea how he could correct his mistake. 
Just when he was certain she would make an excuse to end the dance early, she tilted her head to one side and asked, “Do you know your face is perfectly symmetrical?” 
It was the last thing Ben expected her to say, and it took all his concentration to keep from missing a step. 
“Truly,” she continued through his stunned silence. “Each of your features is entirely proportional to the others...” Her hand moved from his shoulder toward his face. “Even the space between your eyebrows is—” She stopped just before she touched him, the studious wrinkle between her brow turning to irritation as she pulled her hand back quickly.
“You’re laughing at me,” she said bitterly. 
“I am not,” he insisted, though he couldn’t quite force his smile to go away. Despite his denial, her flush deepened from bright floral pink to near crimson. Against the pale blue of her gown, it only made her lovelier. “You’ve reminded me of my brother, is all. He’s a sculptor and speaks the same way. You have that same look of passion—an artist’s heart, I imagine.” 
The color began to drain, her indignation morphing into more confusion. “Your brother is an artist? He is fortunate to have a family supportive of such pursuits.” 
Ben’s smile died, the warmth she’d brought him suddenly gone, leaving him chilled. “We are all fortunate when our loved ones are content. I do not think he could be happy without art in his life, and I value my brother’s happiness as much as my own.” Perhaps more. That was something about being a twin that few could understand. Benjamin and Elias had always loved and cared about their other brother Alex, but no bond came close to what the twins had. 
No matter how society viewed him for it, he never could have stood in his brother’s way. Besides, even if they were perfectly respectable in all regards, the ton would never fully accept his family. Why restrain them when it would win them no favors? The King might have pardoned Ben’s father, but that couldn’t erase nearly fifteen years of being excluded and scrutinized. 
He wouldn’t let himself grow bitter though. Alex had done that long enough that he’d nearly lost himself in the process. Ben didn’t have a deeply passionate side like his brothers. His energy was best used improving their lives. After coming so close to ending, Ben wanted to make the Duncan line stronger than ever. He wanted to build something worth passing down to the next generation. 
Before he was able to change the subject, the dance ended, prompting them to go their separate ways. A hollow feeling settled in his chest as he bowed. “Thank you for dancing with me. I hope our paths will cross again.” 
Lady Victoria nodded, her gaze already wandering, her attention gone with it. “That would be lovely,” she answered without much conviction. 
“Might I call upon you sometime?” he asked, stretching the bounds of propriety, considering her involvement with Collin. He couldn’t help himself. One dance with her would not suffice. 
“I’d like that,” she said, giving him his biggest surprise of the night. 
Ben’s heart leapt, then a flood of guilt rushed in when he saw Collin off to the side, still charming everyone who circled around him. Despite his more annoying traits, Dalton had been a good friend to Ben. The only one willing to be associated with him, in fact. Ben could not betray him after that.
Rejoining the others, he turned his attention to Lady Victoria’s friend. “Have you a space on your card for me?” he asked, doing his utmost to hide his crisis of conscience. 
“Ready for another turn?” Collin asked Lady Victoria, his smile too broad to be genuine. 
“I’d be delighted,” Miss Brooks said, slipping her hand into Ben’s. 
Soon, the four of them were on the dance floor moving away from each other. Ada did not waste a moment of valuable conversation time. 
“Have you known Dal—the earl long?” she asked. “You must have so many entertaining stories of your times together. It seems he never has a dull day in his life.” 
“It does seem that way,” Ben agreed, a swirl of pale blue catching the edge of his vision. No matter where he turned, there she was. 
“Lady Victoria is lucky to have him as her future husband,” Miss Brooks continued, renewing that pang of guilt he’d felt earlier. 
Try as he might, he couldn’t pull his eyes away from her. The moment he relaxed his focus, they drifted right back to her, the color of her skirts calling to him just as the skies on a clear day beckoned him outside. Irresistible. 
“Dalton should be the one to consider himself lucky,” Ben muttered, bitterness blooming when he remembered how Collin spoke of the courtship. How little regard he had for the future countess. 
Miss Brooks frowned, her own gaze pulled away, neither of them too invested in the dance. “Lady Victoria will make a good wife,” she said softly, turning back to Ben just as the music ended. “Thank you,” she added with a small smile that seemed more sad than anything else. 
Ben had no energy to worry he’d upset his dance partner. He was distractible and irritated with himself for it. Of all the eligible young women at this ball, why was it the only one who captured his attention was unavailable?
Why did he subject himself to this torture?
At the edge of the ballroom, away from the crowd, he saw his answer: his mother. The only reason he’d returned to England, reclaimed his family’s title, and agreed to find a bride was for his mother’s sake. She expected him to be the viscount his father never had the chance to be, and he refused to disappoint her. 
“Benjamin, darling,” she greeted him with a warm smile, gesturing for him to come quickly. “I have met the loveliest young woman. I told her I would introduce you.” 
As enthusiastic as his mother was, Benjamin could not muster a scrap of interest in the poor girl. She was pleasant enough, but her eyes were dull—no spark of thought to speak of—and her conversation skills weren’t any sharper. The more time he spent in her company, the further his mind—and eyes—wandered. 
It could not stand. He had to find a way to cure himself of this sudden infatuation, but he wasn’t sure how to go about it. One thing he knew for certain: He could not and would not bring any further disgrace to his family’s name. 




Chapter 3

Victoria


Even in a home as large as the Marquess of Lanschester’s, the arrival of guests was an event that could not slip Victoria’s notice. It had been only a day since Lord Douglas’s ball, and already her future fiancé was calling upon her. He truly meant what he’d said about wanting an expedient betrothal.  
At first, Victoria had been glad that their courtship wouldn’t be some drawn-out affair, but she’d failed to realize the alternative meant they’d speed through the process far more quickly than she was prepared for. At this rate, she’d be hidden away in the country, carrying Lord Dalton’s next in line within a year.
The thought made her queasy. She’d never had any misconceptions of what her life would be or where her place in society was, but it had always seemed a far-off thing. A distant worry for an older, wiser version of herself who would know how to face the situation with grace. 
Victoria was sure she had not yet become that version of herself. Though at this point, she doubted she’d have the chance before her walk down the aisle. 
Those unsettling thoughts were little help for her sour stomach, and by the time Mrs. Hill came to the door, Victoria was sure she’d taken on a sickly shade of olive. 
“I am not feeling well,” she said before Mrs. Hill could utter a word. “Please give Lord Dalton my regrets.” 
The older woman came a step closer, a frown forming. “It’s nerves, is it?” 
A hot flush rose up the back of Viv’s neck, an angry fist clenching around her chest. She was not nervous about seeing the earl, but she would have time enough to see him once they were wed. What was everyone’s rush to force their company on one another? She could think of little reason why the agreement might fall through at this stage. She hardly needed to charm him or convince the man of her suitability. 
The entire charade had no point, but Victoria could not bring herself to suggest they just get the whole thing done with. 
“I am under the weather,” Victoria insisted. From the open doorway, voices rose, just enough of a masculine tone to carry through the floors. Viv’s throat tightened, a cold sweat breaking along her hairline. “I’m certain Lord Dalton will understand.” 
Mrs. Hill’s pursed lips said she didn’t quite agree. “And should I turn away Lord Schiffley as well?” 
That caught Victoria off-balance, blinking in confusion. “Lord...?” She sighed. She had told him to call on her. It would be rude to not at least greet him, she reasoned. Of course, that would mean greeting both men, but perhaps that would work in her favor, and neither would be tempted to loiter. Her mood would not be improved if either of them caused her to cancel her plans with Ada. 
“Tell them I will be down shortly,” she said reluctantly, turning toward the mirror. 
Mrs. Hill lingered in the doorway, frowning over Victoria’s shoulder. “I know it’s not what you want, but you might find it more agreeable than you expect if you didn’t put up such a fight.”
Viv swallowed her smart reply; Mrs. Hill was only trying to help and didn’t deserve the admonishments Victoria wanted to unleash. Besides, she wasn’t saying anything that Viv hadn’t heard a dozen times before. Falling into the trap of a life you never desired for yourself was just the way things were for most people, she supposed. Why should she be any different? 
“Thank you,” Viv said, offering a gentle smile through the mirror. “Your wisdom is always so valuable to me.” 
The older woman beamed at that, squeezing Victoria’s shoulder fondly. “I’ll have Cook make some mint tea for you. That should settle the upset.” 
Victoria strained to keep her smile up until Mrs. Hill had gone, her jaw sore from the clenched effort. It would take a fair bit more than some herbs to right what ailed her. 
“Chin up,” she told her reflection as she arranged her hair into a simple style up and off her neck. “Like Ada says, you could do much worse.” Dalton was young, handsome, and didn’t seem to have a propensity for violence. Not only that, but he’d assured the marquess that he was content to let Victoria pursue her own interests so long as she kept up her wifely duties. 
There were few men who would offer her a better future, and if she did not find a husband before her grandfather was gone, her prospects would be far more dire. As much as she loathed being reliant on others for such large decisions, Viv knew her own shortcomings well enough to know that arranging a betrothal was beyond the scope of things she could manage. 
Her grandfather had done well in selecting Lord Dalton, and she ought to find a way to be more grateful for it. 
“You’re clever,” she told herself, pinching the apples of her cheeks for some color. “You can figure it out.” 
As she exited her room, she closed the door at her back and hesitated a moment, taking a slow breath. She could not put it off forever. Before she moved from the doorway, she heard the men speaking downstairs. 
“... cruel to force a man to rouse so early,” Lord Dalton said, his voice always tinged with the suggestion he wanted his audience to laugh, even when what he said wasn’t funny. He spoke again, too quiet for Victoria to make out the words. 
“We have a shared interest in art,” said Lord Schiffley, his voice deeper, calmer. Unlike Dalton, Lord Schiffley did not seem desperate for approval. Of the two of them, it was Lord Schiffley who should have been more concerned about being accepted, and his disinterest in the matter puzzled Victoria. 
“Useless rubbish if you ask me,” Lord Dalton said dismissively. “A woman should have no time for silly hobbies like that after she’s wed.” 
She stopped at the top of the stairs, her heart in her throat, that queasy feeling back with a vengeance. Her hand gripped the banister until her knuckles grew sore from the effort. She could not bring herself to take another step while those words replayed in her mind. 
“Useless rubbish?” Lord Schiffley scoffed. “Surely, you can’t believe that. Where would civilization be if not for the old masters? Without Leonardo or Titian? I have seen works by Caravaggio that appear as real as you or me. England’s own Joseph Wright has managed to capture life as few can—do you truly see no value in that?” 
Viv wanted to cheer from her spot on the landing. It was so rare to find someone who understood her passions and did not dismiss them out of hand. 
“I see more value in rearing babes,” Lord Dalton said dismissively. 
Before she realized it, Victoria found herself at the base of the stairs, her chest swirling with righteous anger. Was that really all Lord Dalton thought her good for? 
It was for the best that they’d rarely see one another once wed. 
At the doorway of the drawing room, she cleared her throat. “I’m sorry to have kept you waiting,” she said to them both, her lips pressed into a thin line. The two younger men were on one of the settees while Victoria’s grandfather sat in an armchair by the light of the fire. He kept his face turned toward an open book, but his eyes strayed far from the pages. 
Of course, she could not expect to be left alone with the two young men, but her grandfather’s close watch made Victoria particularly itchy. 
“No apologies necessary,” said Lord Schiffley, standing to greet her. 
“You look lovely as ever,” added Lord Dalton when it was his turn to take her hand. 
“Thank you,” she said, pulling her hand away from him as soon as she could. “I am afraid I’ve no time for unexpected social calls today. I have already made plans for the afternoon.” 
Past Lord Dalton and Lord Schiffley, Victoria watched her grandfather’s mouth flatten, displeased with her. Guilt rose up, burning the back of her throat, but she shoved it aside. Was she not doing enough to make the man happy? Were her sacrifices not sufficient? 
If he still expected more of her, he’d have to grow accustomed to disappointment. 
Lord Dalton, at least, seemed relieved at the news. His smile grew, spreading up to his eyes; for once, she believed it was genuine. What did that say about their future together?
He took her hand again, bending to kiss it gently. “We shall have to make plans for another time, then,” he said. The moment he dropped her hand, he seemed to forget her, turning to say his goodbyes to the other men. 
If it would not upset her grandfather even more, Victoria would have taken her leave at that moment. Instead, she stayed, hands clasped in front of her, politely smiling as the earl left. 
“I’ve got that tea for you, my lady,” Mrs. Hill said, carrying a heavy tray with far more than some mint tea. There was an entire tea service there, and Victoria had to narrow her eyes at the older woman. 
Now she had no choice but to sit and have tea with Lord Schiffley. If only he had left with the earl. 
Her grandfather watched closely as she took the settee opposite Lord Schiffley, and then her back was to the marquess, and she couldn’t see his disapproving glare any longer. Of course, that meant the only thing she had to focus on was Lord Schiffley and his impossibly symmetrical face. His eyes were a bright, sharp honeyed gold with just the hint of mossy green at the edge of the irises. Like looking up at dappled sunlight through the treetops. 
Yet again, the man inspired her to fetch her supplies, capturing her attention so thoroughly that she lost all sense of herself until Mrs. Hill nudged her and said, “Your tea.” 
Viv’s neck burned as she took the cup and saucer. Why did she struggle to keep her wits about her when he was near? 
“What does your afternoon have in store?” Lord Schiffley asked, also accepting a cup of tea from Mrs. Hill.  
For a moment, she thought to spin a tale for him, but then she remembered how he’d defended her artistic pursuits—and how much he himself seemed to know of the subject—and she knew he would not make her feel foolish for the plans. 
“With the weather so unseasonably warm, my dear friend Miss Brooks has invited me to a picnic. It seems a wonderful opportunity to bring my painting supplies for some plein-air studies. You’re welcome to come. I doubt she would mind if you joined us.” The moment the words left her mouth, Viv wished she could snatch them back. She couldn’t bear to see how her grandfather or Mrs. Hill looked at her. She herself could hardly believe what had just come from her own mouth. Impulsivity did not come naturally to her, and the sudden, cold horror that spread through her limbs was evidence enough for why she eschewed it. 
“Regrettably, my brother is the only artist in the family,” he said, smiling as if she hadn’t said anything unusual at all. 
Before she could stop it, Victoria’s mouth kept on going without her. “My supply case and easel are rather heavy to manage on my own. Your assistance would be invaluable.” She neglected to mention that Ada’s younger brother was a strapping lad of fifteen who would have no trouble carrying the case for her. 
As mortified as she was at her own brazen suggestion, Lord Schiffley didn’t seem at all bothered. He smiled, his sunbeam eyes shining when he said, “I’d be delighted.” 
Victoria didn’t have to look at her grandfather to feel his scrutiny. No doubt he wondered what she was doing. 
She wondered the very same thing. She was promised to another already, and there was nothing good that could come from this sort of fraternization. Hasty and ill-advised as the plans were, Victoria could not stop herself from returning the viscount’s smile, a flutter of excitement brewing in her belly. 




Chapter 4

Benjamin


Miss Ada Brooks let out an exaggerated sigh, leaning back with her palms on the picnic blanket while Lady Victoria set up her easel and paints. “As wonderful a feast that was, our Mrs. Sharpe must have anticipated a dozen more people. I am not sure how she ever thought the four of us would manage it all—even with Lord Schiffley as a fifth, we’ve no hope.”  
“I could eat more,” said Mr. James Brooks, her younger brother. It was the first complete sentence the boy had spoken since the wicker basket opened. There’d been no room for words with his mouth full of chicken and roast. 
“You could always eat more,” Miss Brooks teased, nudging him affectionately. 
“Mrs. Sharpe says I should eat more. I’m growing.” 
Miss Brooks snickered at her brother’s defensiveness, then Lady Victoria chimed in, “She wants you to see above the trees, does she?” 
“Only to aid in the search for the poor man who will become Ada’s husband,” he countered, ducking his head to dodge a quick swat. 
Seeing the boy laugh with his sister made Benjamin miss his own siblings. Life had not always been kind to the three of them, but they’d always had each other. The past few years had seen them drift further apart; Alexander was rightfully occupied with his bride, but there was little excuse for the distance between the twins. Attached as they’d always been, it was hard to believe they were nearly strangers now. With Benjamin’s duties as head of the family and Elias off living an artist’s life full of eccentricities, the middle ground between them had become harder to find over the years.  
A loud snore came from the drooping willow tree—the final member of their party, the Brooks’s Aunt Beatrice, was fast asleep in the shade. 
The siblings snickered, and soon Lady Victoria joined them, her laughter like birdsong after a storm. He was sad for it to end, but as their giggles died, Miss Brooks rose to her feet, dusting herself off. 
“Brother, would you care to join me in selecting some wildflowers for our mother?” Miss Brooks asked. She offered her hand, the crack of a smile at the corner of her mouth betraying the formality of her tone. 
Mr. Brooks couldn’t hold a straight face as well as his sister, breaking into fresh giggles before he was even on his feet. “Can I take a chicken leg with me?” he asked, fishing one from the platter before anyone could answer. 
Miss Brooks rolled her eyes and waved her brother along. “Come, you insatiable boar.” 
The boy snort-laughed again, and the pair wandered into the nearby field of flowers. Lady Victoria had finished setting up her easel and canvas and had moved on to arranging her paints and brushes. Benjamin moved to the spot Miss Brooks had vacated, as close as he could be to Lady Victoria without leaving the picnic blanket. 
He took a piece of fruit in hand simply to hold it, an answer to the restless energy in his fingertips. All afternoon, he’d wanted to be nearer to her, his hands twitched, longing to touch her again. Now that he had a moment alone with her, he felt his chest was full of bees, his tongue heavy and useless. “I didn’t realize you were so close with Miss Brooks,” he said at last. A disappointingly dull start.
It was enough to warrant a small smile from Lady Victoria, though, so Benjamin felt he might forgive himself. 
“I am not fortunate enough to have siblings of my own, but Ada and James have always accepted me as theirs. I could not imagine our bond being any stronger if it were one of blood.” 
Again, Benjamin felt a pang at the reminder of what he’d lost with his brothers. Responsibility had robbed him of the carefree joy the other Duncans shared. And with each passing moment of this picnic, he realized that was not all he had lost. He’d never even had a chance with Lady Victoria. 
It was a challenge to keep bitterness from taking hold. He needed a bride the same as Dalton. Why should his friend have the only girl Ben had been interested in? Not just interested—smitten. 
Lady Victoria was even more charming without the pressures of a ball or the watchful eye of her grandfather. Her smiles came easier with her friends. Her wit shined with perfect timing to make them all laugh. Collin would never appreciate that side of her—if he saw it at all. His mood took a dark turn whenever attention turned from him.    
Dalton didn’t deserve her. 
Ben wasn’t sure he did, either. 
What kind of man had these thoughts about his friend’s betrothed? A friend who’d been kind and welcoming to him when no one else was. Not a good man. Not a man worthy of a woman like her. 
Watching her create her art lulled him into a trance of sorts. The careful way she selected her brush, the gentle scrape of the palette knife when she mixed her paints, the smooth colors that came from her precise strokes—he felt sick at the thought Dalton might take this passion from her. 
“You have an admirable skill,” he said as her scenery came to life one layer of paint at a time. 
The bonnet she wore shaded her delicate skin, obscuring much of her face in shadow. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought he saw her face turn pink before she answered. “It is only a silly hobby,” she said bitterly. 
Benjamin’s jaw clenched tight, caging the words he wanted to loose. She’d heard Dalton—there was no other reason for her to choose those precise words—and Ben knew he should defend his friend, make an excuse for his callous disregard, but he also knew if he opened his mouth, that was not what would emerge. He could not be both a good friend to Dalton and interested in Lady Victoria Saville. He knew the right course of action, the noble, gentlemanly course, and he knew every part of him told him to take another path. 
Unlike the rest of the Duncan clan, Benjamin did not have the luxury of following his heart. His family had only just regained their place in polite society, and he wouldn’t be the one to make them outcasts again with a scandal. 
And yet, no matter how many times he repeated the mantra to himself, when he was in Lady Victoria’s presence, he forgot all sense of decorum. 
“Surely you don’t believe that any more than I do,” he said at last. Despite his desire to do right by Collin, he could not bring himself to defend the man’s words. 
Lady Victoria turned toward him; her head tilted so the sun fell in a diagonal across her face. “I believe it is what most people think,” she said, frowning. 
“Most people have very little interest in doing any thinking on their own. They have heard from one source or another that something is true, so it must be so.” 
“And you think yourself so different from most?” she asked, clearly skeptical. 
“Not entirely. But in this instance, yes. I have long been a patron of the arts. I have given more to the pursuit than you could fathom.” More than he, himself, could fathom some days. 
“Your brother must be tremendously grateful for your support,” she said, finally turning back to her painting. 
“I imagine so.” Ben tried not to think too much about his twin brother, but this day had left him little respite. He leaned back on his hands, closing his eyes in the sunlight. 
She turned to look at him again, this time her brows knitting together. “Has he never said so?” 
Ben exhaled slowly. This afternoon had been too pleasant to ruin with sour feelings. “My duties as viscount have left little time for social calls.” Little time and little desire. The deeper Elias delved into his eccentric artist’s lifestyle, the less willing Benjamin was to find himself in a scandalous part of town. Elias was free to indulge in his proclivities, but it was better for them all if Benjamin knew little of the details. 
Lady Victoria’s lips thinned, her eyes narrowing at him as if he were a mystery to solve. “You are quite the enigma,” she said, lips quirking up at the corners. Was she teasing him? 
Ben’s heart raced, but he shook his head slowly. “I have only learned the hard lessons of society. The less said about personal matters, the better. I know too well how damaging rumors can be.” 
Lady Victoria’s small hint of a smile disappeared, and she nodded. “I, too, am familiar with such damage, my lord.” The sad resignation in her voice piqued his curiosity. He knew why Collin agreed to the engagement, and he’d thought Lady Victoria only wanted to appease her aging grandfather, but now he wasn’t so sure. Was there a secret scandal in her past that she was running from? 
The idea should have turned him away from her, yet it only made him more curious. 
Squinting at her canvas again, she tapped the end of her brush to her pursed lips. “I do hope that navigating the ton has not proved too treacherous for you and yours,” she said absently. 
“Truthfully, navigating society holds little appeal for me. My energies are better spent performing my duties as Viscount Schiffley—caring for my family, avoiding further scandal—” 
“Finding a wife,” she suddenly supplied. The moment the words left her lips, her face was undeniably crimson, even concealed by the shade of her bonnet. 
“Yes, that too,” he agreed, his heart in his throat. 
For a long stretch, neither of them dared to speak again. Lady Victoria’s brushstrokes slowed, each thoughtful pause longer than the last. If he did not do something to alleviate the awkward tension between them, he might never have another chance to see her. 
“Once everything has been arranged, I hope to have as little involvement with the ton as I can manage. I have seen what they can do, and I will not trust the future and well-being of my family to those wild dogs.” 
And just as he said it, he wished he hadn’t. He’d been too candid, too revealing. Like everyone else in this blasted country, she knew his family history. There was no escaping the dark shroud that hung over him still. It was no wonder Alex had chosen to live a double life when he returned. 
“I’m sorry about your father,” she said softly, her voice hoarser than before. “It’s not easy to lose a parent.” 
“No,” Benjamin agreed, his heart turning to a stony lump in his throat. “It was a harsh awakening. It can all be taken away so quickly—our father, our home... even the people we believed were our friends turned on us. All we had was each other. We still had our mother, and she had family in Italy who welcomed us. Things weren’t so bad once we were there,” he said, realizing how dark the mood had turned thanks to him. That wasn’t like him, but ever since he’d adopted this new persona as the viscount, he’d lost some of his old spark. Keeping things light wasn’t as easy as it once was. 
“I have often dreamed of visiting Italy,” Victoria said wistfully. “It must have been so wonderful to see the works of the old masters, to walk where they walked, to stand under the same sky...” Lady Victoria was clearly glad for the shift in conversation and happily carried on and on about artists and their works and inspirations. 
He could listen to her for hours. The more she went on, the harder he fell, bewitched by her infectious enthusiasm. He wanted to soak it in as much as he could while she painted, slowly convincing himself that he might find a way into her life yet. 
The landscape on her canvas took shape with vivid colors and bold brushstrokes, the changing light of the day reflected in the various hues. He had not been exaggerating when he remarked on her talent. He was in awe of what she could create in such little time. 
“Perhaps you will still get your wish. Travel to the continent is easier with the war over,” he suggested. 
Lady Victoria shook her head sadly. “I do not hold out hope for that. I know what my future holds. Do not mourn the choices that have been made for me, my lord,” she added before he could voice his thoughts. “If not for my grandfather, I would have had no one. My father... I don’t have memories of him, but my mother was devastated by his loss. Her heart was too broken.” Victoria’s voice was tight as she spoke, painful memories making her hoarse. 
“After she passed, my grandfather took me in and has always given me the best life possible. I am fortunate for all he’s done, and grateful for all he continues to do.” With every word she said, Lady Victoria’s voice quivered. There was conviction when she said she was grateful, but Benjamin knew the sound of someone trying to convince themselves. She loved her grandfather, there was no doubt about that. It was also obvious that she would do anything to make him happy. Such as marrying Collin? Was that her only reason for it?
Even questioning it made Ben feel like the lowest of friends. The thoughts he’d begun to harbor weren’t honorable or respectable, but would Collin show the same concern for Ben if the tables were turned? 
Lady Victoria’s arm dropped to her side, a frown crossing her face when she turned back toward him. “I hate to disturb you, but could I trouble you for your help? The light has shifted too much, and I need to move my easel...” 
He was on his feet before she even finished the question. 
“Oh!” she cried when he grabbed the wooden stand at the back. “Wait!” Gingerly, she took the canvas from its resting spot, holding it at arm’s length to keep the paint off of her. “I don’t want it to fall,” she explained. 
“Where would you like it?” he asked, telling himself not to focus on the sun-kissed pink across the bridge of her nose or the polished brass shine in her hair when she turned her head just so. He’d never been the artistic one among his brothers, but Lady Victoria nearly inspired him to write poetry. 
“Hmm,” she mused, chewing on her lower lip as she surveyed the area. “That spot there looks like it still has enough sun.” She directed him into place while Benjamin fought to look at anything other than the sway of her skirts and the tight fit of her bodice. Over the course of an afternoon, he’d gone from merely curious about Lady Victoria to utterly besotted. 
“Here?” he asked, holding the easel where it hovered just above the grass. 
“Perfect.” She smiled, setting the painting down before he’d placed the easel. 
The unexpected weight made the easel—and the painting—wobble, both Ben and Lady Victoria quick to steady things on solid ground. Once the moment of panic had passed, Ben realized his hand was on hers. She didn’t tug her hand away from his, and he didn’t withdraw his from hers, some unspoken force holding them both arrested in time. 
The moment stretched, her dark, intelligent eyes searching his, so close to one another that their breaths were in unison. He wanted to kiss her. There was no denying how badly he wanted it, but he restrained himself. 
Until her eyes flicked down to his mouth, her tongue wetting her lips. She looked back up into his eyes, waiting. Silently beckoning. Ben leaned forward, slowly enough that she could retreat or stop him if she wanted, but she didn’t. Closer and closer until he felt her breath on his cheek. 
A loud snore erupted from beneath the willow tree, jolting them apart. Lady Victoria pulled her hand away and levied a stern look at her painting while her face flushed again. The spell had been broken. 
The wind over the field brought the voices of their flower-hunting friends with it, growing nearer by the second. With their return went Ben’s last chance. A small miracle, too. He’d come far too close to doing something unforgivable; he couldn’t allow this to go any further. 




Chapter 5

Victoria


Mrs. Hill’s face squashed into a look of disgust as she tilted her head back, the stately facade of the local lending library looming above.  
“It seems Mr. Peckham has a new crop of parasols,” Victoria said in an effort to placate the older woman. Mrs. Hill had always called the library drab and claimed the smell of the books made her ill. It seemed the most absurd concept to Victoria, who was of the opinion that there were few scents better than the sweet perfume of parchment bound in rich leather, but she didn’t mind humoring the woman if it meant she could browse the shelves without the nagging pressure of her chaperone looking over her shoulder waiting to leave. “Perhaps you’d like to browse his selection while I’m in the library?” 
The older woman’s face scrunched more at the suggestion of leaving her charge, but then she looked to the shop window next door to the library, and her expression softened. 
“I won’t be long,” Victoria assured her. “I know how much you dislike the library,” she added with a teasing smile. 
Mrs. Hill’s shoulders sagged a fraction. “What is wrong with the books your grandfather has?” 
“Nothing,” Victoria insisted. Other than they’re all about war. Her tastes in reading material weren’t quite so violent. “I only wish to see the newest offerings. My grandfather has paid for an annual subscription, and I would be remiss not to use it, wouldn’t you say?” 
The older woman’s lips thinned, reluctant still. “If you are certain you won’t be long.” 
“Positive,” Viv said with a smile she hoped wasn’t too eager. She was never able to spend as much time perusing the books as she would like. Mrs. Hill might not say much about her displeasure, but the impatient breaths and constant pacing were enough of a tell. Enough to ruin the enjoyment of browsing and make Victoria feel the need to hurry. 
Moving at her own leisure would be a nice change of pace, but she didn’t want to hurt Mrs. Hill’s feelings in the process. This way, they would both be happy. 
“I will find something for us both,” Mrs. Hill said. “I’ve no doubt you’ll have a need for upcoming promenades.” There was a giddy excitement in her voice that Victoria wished she could share. The marriage itself would be tolerable, she’d told herself, but it was the pomp and pageantry to fabricate affection they did not share, solely for the sake of the viewing public, which she had trouble stomaching. 
She took some solace in the knowledge that it would last only until the end of the Season. With that in mind, she kept her smile in place and nodded to Mrs. Hill. “That would be lovely, thank you.” 
They went their separate ways, Victoria holding her breath until she was safely within the confines of the lending library. One deep breath of the sweet-smelling air was all it took to calm herself. The sight of rows and rows of carefully arranged tomes soothed her in a way that little else in the world could. 
Without Mrs. Hill at her back, hurrying her along, Victoria took a moment to simply bask in the glory of being in one of her favorite places. After she’d had a chance to soak it all in, she set off for the art section, trailing her fingertips along the gold embossed spines of the books she passed. She turned a corner and stopped short, her throat tightening at the sight of Lord Schiffley mere paces away. In the lending library. In the art section. What were the chances? 
Retreating a step, she flattened herself against the end of one of the shelves, her breaths too quick, her stays too tight. It had been almost a week since he’d joined her and her friends for a picnic. Almost a week since he’d brushed his hand against hers since they nearly kissed. How could she have let her guard down like that? Why did she speak so freely to him about her parents and her grandfather? And why had he been on her mind so often since that day? 
Sharing her family’s private affairs had never been her intention, but Lord Schiffley had been so kind and attentive. He’d shared his past with her, and in turn, she’d told him things she’d only ever said to Ada. She couldn’t say why she was willing to be so open with the new viscount, but she needed to stop thinking about him. That could only lead to trouble. 
It could only lead to pain. She wouldn’t end up like her mother, so sick over a lost love that she lost herself, too. Lord Schiffley was appealing in many ways, but he was not the man she would soon be engaged to. That man would never sit on the ground, admiring her painting in amicable silence. He would never meet her gaze with sun-dappled eyes. Never come so close that her heart all but stopped...
Victoria forced herself to exhale. Lord Dalton may not be as exciting, but she rather liked that their marriage was to be a business arrangement—there would be no room for messy feelings to get involved. Of course, among everything else, Lord Dalton would also never be as supportive of her art as Lord Schiffley would be, but he would hardly be home often enough to have any complaints. She would be left to do as she pleased. 
She took a final breath before tossing a wayward curl over her shoulder. Embarrassment would not get the best of her. She would not run and hide. Turning the corner, she smiled—not too much, of course—and joined him in the art section. 
Engrossed with the book he’d plucked from the shelf, Lord Schiffley did not seem to notice her approach at all. Not until she leaned to the side to look over at the open pages. “Is it one you’d recommend?” she asked. 
He was only the tiniest bit startled, but enough that she had to suppress her smile lest he think she had intended to surprise him. His smile, on the other hand, was quick to appear, his eyes widening. 
“What an unexpected delight it is to see you, Lady Victoria.” No one had ever said her name the way he did. When he said it, she felt it in her entire being—from the flush on her skin, all the way to the aching warmth deep in her belly. 
“And you, my lord,” she answered, breathless, unable to tear her eyes from his. She lost all her sensibilities around him, prone to inappropriate outbursts about his handsome features or his need for a wife. She’d babbled at length when her nerves got the best of her in the past, and she was determined not to repeat the mistake a third time. She would control her tongue even if she had to bite it off. 
“As for recommendations, you’re far better off asking the shopkeeper. I enjoy browsing, but I haven’t the first notion what makes one book preferable to another when they all contain things I do not know,” he said this as if it were a confession, but Victoria found it curious. 
“If your only aim is to learn something you did not know before, then I suppose you would have trouble with that.” She pulled a book from the shelf and gently turned to an interior page. 
“You have a different aim?” 
Victoria paused to consider her answer. There were a thousand things she wanted to say about her love of books, but she knew starting down that path would be one step away from a rambling dissertation he had no interest in. “Sometimes,” she finally said, turning the page.
“That is all you have to say?” he asked, a frown wrinkling his brow. 
“That is my answer,” she insisted. “Sometimes, my aim in choosing a book is merely to learn about a new part of the world or time in history. Other times, I wish to be swept away on grand adventures, or left to solve a great mystery. I cannot claim to have one singular aim with regard to my book selection, so sometimes is the only possible answer.” 
He smiled and instantly, she felt heat rising up the back of her neck, across her cheeks and over the bridge of her nose. She’d done it again. Why could she never manage her words in his company? 
“I have been invited to a salon for patrons of the arts. Would you have any interest in accompanying me? I am certain your enthusiasm for the subject would be a most welcome addition to the evening.” 
With a single word, Victoria’s mind blanked. “Evening?” she repeated. 
“Tomorrow evening, to be precise.” 
“Tomorrow?” She’d lost the ability to come up with her own words. There were too many thoughts jockeying for supremacy. After all her grandfather had done to combat the rumors about her, was she truly considering courting this sort of scandal?
“It is a respectable crowd,” Benjamin added. “I have little doubt there will be a few familiar faces—perhaps Mrs. Hill could chaperone?” 
Of course. Benjamin didn’t want to invite whispers and gossip any more than she did. He would not jeopardize her reputation with a careless night out. What harm could there be in a salon with her chaperone present? 
Impulsively, she replied, “It sounds like a lovely evening, my lord. I would be happy to join you.” 
[image: image-placeholder]Outside the home of Lord Harlin, the host of the evening’s salon, Mrs. Hill wore the same expression she’d had at the library. “I am not sure this is a suitable place for you to be,” she said, frowning at Victoria. 
“You only say that because you have no interest in art. I know you may think it a dull affair, but I have had those same feelings at every ball you have forced me to attend. Could we, for one night, partake in something I enjoy?” She’d used a similar argument to get her chaperone to agree in the first place, but now Viv had to belabor the point a little to truly make Mrs. Hill understand.
The older woman’s nose crinkled. “And you’re certain Lord Dalton won’t be here?” she confirmed. “I would have no objections if this were part of your courtship.” 
Victoria’s stomach turned with a feeling she couldn’t quite name. It should have been guilt, but that wasn’t it. Not exactly, anyway. “Like you, Lord Dalton has little desire to attend these functions. It was his good friend who invited me, and I wouldn’t want to offend either of them by going back on my word now.” 
Mrs. Hill’s mouth opened then snapped shut, her lips thinning. “We certainly wouldn’t want to offend the earl,” she said stiffly. Victoria might not have been as convincing as she’d hoped, but Mrs. Hill could hardly scold her on the steps of Lord Harlin’s home for all to see. The most she could do was continue scowling at her charge as they joined the festivities. 
The salon was unlike any gathering Victoria had ever been to. Rather than the exhaustive scrutiny and constant fear of mistakes she was used to, the atmosphere in the salon was... relaxed. Drinks and laughter flowed freely, guests lounged in indecent positions, and best of all was the lack of eyes on her. 
Well, not a complete lack. There was one pair of amber and green that found her the moment she walked in. Without wasting a moment, he broke away from the crowd and approached with a wide, friendly smile. 
“So pleased you could make it,” Lord Schiffley said, bending over her hand. 
“As am I,” Victoria answered, the back of her neck already warming. “Thank you for the invitation.” 
“My pleasure. And it is lovely to see you again, as well, Mrs. Hill,” he added. 
Victoria did not look back, but she felt the heat of her chaperone’s stare. 
“Could I get you both some refreshments?” Lord Schiffley asked, oblivious to any tension between the women. 
“I will join you,” Victoria said, eager to be part of the excitement. She might never again be surrounded by so many people who shared her love. She didn’t want to squander a moment of it. 
“Truthfully,” Lord Schiffley began in a conspiratorial tone, “I hope your arrival will add something to these conversations.” 
Victoria wasn’t sure what he meant. “Oh?” 
He shook his head, steering her toward the main group. “I will let you decide for yourself,” he said cryptically.
A red-faced older man flung his arms wide, staggering toward them. “Lord Schiffley! You must introduce me to your friend,” he cried, the drink he held in one hand sloshing precariously over Lord Schiffley’s shoulder. 
Lord Schiffley carefully extracted himself from the man’s embrace while Victoria stifled a giggle. “Lord Harlin, this is Lady Victoria Saville. She is a wonderful artist in her own right,” he said, making her warm from the inside, as if she’d swallowed her tea too quickly. 
“Is that so?” Lord Harlin asked, full of exuberance Viv wasn’t used to. 
“I do not know that I would go so far as to say wonderful,” Victoria replied, her face heating even more. 
“Only because you are too modest,” Lord Schiffley insisted. 
“That is marvelous! Come, come, you must speak to our other artists,” Lord Harlin said, gesturing wildly. His drink finally lost the battle with his exaggerated movements, splattering on the floor without his notice. 
Their host was too excited to give anyone a chance to protest as Victoria was shoved toward the center of the crowd, far too many eyes on her at once. There were too many people, too. And they were all far too close. The room had warmed considerably, and Victoria’s short breaths left her dizzy. She did her best to smile and nod politely, to keep her composure even while her instincts told her to run. 
The voices muffled together, buried beneath a high-pitched ring. The faces around her blurred into one entity, and the perspiration that had started at her hairline now covered her entire body. 
Suddenly, a firm hand was on her arm, a steady presence that made her senses less confused. She turned and found Lord Schiffley’s handsome face drawn into a frown. Had she done something wrong? After all his kindness, the last thing she wanted was to disappoint the viscount. 
His hand stayed, and soon, he led her away, toward the open windows where the evening breeze greeted her with its cool embrace. “Drink this,” Benjamin said with an offering of cold water. Victoria was in no state to argue or refuse, but by the time she’d had a few drinks, she felt much better. Already the sounds of the party had returned, and her breaths weren’t so short. 
“Thank you,” she finally said, feeling like a fool. Mrs. Hill was nowhere in sight, and Victoria could only hope her chaperone hadn’t seen that embarrassing spectacle. “I don’t know what came over me.” 
“Don’t be sorry,” he said softly. “I should apologize for inviting you to this farce. It takes only a moment of conversation with these imposters to see that their love for the arts runs about as deep as a saucer.” 
Viv felt well enough to laugh at that, which certainly seemed to help the viscount’s mood, too. His scowl faded, and the furrow between his brows softened. 
“Care to join me in the gardens?” he asked, making her heart race. 
Before she could answer, she heard the voices of Ada and Mrs. Hill in her mind, scolding her for even considering it. This was no scandal in the making, though. Victoria would be betrothed soon enough; joining his friend for some fresh air was hardly outrageous. 
“I’d love to,” she agreed, taking his proffered arm. 
Without making any attempt to find Mrs. Hill or invite her to join them, Victoria followed Lord Schiffley’s lead into the dark, well-kept gardens. The lamps were few and far between, but the light they cast was enough to admire the gardeners’ hard work. Every hedge and topiary trimmed to perfection, a marvel to behold even in the offseason. 
“Would it be terrible of me to say I find this setting far more inspiring than the one inside?” she mused. 
His warm laughter rumbled in response, and Victoria suppressed a small shudder, her mouth suddenly dry. “Only if you were to say it in Lord Harlin’s presence,” he assured her. “You cannot help what drives your muse.” 
“I suppose that’s true.” 
“Your talent is too great to be constrained or confined. I would not be surprised to find your work in a gallery in the future.” He spoke with such overwhelming conviction. Victoria was touched by how much he believed in her, but astounded by it, too. 
“You mean if I continue the hobby at all,” she said bitterly. 
The furrow in his brow was back. “Why wouldn’t you?” 
“You heard Lord Dalton’s opinion as well as I did,” she said, more bitter by the second. 
In the low light of the garden, she saw his jaw tighten, the moonlight playing off his hair and broad shoulders. He shook his head, exhaling through his nostrils. “I know it is wrong of me to say so, but I cannot fathom why you would love a man who would take your joy away without a second thought.” 
Victoria’s throat tightened; her mouth drier than ever. It was wrong for him to say that, but when he put it in those terms, it was difficult to reconcile. “Lord Dalton and I have an arrangement based on a mutual understanding. You may not understand it, but it is what I have chosen.” 
“And what about love? Does that bear no weight in your choice?” 
Her heart was heavy even as she scoffed, shaking her head. She was a woman; a husband was as necessary as a home if she wanted a life of comfort. Love would only complicate things. “Not in the least, my lord.”  




Chapter 6

Benjamin


The overwhelming mixture of perfumes in the air left Benjamin yearning for an escape. Any exit he could find now would be subject to the same problem as the spot he currently occupied. It wasn’t his placement at Lord and Lady Harrington’s ball which stifled and irritated him; it was the sudden influx of attention he’d gotten at all the recent events.  
“My Lord, I’d be honored to introduce you to my daughter, Miss Rebecca Hartley. She has a most agreeable disposition and is fluent in French, Italian, and Latin. She also—” 
“A pleasure to meet you,” Benjamin said, before the girl’s mama could list any more of her accomplishments. He’d heard the same from many mamas already, each professing their daughter to be extraordinary in comparison to the scores of other young women with the same exact list of hobbies, interests, and hopes for the future. 
Not one of them suggested anything different or interesting. Not one of them seemed to have a single thought of their own. It was painful to sit through countless introductions, all the while searching over the heads of the crowd for the only person who had given him pause. 
“Perhaps you would like to dance with Rebecca?” the girl’s mama pressed. It was the sort of bold move which others might have admired, but Benjamin only saw desperation and manipulation behind the request. 
“If you would excuse me,” he said, breaking away from the other eager mamas, ignoring their affront. 
Of course, none of these other women were appealing—none of them were Victoria. None had her spark of intelligence or passion. They were all content to be on display, engaged in the hassle of societal expectations. Not long ago, they would have shunned him without a second thought. Why should he care if he offended them now? 
Because you will find yourself without a wife, a part of his mind supplied. If he turned down every woman who was not Victoria, he would certainly wind up alone, a disgrace to his family. 
But how could he accept anything less when he knew she was perfect for him? No matter the ways he tried to convince himself otherwise; the outcome was always the same. In fact, the more time he spent with her trying to disprove the idea, the more he became convinced of it. 
It was an impossible dilemma that made him long for the simplicity of the life left behind in Italy. Becoming Viscount Schiffley had never been in his plans, but when his family needed him, how could he refuse them? 
With one eye on the dance floor, still searching for a certain chestnut-haired beauty, Benjamin skirted along the outside of the crowd, deftly avoiding the pointed looks of eager mamas. He’d had his fill of introductions for one evening. If it wouldn’t cause undue upset to his mother, he would abandon the whole affair and retreat into one of the books he’d picked up at the lending library. That would certainly make for a better night than dodging would-be matchmakers. 
With his attention divided between the advancing mamas and the Victoria-free dance floor, Benjamin failed to notice his friend Dalton approaching until the earl clapped him on the shoulder. 
“Schiffley, how are you enjoying the new attention?” Dalton asked with a sly smile and a slur in his speech. The night was still young, yet Dalton’s face was already ruddy, his stance unsteady. 
“I think I preferred relative anonymity,” Benjamin muttered, pulling away from Dalton’s heavy hand and brandy-laced breath. 
Dalton scoffed, spittle flying from his lips. “You should be thanking me. What prospects did you have before? Now you have your pick,” he said, clapping Benjamin on the back again. 
Ben’s jaw clenched tight, his fists following suit. Had age changed him so much? More and more he struggled to recall why he’d been friends with Collin. The jovial attitude and carefree approach to life were considerably less charming after all Ben had been through. “Why would I thank you for that?” 
The earl’s sly look turned into one of false modesty. “No, no. I don’t require any gratitude. I only wished to help a dear friend.” 
“What did you do?” Ben asked, his patience rapidly becoming a rare commodity. 
“Nothing much. I only said a few things at the card tables, hinted at the family financials, that you’re not too concerned about a generous dowry...” 
Red clouded Ben’s vision, and he fought back a swear. How could Collin be so careless? There had been enough rumors about Ben and his family. He didn’t need his supposed friends fanning the damned flames! 
Now he could be certain that none of those women were truly interested in him, merely his coffers. How would he ever find a suitable wife after Collin poisoned the well so thoroughly? 
“I would rather you keep my name away from your gambling hells,” Ben said. Suddenly, he saw his old friend in a new light. The quirks and deviance that had been mild irritations were now intolerable. He could hardly look at the man without the urge for violence cropping up. 
“I would have no cause to talk about you if you ever accompanied me,” Collin countered, too inebriated to distinguish Benjamin’s genuine irritation from the teasing kind. 
“Excuse me,” Ben grumbled, stalking away before he could give in to his impulses. 
Thankfully, the Harringtons’ house had ample space for one to find a moment of solitude when needed. Ben had no doubt that his mother—or someone else’s—would be looking for him in short order, so he needed to maximize his time alone while he had it. 
He found himself in one of the studies; a dark, empty room to himself was all he required. The silvery moonlight peeking in through the curtains provided ample illumination for him to move about, enough to find a chair by the cold fireplace. The moment his bottom touched the seat, he sprang back to his feet again, pacing. 
Perhaps if he wore a path into the rug, he’d have expended enough energy to keep himself from acting rashly. He’d trouble enough holding his tongue and staying uninvolved when it was only his feelings for Lady Victoria muddying the waters. Now, he had to contend with his feelings about Dalton, too—the man was not a fit husband for Lady Victoria. He could never make her happy, and if he didn’t curb his affection for the gambling hells, then he’d certainly drive her to financial ruin on top of whatever heartache he caused. 
Yet Benjamin would be in the wrong if he said anything. 
It was enough to make him want to tear his own hair out. Knowing the woman he was falling for already belonged to another man was a terrible fate. A fate only made worse by the fact that he could do nothing to change it. Difficult though it was, he’d accepted that he had no place intervening, but did that mean he also had to endure the agony of watching it unfold before his very eyes? 
Maybe not. 
Unlike Lady Victoria, Benjamin did not have the time pressure of an ageing relative, merely whatever pressures his mother put upon him when she wished for more grandchildren. That seemed a far preferable way to spend the Season than witnessing the travesty of Dalton and Lady Victoria’s courtship. 
Staring out the window at Harrington’s grounds, Benjamin began to form a plan. While his gaze traveled over the winding hedgerows, seeking out a path through the maze, he mentally picked apart the conversation he’d have with his mother. Half a Season was enough of an introduction to society, and he might suggest that another year to come into his role as viscount would be prudent before he added a bride and brood. His mother could hardly object to that, could she? 
Benjamin was far from convinced, but what choice did he have? He was at his wits’ end; there was no telling how many more of these events he could endure without biting his tongue clean off. How long would it be before he insulted Collin or overstepped with Lady Victoria? 
In a year, they would be wed. Lady Victoria would be too occupied with her new life to participate in the Season. Ben was sure he would again be free to attend these balls without fear of his heart falling through the floor at the sight of her. The very notion of it unsettled his stomach. Walking into a room full of beautiful women in the most exquisite gowns, and not one of them being her—it sounded like something from a nightmare rather than his future. 
Time would cure his infatuation. With enough distance and time away, he would surely forget her. It was the only hope he had. 
Leaving the quiet study, Benjamin felt more in control of himself. Since returning to England, he’d learned to master his emotions. It was always so much simpler when Lady Victoria wasn’t near. He was capable, though. He would not bring ruin upon his family just when they had finally recovered all they’d lost. 
That was the thought that drove his determined steps as he rejoined the ball, searching for his mother. He forced all other thoughts from his mind and focused solely on his family’s name. That was all that mattered. That was what he’d given so much up for. It was bigger than him, and his family could not afford for him to be selfish. 
Instead of his mother, Benjamin’s gaze found Lady Victoria. Flushed with a sheen of perspiration sticking a few fine hairs to her forehead, she moved through the steps of an energetic quadrille without stumbling. She was radiant; a beacon of beauty that he could not ignore. 
He also could not ignore her dance partner. Collin was redder than before, and every few steps, he fell offbeat. It was hardly noticeable enough for anyone to spot unless they paid close attention. Only Benjamin and Lady Victoria saw the way Dalton occasionally stumbled. It kept Benjamin rooted in place, every muscle in his body tense with the desire to lash out. 
She did not deserve Collin’s disrespect. Ben couldn’t stand aside while she gave her life to a contemptible scoundrel. Even if she had no interest in Ben, she should know the kind of man Collin really was. It was more than simple jealousy. 
Once the quadrille ended, Ben waited for an opportune moment. Of course, Collin left his partner without hesitation, moving through the crowd until he found a willing audience for his outrageous tales. Lady Victoria, much like Benjamin, shied away from the main activity, keeping to the quieter places—and keeping away from her chaperone, it seemed. Mrs. Hill had little to worry about, which gave Lady Victoria the chance to move about more freely. 
Which gave Benjamin the opportunity to bring her a glass of punch. 
“Lord Schiffley!” she exclaimed, startled when he said her name. “How lovely it is to see you this evening.” 
“And you, Lady Victoria. Punch?” he offered, admiring the color in her cheeks that hadn’t yet faded. She took the glass with a silent thanks, and his heart jumped to his throat. He could still leave with his honor intact. But if he spoke ill of Collin now... it was a deed that could not be undone. “I had considered stepping outside for a moment of fresh air. Would you care to join me?”
Lady Victoria’s eyes widened and her lips parted slightly. She looked around, finding they were already rather secluded and ignored by the rest of Harrington’s guests. “For a moment,” she said, dubious. 
He could hardly blame her. With every step they took toward the garden, his heart beat faster, and he was less convinced of the wisdom of his actions. 
“I had not realized how stuffy the ballroom was until we’d left,” Lady Victoria said, inhaling deeply at the garden entrance. 
Benjamin took a deep breath of his own, but his was to brace himself. There was no use dancing around the subject; Lady Victoria was a practical woman and would surely appreciate his forthrightness, wouldn’t she? 
“There is a matter I wish to speak with you about,” he said, his tone gravely serious despite his intentions. 
Lady Victoria’s brow wrinkled. “Oh?” 
He looked around to be sure they were alone. His stomach twisted into a rope, and his heart was solid as stone in his throat. “I would like to ask you to reconsider your arrangement with Lord Dalton.” 
She blinked, silent for a moment. Then her eyes narrowed, a frown starting to take shape. “Why should I do that?” 
Benjamin was certain his mouth had never been drier. “Because,” he said, every sound a labor with his tongue coated in paste. “I would like to court you myself.” It was not at all what he’d expected he’d say—he had to imagine Lady Victoria’s shocked expression was a mirror of his own—but he hadn’t slandered Collin, at least. 
And he could not deny the thought of courting her gave him a thrill. 
“Lord Schiffley, I do not know what to say—”
“Say you will give me a chance.” 
“It is all but a done deal, my lord,” she said with what he was sure was a hint of remorse. 
“That only means there is yet time. Please consider it.” 
She looked up at him, the light of the lamp above casting a halo around her. The endless depths of her dark eyes beckoned him, a siren’s call he could not refuse. His pulse pounded like a drumbeat, his hands itching to reach out. It was a mistake to bring her to the garden, to be alone with her. To be so close to her. He was a gentleman, damn it. 
Or, at least, he’d thought he was. If being a gentleman meant letting her give herself and her future to Dalton, it was a distinction he’d have to forgo. His heart beat faster. 
Lady Victoria didn’t reject him. She only looked up at him, searching, her intelligent mind sorting through puzzle pieces no doubt. Her tongue moved to wet her lips, and Ben was transfixed. He could not look away from her lips, could not hear past the steady thud thud of his own heart, could not think past the all-consuming desire to call Lady Victoria his. 
“My lord...” she said softly, drawing her lower lip in with her teeth. 
It was his undoing. To hell with being a gentleman. 
Without giving it another moment of consideration, he dipped his head and closed the distance between them, pressing his lips to hers. Her surprise hardly registered before she melted into him, leaning into the kiss as much as he did. It was heaven and home all in one. Warm and sensual, sweet and innocent. There was so much said without a single word. Enough to make his head swim with it all. 
She came to her senses before he did, pulling back with wide, horrified eyes. Suddenly, the warmth was replaced with cold. Ice poured through him, settling into a solid ball of lead low in his gut. 
Nothing good could come from that look. But she’d wanted it, too, hadn’t she? She’d melted into him... still, he never should have—
“Lady Victoria,” he said softly, reaching for her hand, searching for a way to apologize for something he did not—could not—regret. 
She shook her head, pulling her hand away. Before he could utter another word, she fled, leaving him alone in the garden, his only company the crushing realization that he may have lost his chance with her. 




Chapter 7

Victoria


The sharp point of Victoria’s embroidery needle pricked her finger, drawing blood. “Oh!” she cried, sucking on the sore spot with a wince.  
“Did you stick yourself? Oh no,” Ada said from her seat next to Viv. “It isn’t too terrible, is it?” 
Victoria sighed, frowning at her finger. “No. It is already better.” The problem didn’t lie in her hand but in her head. When Ada had asked about a social call, Viv thought it would be a nice distraction. That was what the embroidery was meant to be, too. But distraction upon distraction would never be enough. There was no force great enough to pull her thoughts away from Lord Schiffley and the way his kiss had ignited her from within. 
“What is it that troubles you?” Ada asked, setting her project aside as her mouth drew into a tight purse. 
“Who says there is anything troubling me?” Victoria willed herself not to flush, not to think about how Lord Schiffley’s lips had been so soft, yet his mouth so firm. Inevitably, thinking of that led her to remember the stirring between her legs, the warmth that spread throughout her body and left her aching for... something. Something only he could give her. 
“I do,” said Ada. “I have been your friend for many years, Viv, and I know when something is occupying your mind.”
Victoria’s stomach twisted, leaving a sour taste in the back of her mouth. “Perhaps your senses have been muddled,” she insisted, swallowing the guilt. If she told Ada the truth, it would feel truer. Keeping it to herself, Victoria was able to pretend it was a terribly confusing dream.
No dream had ever made her feel that way before, though. She could, maybe, understand why some people seemed to lose all their senses when it came to matters of the opposite sex. She’d had only the smallest taste, and already, her thoughts could center on nothing else. She couldn’t lose herself. 
She refused to be under another’s spell—no matter how enticing they might be. When she was in the garden with Lord Schiffley, she’d lost all control of herself. She knew she should tear herself away, and she knew they were risking scandal and worse, but she was pulled to him. He’d cast a net she could not see, and there was no escaping. 
“Have I offended you in some way?” Ada asked, her drawn expression turning dire. 
Victoria’s eyes widened, her head shaking before she answered. “What? Of course not. I...” She would have to offer her friend some explanation, but what? She couldn’t share the truth. There was no telling how Ada would react, and Victoria, herself, was still not sure she believed it anyhow. “I may have overexerted myself at Lord Harrington’s ball,” she suggested. “It is a shame you had to miss it.” 
The answer was satisfactory for Ada, so her concern seemed to melt away into a relieved smile. “That does explain it. Without my company, you must have resorted to endless dancing, you poor thing.” 
“It was truly dreadful,” Victoria said without inflection, earning a giggle from her dear friend. Still, even as she said it, her body protested. What she and Lord Schiffley had done was wrong, but it had been far from dreadful, and the residual warmth between her legs only served to confirm that. 
What would Ada say if Victoria told her about the kiss? She felt compelled to confide in someone but fear kept her tongue-tied. 
From the hall, the clipped, sharp steps of Mrs. Hill approached, making Victoria glad she’d stayed silent on the matter. Telling her dearest friend about the incident was one thing but having Mrs. Hill overhear would be another entirely. There’d be a scandal in no time, Viv was sure. 
Her heart formed a solid lump in her throat that made it painful to swallow. That did not improve any when Mrs. Hill announced Lord Dalton had arrived for a promenade. 
Victoria frowned down at her embroidery. “Is the earl not aware that it is customary to plan such outings in advance?” she asked, ignoring the older woman’s look of alarm. Was she expected to simply be happy that the man had arrived? Meant to overlook his disregard for her own social obligations just to rush to his side? 
She knew the answers without voicing her questions aloud, and Ada was quick to reassure her. 
“There will be ample time for tea and needlework after the Season,” she said with a gentle smile. 
It did little to temper Victoria’s irritation, though. She had enough distaste for these false displays during courtship already. Her future betrothed’s lack of consideration for her only soured her opinion of the whole mockery further. She would be thankful when it was over with, and she and Lord Dalton did not have to pretend to enjoy each other’s company. 
“I think his spontaneity is romantic,” Ada added, looking wistfully toward the door. 
Victoria sighed. Maybe she was too harsh on the earl. If Ada could view his actions as romantic, why couldn’t Victoria? They were going to be together for a very long time; it would serve her to find some common ground with him. Maybe not true affection but understanding. She could be as sullen as she liked, but it wouldn’t change the circumstances at all. If she wanted to avoid being miserable with the future set before her, it would have to be a choice she made. 
“Please inform Lord Dalton that I will join him as soon as I have readied myself,” Victoria said, her voice even-tempered now. Enough to mollify Mrs. Hill, at least. That wouldn’t give Viv much time to compose herself and push away all her annoyance, but it would have to do. 
With a brief hug and a promise to tell her all about the afternoon, Ada was off, and then Viv’s stomach began to knot. 
[image: image-placeholder]Walking next to Lord Dalton at the park with so many other couples doing the very same, Victoria felt she was in some sort of strange, ancient ritual. In a way, that wasn’t too far from the truth. Mrs. Hill stayed half a dozen paces behind them, leaving ample room for the couple to speak more or less privately. She’d been thrilled for the chance for them to both use the parasols she’d recently purchased, and with the sun doing its very best to emulate its summertime intensity, Victoria was rather glad for the purchase, too. 
“I am quite pleased you were able to make time for me this afternoon,” Lord Dalton said, looking straight ahead, only diverting his eyes to nod at a passing peer. “I must apologize for my impulsivity, but I wanted to see you again.” 
Viv’s throat tightened. “You saw me just last night, my lord,” she answered, sweat prickling at her temples despite the chill in the air. Not only had he seen her, they’d danced—poorly, due to his intoxication—and he’d seemed entirely uninterested in her after that minimal amount of attention. 
Not that she’d had complaints. She had little patience for men who found themselves deep in drink and had been grateful when he excused himself. 
And even more grateful when his attention had been replaced with Lord Schiffley’s. 
Her knotted guts twisted tighter, guilt making her ill. 
“Time must seem slower in your absence,” he said, lips quirking slightly. 
Victoria only frowned, forgetting she should smile for the others strolling by. Lord Dalton certainly could be charming when he chose to be, but it was precisely that control over the matter which left Victoria unsettled. It would be easy to sink into his flattery, to believe in the falsehoods he peddled during their courtship, but she would not allow herself to forget how he disregarded her the moment there was no one paying attention. 
It was all for the audience he loved so dearly. 
Or was she being unkind to him again? Were her own disparaging thoughts toward the arrangement coloring her assessments of him?
“Is that so terrible?” she asked. “Do you not find it cruel how the hours race by when one is enveloped in their passions? I have no sooner opened my sketchbook than dawn is peeking through the curtains.” 
“You shall have to show me what is so captivating about it,” he said, sounding dismissive to Victoria’s ears. 
“I would be happy to share my work with you when we return,” she answered anyway. If Ada were in her place, she would not be so hasty to think the worst. 
“Of course,” he said, no more interested than before. “Though, you will have to put away your scribbles and tend to the nursery before too long,” he added with a chuckle that quickly erased Viv’s guilt. 
She had tried easing her expectations, but each time she began to convince herself it would not be so terrible, the earl forced her to question things again. Lord Dalton was clearly not a perfect match for her, but Victoria was not sure he was any match for her at all. Her grandfather had left her with the impression that the earl would have his own interests to keep him busy and unconcerned with how Victoria spent her time. If he was going to be the sort of man who dictated what she did with every day, she would never find a way to be happy with him. 
Did that matter, though? She was not convinced she could be happy with any arrangement. Marriage itself was the trap, and without a way to escape that, she was bound to be dissatisfied. 
That realization hit her very suddenly. It had been a vague, distant feeling before, but now it was inescapable. She stiffened, certain she’d cast up her accounts any moment. When she stopped, Lord Dalton turned to her, eyes narrowed. 
“I believe I have had too much sun,” she said weakly, cold and clammy all over. 
Skeptical, Lord Dalton said, “Let us return you to your home.” 
Never had she been more thankful for Mrs. Hill’s ability to carry a conversation without her. The carriage ride would have been unbearable if she’d been forced to converse with Lord Dalton while her mind was awash with worries, and her stomach felt liable to jump up her throat at a moment’s notice. She thought she’d prepared herself for this. She knew what she was getting into. So why did it suddenly feel as though she was being crushed by the fate that awaited her?
Back at her grandfather’s home, Mrs. Hill hurried off to arrange a tea service for them while Victoria fought the ongoing urge to swoon, the world around her blurring when she forgot to steady her breaths. 
“Please give my regrets to Mrs. Hill, but I won’t be able to stay for tea,” Lord Dalton said, already backing toward the door. “It was a pleasure to see you as always, my dear.” He bent to kiss her gloved hand, treating the gesture with the same indifference he might have for an unfamiliar aunt. 
He left in a hurry, as if he had somewhere he’d rather be—anywhere, if Victoria had to guess. He hadn’t asked about her sketchbook again, which should not have surprised her at all. Still, her teeth clenched along with her fists. Why even feign interest in her hobbies? 
She wished she’d stayed with Ada, embroidering and reliving her kiss with Lord Schiffley. Now she could not even muster up the warmth that she’d felt before, only irritation. Why hadn’t Lord Schiffley returned a year sooner? Could they have avoided all of this? 
Could she have been happy?
It was no use entertaining thoughts like that. It would only lead to bitterness. 
Without waiting for Mrs. Hill to return, Victoria retreated to her room, itching to lose herself in her sketchbook. Before she even loosened her stays, she spotted a silver tray on her vanity with a note penned in a slanted script. 
The invitation must have been delivered while she was out, and the moment Victoria read the details, her anger and annoyance from the day evaporated, replaced by eager anticipation. To celebrate reclaiming their place in society, Lord Schiffley and his family would be hosting a ball at their ancestral home in the country. 
The ball itself was not of great appeal to Victoria, but the weekend away, the games, and the chance to put aside her worries for some time would be wonderful. She held the letter to her chest and breathed deeply. Lord Schiffley’s familiar scent graced the paper, bringing back the warmth between her legs she thought she’d lost. 
Touching her fingertips to her lips, she recalled his kiss, the solid presence of him pressed tight against her, and the warmth grew into a flame that would not go away. Had she pushed him away too quickly? At the time, it seemed the only sensible thing to do. Now... she wasn’t so sure. 
Accepting the invitation after what happened between them would be foolish of her, wouldn’t it? But then why had he even sent the invitation? What happened between them in the Harringtons’ garden was wrong, and it couldn’t happen again if she still intended to marry Lord Dalton. 
But perhaps she didn’t. 




Chapter 8

Victoria


The day was clear, the sun high and bright when Victoria and Mrs. Hill reached the Duncans’ country estate. Weather had been on their side, and the roads had been mostly free of mud, making for a smooth journey and an early arrival.  
Their hosts were well-prepared, though, as Victoria’s name had hardly been announced when a familiar face appeared from the drawing room. 
“Lady Victoria,” Lord Schiffley said with a warm smile. Looking to his side, he extended an arm behind the older woman at his side. She wasn’t quite as old as Mrs. Hill, but there were slight lines around her eyes and the hint of silver on a few strands of her dark hair. “We’re delighted you’ve made it. Allow me to introduce my mother—” 
“Only a few months in England and already he’s as stiff as the rest of them,” Lady Schiffley said with a fond smile. “Please, call me Mrs. Duncan. After so many years in Italy, the title still doesn’t suit my ears.” 
Victoria nodded, offering a sympathetic smile. She could not imagine the confusing mixture of emotions Lady Schiffley was subjected to upon her return. “Then you will do me the courtesy of calling me Victoria in return,” she said, clasping the other woman’s hand firmly. 
“With pleasure!” Lady Schiffley said, eyes glittering when she looked back at her son. “Why don’t you show our guests the refreshments, dear?” 
Lord Schiffley’s lips thinned but as he turned, Victoria was sure she saw them quirk upwards. Once they were out of earshot, he lowered his voice, bending toward Viv. “She still sometimes forgets that I am the viscount and not simply her son.” 
Victoria nodded, suppressing a smile of her own. Somehow, she didn’t think Lady Schiffley was forgetting. “Your home is quite impressive,” she said, admiring the architecture. The lights and shadows cast from the large windows were inspiring, and the floral arrangements weren’t overly ostentatious. Though the family no doubt felt they had a great deal to prove, the decor was far from desperate for approval. It was tasteful and understated—perfect, really. Generally, these affairs left Victoria ill at ease, but Lord Schiffley’s home was refreshing in a way the others weren’t. 
“The staff have done a commendable job making it all presentable after so much neglect. I cannot say it feels any more like home than it did covered in dust, though. Of course, it has been made far less gloomy now that our guests have joined us,” he said, eyes bright when he looked her way. 
Victoria’s heart skipped a beat, jumping into her throat instead, her mouth dry as chalk. It was not right that one man could possess such an array of arresting features. How was she ever to keep her wits about her in his presence? “I was happy to be invited,” she said at last, hoping he didn’t hear the crack in her voice. 
“Yours was one of the first invitations I made,” he said, the warmth in his voice and the familiarity in his gaze turning her into a puddle. 
Did he struggle in her presence as she did his? Was he unable to think of anything beyond their kiss as she was? Each quirk of his lips, each glance her way took her back to that night, back to his arms. 
“Lemonade?” he asked, breaking her from her thoughts. They’d made it to the refreshments where some of the other guests had gathered, too. With everyone arriving at different times, planning a formal lunch would have been impossible. There would no doubt be a wonderful feast for supper when the time came, but until then, they had only small bites to tide them over. 
A loud peal of laughter pulled Lord Schiffley’s attention away, his handsome face drawn into a concerned frown. He pressed the cup of lemonade into Victoria’s hand with an apologetic look. “I should continue greeting guests with my mother,” he explained. “Some of us will be gathering on the lawn for games in a bit. I would love it if you joined us. I think you would get along well with my sister-in-law, Mrs. Duncan.”
“That sounds lovely,” she answered, trying to keep her smile from growing too large. “Enjoy your noble duties, my lord.” 
He paused long enough to take her hand, his lips grazing the ridge of her knuckles, hot even through her glove. The heat of that contact spread up her arm, across her chest, leaving her breathless and flushed as she scrambled to get a hold of herself before Mrs. Hill noticed anything amiss.
Presently occupied with a handful of biscuits, Victoria’s chaperone was thankfully oblivious. So much so that she was startled when Viv appeared at her side. “I would like to find my room and freshen up before further socializing.” Travel never left one with a pleasant odor, and she wouldn’t be rid of that dry, dusty feeling until she had changed her clothes. 
Mrs. Hill frantically swept crumbs from her chin, then set about making Victoria’s wishes come true. Before long, a member of Lord Schiffley’s house staff showed her to her quarters and offered to draw her a bath. She did not know what the rest of her time at Foxcroft Manor would bring, but it had gotten off to a rather nice start, and for the first time in many months, she was hopeful. 
[image: image-placeholder]It was hours later when Victoria finally joined the others for games. Mrs. Hill complained she was too exhausted from traveling for lawn games, but Victoria felt positively invigorated. Clean and refreshed, she felt like a new woman as she stepped out onto the grounds. The afternoon sun had begun its descent, but the afternoon was still plenty warm for outdoor entertainment. She followed the sound of conversation and laughter, easily picking out Lord Schiffley’s deep, warm tones amongst the others. 
She swallowed, her chest fluttering as she neared. 
“Of course, you side with her,” Lord Schiffley said, laughter pushing through the false bitterness. 
“Only because I am in the right,” teased a woman Victoria could not yet see. 
The viscount’s answering laugh made Viv’s stomach twist in a peculiar way. 
“Surely you do not expect me to disagree with my wife,” came a third voice, another man. 
“Wife carries more weight than brother, does it?” Lord Schiffley asked, a smile still in his voice.
As Victoria made the connections in her mind, her stomach unfurled, the angry twists disappearing. She passed a large tree, and the trio came into view, a game of croquet in progress among them. The moment she appeared, Lord Schiffley spotted her, and his smile grew. 
“Lady Victoria!” he called, waving her over with an enthusiasm that made her flush. “Perhaps you could settle this disagreement,” he said. 
“A disagreement, my lord?” she asked, moving closer. Each step toward him, her heart beat harder, faster. 
“Won’t you introduce us?” asked the other woman, her brows arched. 
Lord Schiffley cleared his throat, flustered. “Of course. My apologies. Lady Victoria Saville, allow me to introduce you to my brother, Mr. Alexander Duncan and his wife, Mrs. Phoebe Duncan.” 
“It is lovely to meet you both,” Victoria answered. Even if Lord Schiffley hadn’t introduced them, it would only take one look at the pair to see how in love they were with one another. Mr. Duncan’s eyes rarely veered from his wife, and anytime Mrs. Duncan returned his gaze, she had a gooey, glazed look that made a part of Victoria squirm with envy.
“What has become of your chaperone?” Lord Schiffley asked, concern momentarily overtaking his jovial mood. 
“She has decided to rest until supper. Such lengthy travel doesn’t sit well with women of a certain age,” Victoria answered, parroting the excuse Mrs. Hill had given her. “Though I do rather think it might be the handful of biscuits she had upon our arrival which has disagreed with her.”
“Maude has a wonderful brew especially for stomach upset,” Mrs. Duncan said, eager to be of help. “I think I may have been more tea than woman by the time George was born.” She seemed keen to leave and fetch the woman at that very moment. Before she could step away from the lawn, her husband caught her by the wrist and tugged her back toward him. 
“Darling, I assure you she is being tended to. There is nothing our mother would love more than fulfilling her hostess duties by tending to a guest who’s feeling poorly. She has no doubt pestered anyone who desires a bit of solitu—ow!” Mr. Duncan winced, rubbing the spot on his ribs where his wife had poked him, a rueful smile curling his lips.  
“What is the disagreement you would like settled?” Victoria asked, a strange tightness forming in her chest as she watched the happy couple. 
“There is no disagreement,” Mrs. Duncan said. “Only a viscount who does not enjoy losing,” she teased. 
“When a ball is knocked out of bounds, you do not place it wherever it is convenient for you,” Lord Schiffley countered. Despite the seriousness of their arguments, Victoria had no doubt the spat was good-natured, all parties barely suppressing grins as they made their case. 
The right answer was rather ambiguous, she quickly realized. The ball Mrs. Duncan had sent out of court left the yard in such a way that the nearest boundary point where she should have replaced it could have been one of two places. Being a clever competitor, she chose the more advantageous of the two, which was where Lord Schiffley’s dispute had come from. 
“I think if you are unable to come to a satisfactory agreement, you shall have to play the turn again,” Victoria finally surmised. “I cannot see how that would benefit either of you more than the other.” 
“A sensible compromise,” Mr. Duncan said, his hand gracing his wife’s side. He leaned in close to say something in private, and the way she turned into him was so familiar and intimate that Victoria had to look away. 
“I have an alternate proposal,” Lord Schiffley suggested. “If Lady Victoria would like to join us—” he waited for her nod to continue “—perhaps we should begin again, on more even footing?” 
Mr. Duncan laughed. “Not fond of two against one, brother? Ironic, considering you and Elias had no trouble inflicting that uneven footing upon me for decades.” 
Lord Schiffley did not respond, but his mood seemed to darken, the bright light in his eyes dimming, the hidden smile fading altogether. 
“Where is Elias?” Mrs. Duncan asked. “I haven’t seen him.” 
“He’s not coming,” Lord Schiffley said, his jaw clenched as he cleared the yard for a new game. 
Mr. Duncan’s expression was even darker; he shook his head at his wife’s questioning look. “He has been distant since we’ve returned.” 
Mrs. Duncan frowned. “Perhaps leaving Italy didn’t agree with him?” 
Mr. Duncan shook his head. “He has never had interest in society or the restraints it comes with. I can’t imagine he would subject himself to such a rigid affair. He detests any reminder of—” Again, Mr. Duncan’s words cut short, but this time it was of his own volition. His gaze darted to Victoria, then to his brother, as if he’d suddenly realized she should not be privy to family business. 
Victoria frowned at the whole exchange, her heart aching for Lord Schiffley, who’d been oddly withdrawn since the first mention of his twin. She’d often heard that twins shared a special bond, that it was possible for one to experience some measure of what the other felt. He must have a great deal of sympathy for his brother, and whatever pain Mr. Elias Duncan felt clearly did not escape Lord Schiffley as well. 
“Would we like to rearrange the teams?” Lord Schiffley offered, his expression difficult to read. 
“What do you say, Lady Victoria? Should we show the men how to play?” Mrs. Duncan asked, a competitive glint in her eyes. 
Viv hesitated, looking back toward Lord Schiffley with a hitch in her chest. Joining his team was an appealing idea, but dangerous, too. She swept her tongue over her lips absently, thoughts of kissing him intruding on the otherwise innocent afternoon. That snapped her back, and she nodded at Mrs. Duncan. “I’d be delighted.” 
The first few turns passed with friendly banter between the teams but little in the way of progress toward scoring. Mr. Duncan said something to his brother just as Lord Schiffley swung his mallet, and the ball skittered off course, leaving the field of play and bouncing down the gentle slope of the lawn. Mr. Duncan burst into laughter, but Lord Schiffley glared at him. 
“You’re fetching that,” he said. 
Mr. Duncan scoffed. “It is your ball.” 
“And it was you who—” Lord Schiffley muttered the last, too low for Victoria to hear. After a tense moment, both men stalked off after the ball without an explanation, leaving Mrs. Duncan giggling at their retreat. 
“Whenever they are together, they all revert to boys,” she laughed. “The same arguments and bickering have been happening for as long as I can recall.” 
Victoria frowned, head tilting to the side. “Have you known them so long?” Mrs. Duncan had the appearance of an Englishwoman, but the brothers and their mother had been exiled in Italy for over a dozen years. She could not make sense of those facts together. 
“In a way. We were childhood friends before they left. It is when Alexander is with his brothers that he is most like the boy I knew back then.” 
That explained some things, but only left Victoria with more questions. “How did you... I’m sorry, I shouldn’t pry.” 
Mrs. Duncan laughed, shaking her head. “Not at all. I had thought everyone would have heard the story by now. When Alexander first returned to England, he was not Mr. Alexander Duncan, but an Italian merchant operating under an assumed name. After so many years, he’d changed so much I did not recognize him at first. His courtship began as a means to exact revenge on my father, but it became something more. It is a lengthy tale I will share with you in full sometime,” she finished with a soft chuckle. 
“It sounds like an incredible story,” Victoria said, though her frown was fixed in place. When Mrs. Duncan spoke of it, she sounded wistful and romantic, but all Victoria had heard was Mr. Duncan’s deception. Their connection and the love between them were enviable, but Victoria was not sure she, herself, would ever be able to forgive such dishonesty. 
A man who could lie like that was capable of untold things—though lies were plenty enough. Her father’s lies had been enough to destroy Victoria’s mother. It was that devastation which had led Victoria to shut herself off from any growing affections. She would not give herself so completely to someone that there was nothing left for her. Her mother had made that mistake, and it had cost her dearly. Loving someone was risky enough, but choosing to be with someone who could deceive so easily without compunction? 
Mrs. Duncan was far braver than she could ever be. That was a chance she could never take with her heart. 
When the brothers returned, Mr. Duncan held the wayward ball, tossing it in the air as he walked. Lord Schiffley was not far behind, his expression back to neutrally pleasant when he joined them. 
Mr. Duncan tossed the ball to Benjamin, who set it just inside the boundary line. “Should I place my ball here, or on the other side of the yard?” he asked, arching a brow at Mrs. Duncan in a challenge.
“You can place it wherever you’d like. It won’t help you a whit,” she answered, grinning back at Victoria before moving into position to take her turn. 
“A little to the right, dearest,” Mr. Duncan said, earning a glare from his brother. 
“Whose team are you on?” 
“I believe the more important question is whose bed do you intend to occupy tonight?” Mrs. Duncan asked, full of mischief. 
Lord Schiffley appeared to know a losing battle when he saw one and kept his lips pressed tight together as Mrs. Duncan lined up her shot. She made the score look easy, but the way she spun into her husband’s embrace with a triumphant smile told another story. 
“That was a wonderful shot, my love,” Mr. Duncan said, dipping to steal a furtive kiss. Victoria was quick to hide her shock at their display, and as soon as she had, she began to wonder why she should be shocked at all. Was that not what a marriage should look like? Passion and mutual affection? Love? 
But no, that would only lead her to being broken like her mother. It was simpler as a business arrangement. 
“I hope I haven’t missed all the excitement!” came a familiar voice that caused dread to pool low in Viv’s stomach—Lord Dalton. He jogged up the slope to join them, a wide smile plastered on his face as he greeted both Lord Schiffley and Mr. Duncan with a firm handshake. “Good to see you back where you belong. The country suits you,” he said, not a look or word for Victoria. 
“Glad you could make it,” Lord Schiffley said, failing to return the earl’s broad grin. “You have found us in the middle of our game.” 
Lord Dalton looked around, shaking his head. “You call this a game? You really must let me take you out.” 
“There is more strategy to the game than you give it credit for, my lord,” Victoria said, taking a small measure of satisfaction in the earl’s sheepish embarrassment when he realized he’d entirely neglected his future betrothed. 
“My dearest Lady Victoria!” he exclaimed, making his way over to greet her properly. “I apologize for not seeing you sooner. What a lovely surprise it is to find you here.” Though his tone and words were all correct, when Victoria met the man’s eyes, she doubted his sincerity. 
Lord Schiffley cleared his throat, pinning Victoria with his striking sun-gold gaze. “I believe it is your turn,” he said, every word heavy with double meaning. 
So much for her relaxing time away to figure things out. With both men here, the weekend would be anything but. 




Chapter 9

Benjamin


For all his mother’s worry about their re-entry to society, the party had gone splendidly thus far. The guests had arrived in good spirits, and the weather had been remarkable the entire afternoon. Now that they were all seated for supper, the conversation was amiable and free flowing. They were not shunned or whispered about as Lady Schiffley had feared. The scandal and disgrace that haunted their family had gone, never to plague them again.  
If Benjamin could get a hold of himself, that was. He’d expected it to be easier with so many people around to witness, but even with Lady Victoria at the opposite end of the dinner table from him, his eyes kept drifting in her direction. 
He scolded himself internally. Lady Victoria might have been everything he wanted in a match, but the feeling was not reciprocated. He’d kissed her, and she pulled away. She rejected him, and by all accounts, still intended to marry his friend. Those were facts he could not ignore. 
Not even when said friend was not suitable for her. Dalton was his friend, and their suitability to marry was not Benjamin’s decision to make. If the involved parties were satisfied with the arrangement, then who was he to intervene?
It did not matter that Lady Victoria had kissed him back or that she had leaned into him with an eagerness that still kept him up at night. Whether she enjoyed it or not was irrelevant; she’d still ended the embrace and fled. There had been no indication that she’d given further thought to his request, so all there was left for Ben to do was find a way to get over her. 
That was a task easier conceived than executed. Dozens of conversations and voices married into a steady hum, and still Lady Victoria’s clear laughter cut through them all, stealing his breath. He scowled at his plate, willing his appetite to appear. 
At his side, his sister-in-law took notice of his dour mood, a small frown tugging at her mouth. She leaned in and said, “I can see why you’re fond of her. She seems rather special.” 
Benjamin’s brow furrowed, and a quick denial sprang to his lips. 
“Save your breath,” Phoebe laughed softly. “I know the look of a man in love when I see it.” 
A chill swept through him, his stomach suddenly a heavy anchor dragging him down. Love? He was smitten, sure. Infatuated? Perhaps. But in love? 
His instant, visceral reaction told him far more than any rationale his mind might conjure. He sighed. “Is it so obvious?”
Phoebe’s gentle smile didn’t make him feel much better about it. “Only to me,” she said. Then, after a moment of consideration, she added, “Though you may want to be a bit more discreet if you do not wish for everyone to know.” 
Benjamin shifted in his seat, and his jaw clenched tight. He’d thought he was being discreet. “She has already agreed to marry another,” he explained, keeping his voice low while other conversations carried on around them. No one seemed to notice they were enveloped in a private discussion, but he didn’t want to risk being overheard. “Would you be able to assist me in finding a more suitable match?” It was the only way he could fathom moving past his infatuation. As long as he was left to his own company, alone with his thoughts, they would turn toward Lady Victoria. 
Phoebe’s smile faded, and she shook her head. “You must overcome your current feelings. I would not wish that upon your future bride.” 
His jaw clenched tighter. She was right, of course. Phoebe had an annoying propensity for that. While it might be an attractive idea to erase thoughts of one woman with another, that was not fair to either of them. He would simply have to sit with his sour feelings until they’d run their course. 
In the meantime, he was grateful for the endless stream of port in his glass. He would not look down the table. He would not follow the sound of her musical laughter or try to eavesdrop on her conversations. And, he resolved, he would dance with other women at the ball the following evening. He’d indulged himself far too much, and it was time to put a stop to it before he was unable to. 
“I think things are going well, don’t you, dear?” his mother asked, leaning in from his other side. From the slightly glassy look in her eyes, she’d been hitting the port harder than he had, her lips trembling when she forced a shaky smile. 
For so many years, his mother said she’d never want to return to England, never want to see the people who’d taken her love and life away from her, but things changed after Alex was married and their first child was born. Once there were grandchildren to consider, her head had been full of visions of their entire family, complete with a new generation, occupying their family lands again. 
His mother would still claim not to care for anyone’s approval or disdain, but Benjamin knew her well enough to see through the bravado. 
“Better than we could have hoped,” he reassured her. 
“You don’t think we should have ordered more flowers?” she asked, wrinkling her nose. 
“If there are any complaints, they will land upon my shoulders, not yours. You have nothing to fret about.” 
There were more courses to come, hours still for Benjamin to keep his eyes trained away from one half of the dining room. He took small solace in the knowledge that Dalton was seated no closer to her than Benjamin was. Once the meal had concluded, they broke away for conversations, cigars, and drinks; guests all finding their way to their preferred activities. Ben directed some guests to the parlor while his mother helped others find their way elsewhere. 
These events had always been exhausting enough as a guest, but he’d never realized how demanding they were of the host. After being tugged in a dozen directions, he looked back to his mother to see how she fared and was alarmed by her wan, bleary-eyed appearance. 
He hurried to her side, slipping an arm around her for support. “Are you feeling all right? Have you overexerted yourself?” 
She murmured something unintelligible, then clutched at her head. “I feel a headache coming on,” she explained. 
“Why don’t you retreat for the evening? I will fetch you a tonic for your head and tend to the guests.” 
Lady Schiffley looked up into her son’s face, offering a weak smile as she lifted her hand to cup his cheek. “My wonderful son,” she said. “You have always been such a blessing.” 
Perhaps it was the port more than exertion, but either way, he needed to get his mother to bed. He flagged down Maude, one of their oldest and most loyal servants, with instructions to help Lady Schiffley to her chambers. “I’ll be up shortly with your tonic,” he promised. 
His worry grew as he set off to take care of matters. His mother was always so joyous and full of energy. She was the bond that kept them all together. She was the pillar that supported their family, the only thing stopping them from crumbling apart after their father’s death. If anything were to happen to her… He couldn’t bring himself to follow his worries to their conclusion; the knot in his throat was enough. 
She would be all right. She wasn’t used to so much activity and socializing was all. 
It was exhaustion, nothing more. It had to be. 
Tonic in hand, worries consuming his thoughts, Benjamin almost didn’t hear the odd knocking sound coming from one of the hall closets. Muffled through the door, he could nearly make out a voice. Ben stopped, frowning at the closed door. There was a thud, then a louder one—had one of his guests lost their way and gotten themselves trapped? 
With one quick yank on the handle, he tugged the door open. Light fell into the dark space and Ben froze, all thoughts erased. 
The closet hadn’t unwittingly trapped anyone, but it did reveal two very surprised faces looking back at him. The maid with her skirts hiked up to her waist, and Dalton, red-faced and sweaty, his hand on her exposed breast, everything else mercifully hidden by the bunches of fabric. Ben saw enough, though. Enough for numb shock to take hold, sounds of the party deafened by the ringing in his ears. Astonishment held him frozen for only a moment before it was replaced by blazing fury. 
He could not look at them. He could not trust himself to say a word. He turned away, leaving the door open, and stormed off, moving in the only direction which would not lead to him striking one of his oldest friends. 
Safe in his mother’s chambers, Benjamin shut the door behind him, his entire body vibrating with rage he couldn’t let loose. 
“Ben? Is that you?” his mother called. 
“I have your tonic,” he said, his voice hollow and distant. His hand shook as he passed her the small vial, and her lips pursed. 
“What troubles you?” she asked. 
How could he answer that? The buzzing hornets in his chest troubled him. The scorching blaze of fury that wouldn’t die down troubled him as well. Collin’s willingness to squander the affections of a woman as wonderful as Lady Victoria troubled him more than anything. 
He could not stand for this another day. The only question was, what was he going to do about it? 





Chapter 10

Victoria


After breaking their fast, many of Lord Schiffley’s guests stirred, restless before the next of the day’s activities.  
“Will you be joining the fox hunt?” Mrs. Duncan asked, sidling up beside Victoria while she finished her coffee. 
“Fox hut?” she asked. “Is that what they’re readying for?” 
Mrs. Duncan nodded; her mouth upturned into a closed smile. “There is quite a lot of excitement about it. I would go myself, but I have seen how Alexander rides when he is determined, and it is far too early for that sort of fright.” 
Victoria chuckled, her gaze already drifting past Mrs. Duncan to the gathering crowd near the door. A fox hunt was always an event—one Victoria had rarely been party to—and unlike Mrs. Duncan, she found the idea of a morning ride to be appealing. What better way to brace oneself for the day than a face full of cold, misty morning air? Her temptation to join had nothing at all to do with Lord Schiffley, or the shape of his calves in his snug riding boots. 
“Do you think they would mind?” Victoria asked, worrying her bottom lip. 
“Mind?” Mrs. Duncan scoffed. “I think Benjamin would be devastated if you did not join them.” 
A flush spread across Viv’s cheeks, leaving her face burning. 
Mrs. Duncan patted her arm, then left in the direction of her husband. “Lord Schiffley,” she called. Lord Schiffley stood right next to his brother, and Victoria didn’t realize the mistake in her assumption until it was too late. “Could you accommodate one more on your hunt? Lady Victoria has expressed an interest in joining.” 
Lord Schiffley’s gaze flicked to Victoria so quickly that she thought he must have already known where she was. There was no point in sitting out the conversation now, so she left the breakfast table to join the others. 
“Is what my sister-in-law says true?” Lord Schiffley asked. “Would you like to join us this morning? We will be leaving soon.” 
“It does sound rather exciting if I would not be an imposition,” Victoria replied, her eyes wandering here and there and anywhere that was not directly on the too-handsome viscount. 
“No imposition at all!” Mr. Duncan chimed in immediately. “The more the merrier.”
Victoria lifted one brow in question, but Lord Schiffley did not refute what his brother said. 
“Perhaps you would like to ride alongside me at the front?” he offered instead. 
Victoria beamed. “That would be lovely, my lord.” 
[image: image-placeholder]Outfitted and mounted for the hunt, a thrill rushed through Victoria. So often she chose to sit these sorts of things out, preferring not to venture too far from manicured lawns. The scenes she painted were serene and tranquil, nothing at all like the sizzling anticipation that filled the air around their party now. The horses pranced and nickered, and the dogs tugged at their leads, baying to be set free. The unlucky fox that had been selected for the day’s festivities flattened itself in the cage, its ears slicked down, lips curled in a snarl. 
Victoria did not want to think of what would happen to the poor creature if they were successful. That was not where the excitement of the hunt was. The thrill was in the chase she’d been told. 
“This may turn to bedlam,” Lord Schiffley said to her alone. “Stay close to me.” 
With a look exchanged between him and his brother, the horn sounded, and the hunt was afoot. 
Bedlam was an understatement. As soon as the hunt started, there was so much happening that Victoria could hardly keep track of it all. The shouting, the dogs, the chaos of people and horses going every which way, running, leaping, charging through the brush—how was anyone meant to find anything at all? It was all she could do to avoid being knocked off her mount.
The only thing Victoria did manage was keeping pace with Lord Schiffley. She’d always enjoyed riding and did it well, taking great pride in the viscount’s impressed expression when he glanced over to be sure she was still with him. 
Being at the front of the group seemed to be where the center of the action was. She had to take care not to trample anyone—or be trampled, for that matter—and she did not know how anyone could even remember to look out for the fox with all the commotion around them. 
Lord Schiffley clicked his tongue, pulling his horse away from the pack with a nod that she should follow suit. Victoria tugged on her reins, drawing her horse from the pack, too. They drifted farther away from the others until the sounds of dry leaves underhoof were louder than the distant barking. 
“I was not aware you were such a skilled rider,” Lord Schiffley said. “A hunt like this poses a challenge to any rider but to manage it all sidesaddle?” he continued, letting his expression tell her how much he admired her skill. 
“Accommodating though my grandfather may be, he always ensured I had all the proper lessons a young lady should have. I would not make a suitable wife if I could not ride a mount, would I?” 
“I should think there are far more important considerations.” 
Through some miracle, Victoria held her tongue. She was not sure what considerations most men gave to their choice of bride beyond her ability to produce heirs and sweet, vacant smiles. Whether or not a woman could ride shouldn’t matter, but she was certain there were far more frivolous measures used by some. 
They came to a stream and dismounted to water the horses. The sounds of the hunting party carried through the woods, but none were close enough to intrude on their private moment. Victoria’s heart sped at the realization—they were alone again. 
How did she keep finding herself in this position? Why did she continue to allow it? She knew she should be more diligent about protecting her reputation, but with her marriage to Lord Dalton looming ever closer, it was hardly a concern any longer. 
“There is little in this world as relaxing as a babbling stream,” Victoria said, stroking her horse’s neck while it drank. 
“Not many of those to be found in the city.” 
“One of the many reasons I prefer being in the country,” she agreed. 
“Is that so?” he asked, surprise evident in his tone. “I would have thought just the opposite with how comfortable you seem in the bustle of London.” 
She nodded, focusing on her horse’s mane rather than looking across to the man with the perfectly symmetrical face. The man with the lips that haunted her dreams. At least with their horses between them, they could not make the same mistake again. “The city has its own appeals. I enjoy the library and museums. The rare salon I am invited to,” she said, realizing a moment too late the implications of that last one. She cleared her throat quickly, hoping Lord Schiffley wouldn’t notice it. “But I find great comfort in the country. Much of my inspiration comes from nature.” 
“I can certainly see how it could inspire,” he said, a strange quality in his voice that caused a stirring of warmth in Victoria’s chest. Lord Schiffley stepped ahead of the horse, his boots in the water as he stooped to pick up a smooth, flat stone. After giving it a moment of inspection, he flicked his wrist, releasing the stone so it skipped across the water’s surface.
Victoria’s horse kept a wary eye on the tree line as the sounds of dogs shifted and came toward them. It wouldn’t be long before the hunting party had looped around, and this private moment would be lost. “It has certainly provided some much-needed respite this weekend. I must thank you for including me. I have had a wonderful time.” 
“You are welcome as much as you like,” he answered, skipping another stone. “I can tell Phoebe is already fond of you.” 
“That is very generous, my lord. Everyone in your family has been so gracious. After we are wed, I am certain Lord Dalton and I will be frequent visitors.” 
The third stone Lord Schiffley launched didn’t skim over the stream’s surface but sank with a hearty plop. He spun to face her, his eyes narrow, voice tight. “You cannot marry him.” 
The pleasant warmth in her chest was instantly replaced with hot, frothing fury. “What makes you think you have any say in the matter? I am capable of making my own choices, and I will do as I please.” She hardly knew the man. Why should he expect her to take his opinion into consideration? 
Lord Schiffley didn’t back down. Instead, he came closer, his entire body taut. “Is it truly what you want, though? He will never be true to you—”
She scoffed. “That is how men are.” She would have to be naive or young enough for the schoolroom to believe otherwise. 
“Only those foolish enough to take what they have for granted. A real man would not do that,” Lord Schiffley insisted, stepping closer again. 
Too close for Victoria’s comfort. She was furious, yet the nearer he grew, the more trouble she had tearing her thoughts away from his warmth. His rich, spicy scent. His lips and kissing him again. She’d done it so many times in her dreams that the actual memory had become indistinguishable from the fictional ones. Perhaps if she had a reminder…
“A real man would treasure you,” he said, the air between them turning thick as treacle. “Keep you close to his heart.” A lump formed in her throat, breaths shortening. If she did not act, she would surely be sucked into his embrace again. “He’d never stray,” Lord Schiffley said, voice dropping low. 
That was a step too far for Viv, though. Those romantic notions might work on other women, but she’d seen the dangers of believing in such things firsthand. “You forget yourself, my lord,” she said, retreating a step, then another until she was able to mount her horse again, not daring to look back at him. 
As the rest of the hunt passed them, Victoria joined the crowd. Lord Schiffley made no attempt to stop her. He said nothing at all as she left, her heart still racing, a lump firmly lodged in her throat. 
She soon realized the crowd was headed back to the manor. After listening in on the conversations around her, she learned the fox had gotten away. It was a small bright spot on an otherwise dreary morning. The bright spot didn’t last for long—Victoria soon heard Lord Schiffley calling after her, his horse approaching. 
She wanted nothing to do with him at the moment. He confused her and made her question her own sanity. With so many conflicting emotions muddying her mind, how was she ever meant to think rationally? She couldn’t as long as he was around. 
“Lady Victoria!” he called, even as she pulled her horse farther away. “Victoria, please!” 
She kept her face forward, taking the horse all the way to the stables, the lump in her throat growing with every step. 
“Maude is searching for you, brother,” Mr. Duncan said, already on foot and headed away from the stable. 
“She will have to—”
A ruddy-faced older woman paced the garden, wiping her hands on her apron. Her drawn expression relaxed the moment she set eyes on Lord Schiffley. “Finally,” she breathed. “Hurry, Elia—Lord Schiffley,” she said with a crack in her voice as she disappeared into the manor. 
Victoria couldn’t help looking back to Lord Schiffley, frowning at his dark look. Any mention of his twin seemed enough to elicit that response, but this was something else. It seemed the servant had truly mistaken him for his brother. Odd though it was, once he dismounted and moved away from the stables, Victoria put the whole thing out of her mind.  
She exhaled, patting her horse a final time, and thanking it for the ride. After following the others back into the manor, she went to her room, her mind—and stomach—turning over and over as she recalled what Lord Schiffley said about Lord Dalton. 
Why must he make her doubt herself so? She was under no illusions that Lord Dalton would be the husband of her dreams, but she had not questioned the arrangement before Lord Schiffley came into her life. 
Nor should she question it now, she reasoned. Lord Schiffley admitted to himself that he wished to court her, so his was hardly an unbiased opinion. She could not let him sway her. Marrying Lord Dalton was the decision she and her grandfather had made. A decision she stood by. Doubts were a natural part of life. No matter how she tried to prevent them, it seemed she was destined to harbor these strange, conflicting feelings for another. If there was no being rid of them, she simply could not allow them to get in the way of her plans. 




Chapter 11

Benjamin


The musicians were in good form the evening of the ball, their instruments filling Foxcroft Manor with lively music, keeping the guests’ spirits high. Lord Schiffley’s dance partner wore an ever-present smile as she kept step with him and attempted to engage him in conversation.  
“I had so hoped I would have the honor to dance with you this evening, my lord,” she said, face flushed, dark curls sticking to her temples. 
“The honor is mine,” he assured the young woman, though her name presently escaped him. She was but the latest in a long string of dance partners he’d had already, and the queue behind her wasn’t any shorter. 
Between his mother’s desire to see him in a courtship, and his own wish to avoid the one happening under his very nose, he’d been rather eager to claim a spot on as many dance cards as he could. That was the whole purpose of this affair, after all. His mother might have said she wanted to throw the ball to announce their return to society, but truthfully, Benjamin knew it was to find him a bride. 
An eligible bride. Not one already spoken for by a careless oaf. He had pursued Lady Victoria more than he should have, and now had soured any friendly relationship they might have had. She’d not spared him a glance all night—and he knew because he’d hardly been able to look away from her. 
“Perhaps you will find time for another dance tonight?” the young woman asked as their dance ended. 
Benjamin dipped his head politely and said, “Perhaps,” without any intention of following through. As he left the dance floor, he skirted around the crowd to avoid the wandering gaze of Collin. The man had been trying to get a moment alone with him all day, but Benjamin had nothing to say to him. If he’d had his way, he would have sent Collin away after his indiscretion the previous night, but Benjamin knew Lady Victoria would not look upon that favorably. She would think he was only trying to remove Collin for his own gain. 
And she would not be entirely wrong with that conclusion. 
Despite knowing that any chance he’d had with Lady Victoria was long gone, he could not stop himself from considering how she would respond to such an action. He could not bear the thought that her esteem of him could fall even further. Thus, evading Collin was the best he could do if he hoped to avoid causing a scene. 
Keeping away from Lady Victoria, on the other hand... that was too difficult a task for even him. With two glasses of punch in hand, he approached her, praying she would not flee again. After seeing the stern, unyielding glare she leveled at him, he almost wished she’d fled instead. He would not be dissuaded, though. He might have lost all chance with her, but he could not let them part ways without making amends. 
“Have you come to insult me some more?” she asked tartly, the moment he was near enough to hear. 
“I have come to offer you punch,” he said, surprised by the rush of cold nerves flooding through him. 
Lady Victoria said nothing, her lips pursed in disapproval. 
“And to ask for your forgiveness,” he added, encouraged by the way her brows shot up with surprise. “You were correct when you said I forgot myself. I overstepped and spoke on matters that do not concern me. I hope you will accept my sincerest apology.” 
The purse of Lady Victoria’s lips loosened, though she still regarded him as if he were a puzzle she intended to piece together. Her eyes stayed narrowed, holding him personally accountable for being so tricky to solve. It wasn’t quite the reaction he’d hoped for, but it was a far cry better than her turning heel and leaving. 
“Would you do me the honor of joining me for a dance? If you have any spots available, that is.” 
Her expression didn’t change, but the line of her shoulders softened, her body language thawing ever-so-slightly. “Very well,” she agreed with a prim nod. 
Once on the dance floor with Lady Victoria in his arms, Benjamin quickly forgot all the irritations of the day. The things that had kept him from this moment didn’t matter, for as long as she was close, he felt that all was right with the world. 
It was too bad the feeling wasn’t mutual. 
“I hope you did not feel obligated to accept this dance,” he said after the first few steps. 
“Of course not.” 
Her answer loosened a knot of worry in his chest he hadn’t even realized was there. “Have you forgiven my foolish behavior, then?” 
“There is nothing to forgive, my lord,” she said, wetting her lips as she pondered her next words. Did she know how that simple act drove him mad? How it made him desperate to pull her into him and cover her mouth with his? His hand twitched on her side, fingers itching to grip her tight. To hold her close and not let her go again. “I can appreciate your concerns, but you must understand that I am not in a position to entertain such misgivings. A woman of my station must view marriage as a contract, negotiations and all.” 
“Nothing more?” he asked. The steps of the dance brought them close together, her body brushing against his as she stepped around him in a circle, her cheeks red from more than the exertion of the reel. 
She shook her head stiffly. “Thinking of it as anything more only leads to heartache.” 
“Perhaps we shall have to agree to disagree,” he said, wishing for this dance to last all night. 
Victoria offered a small smile. “I believe we shall.” 
It was over too soon, yet they were both breathless and flushed by the end of it. Lady Victoria fanned herself but seemed to find little relief from it. 
“I think I would like to step outside for a bit of air. Would you care to join me?” she offered. 
The moment she made the suggestion, he was plagued by the memories of their previous encounter searching for air, already envisioning a repeat performance. That would not—could not—happen again. Not only was she no longer receptive to him in the same way, but unlike Lord Harrington’s, his garden was well-populated. There were plenty of witnesses to ensure he kept his hands to himself. 
“That sounds like a splendid idea,” he finally answered, offering his arm. 
They strolled out into the moonlight, smiling and nodding at others they passed. The night air cooled his overheated flesh, but it did little to temper the fires burning within. The stone paths wound through neatly trimmed hedges, occasionally looping around a sculpture or fountain. There were a number of benches available if one was in need of stopping to rest, but they continued on in cordial silence, simply enjoying the moment. 
Lady Victoria’s genuine smile and the way she clung to his arm made him wonder if he’d misjudged her receptiveness. 
“It is nice to be able to walk with you and feel so comfortable without the need for idle prattle,” she said.
“It is rare I find anyone’s company as enjoyable as yours,” he agreed, his heart beating faster. 
“You flatter me, my lord,” she demurred, even as a small smile tilted her lips up. 
“Not at all. Aside from my family members, there are few I find tolerable for more than passing conversation.” That was hardly the whole truth of the matter. There was no one whose company he enjoyed as he did hers. Not even his twin. She had appeared in his life, invaded his heart, and set up a permanent colony there. 
“What happened between you and your brother?” she asked, her expression drawn as if she had been working up the courage to broach the subject for some time. “It seems he is living his dreams, but when anyone speaks of him, it is as if the subject itself is fragile enough to shatter.” 
The darkness that always descended on his mood at any mention of his twin stopped short when faced with Lady Victoria’s earnest curiosity. He could tell her the truth. He had no reason to believe that Lady Victoria would use his family’s secrets against them; he trusted her. 
And yet, it wasn’t something that Benjamin was prepared to talk about at that moment. With his mind occupied by Lady Victoria’s nearness and her accursed courtship with Dalton, Benjamin had few thoughts to spare for his wayward twin. 
“Nothing has happened between us,” he said. While not entirely truthful, there had been no spats or disagreements between the twins which could explain the rift. “Life has simply taken us down diverging paths. The older we get, the less we have in common. Elias has little regard for responsibility and propriety. I have asked him to keep the family name out of the scandal sheets, and thus far, he has upheld his end. As long as that remains the case, I see no need to demand more of him or put restrictions on his lifestyle.”
“That is quite permissive of you,” she said, bending to inspect a nascent rosebud. Many would consider Benjamin foolish to be so tolerant of Elias’s unconventional behavior, but he didn’t sense that judgment from Lady Victoria. If anything, she sounded intrigued by his unusual approach. 
“We have but one life. It is my sincerest belief that no one should spend theirs confined to a role they detest.” It was that guiding principle which had helped him navigate all of life’s trials and tribulations up to this point. Why should his feelings for Lady Victoria be any different? The truth of it was inescapable, and standing in the garden with her, her skin glowing in the moonlight, her eyes brighter than the stars, he knew he could not let his moment pass. 

“Victoria, you must feel it, too,” he said, holding his breath for her response. 
“What is that, my lord?” she asked, giving no notice to his use of her first name while she distracted herself with a nearby fountain. 
She wanted him to think her clueless, but she had far too keen a mind for him to ever believe that. He took her by the shoulders and turned her to face him, holding her there. 
“This, Victoria. This connection. This compatibility. You mustn’t marry Dalton not because I wish to court you, but because I love you and I cannot bear the thought of you with another when it is my deepest wish to make you mine.” He couldn’t believe he’d said the words aloud, but once they were out, the cool night air felt warmer, the space between them shrinking with each passing breath. 
“I desire nothing more in this life,” he said, touching the side of her face, stroking her cheek. When she did not pull away from him, he moved closer. They were alone, the voices of other party guests distant and soft through the hedgerows. It would take very little for him to just... He was kissing her before he finished the thought. 
For a moment, she froze, so stiff in his arms he thought he’d made a mistake. Then she softened, like butter in the sun, melting into him, her lips delicate as rose petals, her breathless moans sweeter than honey. 
“I will never forsake you, Victoria. You are all I have ever dreamed of.” Now that he’d begun sharing, it seemed he could not stop. He wanted to tell her more and more of the ways he adored her. He could hardly contain himself. And when he kissed her again, she clung to him, too, sliding her gloved fingers through his hair, pulling him in deeper, neither of them at all concerned about where they were. 
Which was precisely how they missed the approaching footsteps of Dalton until it was too late. “Lady Victoria!” he exclaimed, clutching a hand to his chest. 
“Lord Dalton! M-my lord,” she stammered, pressing her fingers to her lips, her face scarlet. 
Benjamin’s first reaction was anger rather than shame. Anger that they’d been interrupted—and by Dalton, no less. 
“You scoundrel!” Dalton accused, face so red he looked like he might burst. “How dare you defile my betrothed’s honor! You will answer for this, Schiffley,” he said, trembling with rage, failing to keep his voice down. 
“What is the matter here?” Alexander asked, Phoebe on his arm. The two of them stopped on the other side of Benjamin and Victoria, taking in the scene, both clever enough to put the pieces together. 
“Lord Dalton, please. It is not what you think—” Victoria said, but he didn’t react to her words. 
He leveled a hard look at Benjamin and said, “I demand satisfaction.” 
Victoria and Phoebe both gasped, one of them crying ‘no,’ but it was too strained and broken for Benjamin to know which it had been. 
Ben regarded Dalton with the same hard look. “Very well,” he agreed. If a duel for Victoria’s honor was what Dalton desired, Benjamin was all too happy to accommodate him. 





Chapter 12

Victoria


She couldn’t sleep. All throughout the night, Victoria was up with worry. She’d tried to busy herself with a book or with some of her needlework, but anytime she sat down, it wasn’t long before she was on her feet again, pacing by the window with her eyes trained on the horizon.  
A duel of all things! She never could have expected such barbarism to come out of either man, yet she felt she had only herself to blame. It was her they were fighting over, her honor, for whatever that was still worth. 
She’d worried her nails down to stubs, but that didn’t prevent her from mangling them further. Mrs. Hill would surely scold Viv for the state of her hands, but that was the least of her concerns at the moment. If anything happened to either Lord Dalton or Lord Schiffley, it would be all Victoria’s fault. 
Kissing Ben… Lord Schiffley had been a mistake. A lovely, wonderful, breathtaking mistake but a mistake all the same. She was not free to go around kissing whomever she pleased without consequences. She just hadn’t expected the consequences to be so dire. One of them could be killed! 
Tears gathered in her eyes, her chest tight. “You ninny,” she scolded herself. “You should have known better.” 
The problem was, she did. There hadn’t been a single moment when Victoria was unaware of the dangers she courted. She should have made her peace with having Lord Dalton as a husband. If she had turned Lord Schiffley away at the start, things never would have gotten so far. 
But then she also wouldn’t have experienced that incredible kiss. For all her fretting and worrying, in the moments when Victoria was not wrapped up in thoughts of the duel, she indulged in memories of Benjamin’s lips upon hers. She could not forget the way he’d held her, both so tender and solid, as if she were a precious thing he did not wish to break. Nor the way he looked at her, his soul bared in his eyes, begging her to bare hers in return. 
Her heart sped up and her blood grew warm with those thoughts. It did not matter how wrong their tryst was, she could not bring herself to regret it. Ben… Lord Schiffley made her heart sing and her body yearn in ways she knew Lord Dalton never would. 
Yet none of it would matter if one of them died. 
It was true Lord Dalton did not stoke the fires inside Victoria the same way Benjamin did, but the thought of him being injured still left Victoria cold all the way through. She would be the one to blame for the tragedy, and she did not want that on her conscience. 
And Benjamin... her throat tightened, tears brimming in her eyes. As far as society was concerned, he was in the wrong, but Victoria knew the truth. She had encouraged him. She had lured him into the garden. She leaned into that kiss as much as he had, but he might be the one to pay for it with his life. 
No, a voice inside her rebelled, even as her mind conjured images of Benjamin struck by Lord Dalton’s pistol, red blooming over his chest as he fell to the ground. The idea of Lord Dalton being hurt upset her, but when she put Benjamin in his place, she was devastated. There was no use in denying her feelings for Benjamin any longer. But feelings or no, she could not sit by and let the men fight over her. 
At the first break of gray dawn light, Victoria hurried downstairs, hoping to find someone with information regarding the duel, or better yet, someone who might be able to stop it from happening. Unfortunately, there were no signs of Benjamin or Lord Dalton, but she did find a pale-faced Mrs. Duncan at the breakfast table, her expression drawn. 
“Mrs. Duncan,” Victoria said, bending at the other woman’s side, her desperation surely written on her face. “Do you know where Ben—Lord Schiffley is? I must talk him out of this—” 
Mrs. Duncan hushed her with a sharp look around. “Come with me,” she said, her voice low enough to not be heard by anyone else. 
Victoria frowned, the sensation of time slipping through her fingers making her frantic. She followed Mrs. Duncan away from the breakfast table, past the drawing room, into a study on the ground floor. 
They were alone save for a maid who was engrossed in her dusting. She attacked the sills with her feather duster, sniffling every so often. Once the door was shut behind them, Mrs. Duncan turned to Victoria and took her hand, patting it gently. “You mustn’t worry. Ben is a terrific shot.” Despite the surety of her words, Mrs. Duncan did not have much conviction in her voice. Another sniffle from the maid caused both women to look toward the window before continuing their conversation.
“That hardly makes it any better!” Victoria cried, pulling her hand away to pace by the door. “Lord Dalton is my betrothed—or was about to be. I do not wish harm upon either of them. I cannot let them follow through with this senseless plan. Please, tell me where they are so I might put a stop to it.” 
Mrs. Duncan shook her head slowly, her mouth drawn tight. Whatever judgments she might have about Victoria’s behavior, Viv did not care. No one in all of the ton would have a firmer rebuke for her than she’d have for herself. That did not matter now, though. She only wanted to end this ridiculous duel before it got underway. 
From the windows, the maid whimpered. “Lord Dalton has left already,” she said with another sniffle. Victoria was beginning to wonder if the dust wasn’t the culprit. 
Mrs. Duncan’s expression bore doubts of her own, but she nodded, her lips pressed thin. “Neither wanted to cast a cloud over the weekend’s festivities, so they agreed to duel tomorrow at dawn.”
That cut through some of Victoria’s worry. She stopped pacing and sank into a tall-backed armchair, her heart and her stomach heavy and low. She still had the whole day to figure this out. She could stop picturing Benjamin bloody and cold for the time being, at least. 
Without a word, Mrs. Duncan joined her, taking the chair nearest where Victoria sat, her expression a mirror of Viv’s worry. “Benjamin has asked Alex to be his second.” 
Victoria’s head snapped up, eyes wide. “How can you not be worried?” 
“I’m terrified!” Mrs. Duncan admitted. “They have both told me not to fret, but I’m sure you know that only makes it worse.” 
“They should know that as well,” Victoria said bitterly. 
The maid wailed, dropping her feather duster to bury her face in her hands. “It is all my fault,” she howled. 
Victoria turned, frowning. One look at Mrs. Duncan was enough to know she had no idea what the maid was on about either. 
“Clara?” Mrs. Duncan asked carefully. 
“Should I pack my bags, ma’am? I don’t rightly blame you,” she said, wiping her face between sobs. “I know better than to lift my skirts for a gentleman, but—”
“What in heaven’s name are you talking about?” Mrs. Duncan cut her off. 
Clara’s bloodshot eyes widened. “The duel… Lord Schiffley found Lord Dalton and—” Her gaze suddenly flicked toward Victoria, her face turning scarlet with shame. 
“We require privacy,” Mrs. Duncan said.
Victoria’s head spun. Had Lord Dalton been discovered in a compromising position? Was that what Benjamin’s strange declarations of faithfulness been about? 
“It seems this is messier than we believed,” Mrs. Duncan said once they were truly alone. 
Victoria’s chest tightened, more conflicted than ever. “It seems they both have cause to demand satisfaction… they should put this whole debacle aside and spare us the heartache.” 
Mrs. Duncan nodded, but her expression was resigned. “They should, but they are men. They care more about honor and pride than the harm they do to us in pursuit of them.”
“Yes, well when it is my honor in question, should I not have some say in the matter?” 
Mrs. Duncan’s lips quirked into a small smile, and she shook her head again. “Now I see why Benjamin thought we would get along. You should, I agree. But I am afraid it is not up to us. They will do what they feel they must. If this were Benjamin’s challenge, I might think you could put an end to it, but your future betrothed does not strike me as the receptive sort.” 
Victoria worried her bottom lip, looking out the window at the carriages being arranged and sent off. She did not want to admit it, but Mrs. Duncan’s estimation of Lord Dalton was not far off. He had little regard for Victoria’s thoughts even with simple, harmless matters. She would be a fool if she believed he would heed her with such a serious subject. The more she learned about Dalton, the more grateful she was that their arrangement had clearly come to an end. It had become apparent that a life with him would be one where she was certain to be disrespected. Not at all what she’d envisioned. 
She had not expected a love match, but she had imagined she’d be treated with the respect she believed one owed their spouse. How wrong she’d been in her assessment of Lord Dalton’s character.
“I do not know how I will bear it if I am the reason harm comes to either of them,” she finally said, her eyes misting. 
After a long pause, Mrs. Duncan reached across and held her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “We will find a way. That is the underestimated strength of our sex. I have only one favor to ask of you,” she said, holding Viv’s hand tighter. 
“What’s that?” 
“We mustn’t let Teresa hear a word of the duel. The poor woman has been through enough, and I know she would worry herself sick over it.” 
“All right,” Victoria agreed. She and Mrs. Duncan were more than worried enough to make up for Lady Schiffley being left out of the fretting circle. She could not help but remember how pleased and welcoming Benjamin’s mother had been, and Victoria knew she would do whatever she could to spare the woman any unnecessary anguish. 
If only someone had spared her the anguish. Though this was her penance, she supposed. Her punishment for losing herself in the moment and giving into the whims of her heart. She’d always expected such a slip would lead her to a broken heart, but she never considered how many others could be caught in the storm with her. Now, all she could think about was how selfishly she’d behaved. 
Looking out at the line of carriages, her stomach twisted on itself. “How am I ever meant to return home as if nothing is wrong? I will have no way of knowing the outcome. It could be days before—” 
“Stay another night,” Mrs. Duncan said quickly. “No one will think it odd if we declare what fast friends we have become. We can keep each other company while we wait for word in the morning.” Though the sudden offer seemed to arise for Victoria’s benefit, once it was out there, she could see how desperately Mrs. Duncan wanted her to accept. If Victoria left, Mrs. Duncan’s fate would be much the same as hers, alone with her fears; neither of them should have to face this on her own. 
After a moment of consideration, she squeezed Mrs. Duncan’s hand back. “I believe I shall.” 
[image: image-placeholder]For most of the day, Victoria kept to herself, her mind refusing to slow for even a moment. She could not enjoy a book or pen a letter to Ada. She was unable to focus on the views or find comfort in any of the many rooms around Foxcroft Manor. 
At teatime, Mrs. Hill did her best to pry some information from Victoria, though Viv stayed content with letting Mrs. Hill do all the talking. There was no doubt the older woman knew something was amiss, but Victoria did not think it possible she could know what. 
When Benjamin did not join them for supper, Mr. Duncan was quick to make an excuse for his older brother, claiming Benjamin simply needed the evening to recover from the excitement of the past few days. Victoria stiffened in her seat, her meager appetite gone in an instant. Benjamin was not retired in his room; he was likely in his study, making sure his affairs were in order in the event he did not return from the duel. 
“I do hope it wasn’t too much for him,” Lady Schiffley said with a slight frown. “I know he has never been overly fond of social engagements, but it was his idea to host an entire weekend.” 
“I am sure he will be back to his usual insufferable self by tomorrow,” Mr. Duncan assured her with a gentle smile. 
Only Victoria seemed to notice Mrs. Duncan’s pained look, and it worsened her guilt tenfold. Victoria’s carelessness could cost them all so much. 
“Would you excuse me?” she said, pushing back from the table. “I think I have not yet recovered myself,” she added with a soft smile in Lady Schiffley’s direction. 
“Of course. It has been so lovely to have this extra time with you,” Lady Schiffley said, her kind eyes shining in a way that reminded Victoria so much of Benjamin’s. 
“And you as well,” Victoria said past her tightening throat. Lady Schiffley had been so sweet and accommodating... so motherly. In only the span of a weekend, Viv had come to wonder what her life might be like if her own mother were still around. Would she be anything like Lady Schiffley?
Victoria’s own mother had let heartache consume and destroy her, but Lady Schiffley had found a way to bounce back. She’d found solace in her family where Victoria’s mother had only withdrawn further and further into herself. She felt there was a lesson to be had there, but Victoria lacked the capacity to find it at the moment. 
After leaving the supper table, Viv set off to find the lord of the manor. She could not sit idly by while Benjamin threw his life away over her. She could not simply wait for things to run their course without trying to alter said course. If anyone would listen to reason, she hoped it would be Benjamin. 
She wandered the halls in search of him, but it wasn’t until a helpful maid pointed her in the right direction that she made any real progress. The maid sent her off with a sly, knowing look that made Victoria flush from head to toe. But it wasn’t like that. 
Even if she wanted it to be. 
She could not give quarter to thoughts of being in his arms and kissing him when that was what got them all into this mess to begin with! 
The door to his study was shut tight, but there was a sliver of light coming through and when she leaned in, she heard the turning of papers and scratching of a quill pen. Straightening her back with a long, slow inhale, Victoria knocked once. She didn’t wait for a response before entering of her own volition, her heart stopping the moment she laid eyes on Benjamin’s bedraggled state. 
He looked as though he’d gotten no more sleep the previous night than she had. His hair was disheveled, as if he’d been shoving his fingers through it again and again until it had taken on a permanent shape reflecting his frustration. The dark circles under his eyes gave the viscount a haunted look that froze Victoria only a few steps into the room. 
“You shouldn’t be here,” he said, turning back to the stack of papers on his desk. 
“Lord Schiffley—” 
“Lady Victoria—” 
She stepped forward, her heart galloping faster as the distance between them shrank. “Lord Schiffley, you mustn’t go through with this ridiculous duel,” she said, her voice beginning to tremble. “You...” Tears gathered in her eyes and she looked away, blinking to be rid of them. “I am not worth the risk.” 
For a long moment, she could not look at him, and he said nothing. His chair moved away from the desk, and he stood, crossing around to stand before her. “You’re wrong,” he said, the conviction in his voice pushing her tears over the brim. 
“No...” she whispered, shaking her head as the tears streaked her face. 
Benjamin closed the gap between them, enveloping her in his arms. Instinctively, she tensed, but a moment later, she relaxed, falling into him. What harm could it possibly do now? 
He held her while she wept, stroking her hair and muttering soft reassurances to her. She clung to him as if the strength of her grip alone could stop time and prevent this awful thing from happening. 
“Please,” she whispered against his solid chest. 
Benjamin took a deep breath, then bent to press his lips against the top of her forehead. “It cannot be helped,” he said, retreating a step to hold her at arm’s length. “Dalton has demanded satisfaction. I have no choice in the matter.” His tone said that it was his final word, but he made that even clearer when he returned to his place behind his desk, his attention back on his papers as if nothing had just passed between them. 
She stood there, gaping—her face still wet and her body still warm from his—and tried to make sense of it. 
Was there anything she could say to change his mind?
“But—”
“Goodnight, Lady Victoria,” he said, sharp when he cut her off but soft as down at her name, his own voice breaking slightly. 
“Goodnight, Lord Schiffley,” she said, the weight on her heart heavier than ever as she left his study. 
Back in her room, Victoria did the only thing she had left: she got on her knees, and prayed. She prayed for sanity, for cooler heads to prevail, but mostly, she prayed for Benjamin’s safety. She wished no ill on Lord Dalton, but her prayers were reserved for Ben alone. 
Sleep eluded her for the second night in a row, and her exhaustion was beginning to take a toll on her resilience. If she thought rest was difficult to come by now, what would happen if one of the men perished? She might never sleep again. 
It was an hour or so before dawn when there came a knock upon Victoria’s door. Her heart jumped up into her throat, her body instantly warm with a flush at the thought that it might be Benjamin on the other side, hoping to collect a kiss for good luck, perhaps. 
She was so sure of her assumption, that when she opened the door to find Mrs. Duncan waiting in the hall, she could not hide her disappointment. Thankfully, Mrs. Duncan didn’t seem to notice, focused instead on the tray of tea and biscuits she carried. 
“I thought we might keep each other from going mad,” Mrs. Duncan said, her eyes as bleary and tired as Victoria’s must have been. 
“Or keep each other company on the journey,” Viv joked. 
“That too,” Mrs. Duncan agreed, her mouth slipping into a half smile as Victoria took the tray from her. 
In their housecoats and bare feet, they huddled together on the bed, trying to fill the gnawing hole of worry with as much tea, jam, and biscuits as they could manage. Mrs. Duncan’s hands trembled when she dunked her biscuits, her eyes darting toward the window every few seconds. Locked in silence, neither of them could escape their thoughts. 
“You know,” Victoria mused, dusting crumbs from her lips. “I never did hear the entire tale of your courtship with Mr. Duncan. You mentioned something about revenge?” 
Her ploy worked; Mrs. Duncan’s eyes brightened, her cheeks flushing with color. “Oh, but you must call me Phoebe, and yes, it was quite the thrill. We fled under the cover of night...” 
Once Mrs. Duncan began telling the story, she quickly lost herself in it, growing wistful about different parts of the courtship. Victoria listened to it all, enthralled, in disbelief that any one love story could have been through so many tribulations and still have a happy ending. As the sun peeked over the horizon, painting the morning in a misty, dreary gray, Victoria sat back and lost herself in Mrs. Duncan’s story, her chest squeezed tight the whole time. 
She could hear how difficult and painful the whole ordeal had been for Mrs. Duncan, and she couldn’t fathom having the fortitude to move past the obstacles their love had faced. So then why did the story fill her with longing and envy? Why, why, did it make her wonder if she and Benjamin could be so lucky? 




Chapter 13

Benjamin


Neither Benjamin nor Alexander spoke as they traveled to the agreed upon spot. Ben knew his mother would kill him if anything happened to Alexander, but it was Phoebe’s wrath he truly feared. Of course, if something were to happen to Alexander, Benjamin wouldn’t be around to face the consequences.  
That thought sent a chill through him that burrowed much deeper than the early morning fog could. The sun itself could hardly break through the silvery mist and Benjamin didn’t know what hope their pistols stood. How would either of them aim in these conditions?
Aiming was the least of his concerns, though. Dalton was the one who demanded satisfaction; there would be none for Benjamin. He could not bear the thought of Dalton and Lady Victoria together, but that did not mean he wanted his friend dead. 
“Did Phoebe try to talk you out of this?” Ben asked before the silence in the carriage could swallow him whole. 
Alex shook his head. “She’s too practical for that. She only told me to be careful.” 
Ben arched a brow. “Truly? That was all?” 
A flush rose up the back of Alexander’s neck, and he rubbed it, suddenly sheepish. “She may have also offered an incentive for me to return in one piece,” he admitted with a wry smile. 
Ben nodded, his gaze back to the impenetrable fog. Alex was fortunate to have Phoebe. They’d found love in the most unlikely of circumstances, yet they’d overcome. They’d forged their own way to be together at last. 
Could he not do that with Victoria? 
No. That was the sort of thinking that led him into this predicament. He did not even know if he would survive the day. There was little use in planning future indiscretions. 
“What of your Lady Victoria?” Alexander asked in turn. 
“She is not my Lady Victoria,” Benjamin said sourly. “If she were, we would not be doing this.” 
“True enough,” Alex agreed, “but I saw the way you held her, and how she gazed at you. Perhaps she is not yours, but her heart seems to be.” 
Ben grunted, shifting in his seat. He didn’t want to admit his brother’s observation caused a flutter of hope deep in his gut. He didn’t want to give himself any more rope with which to tie his own noose. “She hoped I would not go through with it,” he finally said. 
There was no further response from Alexander, only a heavier silence crowding in around them, the mood somehow even grimmer. Ben wished their other brother could join them. There had been a growing divide between them, even before they left Italy. Matters were simpler in the villa, though. One never had to fear prying eyes or whispered rumors following in their wake. Life in England was not so simple, and all three brothers had their own manner of adjusting to the expectations and norms of their new world. 
Alexander had found his answer in Phoebe and George, devoting himself so thoroughly to his growing family that he had neither the time nor energy to concern himself with the ton. Elias, similarly, had quickly found his place among London’s wastrels and reprobates, drowning himself in women, drink, and anything else that sparked his fancy. They’d each carved a space for themselves outside of society, but where did that leave the viscount? He could not follow their suit and still fulfill the obligations of his role. He’d have to find his own way, and it seemed he’d have to do it alone. 
Ben tried not to resent Elias for his absence, but it was hard not to take it personally. Especially after all Ben had done to ensure his twin could pursue his passions. He would have liked to patch things up with his brother before stepping out onto the foggy field. 
There will be an opportunity yet, he told himself. As much as he did not wish to bring harm to Dalton, Benjamin had no intention of dying today. 
As the carriage drew to a stop, Benjamin’s trepidation returned in full. Through the fog, he could see only the faintest shadow of Dalton and his second waiting for them. 
“You must reconcile with him,” Benjamin said. It was his second’s duty to make the apology and end this before it went any further. 
Alex looked dubious. “I will try, but you can hardly expect that to be enough after he caught you—” 
“I am well aware,” Benjamin said through his clenched jaw. As far as anyone else was concerned, Benjamin was the only one with a transgression to answer for. He and Dalton both knew otherwise. 
Had he given into his tempers, it would have been Benjamin demanding satisfaction after Dalton’s rendezvous with the maid. He’d restrained himself, though. Convinced himself that it was not his place to get involved. That he had no right to defend Victoria’s honor from her own future betrothed. 
Now, he wished he’d been less reasonable. Victoria knew nothing of Dalton’s impropriety, and if Dalton’s aim was true enough, she might never learn of it at all. “It is the only sensible thing,” Ben said, hoping to convince himself more than Alexander. He had to think of Victoria. She would be happy with no other outcome. He had to try, even if he knew there was no hope of placating Dalton. Their friendship had not been on a steady foundation in some time, and this duel felt a fitting end in a way. 
Alex remained unconvinced, his mouth drawn into a deep frown as he clapped his brother on the shoulder and shook his head. “I shall return.” 
Stepping out of the carriage, an odd sort of calm fell over Benjamin. He’d done all he could, but the matter was out of his hands now. The fog itself felt like it was only present to add another element of chance, so that neither man might blame himself too harshly should the worst happen. 
Not that he was sure Dalton would feel poorly at all. He hoped a day to cool off would have been sufficient, but Alexander’s expression was bleaker than ever when he trudged back across the damp ground. 
“He is set on the duel,” Alex said, a fire in his eyes that Benjamin recognized. He’d joined them on the other side of civility, now hungering for retribution, too. 
Benjamin sighed, sending a silent apology to Victoria. “Very well,” he agreed. “Have you inspected the pistols?” 
Alex nodded, passing the deadly instrument over. It felt wrong in Ben’s hand. Too heavy. He wanted to hand it back and walk away from all of this before something unthinkable happened, but the time for backing away had long passed. 
That was made even more evident when Ben met Dalton before they turned to take their paces. Dalton looked haggard, possibly still feeling the effects of the previous night’s drinks. It wasn’t only that, though, there was a wild look in his eyes. This was no mere matter of pride for Dalton, but something far more personal that Benjamin could not understand. 
The two men regarded one another carefully, but neither spoke a word. The doctor who’d come along to oversee the event turned his back, and then it was time for Ben and Dalton to do the same. Backs together, they set off in opposite directions, counting their paces. 
With each step, Ben’s chest grew tighter. With every footfall on the damp earth, he grew heavier. Further from all he’d ever held dear. 
Whatever the outcome, he had no regrets. He’d held his love in his arms and confessed the truth that lived in his heart. He wished he’d had more time with her, but what time they’d had would stay with him always. He would have to content himself with the knowledge that she would not be marrying Dalton after this was all said and done. Surely, she could not. He would not. Would he?
At twenty paces, they stopped and waited. Ben’s entire body thrummed with anticipation, his mind racing through dozens of thoughts at once, all of them zipping by too quickly for him to catch hold of any one. As he waited for the call, his ears attuned to the slightest sound, his breaths were deafening. Each puff of air echoed throughout his head. 
The words of Dalton’s second sliced through the morning, and Ben turned on command without thinking. The morning fog had begun to fade but not enough for a clear shot. Not that it made any difference to Benjamin. The moment he turned, his mind was made up; he pointed his pistol at the sky and braced himself as both shots rang out. 
The gunfire rang in his ears, the smoke from the powder registering in his mind long before the pain did. But there was pain, and warmth, too, spreading over his upper body. 
“He’s been hit!” Alex cried, rushing to his brother’s side. “Are you satisfied?” he shouted at Dalton, his voice shaking. 
Dalton’s face was deathly pale when he approached, sweat gleaming on his brow. He took one look at the bloom of red spreading over the handkerchief Alex held against Ben’s shoulder and looked as though he might cast up his accounts. 
“Schiffley, I did not intend to—” he muttered, shaking his head. 
“Are you satisfied?” Alex ground out through his clenched jaw. 
Ben groaned, clutching his shoulder where most of the pain was centered. “I love her,” he said, meeting Dalton’s gaze. “It never should have happened, but I wish to make her my bride.” 
Dalton exhaled heavily, shaking his head. “I suppose I shall have to find another young heiress to meet me at the altar,” he said, clearly more irritated by the inconvenience of it than anything else. “Killing you to wed her would make for a rather somber honeymoon, don’t you think?” Dalton laughed, trying to make light of the moment, but Benjamin only wheezed in response, the pain beginning to blur his vision. 
“I am satisfied,” Dalton finally said, turning to leave just as the doctor approached.
“We should go,” Benjamin said, clutching the bloody rag to his shoulder. The odds of their duel being discovered this far out in the country were slim, but Benjamin had no desire to leave anything further up to chance. 
Alex looked as though he wanted to argue with his brother, but he held his tongue. Their family could not endure any more censure. “You’re coming with us,” he said to the doctor, jostling the poor man toward their carriage. 
Once seated, Ben’s limbs turned to lead, his thoughts wobbling in and out of focus. He leaned his head back against the carriage wall and thought of returning to Victoria’s arms. He’d meant what he said to Dalton—he would find a way to win Victoria’s hand. Cheating death could not be the end of his luck. He would not be content until she was his wife. 




Chapter 14

Victoria


The arrival of the sun did little to brighten Victoria’s spirits. She’d had her fill of biscuits and jam, she’d heard all the thrilling details of Phoebe’s courtship with her husband, and she was quite certain she could not bear another cup of tea lest it start leaking from her ears.  
How long did a duel typically take? They had waited so long already, and the higher the sun rose, the more distracted she grew. Soon, Lady Schiffley would wake, they would be expected to break their fast together, and she would want to know where her sons were. 
“Do you think something has happened?” Victoria asked, crossing her room to the window. From this angle, she could see the spot where they’d all gathered to play croquet. It had only been a few days ago, but now it felt like a lifetime had passed. The memories of Phoebe and her husband teasing Benjamin seemed distant, but still fresh enough to fill her with a bittersweet ache. 
“I should hope not,” Phoebe answered, sounding unsure herself. “We mustn’t let ourselves think the worst.” 
Victoria wrapped her arms around herself, shaking her head slowly as she turned. “I am so sorry you and Mr. Duncan have been dragged into this. I wish I had never—” She broke off, looking back out at the grounds, her eyes misting. 
She could not finish that sentence. There were many things she wished had gone differently in her life, but she could not take back her feelings for Benjamin. They would live with her always, no matter what happened this fateful morning. 
Phoebe rose from the bed and wrapped Victoria in a hug. “I do not blame you,” she said, holding Victoria’s shoulders for emphasis. “It is a difficult thing for many to understand, but when your heart dictates the direction, you must follow it.” 
A wave of cold flooded through Victoria and she withdrew from the hug, her stomach turning on itself. “It is precisely the thing I always said I would never do,” she said, not hiding her disappointment with herself. Letting the whims of her emotions cloud her judgment was against every standard she’d ever held herself to, and there was no shortage of reasons why. 
Phoebe’s brow furrowed, her lips turning down. “What do you mean? I know many do not think a love match practical, but I thought most women still secretly longed to be the exception.” 
“Not me,” Victoria said firmly. “My mother loved my father more than anything. More than her child, more than her life itself… When he left her, she was devastated.”
“Oh, how awful,” Phoebe gasped, covering her mouth. “I am so sorry to bring up such painful memories.” 
Victoria shook her head, her throat tight. “You have no need to apologize. I found out later in life that he’d had a second family… or perhaps we were the second family all along. Who is to say? When he left us, it was to be with them. I have never understood how a man could be so deceitful but it has been even more impossible to understand how my mother could have been so weak.” 
“Surely you do not mean that,” Phoebe chided.
“It is the truth,” Victoria answered plainly. Her whole life, she’d resented her mother’s selfishness and how it had impacted Viv and her grandfather. Her mother, Camilla, had let her grief and heartache destroy her, and in the process, she’d harmed every other person in her family. Now Victoria was forced to face the truth that she’d been even more selfish than her mother. Her heart’s folly wouldn’t stop with the damage it caused her. It would ripple outward, touching every member of the Schiffley clan until they all despised Victoria for the pain she’d caused. She would give anything to take back that night in Benjamin’s garden. She would gladly accept her miserable lot of marriage if it kept Benjamin from harm. 
She’d been foolish to carry on with him the way she had. How could she ever forgive herself if something happened? She’d spent the entire night and all morning trying to answer that question to no avail. 
“Do you hear that?” Phoebe asked, tilting her head toward the door. She frowned, straining to hear. Victoria tried, too. 
Then she heard it—hoofbeats. A carriage approaching the manor. Phoebe’s eyes widened, her lips parting with a nervous breath. Neither of them said a word, but their eyes shifted toward the door at the same moment, and in the next, Phoebe was racing out of the room. 
Victoria hurried after her, catching up at the base of the stairs just as the front door opened. Her breath caught in her chest, her entire body abuzz with nerves. Seeing Mr. Duncan walk through the door only made the twists in her gut tighter. 
“Oh thank heavens,” Phoebe exclaimed, throwing her arms around her husband’s neck. He held her close, his face buried in her hair as he stroked her back. 
“I’m all right,” he assured her, kissing the top of her head. 
As much as Victoria did not want to intrude on their tender moment, the uncertainty was too great. “And Lord Schiffley?” she asked, her voice hardly more than a squeak as she looked past him, out toward the carriage beyond the front steps. 
“What happened with the duel?” Phoebe asked. 
“Is he hurt?” Viv added quickly. She cared little for the outcome of the duel, only for the well-being of Lord Schiffley. 
“He is with the doctor now,” Mr. Duncan said, his face drawn into an unreadable expression. “It is a relatively minor wound. He should recover in short time.” 
Finally, for the first time since she was discovered kissing Lord Schiffley in the garden, Victoria felt the grip on her insides loosen. He was alive. The relief was so great that she could cry. Or laugh, for that matter. She had to fight back a sudden urge to giggle, but her worries were far from over. 
“And Lord Dalton?” she pressed. “What of him?” 
Mr. Duncan’s expression darkened to a scowl. “Unharmed. Pardon me for saying so, but you avoided a catastrophe by not marrying him.” 
“Alex!” Mrs. Duncan gasped, sending Victoria a look of contrition. 
Her husband was unmoved. “You think she doesn’t already know?” he asked. 
Phoebe’s face flushed with embarrassment, but she had a fond smile for her spouse as she shook her head at him. “It is not your place—”
“How soon do you think Lord Schiffley will return?” Victoria asked. She was not the least bit offended by Mr. Duncan’s summation of Lord Dalton. Truthfully, she found it difficult to have any sort of feelings about Lord Dalton, one way or another now. She was only glad to be done with the whole matter. 
“You should stay until he does,” Phoebe said, taking Victoria’s hand. “I know how uneasy you have been, and I think we would both like the company when Teresa learns of all this.” 
Mr. Duncan nodded. “She will be less prone to hysterics if we have a guest.” 
Victoria smiled, exhaling the last of her worries. “Thank you. I would like to speak with him if he’s well enough.” 
“I am sure he has much to say as well,” Mr. Duncan said, sending a small, knowing smile Phoebe’s way. 
“That must be him now,” Phoebe said, tilting her ear toward the door again. A horse approached, no carriage in tow from the sound of it. 
Suddenly, Victoria looked down at herself—still in her nightclothes, she was in no state to speak to Benjamin! She was in no state to socialize at all, but that hadn’t seemed important a few moments before. Now she was all too aware of her appearance in the presence of a man—even if that man’s eyes never strayed from his wife. 
“I should—I need to—” she stammered, looking up the stairs. 
Phoebe’s eyes widened, quickly making the connection, too. “Yes! Go freshen up, and we will all break fast together,” she enthused, clapping her hands together. 
Victoria hurried, already halfway up the stairs when the knock on the door came. 
She stopped, brows furrowing. Why should Benjamin knock at his own home? A new anxious feeling took hold of her as she turned in place. 
It was not Benjamin on the other side of the door. It was not anyone that Victoria recognized at all. The poor messenger boy looked as though he’d ridden for hours through the rain and fog, far from steady on his weary legs. 
“What is it?” Victoria asked, descending one step, then another. The staircase seemed longer than before. The ground farther away than she remembered. 
“It’s... for you,” Phoebe said, frowning at the missive in hand. 
“For... me?” Victoria echoed. Was it Lord Dalton, already renouncing their impending engagement? Or perhaps her grandfather with a scathing rebuke for the scandal she nearly brought to their name? 
Her hand trembled when she took the note, her eyes unfocused as she broke the seal. The words swam in front of her eyes, neither condemnation nor disappointment waiting for her. 
“I must return to London at once,” she said, surprised by the strength in her voice. “My grandfather has fallen ill,” she explained. 
“Is it serious?” Phoebe asked, her expression drawn in a way that made Victoria think she might hug her again. She’d never had many hugs aside from those Ada sometimes offered, but she was finding them more to her liking than expected. 
“I fear it may be,” she said, her throat tightening more around every word. How could it be possible to feel so hopeful one moment and so despondent the next? She had so many things to say to Benjamin still. She was not ready to leave without seeing him again; he risked his life for her, and she would not even be there to greet him. 
“Please, tell Lord Schiffley that it was not my choice to leave so soon,” she said, her voice strained. It was all too much to take at once. Pulled in too many directions, she could not say if she was more concerned for her grandfather or more disappointed that she would not see Ben. But she knew what must be done. Her grandfather had been her only parent for so long; he was sometimes difficult, sometimes intractable, but he’d always cared for her, provided for her, and loved her. He’d indulged in her artistic whims even when society thought less of him for it. 
He was the one steadfast thing in Victoria’s life, and the thought of losing him was enough to bring tears to her eyes. As much as she wanted to see Ben again, she needed to be at her grandfather’s side. Her feelings for Ben would have to wait. 
“Of course, dear. Come, I will help you pack more quickly,” Phoebe said, both of them scurrying up the stairs. 
*** 
The day’s journey was long and tiring. Victoria’s stomach stayed in knots the whole trip back to London, and Mrs. Hill was no help in that regard. Her attempts to keep conversation flowing and light had only chafed. Victoria had no interest in discussing the weekend’s events or the condition of the roads, nor did she find comfort in Mrs. Hill’s recurring mentions of what a good man her grandfather was. 
“I do hope it isn’t as serious as that letter made it sound,” Mrs. Hill said as their carriage rolled along city streets. 
Victoria couldn’t answer. The letter said little about her grandfather’s condition, only that he had collapsed, and the doctor said word should be sent to her. They’d traveled as swiftly as possible, but it was past sunset when they arrived, the streetlamps already lit. 
The moment the carriage stopped, Victoria rushed to her grandfather’s bedside. She brushed aside the welcomes of the staff, her mind set on one thing alone. He had to be all right. She could not accept any alternative. 
Expecting to find her grandfather’s pale eyes twinkling with laughter when she pushed his door open, Victoria’s heart broke at the sight that awaited her. Candles lit the room with flickering light, the fire on the hearth plenty to keep the cold away, but a chill swept over her all the same. In the large bed in the middle of the room, her grandfather looked small. Frail. 
He’d always seemed so strong and capable. A man who could handle anything. Foolish though it was, she’d thought he would always be in her life. Always there to encourage and guide her. Looking at him now, she could see him for what he really was: a man. Aging and impermanent. 
He slept soundly, his face a mask of calm. Victoria longed to hear his raspy laugh, but she didn’t dare try to wake him. Instead, she pulled a seat to his bedside, watching him intently until Mrs. Hill came in with a tea tray. 
“Has he woken?” she asked. 
Victoria shook her head, never looking away from the bed. 
“The doctor said to call once he does.” 
“Is it serious?” Victoria asked, a tight lump in her throat. 
“He hasn’t woken since he collapsed,” Mrs. Hill said, not offering much hope. “The doctor said he won’t know more until then.” 
“Then I will be right here the moment he wakes.” 
Mrs. Hill looked as though she wanted to argue, but it seemed she saw in Victoria the same stubbornly slanted brow that she knew from Lord Lanschester and decided to bite her tongue instead. 
“He wouldn’t want you worrying so,” she said gently, her hand on Victoria’s arm. 
Victoria covered the older woman’s hand with her own, offering a small, sad smile over her shoulder. “Soon he shall tell me so himself,” she insisted. 
[image: image-placeholder]The following morning, Victoria woke with a stiff neck, her entire body aching from the position she’d been in all night. She wore the same dusty clothes from traveling, and her hair had developed tangles while she slept in the chair by her grandfather’s bed. 
The man himself was in the same place as before, his complexion even paler in the light of day. Victoria had never noticed many of the wrinkles. She’d had an image of her grandfather forever frozen in her mind, the day she came to live with him when he held her in his lap and told her he would always take care of her. 
In a part of her mind, he would always be exactly as he’d been that day, and in that same part of her mind, that sad, frightened little girl needed reassurance from him yet again. Only this time, he couldn’t hold her like he had then. She had to be the strong one this time. 
“How about I open these drapes?” she said. It felt better to be on her feet moving about. 
Clipped footsteps from the hall announced Mrs. Hill’s approach long before the door opened. While Victoria tended to the drapes, Mrs. Hill went to the marquess’s bedside, smoothing the blankets around him while she tutted under her breath. 
“You haven’t left once, have you?” she asked. Victoria didn’t answer, and Mrs. Hill tutted again. “You have a visitor.” 
Victoria’s heart leapt. “I do?” 
“Miss Brooks,” she confirmed, dispelling any hopes of Benjamin calling on her. 
Victoria frowned down at herself, knowing how she must look. “I will need some time to make myself presentable.” 
Mrs. Hill nodded, fluffing up one of the marquess’s pillows. “I will have her wait in the drawing room.” 
Well-intentioned though it was, Victoria knew her friend too well to believe that Ada would sit patiently until she was called for. Her time was limited if she did not want Ada bursting in unannounced. Without the time to properly bathe, Victoria changed her clothes, brushed her hair, and scrubbed her face of all the dust, sleep, and tears. 
By the time she reached the drawing room, Ada was already on her feet, the tea service in front of her forgotten. 
“There you are!” Ada said, hurrying to her side. “I came as soon as I heard. How is he? How are you?” 
Victoria sank onto the settee, pouring herself a cup of tea. “Truthfully, I have been better,” she admitted with a wry laugh. It had been days since she’d had a proper night’s sleep, and with all the worries about the duel, Benjamin’s injuries, and now her grandfather’s ill health, she felt she had nothing left other than that somewhat defeated chuckle. 
Ada’s head tilted to the side, her brows pulled into concern. “I know you must be terribly worried for your grandfather, but is there something else?” 
Victoria laughed again, shaking her head. “You know me too well. I am afraid this is only the latest in a long string of concerns.” 
“It sounds as though I’ve missed a great deal,” Ada said, taking a cup of tea for herself before settling in opposite Victoria. 
“That is an understatement. It seems I find myself in trouble when you aren’t available to keep me out of it.” 
Ada’s eyes widened. “You? Trouble?” she asked, skeptical. 
Victoria’s throat tightened, her stomach flipping over. Ada would surely hear about the duel sooner or later, so there was no use keeping it from her. But bringing herself to admit what she’d done was harder for Victoria than she’d imagined. 
“At Lord Schiffley’s ball,” Victoria said. “We... I...” 
“You and Lord Dalton?” Ada asked. There was a hard edge to her voice, a sharp disapproval that already stung enough. How much worse would that be once Ada knew the truth? An indiscretion with her betrothed would hardly be worth a mention in the gossip circles, but this?
“Lord Schiffley,” Victoria corrected, wincing while she waited for Ada’s reaction. 
That reaction didn’t come, though. Ada did not admonish her or gasp or even blink as far as Victoria could tell. 
“You...?” Ada murmured. 
“I never intended for it to happen,” Victoria said, even as the words burned her throat. She might not have lured Lord Schiffley into his garden with a plan to seduce him, but she certainly hadn’t put much effort into preventing it. “You have seen how agreeable he is... Whenever we spend time together, I feel the road ahead is not so dark and dismal. I know I never should have let it continue after the first kiss—” 
“The first kiss?!” Ada exclaimed loud enough for Victoria to shush her. 
“At Lord Harrington’s ball,” Victoria sighed. “It took me by surprise, but... I cannot deny how much I enjoyed it. And then when Lord Schiffley invited me to his ball in the country, I thought... Well, I am not sure what I thought, but I knew it was a possibility and I went anyway.” 
The look on Ada’s face was still one of pure shock, her eyes too wide. “What are you saying?” 
“I wanted to kiss him again, Ada. I dreamt about it, and even when Lord Dalton discovered us, I could not regret it.” 
Now Ada gasped, her hand flying to cover her mouth. “Lord Dalton discovered you?” 
Victoria nodded somberly. “And the fools had a duel over it!” 
“No!” Ada gasped again, moving forward to the edge of her seat. 
“They are both all right,” Victoria said quickly. “Though I wish it hadn’t happened at all.” 
“Still! To have two men fighting for your hand... some might find it flattering.” 
Victoria scoffed. “Hardly. It was frightening. I kept imagining one of them dying, and the guilt...” Her voice broke, and she shook her head. 
“Oh, dearest,” Ada said, moving to hug her. 
“Mrs. Duncan was so kind to me, even though she could have lost her husband. It was a horrible ordeal.” 
“Well then, let us be glad that it is over now and that no one was hurt.” 
“Lord Schiffley was shot. A minor wound, his brother said,” she added quickly before Ada could be too alarmed. “I have not had the chance to speak with him. We received word of my grandfather’s health just as Mr. Duncan returned, and I left at once.” 
Ada exhaled heavily, a long beat of silence stretching between them before she began to chuckle. “You weren’t exaggerating. You do need me to keep you out of trouble,” she teased, making Victoria chuckle too, unexpected tears gathering in her eyes. 
It was such a relief to talk to someone about it all. She had carried this secret on her own ever since Lord Harrington’s ball, and now that it was out in the open, she felt a weight had lifted from her. 
“It was a lovely ball otherwise,” Victoria said. “You should have been there.” 
Ada waved that off. “You know I detest traveling more than necessary. That is why we even have a Season, though after such a long journey from Italy, I suppose a trip to the country hardly feels like travel at all to your Lord Schiffley.” 
“He is not my—” She stopped herself when a sly smile began to curve Ada’s lips. Her defensiveness would only confirm what Ada said, so she bit her tongue before she could say more. Ada’s smirk was infectious, especially as a trickle of warmth spread through Victoria’s limbs at the thought of Lord Schiffley being hers. She tried to shove that smile away, but Ada spotted it before she managed. 
“Would it be so terrible? You certainly seem smitten with him, and you liked his family, didn’t you?” 
“I... well, yes, but—”
“But what?” 
Victoria chewed her bottom lip, staring down into her tea. “It is not so simple. Lady Schiffley was lovely, and Mr. and Mrs. Duncan are more in love than any pair I’ve ever met, but...”
Ada took her hand, squeezing it as she shook her head. “There should be no buts, dearest. I know you have been through a great ordeal, but that does not mean you should give up all hope. Lord Schiffley would make a fine husband.” 
“Maybe,” Victoria said, ignoring the fluttering in her stomach. Her time with Benjamin had been so wonderful, but she could not bring herself to trust him completely. She could not forget the tale Phoebe had told her, the ways Mr. Duncan had deceived her for his own aims. Phoebe had forgiven him, but how could she trust Mr. Duncan? 
And if everyone else in his family trusted him, too, what did that say about them?
“You worry too much,” Ada said. “People are not as bad as you think.” 
Victoria laughed, shaking her head. “Or perhaps they are not as good as you think,” she said, nudging her with a joking smile. 
“I know you think me naive—”
“I appreciate you being so,” Viv said, hugging her. 
“Good! With your darkened heart, you need a friend who can see the good in people,” she teased. 
Victoria laughed, some of her worries lifting with it. “I could think of none better.” 




Chapter 15

Benjamin


A week of waiting had done him no good, and Benjamin’s impatience had finally gotten the best of him. Recovering from his injury was the least of his irritations. The painful stitches, the ache that took over his entire arm, and the damned sling that felt more like a noose were no match for the torment of the unknown.  
After the duel, he’d been looking forward to speaking with Victoria again, to drafting their future. He’d even planned to speak to her grandfather about her hand. That was until he learned of the marquess’s illness. He’d been prepared to defend himself and his love, but now he simply hoped the elderly man would survive to join the conversation. 
Ben was determined that conversation would still happen. No amount of time or distance between them had diminished Benjamin’s affection or his need to see Victoria again, but he’d heard nothing since she’d left. For days, he remained confined to his quarters, recovering from the duel under the watchful care of his mother, Phoebe, and Maude. With the trio conspiring to keep him bedbound, he had only his hopes for the future to give him solace. 
With no word from his beloved after a week, Benjamin could wait no longer. He’d done his best to give her time with her ailing grandfather in peace without interruption, but his restraint had its limits. In the entire week since she’d left his country home, Benjamin had thought of little other than Victoria. He was haunted by memories of her clever eyes, the sly, secretive smiles she saved just for him, and the supple shape of her lips, so sweet and intoxicating he’d never have enough. Even when he put all his efforts into thinking about anything else, or focusing on his duties and the people around him, she always entered his mind and consumed his thoughts. Dozens of letters had been started, scribbled out, and discarded. The words he needed were nowhere to be found, but still his mind would not cease. At night, he woke with the feeling she had just been in his arms, the soft press of her body against his, lingering like a phantom long after his dreams had faded into the morning. 
He would drive himself mad with longing if he did not at least see her again. Speak to her. 
Would she not appreciate his condolences in this trying time? Perhaps he should have called on her sooner. He’d been too worried with overstepping that he hadn’t considered he might be understepping. Would she be upset he hadn’t sent any of those letters? Not even a brief note offering his prayers? None of it had seemed enough. If he could not say everything, what was the point in saying anything at all?
She would have to wait for his sympathies no longer. He had delayed long enough, and if Victoria was still not prepared to see him, he would have to take that as its own answer. 
No. A part of him rebelled at that thought. He would not allow himself to give up so easily. He was convinced they were the perfect match and would face any obstacle put in his way if he wound up with Victoria in the end. She was more than the pleasant face and appealing dowry Dalton had seen. She was kind, clever, and strong in ways Benjamin was sure she didn’t recognize. Could he be so lucky that she felt the same connection he did? The memory of the light in her eyes when she smiled at him, and the sweet brush of her lips against his, said she did if only she was willing to accept it. Perhaps now that Dalton was no longer a concern, she would be. 
It was that hope he clung to the whole bumpy ride to London, his sore shoulder protesting the entire journey. Every rut in the road jostled the carriage, and with each stabbing pain, he was reminded of his determination. He had never met a more remarkable woman, and he would be damned if he let her slip through his fingers. So focused he was on his resolve that when he finally arrived at her doorstep, his nerves hit him all at once. He froze before knocking, watching his hand tremble in front of him. 
Deep in the very back of his mind, a small voice taunted him. It said he was not enough for her. She deserved more. She deserved the world. 
True as that was, she also deserved someone who would cherish her all their life, and she would find no one more prepared to take on that task. 
He took a deep, fortifying breath and let it out, his hand finally steady enough for a firm knock. 
After a moment of waiting, the door swung open, a stiff-spined butler on the other side. “Good afternoon, my lord.” 
“Good afternoon. I have come to call upon Lady Victoria.”
“Is she expecting you?” 
“Ah, no. But—”
“I am afraid she is not receiving visitors at the moment,” he said, giving Benjamin no room to press the matter. “If you would like to leave your card, I can see that she receives it.” 
“Yes, of course,” Benjamin muttered, looking past the butler, up the stairs, while he made a great show of rifling through his pockets. Was she up there? Caring for her grandfather, perhaps? How could she be so close, and yet still feel so far? 
The butler cleared his throat impatiently, not at all deceived by Benjamin’s pantomime. If he’d had any chance to hear her voice or catch a glimpse of her, it was gone now. 
He passed his card over with a muttered thanks that the butler likely didn’t hear considering how quickly the door shut again. Then Ben was back where he started only a few moments ago, on Victoria’s doorstep, twisted in knots over the gulf between them. 
If she was not available, he could not force her to see him. He’d done all he could. 
Or had he?
He’d come so far that leaving without seeing her felt like a failure. But if he could not see her, he could at least be near her. Maybe he would have the good fortune of hearing her sweet voice from an open window. He felt like a man possessed as he lingered there, loitering near her home until he finally gathered enough courage to venture farther into the garden and grounds. 
Even this time of year, everything was meticulously cared for, manicured and pruned to perfection. Lord Lanschester’s gardeners obviously worked diligently to keep the plants from freezing throughout the winter, and they were rewarded with beautiful foliage that defied the season. Spring had not yet reached English shores, but one would not know it from the marquess’s garden. 
Benjamin sought solace in the hedgerows, and eventually found himself in a familiar spot, looking out at the place where he and Victoria had picnicked with Miss Brooks and her family. That day seemed ages ago now. A simpler, more innocent time before he’d deigned to kiss her. Before he knew she would happily kiss him in return. 
Watching her paint that day, he never would have imagined he’d wind up in a duel over her, but he couldn’t say he was sorry for how things turned out. His friendship with Dalton would likely never recover, but it had been fading already, and after his mistreatment of Victoria, Benjamin didn’t think he could ever laugh at another one of Dalton’s distasteful jokes. 
Benjamin still had not convinced himself that he was worthy of her, but he knew she certainly deserved better than Dalton could offer. Someone who would not look at her passion for art as ‘silly scribbles’ but rather one of the many things that made her so impressive. He could not forget how well she fit in with his family, either. They had all long ago accepted his twin’s artistic whims and would not think any less of Victoria for hers. And she did not seem at all bothered by his mother’s lack of adherence to social norms. How many of his potential matches would be so broad-minded? 
It wasn’t often his head and heart agreed on anything, but where Victoria was concerned, there could be no argument from either part. He needed to consider no other potential matches when he’d already found the perfect one for him. 
As he contemplated that, a soft, pleasant melody drifted to him on the wind. Singing, he realized. Not the most dulcet tones he’d ever heard, but there was a pureness to the voice. The singer did not care if the occasional note was sharp, and it was that carefree serenity that drew him toward the sound. 
The nearer he came to the voice, the more certain he was of its owner—Victoria. He’d found her at last, and every step closer made his heart beat that much faster. She was a siren, calling out to him, luring him, but not to his death or destruction. Into her welcome embrace. Her tender kisses. 
He only had to find her first. 
Another thing that became clear as he approached was the sound of water, gentle and soothing to match the cadence of her voice. He should not have been surprised to find her neck-deep in a pond when he finally spotted her through the trees, but he was, nonetheless. 
The water’s surface glittered in the unseasonably warm sun, and Victoria was low enough that her hair fanned out around her, her face tilted toward the sky. She had never looked more relaxed, her eyes closed peacefully while she hummed and sang her off-key tune. He stepped closer, his heart in his throat, his feet moving of their own accord. A twig broke underfoot, the snap echoing in the clearing, and Victoria yelped, diving behind a large rock. 
“My apologies,” Benjamin said gently, frozen in place. “I did not mean to startle you.” 
She peered around the boulder, damp hair clinging to the curves of her face. Like a strike of lightning, he suddenly realized she was in her underclothes. 
“Oh!” He shielded his eyes, turning away. “I am dreadfully sorry. I should go,” he muttered, still rooted in place.
“Don’t,” Victoria called. He didn’t turn, but he heard her moving closer in the water. His heart sped, so eager to be reunited with the one who’d captured it so thoroughly. “Stay,” she said, close enough he could nearly feel her behind him. “I have been thinking of you often. Won’t you join me?” 
His breath caught and his pulse stopped. Did he dare? 
“Victoria, I should—” Benjamin turned as he spoke, stopping short when he laid eyes upon her again. She’d emerged to where the water was only as high as her hip, her underclothes transparent, stuck to her, hardly covering her at all. She was Venus, rising from the waves, beckoning him to indulge in his deepest desires. The sheer fabric did nothing to hide the sweet curves of her body, from the soft swell of her breasts to the dip of her navel, he could see it all. 
“What is it you should do, my lord?” she asked, tilting her head to the side with a playful gleam in her eyes. 
His gaze could not stay in one place. From the inviting curl of her lips to the hardened points of her nipples. Well, he was able to pause there for some time. “Aren’t you cold?” The sunlight was warm enough, but he couldn’t imagine the water was. 
Victoria looked down, suddenly bashful as she moved to cover herself. “All the more reason you should join me and spare me this chill,” she said. With one arm draped over her breasts, she stepped backward, letting the water rise up around her, swallowing more and more of his precious view. 
“Is that so?” he asked, already loosening his cravat. He could not resist her. Not when she looked at him like that. Not when she was pink in the face from the sun, and he’d gotten only the most tantalizing glimpse of the cleft between her thighs. It was not enough. Not by half. 
“It is,” she said precisely, still retreating farther into the glittering pond. 
He could not undress quickly enough. First, he removed the sling from his shoulder, then his cravat and jacket, before moving on to his shoes and stockings. It wasn’t until his bare foot hit the damp earth that he paused. What a cad he’d been. His heart sank. His voice softened when he asked, “How is your grandfather?” 
Victoria’s laugh was light and musical, lilting through the mist. “I am not sure whether I should be touched by your concern or offended that you are thinking of my grandfather when I am in this state.” 
“It is only your state that kept me from asking sooner,” he said, taking a step closer to the water, unfastening the buttons of his shirt. 
“Hmm,” she mused, trailing her fingertips along the water’s surface. “He’s finally woken. The doctor says that is a good sign with apoplexy. His left side is weak, and he struggles to find words at times, but I am very grateful to have him back. I only left his bedside a few hours ago. It’s been days since I stepped outside, and once I was here... it was far too lovely to leave.” 
He dropped his shirt with his jacket. “I can certainly see the allure. And what was his reaction when he heard you planned to call off your engagement with Dalton?” 
“He was surprised by the news, caught a little off guard if I’m honest, but even more so when I told him what sort of man Dalton truly is. My grandfather is a reasonable man. His desire to see me wed does not outweigh his judgment, and he agreed that dissolving the arrangement was the only course of action.” 
“And there has been no word from Dalton? He’d looked forward to all he’d gain from a match with you. I have never known a man more self-interested and would not be at all surprised if he decided yet to fight for your hand.” 
“It would only be a waste of his time and energy,” Victoria said, her eyes burning into him as he undressed. “The discussions of our betrothal were merely that—verbal agreements and nothing more. Nothing was ever signed, and while a marriage between us would do a great deal to elevate Dalton’s status, engaging my bedridden grandfather in a vicious legal battle for my hand would easily negate any benefit. Dalton is well aware of my displeasure with him, and any further attempts to secure my favor will only serve to anger my grandfather. The marquess is confident we will hear no more on the matter. His ire is not something taken lightly, even by the likes of Dalton.”
Her eyes glittered as she put another arm’s length between them, coaxing him to join her. “Did you come all this way to speculate about Dalton in nothing but your trousers?” Victoria teased, lowering herself until her nose was just above water level. 
“Not at all,” Benjamin croaked, both surprised and delighted by her brash approach. They’d talked enough; he could not resist her allure any longer. 
She watched with keen interest as he stripped off each article of clothing, not a sound uttered between them. He’d had his chance to enjoy the sights, so now it seemed it was hers, and Benjamin was all too happy to oblige. 




Chapter 16

Victoria


With water up to her ears, Victoria was concealed enough to enjoy the sight of Benjamin disrobing without feeling self-conscious about her own state of undress. When he’d first appeared at the bank of her bathing pool, she’d been so stunned by the sight of him she completely forgot herself. It wasn’t until she saw the shock and unbridled desire cross Benjamin’s face that she realized how she’d presented herself and rushed to correct it.  
Of course, covering herself did little good to spare her reputation when she followed it with an invitation to join her. She knew she should be more concerned with propriety. She should give more thought to the rumors and scandal she might spark with this behavior, but she could not bring herself to care. Her relief at seeing Benjamin again, in the flesh, whole and unharmed, was too great for her to feel much of anything else. He was alive, flush with vigor, and stronger and far handsomer than she recalled. She longed to be nearer to him, to touch him so that she might finally quell the incessant worries that had plagued her ever since the duel had been announced. 
He loosened his shirt, pulling it over his head in a fluid move that left her mouth drier than before. His stomach was flat and muscled, his chest defined in a way that made her want to touch him and paint him—she wasn’t sure which she wanted more in that moment. The strength in his arms that she’d only known from the way he held her was now visible in the carved lines of his biceps and forearms. He was even more a masterpiece in the suit he’d been born with. 
Then she saw it—the angry red mark on his shoulder, pink and wrinkled around the edges. The wound he’d taken for her. A little lower, and he may not have made it home after that duel. Had Lord Dalton aimed to kill? 
Victoria’s heart formed a lump in her throat, guilt overwhelming everything else in that instant. “Does it hurt?” she asked, wading closer. 
Benjamin’s brow furrowed until he followed her line of sight. He glanced at the wound, well on its way to being healed, and waved his arm a little. “Not as much as you might think. Truthfully, I have not given it much thought,” he said, his hands already moving on to his breeches. 
Victoria’s mind blanked, a droning buzz of anticipation filling her ears, any possible response she might have had was completely lost. His hands worked quickly, without hesitation, but her eyes stayed on that angry red mark. His shoulders and arms moved and flexed, and she knew if she let her eyes roam lower, he would be just as naked below as he was above. 
Outside of an artistic setting, she’d never seen a man undress. This was entirely different. Sketching a nude model had been a distant experience. Impersonal. No different from drawing a flower or bird despite the whispers that had emerged afterward. 
There was nothing distant or impersonal about watching Benjamin undress. She was transfixed, rooted in place, her eyes unable to pull away from him. Her face burned, the bright sun above no match for the heat growing between her legs. 
“Are you always this slow to disrobe, my lord?” she teased, hoping to mask her impatience with a smile. 
“I only wished to give you ample time to stop me,” he said, taking a step into the water. 
Her breath caught. She still could not pull her eyes down but her entire body reacted to his approach anyway. It urged her to move closer to him. To touch him, and to beg him to touch her in return. All this time at her grandfather’s sickbed, she’d felt guilty for how often she thought of Benjamin instead of her ailing relative. She’d done everything she could think of to distract herself, but she didn’t need to anymore. There was no cause for guilt or distraction when he was right in front of her. She only wanted to savor this unexpected time together. “Why would I stop you? I am the one who invited you to join me.” 
“After I intruded on your private moment.” 
“It is hardly an intrusion when I welcome your presence.” 
“You do, do you?” he asked, the water up to his waist now, concealing everything Victoria had been too cowardly to peek at. 
“Surely, you must know that. I did not scream or chase you away, did I?” 
Benjamin smiled, moving closer. “You did not. You rarely do what I expect,” he said, lips still upturned. 
“Does that bother you?” In the past, when she’d heard similar comments, it had been an admonition. Coming from Benjamin, it seemed anything but. 
“Far from it,” he said, close enough now he could reach out and grab her. “I find it refreshing. You are the breath of fresh air I desperately needed after returning to London.” 
For a moment, Victoria was speechless. All throughout her life she had been too unusual for anyone’s liking. She’d had odd interests and a peculiar disregard for how things should be if they didn’t align with her personal feelings on the matter. Mrs. Hill had always made her believe she would have to hide and suppress those parts of her personality if she ever wanted a man to marry her, yet it was precisely her peculiarities that Benjamin seemed to admire. 
“I never got a chance to tell you how sorry I am for the way things happened with Lord Dalton. I know you were good friends, and I hate that I—” 
“You did nothing wrong,” he said, even closer now, his voice hardly a whisper. “Dalton was a fool, and he never deserved you. He never would have honored you... not like I would. Like I wish to.” 
“I was so worried you would... that you might not...” She couldn’t even bring herself to say the terrible words out loud. The thought of Benjamin taking his last breath was unbearable. Her throat closed, pushing up tears that she quickly blinked away. 
Benjamin’s eyes held her in place, so deep and soulful. Mysterious and intriguing all at once. There was a complexity to them that she’d never be able to capture on canvas, but she was willing to spend a lifetime on the attempt. 
Carefully, she lifted her hand and softly touched the dimple left by Lord Dalton’s bullet. Benjamin winced but did not pull away. She moved her fingers away from the wound, to smooth, golden skin, even hotter than the burn inside her. Once she started, she could not stop touching him, skimming her fingertips over the hard planes of his shoulders, down his chest until her hand settled over his heart. She felt the steady beat of it under her palm as the heat and vitality poured out of him now. It could have all been so easily lost. This wonderful heart left still and cold. 
She blinked back tears, curling her fingers against his chest. “You never should have—” 
“It was worth it,” he said. “You are worth it.” He held her gaze a moment longer, and then they could resist the pull no longer as their lips locked in a desperate kiss. It was exactly what she’d been aching for since the last time she saw him. She regretted not kissing him the night before the duel. She’d replayed that conversation so many times in the week since she left Foxcroft Manor, and she’d thought of so many ways she could have made her case better. 
But now that they were together, she could not bear the thought of stopping at this point. She could no longer deny her feelings for him, no matter how ill-advised or reckless they were. There was nothing she’d feared more than giving her heart to another, but when it came right down to it, she’d never had much choice. 
Benjamin entered her life, charmed her, awakened parts of her she never knew existed, and no matter how she tried to deny it, he’d found his way into her heart and there was no chasing him out. As much as she swore she would never be like her mother, she loved him more than she knew possible. 
“Benjamin,” she whispered against his mouth, clinging to him so tightly even the water could hardly get between them. 
“Victoria,” he answered, soft and full of wonder. Her name sounded like a prayer the way he said it, sending shivers all the way to her toes. She curled her body around him, only the thin cotton of her chemise keeping his skin from hers. “Say you’ll be mine. Say you’ll marry me. I cannot imagine a future for myself without you in it. Make me the happiest man on this wretched island and say you’ll be my bride.” 
Her heart beat so hard she was certain it would break right through her chest. She could hardly imagine a better match for her than Benjamin, and now that Lord Dalton was no longer an option, she was certain her grandfather would have no objections to the union. “Yes! Of course. Nothing would make me happier.” 
“Nothing?” he asked, holding her tight, a devilish gleam in his eyes. “I beg to differ. There are many things I could show you,” he said, his hand drifting down her back, making her shudder in the most delicious way. 
She wanted more. What exactly that was, she couldn’t say, but she knew she wanted it. “Show me, my lord?” she asked, suddenly very aware that they were not only pressed chest-to-chest. His legs brushed against hers, too. Not only his legs, either. A flush of heat flooded her face all at once at the firm organ nestled between them, and Victoria sorely regretted her immovable gaze when the viscount disrobed. Her curiosity was intolerable, but that was also what filled her with embarrassment. 
A worldly man like Benjamin would surely have little patience for someone so innocent and inexperienced. How could she possibly—
“Have I made you uncomfortable?” he asked, taking a step back. The water that filled the void between them was cold in comparison, and Victoria longed to be in his arms again the instant she wasn’t. 
“What? Why on earth would you think that?” 
“That look of consternation, for a start,” he teased as his thumb smoothed the wrinkle between her brows. 
“It’s not that,” she murmured, dragging her hand over the planes of his chest, following the rivulets of water down as far as she dared. “I...” 
Benjamin swept her wet hair back on one side, tucking it behind her ear. He was so patient and gentle in the way he regarded her. How could she have ever thought Lord Dalton’s indifference would be enough when she could have Benjamin’s adoration? “What is it that troubles you, my love?” 
Dozens of answers clamored forth, but only one made it past her lips. “I do not wish to disappoint you,” she said, her face burning. 
He chuckled, and her chest tightened more. Was he laughing at her? Surely he would not be so cruel.
“My dear, sweet Victoria... Do you truly think you could disappoint me?” 
“But I have never—” 
“Tell me,” he interrupted, brushing her hair behind her ear on the other side as well. “Had you ever kissed before that night in Harrington’s garden?” 
Victoria chewed on her bottom lip, already well aware of what he intended to say. “Well, no, but—” 
His hands encircled her waist, pulling her closer, his smile growing. “But your kisses are the sweetest I have ever known,” he said, leaning in until their foreheads touched. “If you wish to wait until we are wed, I understand, but—” 
She kissed him hard, holding on as if the water might sweep him away otherwise. Benjamin’s hands traveled down to her bottom, pulling her tight against him. Instinctively, Victoria curled her leg around him, and the way their bodies fit together at that angle made her gasp. “I do not wish to wait,” she said, her whole body trembling with anticipation. 
He made a sound deep in his throat—a hungry, possessive sound that sent a trickle of heat through her, pooling between her legs with an ache she did not fully understand. But when she curled her leg around him tighter and felt that delicious friction between them, it began to make more sense. His hands tightened on her, gripping the soft flesh of her bottom with enough force to be painful, but not in an unpleasant way. It was strange, but that small pain matched the ache deep in her belly and seemed to console the gnawing hunger there, if only for a moment. 
“I feel I have been waiting for this for so long already,” she whispered between kisses. “I have been waiting for you.”
He kissed the side of her neck, the ridge of her collar bone, the hollow of her throat. He kissed every inch of her heated skin until she was certain she would combust. “And I you,” he said, lowering her chemise, pulling at the neckline until one of her breasts was exposed. 
Victoria’s breath caught, and she swallowed back a protest. She did not want him to stop. It might drive her mad if he did. His fingers caressed the underside of her breast, and her eyes fluttered shut with a sigh that turned into a moan as he thumbed her nipple. Jolts of pleasure shot straight from her nipple to her nethers, making her hook her leg around him tighter. 
And when he dipped his head and wrapped his lips around the peak of her breast, Victoria moaned, feeling as though she might melt into the water around them. 
“That feels...” She gasped again as he flicked his tongue over the sensitive nub. He enjoyed the reactions he elicited from her, she could tell, and it made her bolder in her own explorations. Perhaps she could earn a reaction from him as well. Her hand dipped below the water’s surface, following the center line of his torso down to his navel, then lower. 
Ben froze for a moment, his lips still latched to her, his fingers gripping her tight. Nervous though she was, she did not stop. She kept going, her fingers blindly searching until she found what she’d been searching for—hard as stone, but soft as velvet. She had only the faintest idea what she should do, but Benjamin’s complete and total focus on her every move was encouraging. 
“Victoria, you will drive me mad at this rate,” he said, dragging her into a kiss that stole her breath away. His hand moved down along the back of her thigh, stopping at her knee to gather the fabric of her skirt up and up. Then he was touching her bare leg, sliding his rough hand up the inside of her thigh, daring her to stop him, to back away at the last minute. 
She would not. She had come this far, and she must see it through. She needed to know what this ache inside of her was, how to answer that hunger. Those questions kept her awake at night, and she knew if she let Benjamin leave now without those answers, she might not have another peaceful slumber until their wedding had passed. 
“Don’t stop,” she whispered, her heart beating so hard she was sure he could hear it. “I want to know the things you can show me.”A low sound of satisfaction rumbled through his chest. “You will know them all,” he said, kissing her softly as his hand went higher, closer to the ache between her legs. Victoria held her breath, forgetting to kiss him in return. She had not even touched herself in the ways she wanted Ben to touch her. She’d always been too embarrassed; it felt foolish now to be ashamed of her own body when it could bring such pleasure. His fingertips lightly brushed against her, and Victoria sucked in a sharp breath, her head swimming from that one overwhelming touch. “Starting with this sweet little clit.” As he said that, his fingers moved deeper. 
“Oh!” she cried, swallowing a moan. The first touch was a shock to the system, so sudden and intense she could not make sense of it. Then the surprise wore away, and all that was left behind was decadence unlike anything she had known. Benjamin’s fingers stayed on that one spot, but the effects rippled throughout her body. There was relief in it, like finding a fire after being out in the cold, but it made the tight, coiling hunger in her belly even more ravenous. 
“One day, you will feel my tongue on this sweet little button,” he said, circling his fingers in a way that made it impossible for her to imagine anything other than his tongue there. Her legs trembled and quaked with each circle he made, her mouth hanging slack and silent. 
She had no words to answer him. The sensations were too great, the knot inside of her growing tighter with each passing moment. His lips found hers, and his kiss held her in place, his tongue sliding against hers until they were both groaning. Then Benjamin shifted his hand, so it was his thumb against the apex of her sex, his fingers moving lower, pressing against her tight entrance. 
All at once, she knew what she’d been craving. She recognized that the gnawing ache wasn’t a hunger per se but an emptiness. An emptiness only Benjamin could fill. Her hips moved slightly, almost without any thought from her, but it was enough. He understood, and without breaking their kiss, he slowly slid one finger inside her. 
Victoria clenched around him, her whole body tightening, pulling him closer, trying to hold him there. It felt so good that she whimpered, desperate for more. 
“Is that what you’ve been waiting for, love?” Benjamin asked, pressing his finger in deeper as he kissed down her neck. 
“It’s so... I cannot... my God.” 
“You do not need to hold back with me, Victoria,” he said, sucking at the base of her neck as his finger curled inside of her. “I have dreamt of watching you come apart.” He added a second finger inside her, filling that emptiness, stretching her in the most incredible way. 
She clung to him, burying her head against his shoulder. She did not know what he meant by come apart, but she felt something inside her growing, spinning, constricting, and ready to unravel at a moment’s notice. 
Benjamin leaned in so his lips brushed the shell of her ear, his breath hot enough to send goosebumps down her arms. “Let go now, Victoria, so that I can pleasure you with my cock next.” 
His deep voice, those filthy words, and everything they promised was all too much. All at once, she unraveled. Everything that had built and built came apart in an instant; pure, absolute bliss washed through her, and she was certain she would not have kept herself afloat if Benjamin hadn’t been there to support her. 
But he was. He held her with one arm while his other hand gave her a feeling of Heaven on Earth that she never knew was possible. He held her like he would never let her go. 
She hoped he wouldn’t. 
She hoped they could always be like this. 
Well, perhaps a bit more than this. The moment the fog of pleasure began to clear from her mind, Victoria was aware of only one, singular, driving thought: more. That taste had been only enough to whet her appetite. She was far from satisfied, but now she knew exactly what she needed from her soon-to-be husband. 
Reaching between them, Victoria wrapped her fingers around him again, grinning at the way his eyes widened in surprise. He withdrew his fingers, and she shifted so that both her legs were around him, then she leaned in close enough for her lips to brush the outside curve of Benjamin’s ear. 
“I believe you made me a promise, my lord.” 
He groaned, shaking his head. “How is a man meant to have any self-control with you?” 
“It is a noble pursuit, my lord, but perhaps one best abandoned,” she teased, wiggling her hips against him. 
Benjamin’s jaw tightened, one last moment of resistance before his resolve crumbled entirely. With a burning intensity in his eyes she had never seen, Benjamin gripped her hips and pulled her onto him, stretching and filling her in ways his fingers never could have. Incredible. Perfect. She loved every bit of it and still yearned for more. He went slow at first, little by little, but they both grew impatient of that, and soon, he was buried in her as deep as possible. They were together as completely as two people could be, and she never wanted to be apart from him again. 
“This is what I’ve been waiting for,” she gasped, the ravenous beast inside of her finally sated. It was unlike anything she’d ever felt, and so much better than she could have imagined. It felt as though this was where she belonged, in Benjamin’s arms, the two of them joined as one. A perfect fit. 
He moved inside of her, and the water rippled around them, waves lapping at the edge. He shifted again, and the waves came back, pushing them together. Every move he made quickly became the best thing Victoria had ever felt. He touched her like he knew her body, like he’d learned how to pleasure her in another life and had held on to that knowledge for just this moment. She could do nothing more than cling to him, babbling desperate encouragement. Before long, he found a rhythm with the waves, working with the water, letting the ebb and flow enhance his own back and forth. 
Everything she had experienced with his fingers alone was magnified a hundredfold by his cock, and when his fingertips alighted on her clit again, Victoria knew she would unravel again soon. 
“B-B-Benja—” She tried to speak, but the sensations were too much, her mind too consumed by bliss. 
He covered her mouth with his, swallowing her cries and moans, his tongue matching pace with his cock, both thrusting into her, filling her until she was sure she could take no more. 
“I am nearly there,” he told her, circling her clit faster. “Come with me, love. Come on my cock.” 
They kissed as she fell apart a second time, his grunts and her moans mingling into a symphony of their lovemaking. The most beautiful melody she’d ever heard. 
For a long, long time, neither of them moved. Neither spoke. They simply lived in that one perfect moment for as long as they could manage. But then Benjamin withdrew from her, and Victoria lowered her legs, letting her feet find the silty bottom of the pond. 
“I wish we could stay like this forever,” she said, resting her face against his chest. The water was so pleasantly cool, and she was not at all ready to stop touching Benjamin’s bare skin. 
“Soon enough,” he promised. “Do you think your grandfather is well enough to discuss our future?” 
Their future. It was a thought that made her giddy. She’d never expected she would be one of those women eagerly awaiting married life, but when her husband was going to be Benjamin, how could she not be? 
She took him by the hand, tugging him toward the water’s edge. “There is only one way to know for sure,” she said, grinning. 
“Then let us go speak with him at once,” Benjamin said, leaning in for one last kiss. “Assuming we do not catch our deaths before we get there!” 




Chapter 17

Benjamin


A fortnight had never felt so long. Every day since Benjamin had discovered Victoria bathing on her grandfather’s grounds, he’d returned to Worthington House to call upon her—and to inquire about the marquess’s health. They had only a few stolen moments together each time, and Victoria had pushed herself to the brink of exhaustion in order to sit at her grandfather’s sickbed. Night and day she tended to him, struggled to decipher his mumbles, and insisted he followed through with all the treatments the doctor suggested.  
Despite Victoria’s indefatigable resolve, there had been little improvement in the older man’s status. After weeks of no change, Benjamin began to fear they would be trapped in this purgatory their whole lives. He feared he would never again know the tender embrace of her thighs around his waist, he might never again sink deep into her warmth or hear her mewls of pleasure. Once could never be enough to sate him. Neither could the chaste kisses they shared during their rare private moments. It was not nearly enough to satisfy his hunger for her, and he was sure he’d soon go mad if he could not have her, hold her, kiss her again. She was his, and every day without her at his side was pure torture. 
He lived for the brief time he would see her each day. He spent his mornings counting down the minutes until he arrived at her doorstep, and once he returned home, he thought of little else beyond his next visit. His family had taken to keeping their distance, his mother prone to giving him concerned frowns when she thought he wasn’t looking. Until he’d spoken to the marquess, he could not tell them the cause of his restlessness. Until he and Victoria were officially betrothed, the aching void left by her absence would be his burden to bear alone. 
Worthington House’s butler was no longer surprised to find Benjamin on the doorstep each afternoon around teatime. The stoic servant hadn’t softened toward the young viscount at all, but he’d long given up the pretense of a formal greeting, opting instead for a stiff nod and a flat, “my lord,” as he showed Benjamin to the drawing room. 
The butler had hardly reached the top of the stairs when Victoria came flying down them. It was a wonder she didn’t trip over her skirts or her own feet with how quickly she sped down. Benjamin shot to his feet, his brow wrinkled with concern. 
“Darling, what is it?” he asked, hurrying to the doorway to meet her. Her face was a delightful shade of pink while her cheeks glistened from the first hints of perspiration. Her sharp eyes were wet with unshed tears, which would have been far more concerning if she hadn’t been smiling so broadly. 
“Come!” she said, taking him by the hand. Without another word, she tugged him toward the staircase, all but dragging him along. “Grandfather has made a grand improvement,” she explained once they were halfway to the landing. “I arrived at his bedside this morning after breaking my fast, and he was able to keep conversation with me! He is nearly back to himself.” 
Benjamin did not miss the hint of sadness in his beloved’s voice. She was clearly overjoyed that her grandfather had made progress, but there was no avoiding the fact that the family had been incredibly fortunate. Another incident like the first and she might have to say goodbye to the man who’d raised her. A cloud hung above her, weighing on her shoulders even as she fought to smile, and Benjamin could not resist his urge to pull her into his arms, kissing the top of her head. 
“Dearest, you have been so remarkable throughout this entire ordeal. Please do not let worries of the future lessen what should be a happy occasion.” When she tilted her head back to look at him, he stroked the side of her face, smoothing the wrinkle between her brows with his thumb. “Today is not a day for frowns.” 
Her eyes still glittered, but she took a deep breath and nodded, her smile brightening. “You’re right. I was not sure he would...” Her voice broke, and Victoria swallowed, shaking her head. “I am happy to see his mind so active.” After a moment’s pause, she set her hands against his chest, her palms flat where she could feel every breath that filled his lungs and each beat of his heart. Her eyes met his, and Benjamin wanted nothing more than to get lost in that gaze. He could stare at her for days on end and never understand how he’d gotten so lucky to have her. “And I am happy that I have had your companionship these past weeks.” 
Though they were on the second-floor landing where any one of the staff could see them, Benjamin settled his hands around Victoria’s waist, aching to kiss her. “I will always be there to comfort you,” he promised. Comfort, support, cherish, and so much more. He’d sacrificed so much for his loved ones in his life that it had become second nature. He was happy to know he could help ease the load of those he cared about, but it had always been something borne of duty. Responsibility. Obligation. Never had he felt such a deep satisfaction from it. He had such a strong desire to take care of every trouble that crossed her path for no other reason than because he loved her, and she deserved nothing less. 
Stroking her back while she clung to him was another thing Benjamin felt he could do for hours on end. He never wanted to let her out of his arms, but he would have to if they were to accomplish what they’d come for. “Should we speak to him about our union?” Benjamin suggested, longing to reach out for her again the moment he stepped away. 
Victoria’s cheeks flushed with heat, but she nodded, linking her hand with his. “I haven’t had a chance to tell him—” 
“Leave it to me,” he assured her, letting her lead the way. 
Asking for Victoria’s hand while the marquess was still in his sickbed was not what Benjamin had envisioned, but after a fortnight of waiting for the chance, he couldn’t summon another scrap of patience. He introduced himself to the older man, and while the marquess was polite about the introduction, there was no question he was curious about the reason for it. His eyes, though wrinkled and weary, had the same sharp, shrewd quality that Victoria’s had. The one that made Benjamin feel as if they could see right through him, into his heart and soul. 
With any luck, Lord Lanschester would see Benjamin’s heart was true, and his soul belonged to Victoria alone. 
“I have come to ask for Lady Victoria’s hand in marriage,” Benjamin finally said, after a fair bit of waffling and hedging around it. 
The marquess’s brows rose, and his eyes widened as he looked to his granddaughter for confirmation. “So there is no chance you will mend things with Lord Dalton?” he asked, addressing her as if Benjamin wasn’t there at all. 
“I...” Victoria began, then faltered. “In truth, I knew little of Lord Dalton’s disposition before we discussed a potential betrothal. At the time, I felt it unimportant, but I have since discovered that we are not at all a suitable match. On that, at least, we are able to agree.” 
Her grandfather frowned, sitting up straighter in his bed. Even prone as he was and in a nightdress, the man had an imposing look about him. He radiated the kind of confident authority that only came from decades of power. Not many men could manage to look formidable in a nightcap with one side of their face slightly slack. 
Victoria’s hand tightened around Benjamin’s until he began to lose feeling in his fingertips. Would her grandfather deny them his blessing? 
Would Victoria still want to wed if he did? Benjamin knew how precious Lord Lanschester’s approval was to her. 
More precious than their love? Fear clamped around his chest, an inescapable vise tightening around him. The thought was unbearable. He would find a way to convince her if he had to. He would not let her slip through his fingers again. 
“And this man is a suitable match?” Victoria’s grandfather asked, not bothering to hide his skepticism. 
“Sir, if I may,” Benjamin said, giving Victoria’s hand a reassuring squeeze. “I love your granddaughter deeply. Truly. And I vow to be everything she wishes for in a husband. I will provide for her, of course, and support her artistic passions. Not a moment passes where I don’t think of her, and nothing would give me greater pleasure than your blessing on our union.” 
The older man was silent for a long moment, and his thoughts were unreadable while Benjamin sweated over the outcome. They had come so far and overcome too many obstacles to fail now. It was unthinkable. 
“Victoria?” he asked, his expression softening. 
“I never thought I might find a love match. After seeing how it affected my mother, I thought there could be nothing worse, but Benjamin has shown me otherwise. He has opened my heart, and I know once you have gotten to know him better, you will agree how wonderful he is,” she said, beaming over at him, her eyes brimming with happy tears. 
It seemed the marquess was moved by their declarations. After warning Benjamin he would require proof of his family’s means and holdings, his weathered face slipped into a pleasant look of acceptance, and an agreement was reached. 
Victoria would be his. 
Benjamin could hardly believe it. After so much hoping and waiting, so much worrying that something might yet come between them, the future they dreamed of was now within their grasp. He brought her hand to his lips, savoring the touch for as long as he could without being improper. “We will start the arrangements at once. I’m sure my mother will be quite eager to assist if you find it a daunting task.” 
Victoria smiled, her shoulders relaxing as if a weight had been lifted from them. “I would like that very much. I haven’t a mother of my own to help, and my dearest friend is unmarried, so I’m afraid I won’t have the slightest idea where to begin.” 
“Do not fret, my love. We will have it all sorted in good time,” he promised, saying his farewells to them both. 
The whole way home, he felt lighter than air. If this was what being wed to Victoria would feel like, Benjamin’s married life would be happier than he could fathom. All the waiting would be worth it. All the sacrifices he’d made. He would never have her otherwise. She was his reward for selflessly putting aside his own happiness for the sake of his family. One day, he would have to thank his brother for the gift. His relationship with Elias had been strained since the inheritance, more so since coming to England, but perhaps Victoria could help them mend that bond. If Elias could see he had nothing to feel guilty about, that Benjamin held no resentment toward him... maybe they could go back to the way they once were. Didn’t Elias miss it the way he did? Alexander was a fine brother, but nothing could compare to the bond between twins. 
Or so he’d thought. Maybe it had never been as important to Elias as it was to Benjamin. For once, he found that thought didn’t hurt so much. Instead of stabbing him in the chest, it simply passed through. Perhaps he’d finally made his peace with the change between them. He could not spend his entire life chasing after his brother’s love when he could be chasing after giggling children with Victoria’s dark eyes and the family dimples. 
That thought alone brought up a dozen fantasies all at once—Victoria glowing, her belly swollen with their child; a tiny baby swaddled in her arms; sunlight across her face while she nursed in the garden—would their child share her love of art? He could imagine family picnics with two easels set on the grass. 
Once he started envisioning what the future held for them, he could not stop. By the time he walked through his own front door, his face ached from the permanent smile affixed there. 
“Mother! Alexander! Everyone, come down. I have the most wonderful news!” He could hardly contain himself. Had there ever been a time he’d been happier? Certainly not since his father had died; there had been little happiness in his life after that. But Victoria came into his world and shared her light with him. When he’d let his flame burn out and didn’t know how to start it again, she managed the feat with a look, a smile, a sharp observation. She was all he needed now. 
His mother was the first to come down the stairs, holding her skirts up to hurry, her face drawn into concern. “Benjamin! What is all this commotion?”
He was so happy he could dance. “There is no commotion, Mother. Only elation.” 
Alexander appeared at the top of the stairs next, looking down with a smug smile. “Where have you been all morning, Brother?” 
“The Marquess of Lanschester was finally well enough to receive visitors—” 
“Oh! That is wonderful news,” their mother enthused. “Lady Victoria is such a lovely young woman, and I know she must be so relieved he’s improved.” 
“Yes, she is,” Benjamin said, his tone even. His mother could interrupt him all she liked; today, nothing could sour his mood. “But that is not my good news,” he said. 
It was then that Phoebe joined their impromptu gathering near the grand staircase, carrying a bleary-eyed George on her hip. “Surely you must know better than to go shouting through a house with a sleeping child, Benjamin?” she asked, her expression pinched. 
“Did Uncle Benjamin disturb your nap, moppet?” Alexander asked, giving the toddler a kiss on his head. 
“My apologies, I did not think about—” 
“Well?” Phoebe prompted, her patience nowhere to be found. “What is so important that you need to alert everyone in Town?” 
“Lady Victoria has agreed to give me her hand,” he announced quickly before he could be interrupted again. He needn’t worry about that, though, because his proclamation stunned them all to silence. Taking his mother’s hand in both of his, he said, “I hope you do not object to helping with the plans. I told Victoria you would be happy to. We would like to be married as soon as possible.” 
That seemed to be the thing that snapped his mother out of her stupor. “As soon as...?” she murmured, frowning. “Do we need to request a special license?” she asked, low enough to keep her voice from carrying up the stairs. 
It was Benjamin’s turn to frown. “What? No, Mother, of course not. We are in love! We have waited weeks simply for the honor of asking her grandfather, and we wish to be husband and wife without further delay.” 
“I’m sure you do,” Alexander said with a chuckle, earning an elbow in the ribs from his wife. 
“Victoria is not the type to want a frivolous affair. She will desire something simple and quiet,” Benjamin insisted. 
His mother still seemed skeptical of his motives. “But the banns—” 
“Need we go through the whole ordeal?” Benjamin asked. It wasn’t something he’d discussed with Victoria yet, but reading the banns took many weeks, and it was a tradition that felt foreign to him after spending most of his life abroad. One look at his mother was enough to answer his question, but she was prepared to give him an earful, nonetheless. 
“Yes, we absolutely must ‘go through the whole ordeal,’ Benjamin. I cannot believe you would even speak of it in such terms. A wedding is about more than you and your eagerness to jump into your marriage bed—” 
“Mother,” Benjamin groaned while Alexander snickered at the top of the stairs. He shot his brother a hard look. Alexander was partly to blame for their mother’s fervor. “That is not what—” 
“Spare me,” she said. She was not cross with him, but she also was not interested in debating the point. This was one instance where he might have to concede the battle before it began. “Alexander married amidst a scandal without even sending word to his family, and Heaven knows Elias isn’t in the market for a bride. Do not deprive me of seeing my child wed, Benjamin. And do not deprive dear Victoria of a proper wedding. The ton has been unkind enough to her already. Do not give them further cause to gossip.” 
With that, she had a killing blow, and she knew it. Benjamin’s undying affection for his betrothed would never allow him to do anything that might cause her distress. Victoria did her best to ignore the whispers of the society ladies, but why offer kindling to the fire? 
“You’re right, of course,” he admitted. Kissing her cheek affectionately. “As usual. Victoria will be delighted at your assistance.” 




Chapter 18

Victoria


“Well, my dear,” Lady Schiffley said with a warm smile for Victoria. “I think the only thing that is left to plan is the breakfast menu.”  
“Oh, I think I could handle that if Lady Victoria’s had her fill of planning,” Phoebe said, entering the room with her toddler in tow. “You’ve been at this for a week, and I’m sure the poor girl is starting to consider running off to Scotland.” 
Lady Schiffley’s lips pursed, her face paling before color flushed the apples of her cheeks. 
“You’ll have to forgive my Mother’s enthusiasm,” Mr. Duncan said, joining his family with a coat in hand. “I think she may be trying to fit three sons’ worth of weddings into one.” 
“I don’t mind,” Victoria said at her first chance to squeeze a word in. Without a mother of her own to help her through this labyrinth of ceremony and tradition, Victoria would have been turned around in no time if Lady Schiffley hadn’t been there to guide her along the way. 
When Lady Schiffley had first suggested planning the wedding for a little over a month out, it seemed like such an awfully long time to Victoria. She longed to be married to Benjamin. She ached to be in his arms again. They’d had little opportunity to be alone with all the planning and arrangements being made. But now that they’d spent an entire week going over every possible detail, Victoria suddenly felt the day was knocking at her door. 
And she had to admit, she looked forward to it far more than she would have ever imagined. Not just being Benjamin’s wife and experiencing more of the pleasures that could be had in their marriage bed, but also being a part of this family. Phoebe and Mr. Duncan had fast become dear friends of Victoria’s, and Teresa practically treated Victoria as her daughter already. They’d grown close during their week of plotting and shopping and writing out invitations until Victoria was certain her fingers would fall off. 
“And I assure you, it has been... at least three days since I have considered the Scottish route,” Victoria said, holding her smile until Mr. Duncan and Phoebe laughed. Once Viv cracked, Teresa did, too, reaching out to pat Victoria’s hand while she laughed. 
“You are such a treat,” Teresa said, keeping her hand on top of Victoria’s. “I often criticized Benjamin for taking so long to find a bride, but I must concede his choice has been worth the wait.” 
The sincerity in the older woman’s eyes made Victoria’s heart flutter, the soft warmth of home filling her from head to toe. 
“Certainly a better choice than some of those Italian girls he consorted with—ow!” Mr. Duncan winced as his wife’s elbow connected with his ribs. 
“Weren’t you on your way out, dearest?” Phoebe said sweetly. “Say goodbye to Daddy, moppet,” she added, lifting Georgie up to her hip. 
“You behave, yes?” Mr. Duncan said in a mock-stern tone, wagging his finger at George until he giggled at him. “No causing any trouble for your mother or there’ll be no pudding for you.” Despite his best efforts, he couldn’t keep his grin at bay, chuckling under his breath as he leaned in to give them both a kiss—George on the forehead, Phoebe on her lips. “I won’t be too long, love,” he said, low enough that Victoria didn’t think she was meant to hear. 
Once he’d gone, Phoebe sat with them, her elbows on the table as she looked toward Lady Schiffley, something clearly on her mind. 
“What is it, darling?” Lady Schiffley asked without looking up from the papers in front of her. Victoria could tell that Lady Schiffley knew her children—daughter-in-law included—well enough to sense something was off without having to lift her gaze. 
“Oh, I was just thinking about how much George might like to walk around the garden before the day turns too warm, but I haven’t the energy to keep him out of the roses. He’s determined to get pricked.” 
The Schiffley matriarch straightened in her seat, clearly thinking herself up to the task. “Why don’t I take him? You can stay here, have a cup of tea, and help Victoria with the breakfast menu,” she offered. 
“Would you?” Phoebe asked, as if the idea hadn’t occurred to her. Though, from the small smile that sparkled in Phoebe’s eyes, Victoria guessed this outcome was her aim all along. “Oh, he’d be so delighted to spend more time with grandma, wouldn’t you?” 
The toddler blinked, not fully awake from his nap, it seemed. 
“Come, darling,” Teresa said, taking his tiny hand in her own. “I have a secret I want to show you.” 
Phoebe watched them leave, a sweet, content smile on her face. “I think Teresa has waited her whole life to be a grandmother,” she chuckled, shaking her head. “Nothing gives her greater joy.” 
“Other than wedding planning, perhaps,” Victoria mused. Personally, she was glad to finally have a break from it. 
“Have you given any thought to them?” Phoebe asked, still with that dreamy quality to her voice. 
Victoria frowned down at the myriad plans spread out before them, confused. “Thought to...?” 
“Children,” Phoebe said with a laugh. “I know Teresa would love more grandchildren, and it would be nice if Georgie had cousins to grow up with...” 
“Oh!” Victoria’s face warmed as if she was next to a roaring fire. “I... We... That is to say, Benjamin and I have—” 
“Oh no!” Phoebe gasped, clapping her hands over her mouth. “I’m as bad as Teresa, aren’t I? Please forgive me. It is not my place to pry in your private matters. We’re all just so happy that Benjamin has found you, and that you are such a perfect match.” 
“I don’t mind,” Victoria said for the second time, chuckling a bit more this go-round. If she thought Phoebe meant to whisper and gossip about her, she’d be far more bothered, but there was no questioning the good nature in her queries. It was Victoria’s hope that she and Phoebe could stay friends, perhaps even grow to love each other as sisters with time. That hope made Phoebe’s prying easier to forgive. “I am just as pleased with the match,” she admitted, her heart so light she felt she might float away. 
Sitting there sharing tea with Phoebe, it suddenly occurred to Victoria that she had no other married ladies in her life. If ever she were to have questions of matrimony, she was sure Teresa would be happy to answer, but she wasn’t sure she’d be willing to ask. Would discussing such a topic bring pain to her future mother-in-law? 
Victoria would never want to be the cause of any distress. She could not risk upsetting the woman who’d begun to feel like a mother to her. Which left only Phoebe for all those awkward inquiries. 
As if sensing Victoria’s shift in mood—was Phoebe developing the same sense Teresa already had? Was that perhaps an effect of motherhood, that one would be able to read another’s moods so easily?—Phoebe cocked her head to one side, her brows lifting curiously. “I know this family can be quite daunting at times,” she said, fighting against a smile. “I can’t deny they’ve had some influence on me, but I hope you will still consider me a confidant of sorts. With so many headstrong Duncans, I’ll be grateful to have an ally at the supper table.” 
Victoria didn’t think it prudent to point out that she could be quite headstrong herself when she put her mind to it. She tried to smile for Phoebe’s sake, but she couldn’t quite manage. Everyone in this family had been so wonderful to her, and they had such high expectations for her union with Benjamin. What if they found she didn’t measure up? She loved Benjamin dearly, but Victoria still had her reservations about running a household and being a viscountess. Would she be up to the task? 
“Have I said something wrong?” Phoebe asked. 
“Not at all,” Victoria assured her, worrying her bottom lip. Phoebe had offered to be her confidant, but Victoria wasn’t sure where to begin. “I think I am just feeling a bit overwhelmed.” 
Phoebe nodded. “Understandable. Why don’t you take the chaise in case you swoon?”
“Oh, I doubt that will—” Victoria’s objection fell silent at the persistent slant in Phoebe’s brow. “I suppose it can’t hurt,” she amended while relocating. As she reclined on the chaise, some of the tension melted from her. Staring at the ceiling, it was easier to put her thoughts in order. Still no simple task but not quite so arduous as before. 
“You did not truly know the family you married into, did you?” she asked. 
“No,” Phoebe said. “I did not even know the man I was marrying, truthfully.” 
Viv sat up, turning to study her future sister-in-law. “How have you managed? I do not think I could ever forgive such duplicitousness, yet you seem so happy and in love.” 
“That is because we are!” Phoebe laughed. “Our relationship may be difficult for others to understand, but there is one thing that has always served me well in my marriage.” 
“Oh?” 
“Faith,” Phoebe said with a serene smile. “When a stranger from a foreign land, with no title or land of his own, wished to court me… when he told me the truth of his identity—and what my father had done—I had only faith to guide me. There was so much at stake on our ride to Whitehall, and I knew the chances of anyone listening to us were slim, but if I’d let that stop me, if I hadn’t had faith, then I might have lost Alexander. We never would have had George. All of this...” She gestured as she trailed off, and Victoria understood the implication. Without Phoebe and her husband’s love and sacrifices, there would have never been an opportunity for Victoria and Benjamin to meet and fall in love. 
Victoria had no way of knowing the ripples she might cause with her choices. Now that the messy business of the duel was behind them, there were no grand life or death stakes to Victoria and Benjamin’s romance like there had been with Phoebe and Mr. Duncan, but that did not set her mind at ease. Faith had always come after observation for Victoria. Clearly, it had worked out for Phoebe, though. Perhaps faith alone was not sufficient for all dilemmas in life, but she thought it just might be enough for this one if only she could remember to hold on to it. 





Chapter 19

Benjamin


“Care to join me for a drink, Brother?” Alexander asked with a decanter of brandy in hand.  
Benjamin arched a brow. “What is the occasion?” 
“Do you not wish to celebrate your joyous union?” Alexander teased, pouring them each a glass. 
Benjamin bristled. “We are still not wed. We have yet another reading of the banns before it is official.” How ridiculous it was that the whole affair took so long. He and Victoria wished to be wed, and their families enthusiastically supported their nuptials. What did it matter if King, Church, and country all approved, too? 
His mother would tell him that was simply how things were done in England. That seemed to be a common answer for any of his critiques of the country’s odd customs. He knew all too well that just because something was tradition did not make it right. He would have thought his mother would agree with him on that account, all things considered, but she held steadfast in her insistence that they have the full ceremony in all its bizarre ritualistic glory. 
“A mere technicality,” Alexander said, dismissing his concerns. “You aren’t expecting your bride to withdraw now, are you?” 
“No, of course not,” Benjamin answered, taking the glass of brandy. He swirled it in hand, staring down into the brown liquid, clear and warm like Victoria’s eyes. “I am certain Victoria longs for us to be married as much as I do—” 
“Then why does it seem you still have misgivings?” Alexander pressed, relaxed in an armchair as he sipped his brandy. 
How Benjamin envied his younger brother. Alexander already had his bride, his heir, too. He had no title to uphold. If he and Phoebe wished to go back to Italy, there would be nothing to stop them beyond his mother’s pleas. Even with the wedding in progress, Benjamin could not feel at ease. 
“Victoria is eager to marry a lie,” he said at last, a heavy weight settling onto his chest. 
Alexander scowled, refilling his glass. “You do not truly believe that do you?” 
Benjamin did not answer. He could form no response that gave him any solace. He’d never intended to deceive Victoria but telling her the truth would jeopardize his entire family. Something he could never do. 
“I have no doubt your conscience weighs on you, Brother, but you have nothing to feel guilty over,” Alexander insisted. “All you have done has been in service of our family and should make no difference to anyone else, your Victoria included.” 
Benjamin’s frown remained, his glass still full. What Alexander said made sense. Logically, he could find no fault with it. Yet in his heart, he still felt he was in the wrong. 
He drank, but the burn of the alcohol did little to warm the chill deep inside him. Would Victoria have such an understanding perspective? Or would she resent him as he feared? 
The sound of small footsteps padding down the hallway brought him out of his morose thoughts. 
“You little imp!” Phoebe called, small childish giggles answering her. “Get back here!” 
In the next moment, the study door opened wider, a mop of curly hair poking through before Alexander’s toddler staggered in with a mischievous gleam in his eyes. 
“Georgie, what trouble are you getting into?” Alexander asked through laughter. 
Phoebe was only a couple of steps behind, her face flushed, her breaths coming in short pants. “He wanted to say goodnight to you,” she said, exhaling heavily as she leaned against the door frame. “I told him we would have to knock, but…” She blew out another heavy breath, shaking her head. 
“That’s all right,” Alexander chuckled, lifting George up to his lap. “What kind of father would I be if I couldn’t make time to say goodnight to my little one? Have you been good today?” 
“Uh-huh,” George said, despite Phoebe’s look that said otherwise. 
“You didn’t give your momma or Maude any headaches, did you?” 
“Didn’t you hear? Maude’s been under the weather. A lack of sunlight if you ask me. I tell her, she should get more fresh air, but she insists there are too many tasks indoors,” Phoebe said. “Your mother has been helping me with this one, but he has her wrapped around his finger.” 
“Has anyone sent for the doctor?” Benjamin asked. 
Phoebe shook her head. “Teresa offered, but Maude insisted she’d be all right. With all this wedding excitement, it’s a wonder she’s the only one feeling off.” 
“Things will calm after church tomorrow,” Alexander assured her, combing Georgie’s unruly curls back from his forehead. 
“With any luck,” Benjamin said, bitterness edging into his tone. 
Phoebe frowned, her head tilting to one side. “I would have thought you’d be more excited for your nuptials?” 
“I am plenty excited,” Benjamin said, still sounding bitter. 
Alexander cleared his throat. “He is worried what Victoria will think when she learns of Elias.” 
Phoebe’s brows rose, eyes wide enough they looked like they might fall out of her head. “You haven’t told her?” 
“When is the appropriate time to reveal such a thing?” Benjamin asked sourly. “Until I trusted her, I could not risk bringing anymore ruin to our family, and now—” 
“Now you have gone on too long for it to be an easy thing,” Phoebe finished, nodding with her lips pursed. “Easy or no, you must tell her. She will find out one way or another, and it would be best if she learned it from you rather than some more undesirable way. Victoria is lovely and clever. She will understand why things must be this way.” 
Benjamin’s stomach turned. It all sounded so simple when Phoebe and Alexander talked about it. Even though they had differing opinions about what he should do, they both had a certainty about them that he could not hope to possess. 
George squirmed in Alexander’s lap, bored by the adults’ conversation and more interested in the crystal decanter on the nearby table. 
“Oh no you don’t,” Alexander chuckled, pulling the boy back before he could break something. “It’s off to bed with you, moppet.” He kissed George on the forehead before passing the toddler back to his wife. “Behave for your mother,” he added with a wag of his finger. Georgie just giggled, burying his face in the crook of Phoebe’s neck. 
“I’ll see you soon?” Phoebe asked after stealing a kiss from her husband. 
“I won’t keep you waiting,” he promised, smiling up at her. 
Another pang of jealousy went through Benjamin. The two of them made it look so effortless. They had been through so much; Alexander’s lies and deception were far greater than those plaguing Benjamin, and yet he still couldn’t envision the happy future for himself and Victoria that Alexander and Phoebe had found. 
“Phoebe worries too much,” Alexander said once his wife and child were gone. He refilled Benjamin’s glass, then leaned back. “This time tomorrow you will be husband and wife. You will find that there is nothing you cannot overcome at that point.” 
“Perhaps,” Benjamin mused, unconvinced. 
“Trust me,” Alexander said with the confidence that one could only find after their third glass of brandy. 
If only it were as simple as trusting his word. Even after a considerable nightcap, Benjamin struggled to get to sleep. 
“By this time tomorrow, Victoria will be in your arms,” he reminded himself. She would be in his bed. Her lovely scent on his pillows. Her delicate fingers on his bare flesh. 
He groaned. Thoughts like that were not going to help him find sleep. 
Over and over again, he played through the conversation he’d had with his brother and sister-in-law that night. More and more, he grew convinced Phoebe was right. She’d been on the receiving end of Alexander’s ruse, so it seemed to Benjamin that her feelings on the matter should be more seriously considered. Things worked out for them in the end, but if Benjamin could avoid some of the pitfalls his brother had toppled into, he would do whatever necessary. 
There was only one thing standing in his way—Elias. He could not tell Victoria a secret which was only half his to tell. Not without speaking to his brother. 
For two weeks, Benjamin had searched the Sunday crowd at church for his mirror image. Two Sundays in a row, he’d been disappointed. He had no doubt Elias received the wedding invitation, but he could not force his brother to attend. A part of him still held on to hope that his twin would join them for the final week of the banns, but even he had to admit that hope was slim. 
Come morning, Benjamin had hardly slept a wink. He’d kept himself up with worries and what ifs, and by the time the sun crept over the horizon, Georgie’s excitement to greet the new day chased away any lingering possibility of rest. 
Mercifully, once he laid eyes on Victoria, he felt at ease. She smiled sweetly, her eyes bright and eager. For three weeks they’d waited for the Sunday when they would return home together. Finally, that day had arrived. 
“If anyone can show just cause why this couple cannot lawfully be joined together in matrimony, let them speak now or forever hold their peace,” the priest called out to the congregation for the third and final time. 
Benjamin’s heart stayed in his throat, but seeing Victoria and his mother smiling, his family gathered to share in his happiness, it all started to finally sink in for him. 
He’d done it. He’d found the woman of his dreams, and against all odds, he’d courted her and convinced her to marry him. Unbelievable as it was, the reality settled in. 
“I have cause,” came a thin voice from one of the back pews. 
A hush fell over the congregation, not a single breath taken among them. Benjamin prayed it was a hallucination. 
Phoebe’s gasp dashed that hope. She spotted the speaker before anyone else had.
“Who said that?” the priest queried. “Come forward and speak your piece.” 
Victoria’s eyes darted to Ben, full of questions he could not answer. He didn’t know who would want to interrupt his wedding ceremony, but he would make them regret it. 
People in the back rows shuffled, murmurs following a short figure. It wasn’t until she stepped into the aisle that Benjamin finally recognized Maude. His stomach sank while his mouth suddenly went sour. 
“This lady cannot legally wed Lord Benjamin Schiffley,” Maude said, her voice quivering with every word as she approached. She didn’t look toward anyone else in the family, but Benjamin couldn’t be certain she avoided them out of guilt. 
“Can you give an adequate reason why?” the priest pressed, his patience thinning. 
“I can,” Maude said, stopping a dozen paces away from the couple, her complexion pale as flour. “Because that man is not Benjamin—that is his twin brother, Elias!” 
Murmurs grew into whispers, and it felt like the walls moved closer, the church shrinking until Benjamin could not find the space to breathe. He’d sworn he wouldn’t bring any more scrutiny to his family. Those whispers were buzzing hornets, sharp, relentless, inescapable. 
The priest cleared his throat, attempting to regain some control of his congregation. “Do you have a response to this claim?” he asked. 
“She is ill!” Phoebe cried, jumping to her feet. “She has not been herself. It is the fever talking, I am sure,” she insisted, taking Maude by the shoulders even while the servant resisted. “Alexander, darling, would you call for a doctor? She’s burning up.” 
“‘M not! They switched places, the whole family knows—” 
Lady Schiffley scoffed as eyes turned toward her. “I think I should know my own sons better than anyone else,” she said, stopping just short of laughing at the accusations. 
The priest frowned, shaking his head as Alexander and Phoebe coaxed Maude out of the nave. “I cannot marry you without investigating these claims.” 
Victoria looked as if she didn’t hear what he’d said. She stared at Benjamin with a strange look in her eyes, not the loving, eager look he’d come to cherish so much, but more guarded. Wary. 
“Why have you said nothing, Lord Schiffley?” she asked, every word flat and hollow. 
“Please, Lady Victoria, let us speak in private.” 
After clearing his throat again, the priest hastily moved on, giving the couple an opportunity to step away from the altar. Altar, nave, or narthex, it did not matter how far they went from the priest, Victoria’s expression did not change. 
“Lady Victoria—” 
“Is it true?” she asked, her voice so tight she sounded on the verge of tears. 
Benjamin cursed himself. His beloved was hurting, and he had no one to blame other than himself. 
“There is more to it than—” 
“Is it true?” she repeated, eyes blazing. 
“Yes. I was born Elias Duncan, second in birth order by fourteen minutes. And because of those fourteen minutes, my brother was expected to shoulder the family burden and all the responsibilities that entailed. You too have an artist’s soul, surely you must know how unsuited he was for such a role. I could not bear to see him suffer… You must believe this is not how I wanted you to find out.” 
She huffed, a lone tear streaking down her cheek as she shook her head. “I might be willing to believe that,” she said, trembling with every word. “But I will never believe another word you speak as long as I live.” 




Chapter 20

Victoria


Rain beat against the windowpanes, the gray skies beyond a reflection of Victoria’s bleak mood. No matter how she turned it all over in her head again and again, she could find no relief. Only more despair.  
She’d been embarrassed. Humiliated. She had no doubt the ton was in a tizzy over the newest gossip, but she’d refrained from engaging with any of it. There could be nothing in the papers worse than the thoughts in her own mind. 
It would do her no good to try to read them, anyhow. Since she’d left the altar Sunday morning, she’d had little success in focusing on anything. Though she’d tried so many times to distract herself with reading or painting, her mind quickly veered off course, leaving her gazing out the window, morosely thinking about what could have been. Words swam in front of her eyes; her paints were devoid of pigment—it was as if her mind itself was as gray and bleary as the outside world. 
A knock at her door startled her, but the cloud quickly settled in again. 
“I require nothing,” she said to the well-meaning house staff. Throughout the day, Mrs. Hill or one of the maids would check on her, offer tea and meals, and try to encourage her to leave her room. Victoria had lost track of the days that had passed since her would-be wedding. Had a week already passed? Would they have been on their honeymoon by now? 
“You have a visitor,” Mrs. Hill replied, her voice simultaneously gentle and firm. 
“I have no desire to socialize,” Victoria answered, her voice hoarse from disuse. She was not even the least bit curious to know who the visitor was. She could think of no one who would lift her spirits at this time. She did not wish to be forced to talk about what had transpired at the church. She’d done her very best to not think about it at all, and she could only maintain that for as long as she was alone. 
There was an extended pause with no response, and Victoria thought that was the end of it, convinced enough that she exhaled the tension gripping her chest. 
Murmurs rose up outside the door, two voices speaking in tones too low to make out, back and forth, becoming more and more agitated. 
“An unfortunate circumstance, I will admit, but you won’t stop me,” Ada said as she came into the room, squeezing past Mrs. Hill, leaving the older woman red-faced and flustered. 
“I know you want to be left alone, darling, but the time for moping has passed. Mrs. Hill, could you bring us some tea?” Ada breezed in, taking a seat by the window as she waved Victoria over to join her. 
Of course, that would require leaving her bed. What good had that ever done her? She’d only made a fool of herself, ruined her future prospects, and upset her grandfather when his health was still so fragile. 
“You shouldn’t be here,” Victoria said from under her duvet. She was in no state to receive visitors, not even her closest friend. 
Ada acted as though she didn’t hear her. “This weather is dreadful, wouldn’t you say? I have heard that the roads out of the city are all but mud. I cannot imagine it would be a fortuitous time for travel.” 
Victoria sighed, sitting up a bit more to level a stern look at her friend. “I know what you are doing.” 
Ada’s expression was the picture of innocence, her eyes wide, her mouth slightly parted. “And what would that be?” 
“Other than being a thorn in my side, you mean?” 
Ada’s answering smirk said she didn’t take the remark to heart. 
Victoria sighed again. “You are trying to find some cause for this to all make sense. If things had gone as planned, we would be on the road now, likely caught in that mud…” 
Ada said nothing as Victoria explained it all, but she did look rather pleased with herself. “You give me far too much credit, dearest. I merely commented on the weather.” 
Biting back a groan, Victoria flung her duvet aside, slipping into her housecoat to join Ada by the window. Mrs. Hill could already be heard lumbering up the stairs with a tea service, and Viv knew when she’d been bested. 
“I don’t know what it is you hope to accomplish with this social call,” Victoria said bitterly. She might join her friend for tea, but that didn’t mean she had to be pleasant while doing it. 
Ada’s pursed lips did little to conceal the smile she was fighting back. “Can I not simply desire your company? We rarely go so long without seeing one another.” 
Victoria did not believe that was her only motivation for a moment, but if Ada would not admit her true purpose, Viv could not force it out of her. “My apologies, I have not been in the proper frame of mind to entertain.” 
“Then you are in luck that I require no entertainment,” Ada answered with a small smile. After a moment’s pause, her face fell, turning more serious as she reached out to cover Victoria’s hand with her own. “I know this is a difficult time, but you needn’t endure it alone.” 
With that one statement, Victoria’s throat tightened, her eyes brimming with burning tears. “I feel like such a fool,” she answered, tears spilling over. 
“Oh, no, no, no, dearest,” Ada cooed, moving closer. “You are not a fool at all. I assure you no one thinks that.” 
Victoria scoffed, swiping at her wet cheeks. “I should have known… things were going too well. I should have been suspicious.” 
“Stop that,” Ada tutted. “Those sorts of thoughts will do you no good. Now, is it really so bad?” 
Viv sniffled and sighed, shaking her head. “You know I cannot tolerate liars. You know what happened to my mother—” 
“I know your mother let her heartache consume her,” Ada said firmly. “You have spent a lifetime resenting your father’s lies, but she did not have to stay in place to be swallowed by her misery.” 
Victoria’s throat tightened painfully, a fresh wave of tears welling up. 
“Besides,” Ada continued, dunking a biscuit into her tea. “This isn’t quite the same as what your father did, now is it?” 
“It isn’t what he did. It is the lying,” Victoria insisted. Abstractly, she could understand the reasoning for the twins’ switch, but she could not forgive the dishonesty. That was where she had to draw the line. She’d always promised herself she would guard her heart better than her mother had. She would not give it away to an undeserving man. And yet… Benjamin had multiple opportunities to tell her the truth but was willing to complete their union without being honest. How could she ever trust him? If he could lie to her while claiming he had feelings for her, what other lies might he tell? What other secrets could he keep? 
A whole other family, like her father? The thought made her queasy. Truthfully, she’d been queasy since she left the altar. This was supposed to be a happy time. She and Benjamin—Elias, rather—were to be wrapped in each other’s arms on their honeymoon, but instead she’d been locked away in her chambers, nothing but her own tears for company.
“It is admirable that he was willing to take on the responsibility for his family, but I cannot marry a man I cannot trust. Not when he has already claimed my heart so thoroughly.” Her voice broke at the end but this time, Victoria held her tears at bay. Perhaps there was something to talking about her woes after all. 
“You have not spoken to him at all?” Ada prompted, her brows furrowed with worry. 
“No, and I’ve no desire to, either.” 
Ada hmm’d without further comment. Strangely, that only made Victoria want to hear what her friend had to say more. 
“What is it?” Victoria finally relented. 
Ada simply shrugged, nibbling the edge of her biscuit. “Do you think that hiding away, refusing meals and visitors, is any different to your mother’s expression of heartache? Are you not doing precisely what you swore you would not?” 
As far as revelations went, it was a sharp one, piercing Victoria to her core. She wanted to be angry with Ada for pointing it out, but she could hardly resent her friend for being honest. Wasn’t that all she wanted from Benjamin? Or should he be Elias? It was all too confusing; best not to think of him at all. 
“What do you suggest I do, then?” Victoria asked, more snappish than she intended. 
“Oh, I haven’t the faintest idea. Perhaps some fresh air would do you good? Or getting away from the city?” 
“I had considered that, but grandfather is still not well enough to travel, and I don’t want to be at the country home all alone. That hardly seems any better.” 
“No, it doesn’t,” Ada mused with a frown. “Whatever it is you do, you mustn’t keep sitting in this room wasting away. The world would be a dimmer place without you and your talents.” She squeezed Victoria’s hand fondly, the smile she offered shaky enough to show her worries. 
Guilt gnawed at Viv. Ada was right that she was behaving no better than her mother. Shutting everyone out, leaving her loved ones to fret over her, not a regard for what they endured on her behalf. She had to pull herself out of this dark place for them if not herself. 
“I am sorry for causing you so much distress. I will be back to myself in no time, I assure you.” 
Victoria could tell that Ada wasn’t entirely convinced, but she didn’t voice her doubts. She was a good friend like that. No matter what Victoria set her mind to, Ada always had the utmost faith in her. “If there is anything I can do to help you, say the word.” 
Now it was Victoria’s turn to squeeze Ada’s hand reassuringly. She’d been lax in her duties as a friend and was grateful to Ada for showing her. “You have done so much already. I am so fortunate to have you.” 
Finally, Ada relaxed a little, the worried wrinkle between her brow smoothing as the tension left her shoulders. They didn’t talk about Benjamin or the failed wedding again, instead turning to more familiar topics like Ada’s brother’s latest antics or their plans for the upcoming summer months. 
By the time Ada left, Victoria felt more like herself than she had in some time. Outside, the sun had broken through the clouds, rays of light cast down from on high in the most spectacular way. For the first time since her grandfather fell ill, she itched to break out her paints. With the clouds clearing, the afternoon seemed ripe for another plein-air session. 
Too bad she wouldn’t have Benjamin available to carry her heavy supplies. 
None of that, she chided herself. She needed to be strong. She couldn’t let her heart overpower her mind—that was how she’d found herself in this awful place to begin with. No matter how much she missed the man and his sun-dappled eyes, she could not waver in her convictions. 
Distractions had been hard to come by, but this time Victoria had a new determination. She would not let her grief steal away with everything she was. Countless artists had used their pain as a source of inspiration—could she not do the same? 
After packing up her supplies and dressing for the journey outside, she set off to find the perfect vantage for her next work of art. The gardens, just beginning to come to life, would have made a lovely subject, but her feet carried her onward. She passed the shady hillside where she’d picnicked with Ada and James. Where she’d first felt that flutter in her chest as Benjamin’s fingers brushed against hers… 
She swallowed back a lump of sadness, determined to push forward without dwelling on her misery. That was as good a spot as any for a landscape painting, but she couldn’t bring herself to set her easel down there. 
Her grandfather’s property was unique among other London homes; on the outskirts of the city, he had more land than most, even a patch of forest that felt almost foreign so close to the dirty streets and cramped houses. Trees soothed Victoria like little else could. Simply being in their company could ease a great number of her frustrations, but it was in this patch of forest that she’d decided to go for a swim the day her grandfather had awoken. 
This forest where Benjamin had discovered her in her underclothes. Where she’d coaxed him into the water, and he pulled her into his arms…
She could not bear to look at the water’s surface, instantly plagued with memories of Benjamin’s lips on hers, their bodies joined together with the waves heightening their pleasure. 
No. She certainly couldn’t set her easel down in this spot either. 
Perhaps plein-air painting wasn’t her best idea. Already her arms ached from carrying her supplies all over, and her desire to create was quickly waning. Ada had seemed convinced the fresh air held restorative properties, but Victoria came away from her excursion unconvinced. She was winded, perspiration clinging to her forehead by the time she arrived back at the house, but she felt no better for her efforts. 
At least she could tell Ada she tried. 
Mrs. Hill greeted her once she was inside, hastily relieving her of her painting supplies. “You have a visitor,” she said in hushed tones. “She has already been waiting for some time, best not keep her waiting any longer.” 
Victoria frowned. Had Ada returned so soon? She couldn’t imagine why. And if she had, why would she wait in the sitting room rather than come look for Victoria herself? 
All her questions were answered when she found Lady Schiffley waiting for her with a cautious smile. “It’s lovely to see you,” Teresa said, looking to the seat opposite her hopefully. 
“You as well,” Victoria said stiffly. She had no real cause to be upset with Teresa, but she wasn’t naïve enough to believe this was a simple social call. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” She still stood just inside the room, not willing to lower her guard. 
“Please, won’t you sit?” Lady Schiffley asked, gesturing to the settee. 
The compulsion to be polite took precedence over anything Victoria wanted to do. She found herself sitting down with a resigned sigh. “If you have come here to argue on your son’s behalf, I am sorry to say you have wasted your time.” 
“There is nothing I could say to make you reconsider?” Lady Schiffley asked, her voice tinged with sadness. “I know you care for each other, and we have all so looked forward to you joining our family.” 
Victoria’s chest clenched, her throat tightening, too. A part of her desperately wanted it all. She’d enjoyed spending time with Phoebe, seeing how she and her husband worshipped one another and adored their son. She’d cherished the way Lady Schiffley had welcomed her, so willing to take on a motherly role in Victoria’s life. And Benjamin… hot tears stung her eyes again. She had never loved anyone the way she loved him. 
But how could they ever go back to the way things were? 
“I’m sorry,” she finally answered. “Lies and deceit destroyed my family once before, I cannot allow myself to enter into another where such things are commonplace.” 
Teresa bristled at that, her voice sharp when she responded. “Did Benjamin tell you why he and his brother switched places?” 
“He said his brother was unsuited to responsibility,” Victoria answered, making it clear that was not a sufficient excuse for her. 
“It was more than that,” Lady Schiffley said, a gentle edge smoothing over her voice now. “Despite being the younger twin, Elias was always the more responsible of them, the one with respect for tradition and love for his family. I have often wondered if he wasn’t meant to be the first born all along. His twin is a brilliant, gifted artist, but he longed to live a life unencumbered by duty and responsibility. Truthfully, he would have despised being viscount, and I think he’d have made a rather poor one, at that. When the twins traded identities, they did it not only out of love for one another, but for our family as well. Why should a few minutes damn us all to ruin and woe?” 
“So, you agreed with their plan?” Victoria had her suspicions that Teresa had kept the secret from her as well, but she’d held out hope that the other woman disapproved of the charade. 
“Did he not tell you? It was my idea to begin with,” Teresa explained. “Perhaps it is easier to understand when you have children of your own, but I could not condemn them to a future that would leave them both miserable. A mother wants nothing more for her children than their safety and contentment, and it felt like we were righting a mistake. When the twins were babes, we tied a ribbon to Benjamin so we could tell them apart. Who is to say the ribbon never found its way to the wrong infant’s foot?”
Viv could see how much this meant to Teresa, but her heart ached still. “Altruistic reasons aside, do you not think he should have been honest with me about it?” 
For the first time, there was a crack in Lady Schiffley’s mask. “I cannot guess why he chose to keep it from you. Relations between the twins have been… strained since we returned to England. Perhaps he didn’t wish to burden you. I know he has hurt you, but I hope you will believe his intentions were always good. He has always put his family first, and if there were any way we could help him in return, we gladly would.” 
“I appreciate that you wish to help, but I’m afraid it’s too late.” No number of moving stories could convince Victoria to follow her mother’s fateful path. She’d been foolish enough to think she could have a love match without the sorrow; at least the truth came out before she’d given herself to him anymore. 
Though how much more she had to give, she didn’t know. It certainly felt like he’d taken all she was. 
“I understand,” Lady Schiffley said, standing reluctantly. “I do wish you all the best.” Once Victoria was on her feet as well, Lady Schiffley wrapped her in a fierce hug, sniffling before she pulled away. “Take care of yourself,” she added, tucking Victoria’s hair behind her ear fondly before she turned away. 
After she left, a hollowness settled inside Victoria’s abdomen. Her heart told her she should forgive everything and chase after the life she’d envisioned. Her mind was steadfast in its determination to shut down any such thoughts. The constant war within her was exhausting, and all she wanted to do was head to her chambers for a long cry. Surely, she would one day empty the well of tears she had for Benjamin. She refused to believe it was endless. 
Back in her room, her tears did not immediately come. While she’d been socializing with Lady Schiffley, Mrs. Hill had brought up her paint supplies, everything in a neat pile by her bed which had been freshly made up in her absence. It was the small package resting atop her duvet which piqued Victoria’s curiosity enough to delay her weeping. 
Inside the simple box was a sculpture small enough to stand in Victoria’s palm—a delicately carved angel with soft features that looked somewhat familiar. The longer she looked at the small statue with its hooded eyes and somewhat unruly hair, the more she began to think it looked like her. It was such a pretty little thing that she worried she might break it if she held on too tightly. Attached to the miniature angel was a note penned in what she recognized as Benjamin’s neat, slanted hand. 
My dearest Victoria, 
You owe me nothing, but I would be honored if you would do me the kindness of joining me tomorrow for an outing. There is something I never got the chance to show you, though I will not think less of you if you still want nothing to do with me. 
All my love, 
Benjamin




Chapter 21

Benjamin


Faced with the front door of Worthington House yet again, Benjamin felt the threshold loomed larger than ever, the steps an impossible peak to summit.  
For his Victoria, though? He would gladly climb the world’s highest mountains. He would cross oceans just to see her smile. He’d do anything to hold her again. 
He wasn’t even sure she would see him after the way they left things. Everyone had told him to give her time to come around, that he shouldn’t press matters, or he’d only make them worse, but Benjamin could wait no longer. Patience was not a virtue he possessed where Victoria was concerned. He knew deep in his soul that they belonged together, and every day they spent apart made another part of him wither. 
The butler did not seem surprised to find Viscount Schiffley on the other side of the door when he opened it, nor did he hide his distaste for the man. 
“I would like to call upon Lady Victoria,” Benjamin said, an ache in his chest at the thought that she should be his Lady Schiffley by now. 
The butler stayed rooted in place, his upper lip curling into a sneer. “Lady Victoria has not been receiving visitors,” he said, leaving little room for argument. 
There was room enough, though. Benjamin knew his mother had visited with Victoria just the previous day. Rather than confront the butler with this information, he tried a friendlier tact. “Would you inquire for me? I promised I would be here.” 
Just when it appeared the butler was going to turn him away, Victoria’s chaperone, Mrs. Hill, approached, gently touching his arm. “It’s all right. I’ll ask her,” she said with a wary look Benjamin’s way. 
He deserved that. And worse. He’d let Victoria down, and they only wanted to protect her. 
An aim they all shared, truthfully. He’d just done a poor job of it. 
Through gritted teeth, the butler welcomed him in and led him to the sitting room. There was no fire in the hearth, no offer of tea. The butler didn’t even bother to draw back the curtains, leaving Benjamin in a cold, dim room by himself. 
He deserved that, too, he supposed. Perhaps coming here was a mistake. Maybe he was a fool to try to change her mind. To have any hope at all. 
If that made him a fool, then he’d be the grandest one in all of England. He could never give up hope that Victoria might change her mind because he could never be happy without her. He’d found something with her that made him feel whole, like nothing had since the loss of his father and everything their family held dear. It was a different kind of completion, but that made it no less powerful. He’d lost himself once before, navigating through life as a shell of his former self. It was a waking nightmare he never wished to endure again. He could not let Victoria go without a fight, not while he knew what kind of sad future waited for him without her. 
Too restless to sit in place, Benjamin was pacing when he heard footsteps descending the stairs again. He strained to pick them apart, trying to discern if it was one set of feet or two, but he could not tell until the women appeared one after the other in the doorway. Mrs. Hill kept her hands clasped in front of her, her face drawn into a tight, disapproving expression not unlike the butler’s. Victoria did not look so cross, though. She looked… tired. 
Her porcelain complexion was dull and wan, making the dark circles under her eyes all the more prominent. There was a weariness in her posture, too. Benjamin wanted nothing more than to draw her into his arms and soothe away all her worries. He wanted to take her away to the seaside for the rest and rejuvenation she so desperately deserved.
More than anything, he wanted to see the light sparkle in her eyes once more. 
For a moment, he was struck speechless. He’d never expected to get this far, so the next steps of his plan were somewhat murky. 
“I hope you haven’t come down only to turn me away,” he said, stepping forward, his heart in his throat. Even exhausted as she clearly was, she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. She made him breathless and tongue-tied, and even with things so uncertain between them, she still made him hopeful like nothing else could. 
Instead of answering him, Victoria turned to Mrs. Hill. “Might we have some privacy?” 
From the looks of it, the older woman wanted to protest. After a tense moment of silence, she left the room with clipped footsteps, the air in the room suddenly warmer in her absence. 
“I was not sure you would see me,” Benjamin admitted, hands clenched at his sides to keep from grabbing her. 
“Neither was I,” Victoria said, still guarded. 
“Does this mean you’ll join me? There is something I would like to show you.” 
“It won’t change my mind,” she said, resolute. 
Benjamin’s throat tightened, but he nodded. “Understood. My offer stands.” 
For a nerve-racking stretch, Victoria kept him in suspense. He knew her to be stubborn and set in her ways, no matter how he tried to convince her, she would resist him. But that wouldn’t stop him. Not as long as there was still this undeniable pull between them. No matter how she tried to keep her walls up, he saw the subtle shifts in her body, the quick glances, the unconscious way she licked her lips as if she was imagining them kissing again. 
She had not sent him away. That was a fact he held on to with all his might. If he truly had no chance of swaying her, she would have stayed upstairs. 
“I suppose an outing would be nice,” Victoria said at last, though she didn’t seem particularly pleased with her choice. “And I should thank you for the gift. It’s lovely.” 
Benjamin smiled, offering his arm to her. “I thought you might like it. My brother has improved a great deal in the short time we’ve been in England.” 
“Elia—Ben… your brother crafted the angel?” 
“He did,” Benjamin said, leading her toward their coach. 
“Doesn’t it ever get confusing? Being another person?” she asked, more bewildered than judgmental. 
“At times,” he admitted. “It was worse in the beginning. We were constantly forgetting, the staff, too. After a few years, it stopped feeling strange. We’d switched places for pranks often enough in our youth that it felt natural to pretend on occasion. I think now it would feel more like pretending to be Elias,” he said. There was no telling what Victoria would think of that answer, but Benjamin wouldn’t be anything other than completely honest with her from this point forward. He’d learned his lesson. 
“And you harbor no ill feelings or resentment that your brother lives his carefree life while you are shackled with the responsibilities?”  
Benjamin chuckled, shaking his head while the carriage rolled on. “Truthfully? It is a relief to have the burden on my shoulders rather than his. I am not sure my brother would prevail under the weight of it all. There is a great deal of responsibility in being the head of the family, but I have always been the more dependable and diplomatic of us.” 
“How noble of you, my lord. Not many would forsake a life of leisure for one of obligation.” 
“Do not think me a saint,” he said, stopping himself just short of using her given name. One wrong move could spook her. “I rather like being at the helm—if anything should go wrong in steerage, I have no one to blame but myself. Adopting the name and title was not quite the sacrifice you might think, and now my brother and I are much more suited for the roles we have. It is as if I was always meant to be the firstborn.”
Victoria seemed thoughtful after that, but she made no remark to give him any indication of what those thoughts might be. 
“What is it you wanted to show me?” she asked as the carriage took them farther into the heart of London. 
“You would have me ruin the surprise?” he asked, a teasing lilt in his voice. 
For the first time since they left the altar, he saw a small smile turn up the edges of her mouth. “I do believe I have had my fill of surprises from you, my lord.” 
“I cannot argue that,” he relented. “I thought you might like to meet Elias and see more of his artwork.” They would arrive at the artist’s home within a few minutes anyway, so the surprise was hardly spoiled. 
Victoria’s eyes grew wide, but she didn’t remark on his answer otherwise. Benjamin had no way of knowing how she felt about the excursion. He wasn’t even sure what he hoped to achieve with it. Truthfully, he had no expectations. It had been too long since he’d seen his twin, and the thought of bringing his other half and his other-other half together filled him with a longing he couldn’t explain. Like it didn’t matter if he was in England or in Italy if only he could unite all the people who held parts of his heart.
“I thought things had been strained between you,” she said after some time. 
Benjamin nodded. “We are not as close as we once were, but it seems he only recently returned from a trip abroad.” 
“So, he wasn’t avoiding you or ignoring your invitations,” she said with a hint of a laugh in her voice. 
“It appears so.” 
“This is where he lives?” she asked as the coach came to a stop. 
From the outside, the home looked respectable enough. It could use some greenery and a bit of attention once the weather turned warmer, but for all appearances, it was a perfectly fine house for the second son of a viscount to occupy. 
Elias wasn’t the only occupant of the house, though. Benjamin had never visited himself, but he knew from Alexander that there was a group of like-minded artists who kept his brother company in the home. 
“As far as I know,” Benjamin said, exiting first. 
Noises from within the house could be heard at the street level, someone aggressively playing the same bars of music on the pianoforte again and again, laughter and the sounds of conversation, the metallic pings of chisel on stone—it was a wonder the neighbors didn’t complain about the racket. 
Even more surprising, they didn’t complain about the woman answering the door in what hardly passed for a chemise. Victoria’s cheeks warmed, but she said nothing as the scantily clad woman welcomed them in and called up the stairs for Elias. 
Benjamin didn’t know what he’d expected from his brother’s lifestyle, but the booze-filled pleasure den wasn’t exactly the artistic pursuits he thought he was funding. 
“Brother!” Elias exclaimed, arms held wide as he descended the stairs. “I did not believe Giselle when she told me it was you.” 
“I sent word,” Benjamin said, fighting to keep his face neutral. He’d included sufficient funds in Elias’s allowance for a housekeeper, but he’d clearly decided not to hire one. 
“So you did,” Elias chuckled, raking his fingers through his overlong hair. He wore only breeches and an open shirt, hardly in any state to receive company, though Ben bit his tongue about that, too. “I thought you might yet change your mind.” 
“If I’d known what a sty you keep, I might have.” 
“Is this enchanting creature your bride?” Elias asked, sending a pang through Benjamin. He hadn’t told his twin about the failed wedding, and it seemed no one else had bothered to, either. “She is even lovelier in person,” he said, bending over Victoria’s hand. 
Her mouth opened to correct him, but mercifully, she said nothing. It was a subject Benjamin would rather avoid for the moment, and thankfully, it seemed Victoria shared his sentiment. 
“The angel you carved is exquisite,” she said instead. 
Elias beamed. “That was nothing. Would you like to see something truly special?” 
“I would be delighted,” Victoria said, breathlessly clinging to Benjamin’s arm. He could hardly be upset for the attention she showed his brother when she still stayed so close to him. 
Ben’s heart soared at the way Victoria’s eyes shone with excitement. He knew these two would get along. It was too bad he’d never had the chance to introduce them before everything turned upside down. Even if he could not have her himself, he felt vindicated that Dalton wouldn’t either. The man spared so little attention for anything beyond himself and his own interests that he’d never suspected the twins had swapped roles. Anyone who knew them as well as he’d claimed would know they were night and day. Luckily, Dalton had been too consumed with his gambling hells to pay attention to his purported friend. 
The farther Elias led them into the home, the more it appeared the place had been ransacked. Clothing laid in haphazard piles, and various art supplies were strewn about without a care. Benjamin didn’t have to wonder why their mother had never been invited to this place. He wasn’t even sure a lady like Victoria should be in this place, but she didn’t seem bothered at all. She complimented paintings on the walls or in progress on easels. She and Elias discussed the finer points of pigments and binders, lighting and grounds, charcoal and oils—they spoke like old friends rather than new acquaintances. 
“Benjamin said you were recently abroad?” Victoria asked as they headed to the second level. 
“I had to make a trip back to Italy after seeing the quality of available marble here. These Englishman haven’t the first clue about quality stone.” 
“Have you forgotten that we are Englishmen, too?” Benjamin asked. 
Elias scoffed. “Hardly. We needed no Grand Tour to see the world beyond our land.” 
The temptation to bicker with his twin was always present, but Benjamin held his tongue, not wanting anything to sour this day. Victoria’s mood had lightened considerably since she met Elias, and the more they discussed their mutual love of art, the more he felt her walls descending. 
“I will be needing a considerable supply of marble for my latest project,” Elias said, stopping at a double door with a mischievous glint in his eyes. “I hope you are not easily offended, Lady Victoria.” 
“Hardly,” she answered without hesitation. 
Benjamin had no time to process the alarm rising within him before his twin opened the doors with a sweeping gesture. Victoria entered a step ahead of Ben, but she continued on while he froze in place. 
If anyone else had lived in this house, this would have been a ballroom. For Elias, it was home to half a dozen life-size sculptures in different stages of completion. All women. All entirely nude. 
Completely speechless, Benjamin could not will his feet to take him any farther into the room. Victoria was not nearly as reserved, approaching one of the sculptures until the woman’s marble nipple could nearly poke her in the eye. 
“This detail is incredible,” she said, her voice full of wonder. “You’ve made her look so lifelike… her flesh so soft and supple… Benjamin—?” She turned, her brows furrowing when she saw him standing on the far side of the room. “Don’t you want to see what your brother has created?” 
Cold washed through Ben’s limbs, his fingertips tingling as he moved forward without conscious thought. Step by step, the cold turned to heat, each thought pushing him from shock to anger. He’d given up his own freedom for his brother to follow whatever whims he had, and this was what he’d chosen to do? Benjamin had told Victoria that his brother was an artist, but this… this was only evidence that he was a pervert. 
Why would Victoria want to join their family now? He’d told her how much she had in common with his twin—would she be insulted by the comparison now that she’d met the vagabond? 
He never should have brought her here. Why had he thought this would ingratiate her toward him and his family? 
“Victoria, we can leave if you like. I had no idea—” 
“Leave without seeing the others?” she asked, verging on horrified. “You told me your brother has talent, but this… Benjamin, Bernini himself would be impressed with this.” 
“You flatter me,” Elias said. “I am fortunate to have many wonderful muses.” 
Benjamin had no sooner sent his brother a dark look when a strange sound started up in another part of the house. Too quiet to discern at first, it could have been the howling of wind or the coo of an infant, but as the volume increased, distant oooo’s and vulgar oh’s became clear. 
Moans turned into cries of ecstasy, and Benjamin would have given anything to sink through the ballroom floor at that moment, but he was rooted in place, heat scorching up the back of his neck while he avoided looking at anyone else. 
“This one is the closest to completion,” Elias said, moving on to the next sculpture without a hint of shame. 
Just when he thought his embarrassment could get no worse, Benjamin got a better look at the sculpture Elias stood next to. Not only was the woman nude, her back arched to thrust her breasts out, she had an expression of pure rapture. Victoria was right about the statue’s realism. The marble woman looked so lifelike that Benjamin felt he was intruding on a private moment. 
“Th-that… I mean, she is…” Victoria stammered, her face flushed with heat. 
“You look like you could use some air,” Benjamin offered, steering Victoria away from the pornographic sculptures. 
Of course, stepping into the hallway only meant that the far-off moans suddenly sounded much closer. 
“Oooh, mon dieu!” a woman cried, on the verge of climax. 
Benjamin wanted to apologize to Victoria, to make excuses for his brother, to explain… but he did not trust himself to speak. His relationship with Elias was tenuous, and he did not want to regret the words shared between them. He kept his jaw clenched tight, doing his best to shut everything out. He could feel Victoria’s embarrassment radiating off of her and his own anger building with every heartbeat. The moaning was the worst of it—he’d spent so many hours longing to be with Victoria again that the mere sound of another’s passion stoked his own to life again. 
“We should be going,” Ben said to his brother, not turning to look his way. 
“Won’t you be staying for dinner?” Elias called after them. 
Benjamin bristled, holding back a torrent of things he wished to say. Victoria was the only thing that had given him hope of happiness in a very long time, and Elias ruined it for him. Even after Benjamin did everything he possibly could to ensure that Elias was happy. A boiling, raging part of him wanted to take it all back, make his brother live a life of misery, too. If he couldn’t have Victoria, what was the point? 
Only his love for the rest of his family held him back. “If you wish to sup with the family, perhaps you should visit Foxcroft sometime,” Benjamin said at last. “Mother would be overjoyed to see you,” he added, softening the hard edges of his tone. 
Once outside in the fresh air, the sounds of strangers’ lovemaking shut behind the door, Benjamin exhaled heavily. “I apologize for… all of that. I knew my brother lived an unconventional lifestyle, but I did not expect…” 
“I am not as easily offended as you think, my lord,” Victoria answered, a familiar sparkle in her dark eyes. 
Benjamin’s heart leapt, his mouth dry as he struggled to find his voice. “Still, that is no environment for a lady—” 
“But I am no ordinary lady,” she said, a lilt in her voice that gave him more hope than anything else had. “I am an artist. And if you’ll remember, I have had my own scandal due to people not understanding the difference between art and life.” 
Benjamin did not point out that the moans certainly seemed more life than art. Not when she was finally talking to him again. 
“So, you are not upset?” 
“About your brother’s art? No,” she said. “I see now why everyone in your family is convinced he would be unsuited to be a viscount. He does not share your even disposition.” 
That was a kind way of putting it, Benjamin thought. “So, you understand why we did what we did?” he asked once they were in the coach again. The day was too gray and drizzly for a walk, but he was not ready for his time with Victoria to end. Without instructions, his coachman would drive the horses around Town until Benjamin told him otherwise. How long could he prolong the ride before she asked why it was taking so long? 
“I understood at the church,” she said matter-of-factly. “My issue was never with the switch; it was with the dishonesty. My father was a dishonest man… he left my mother with nothing but a broken heart, and she never recovered. I have no wish to repeat history, my lord.” Now her voice wavered slightly, her emotions breaking through the brave face she put on. 
It was no wonder she’d taken his secret so hard. His chest tightened with the need to make this right somehow. To make her trust him again.
“I promise I will never give you another reason to doubt me,” he said, reaching for her hand. When she did not pull away from his touch, he squeezed tighter. “This arrangement between my brother and I… it could ruin everything for our family if the ton learned the truth. We haven’t won their favors yet, and we must tread carefully. I could not tell you until I was sure you would not betray us.” 
Victoria gazed down at their joined hands, silent as the coach bounced down the street. She worried her bottom lip for a moment before looking back up to him. “Doesn’t the ton already know after Maude’s objection?” 
Benjamin’s spine stiffened. “For now, it seems everyone believes the fever story. The priest has just concluded his assessment, so they will only begin to raise questions again when you do not join me down the aisle one last time.” 
Victoria stiffened, too, her hand withdrawing from his. “And is that what matters? Silencing those questions?” 
He took her hand back, holding it fast. “What matters is I love you, Victoria. I have known from the first moment I saw you that there was something special about you, and every moment we have spent together has confirmed that suspicion more and more. I cannot bear the idea of a future that does not include you.” 
She considered it for a moment, leaving him to hang on her every breath, his heart straining to leave his chest to be closer to her. 
“And there will be no further objections to our union?” she asked. 
Joy erupted within him, but he fought to tamp it down before it ran rampant. She was only asking a question, not agreeing to anything. 
“I have spoken to Maude. She was our nursemaid when we were babes, and she means well. She worried you were out to take advantage of my family’s wealth. Perhaps if she’d known the size of your dowry, she would not have been so concerned. Regardless, she has agreed she won’t stand in our way if we wish to wed… if you will still have me.” The last words came as barely more than a croak, his throat so dry it stuck with each breath. 
Victoria looked at their hands again, hiding her feelings even after he bared his heart to her. 
“Everything I know tells me I should say no and end our betrothal for good,” she said, her words piercing through him as well as any sword or bullet. 
“But everything I feel tells me I should be with you.” 
His head snapped up. “Victoria…?” 
The sight of tears filling her eyes broke his heart. He lifted his hand, ready to clear them away if they fell, but Victoria smiled, leaning her cheek against his palm. 
“I don’t want to envision a future without you, either,” she said. “Perhaps I am a fool for it, but I still want to marry you. I have tried denying it to myself and everyone else, but my heart remains unconvinced.” 
“I am glad to hear it,” Benjamin said, overwhelmed. Elated. Still not sure he believed it. Could he be so fortunate to have Victoria in his life forever?
“I didn’t want it to be so,” Victoria said as his hand slid down to her delicate neck, around to the back of her head. “But there is no escaping it. Or my feelings for you. I never looked forward to marriage, motherhood, or even my future the way I have since you entered my life. I do not think I can return to the way things were before. I have been forever changed.”
“As have I,” he said, lost in her eyes, his heart overflowing. 
While he pondered how he wanted to kiss her, Victoria leaned up and took a kiss for herself. Her petal soft lips lingered on his, her tongue sweeping along the seam of his lips. He’d hardly parted them when she deepened the kiss, moving in closer until they were pressed against one another. 
“Benjamin,” she panted, loosening his cravat in a frenzy. A moment later, her hand was against his bare skin, fingers settled above his heart. “I’ve missed this.” She moved closer, now at an angle where he needed to support her, his hand cupping her bottom, her skirts bunched up around him. 
“I as well,” he said, raising her skirts higher. Was she already wet for him? How much would it take before she was moaning for him like that faceless woman at Elias’s? The thought alone was enough to make him hard as granite, but having Victoria pressed against him, her soft curves filling his hands? Torture.
“Benjamin,” Victoria repeated, closer to straddling him now. “Benjamin, I don’t want to wait.” 
Those words were all he needed to hear to give the coachman a new set of instructions. Now that he had Victoria in his arms again, he vowed he’d never again leave her disappointed. 




Chapter 22

Victoria


“I do not believe I have ever had the pleasure of staying in a hotel,” Victoria said as Benjamin closed the door behind them.  
“We shall stay in as many as you wish, darling,” he said, loosening his cravat again. He’d righted his clothes before entering the hotel while Victoria stayed behind in the carriage hoping to compose herself. 
She felt no more composed in the hotel room with Benjamin than she had in the closed quarters of the carriage. Being near him made her unbearably warm, like standing too close to a fire. Like those sculptures Elias had in his ballroom—gorgeous women in the throes of passionate self-pleasure—between those incredibly realistic sculptures and the enthusiastic cries of Elias’s ‘muse,’ it should have been no wonder that Victoria struggled to take her mind off of the viscount and what they’d done a couple of months back at Worthington House. The memory of his hands on her bare skin, his body joining with hers… she might have erupted into flames if Benjamin hadn’t escorted her out of his twin’s home. 
But leaving that den of iniquity was not enough to quench the fires burning within them. She’d wanted so badly to stay angry with him, to hold firm in her decisions, but once they were reunited, she knew she would never be happy with another. There would be no peace or contentment for Victoria without Benjamin in her life. 
She loved him. 
Damn him, but she did, and she was through with chastising herself for it. He clearly didn’t need to be her husband to break her heart, so what was she really saving herself from? 
“Are you all right, love?” Benjamin asked, his shirt loosened, his coats long forgotten. “You look contemplative.” 
That pulled her back to the moment. “Ah, yes. I was thinking about your brother’s sculptures,” she mused, her lips quirking into a smile. 
He stopped unfastening his stockings. “Oh?” 
“Yes,” she said, stepping closer to where he sat. She could not resist sliding her hands over his broad, strong shoulders, sliding her fingers under his shirt to touch the warm flesh beneath the fabric. He was as solid and sculpted as any statue she’d seen, but this was no cold marble. No lifeless hunk of rock. This was a hot-blooded, heart-quickening, impossibly lovely man. 
And he was hers. 
“He has quite the deft touch with stone… those women were so…” 
“Naked?” he offered.
“Evocative,” she amended, sliding her hands lower. 
Benjamin’s brows rose, pure surprise etched in his features. “You… liked them?”
Victoria chuckled, leaning in to kiss him softly. “Did you not hear me lauding his talents?” 
He shrugged. “I thought you were being polite.” 
“Not at all. If I had seen them sooner, I may not have appreciated the depictions in the same way I do now that I have experienced some similar pleasures.” 
Benjamin said nothing as his hands fell to her hips, only a low growling rumble coming from deep in his chest. Victoria had never heard him make quite such a possessive sound, and it sent delightful shivers all the way to her toes. 
“Victoria,” he whispered, lifting her skirts higher and higher, his hands sliding up her exposed thighs, gooseflesh following in the wake of his touch. 
“Yes, my lord?” she answered with a playful inflection in her voice. 
That possessive growl rose from him again, and this time, he stood, taking her by the waist as he said, “I must taste you.” A moment later, she was on the bed, all decorum and modesty forgotten with her skirts up around her waist. 
With only their experience in the water to inform her expectations, Victoria nearly leapt from the covers when Benjamin’s warm breath brushed across her sex. His fingers caressed her, barely stirring her curls. It did not take Victoria long to surmise the water had dulled some of her sensations—but if that had been a lesser experience, what in Heaven’s name was she in for now?
“Ben—” Her words cut off with a gasp as his warm tongue found her eager clit. 
“Your pussy is even sweeter than I imagined,” he said, licking the length of her sensitive slit. There was so much sensation. It felt like he was touching her all over, every tiny twitch of his lips and tongue was a monumental shift of the earth beneath her. 
Again and again, he moved his tongue over her most sensitive button. Tracing a circle around it, he then ventured down farther, thrusting his tongue deep inside of her until she felt his teeth butting up against her. His tongue went as deep as he could get it, but it wasn’t enough to satisfy the gnawing hunger. That only grew more and more ravenous. 
Victoria arched her hips toward him, desperate for something she could not put words to. “Please,” she whimpered as his tongue went around and around her clit, faster and faster, her legs trembling on either side of his head. Slowly, Benjamin slid a finger inside her. 
Stars burst before her eyes. Her body clamped down on him, her hips moving to a rhythm she couldn’t dictate. She’d no idea anything could be so… much. 
“Ben,” she cried, each move of his finger, every circuit of his tongue pushing her higher and higher. 
Then he stopped. All at once the air escaped Victoria, and she propped herself on her elbows to look at him. 
The sight of her future husband with his cock in his hand erased all other thoughts. It was magnificent. 
She wanted to paint him just like that. For her enjoyment alone, of course. 
“I will taste your sweet cum on my tongue soon enough, my love, but I cannot bear to let another moment pass without being inside you,” he said, settling between her thighs, the thick head of his cock pressing at her slick entrance. 
Breathless, Victoria widened her legs slightly. “Do not delay on my account, my lord,” she pleaded. 
The slightest shift of his hips caused them both to cry out, not the slightest thought for who might hear. Such was the benefit of a hotel room, as he’d explained on the way over. Supportive though their families might be, neither wanted anyone else involved in their bedroom affairs. 
This was everything she’d been waiting for since that day in the spring. Benjamin’s body fit with hers so perfectly—could it be possible that they truly were created for one another? The more time she spent with him, the more merit the idea had. 
She’d have a lifetime to ponder it. A lifetime with a gorgeous man who adored her, who understood and supported her passions, who kissed her as if she was the most irresistible woman in the world. 
How had she ever considered casting it all aside over a lie that harmed no one? 
“How is it your cunt is even more perfect than I recall?” Benjamin grunted between thrusts. 
Victoria wrapped her legs around him, clinging to his arms as the bed rocked beneath them. Each thrust stoked those flames, each one scratching that unbearable itch deep inside her. “I thought the same about your cock,” she panted, words more labored than the coy she had intended. 
Not that it mattered. In the next moment, neither of them spoke as their mouths fused together in a fierce kiss. 
It started as just a ripple. Merely a shudder that rushed through her and flowed through him. One ripple turned to another, ripples to waves, each one building on the one before, each one taking her to pleasures she didn’t know possible. 
Would it always be like this with Benjamin? How would he ever get her out of the bedroom if so? She would never have enough of this connection with him. 
Without words, moans became their communication, their bodies speaking a language old as time itself. 
The waves grew and grew, all at once crashing down and swallowing Victoria whole. 
Benjamin cried out a moment later, his grip on her tightening, his cock swelling before pleasant warmth took over, and he collapsed on the bed next to her, pulling her toward him. 
Victoria settled her head on his chest, neither of them speaking while their breaths slowed, and he stroked her hair. His heart rate started out frantic and rushed, but the longer they laid there together, the calmer it grew. This was new. They hadn’t gotten a chance to lay together last time. Every kiss had been clandestine and stolen, rushed from fears of being discovered. 
She much preferred being able to soak in his masculine warmth. This was what their love should have been all along—not hidden in hotel rooms, but relaxed. Natural. 
After a long span of silence, she spoke up. “I daresay, if that is any indication, we may need to double—or treble—the length of our honeymoon.” 
A loud, unexpected laugh erupted from Benjamin, his whole chest shaking from it. 
He kissed the top of her head, then said, “It can be as long as you like, dearest. Anything you desire.” 
Victoria had to admit it was awfully hard to find an objection with that. 
[image: image-placeholder]“Phoebe, you have absolutely outdone yourself with this breakfast,” Victoria said, hugging her new sister-in-law. After so many trials and tribulations, so much planning and waiting, she and Benjamin were finally married. 
With Maude on board, the banns were finally completed with all of their friends and family in attendance. Elias had come, and so had Victoria’s grandfather. His speech would likely be forever slurred, but he refused to let that slow him down at all. 
“Of course not,” Phoebe insisted. “I am only happy that we have made it this far.” 
“As am I,” Benjamin said, joining them with an arm quickly snaking around his bride’s waist. 
“And I,” Alexander added, Georgie’s tiny hand clasped around two of his fingers. “You’ve done well for yourself, viscount.” 
“I am well aware,” Benjamin said, his green-gold eyes sparkling when he looked Victoria’s way. 
“And we’re so happy you could make it, Elias,” Victoria said as the third Duncan brother joined their circle. Convincing him to come all the way out to Foxcroft Manor had been a challenge, but he’d eventually relented. The twins still had a long way to go to restore their relationship, but things seemed to be headed in the right direction.
“Of course. Wouldn’t miss it,” he answered, distracted. “Have you seen our mother?” he asked, looking between his brothers. 
Alexander shrugged. “I would have thought she’d be smothering Victoria to be honest.” 
“She must be contenting herself with playing hostess one final time before Victoria takes the mantle,” Benjamin said, a hint of pity in his voice. 
Butterflies filled Victoria’s stomach. Now that she was Lady Schiffley, she would be expected to plan and host all the soirees at Foxcroft Manor. It was a daunting task that she prayed Teresa would be willing to assist with. Victoria had no desire to swoop in and overtake everything. 
“Oh, she is contenting herself, all right,” Elias said, bitterness edging into his tone. 
His brothers gave him curious looks, but it was Phoebe who came up with the answer. 
“It looks as though Teresa may have caught the eye of an older gentleman,” she said, a sly smile spreading. 
All three Duncan men bristled, protective instincts for their mother coming out in full force. Teresa sat close to white-haired man, laughing and smiling. He said something that made her laugh again, and she reached out to touch his arm affectionately. 
“I recognize the sparkle in her eyes,” Victoria said, sharing Phoebe’s smile. Teresa looked at the older man the same way Phoebe looked at Alexander. The same way Victoria looked at Benjamin. She hoped for that man’s sake he was honorable. She shuddered to think what the Duncan brothers might do to a man who wronged their mother. 
Luckily, Teresa was a strong, capable woman, unafraid to stand up to her grown sons when they stepped out of line. If there was something she had her mind set on, Victoria had no doubt that the Dowager Lady Schiffley would triumph. 
[image: image-placeholder]Long after they’d made their toasts and the last wedding guests had left, Victoria and Benjamin finally found themselves alone again. It’d been too long since the hotel, too many days without any privacy, without even kisses. They fell into each other’s arms as if it was the most natural thing to do. 
In the glow of the fire, their breaths coming ragged and the air still thick with their passions, Victoria braced herself. 
“I think we should discuss our honeymoon,” she said, turning to look up at him from where she laid on his shoulder. 
“Should we?” he asked. “Have you given more thought to the routes I suggested?” 
Victoria’s stomach knotted. Logic told her that he would be happy with what she had to tell him, but she could not help her nerves. “I have,” she said. “And they are all fine choices.” 
Benjamin sat up, frowning. “Then why does it sound as though you are not satisfied with any of them?”
“It is not that!” Victoria insisted, sitting up straighter, too. The sight of his bare chest was enough to take the words from her mouth for a moment. She itched to place her hand against those firm muscles, but if she did that, this conversation would only be delayed further. “But those trips are all quite lengthy… more than a year of travel—” 
“I thought you wanted a long honeymoon,” he said, confusion growing. 
“I did—I do—but we must consider the timing,” she said, her hand sliding down to her stomach. 
Benjamin’s eyes widened, his face blanching. For a terrifying moment, Victoria thought he’d reject her news, but he wrapped his arms around her and covered her face in kisses. “How… how long have…” he stammered, shaking his head. 
“In the spring, I’m certain. I’d felt ill a few times while planning the wedding, but I dismissed it as typical nerves… It was not until last week that I realized it has been nearly two months without my courses. And they still have not come. You’re not upset, are you?”
His smile was answer enough for her, but still he asked, “Upset? Why would I be upset?”
“The honeymoon?” she offered with a feeble shrug. 
“My darling Victoria, you giving me a child is a greater joy than a dozen honeymoons.” 
“Will you still say that when my stomach enters the room before I do?” 
He chuckled. “Of course, I will. You are the most beautiful woman in the world, and if you think I won’t still be attracted to you…” His hand moved to cover hers, their fingers linking together over her currently flat stomach. Leaning in, he kissed the side of her neck, his breath sending shivers down her spine. “You are in for quite the surprise, my love.” 
Victoria shuddered, all but melting into her husband’s arms. He was so wonderful. So perfect. 
“I will admit I thought you would have more time to fill the nursery with your art,” he said, fingers gliding up and down her spine. 
“There will be little time for painting with a babe on my breast,” Victoria said, surprised to find she wasn’t nearly as resigned about it as she would have expected. 
“Nonsense,” Benjamin argued. “We will have a wet nurse. A nanny. Whatever staff you require. I do not want you to feel you must give up your art, no matter your other responsibilities. It is a part of you as much as your dainty fingers or your lovely breasts.” As he said the last bit, he circled a fingertip around one of her nipples, bringing it to a peak, quickly leaving her breathless. 
She turned to her husband and kissed him, sighing happily, completely content for the first time in a very long time. “You are more than I could have ever hoped for.” For so long she’d dreaded marriage, family, and responsibilities. She’d been convinced she could not be true to herself while still fulfilling those duties. Never in a dozen centuries would she have believed she could have it all. 
There was a time when she would have envied the life Benjamin’s twin had. Elias lived his life however he pleased, free of responsibility, beholden to none. He could go wherever he wished, follow his inspirations, dedicate endless hours to his works… but when he set his chisels and brushes down, when he faced those moments that creating was impossible, what did he have then? 
Who did he have? 
No, Victoria decided. That sort of freedom was its own kind of prison. She’d always considered matrimony the shackles she needed to avoid, but it was her love for Benjamin and their union which would offer exactly what she’d always longed for. 
It was Benjamin who showed her she didn’t have to be another person to be accepted. His love and patience that helped her discover how she cheated herself by giving in so easily. 
Never again. She knew now what she wanted, and she had it all right where she was. 
[image: image-placeholder]We hope you enjoyed The Viscount's Secret. If you did, we think you will love The Viscount's Baby – coming in January 2024! 
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