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    Starry Nights, Scandal, and a Fiery Lady 
 
    

  

 
  
   Introduction 
 
      
 
    In the sparkling world of London's elite, Lady Annabelle Elizabeth Fitzroy hides her scars from past heartbreak, embracing her fierce spirit among the ton. Beneath the watchful gaze of the stars, she secretly nurtures her love for astronomy, finding solace in the celestial mysteries that light up her nights, away from the ton’s pretentious gaze. Amidst the opulent parties and stifling expectations, Annabelle's life takes an unexpected turn when she is accidentally spotted in an awkward position with a ravishing Viscount. As the scandalous airs of the ton can destroy everything she holds dear, she must choose between freedom and her growing desire for the man he might take it away…  
 
      
 
    Will she let herself go to experience her burning passion? 
 
      
 
    Lord William Alexander Channing, Viscount of Ashbourne, newly elevated in society, is utterly confounded by the intrigue and complexities of the ton. Reluctantly, he immerses himself in the world of lavish celebrations, unaware that one fateful evening will shatter his perception of life. When scandal is about to burst and destroy his and Lady Annabelle’s reputation once and for all, duty rises and untamed emotions of lust ignite inside him.  
 
      
 
    Will Lord William conquer the ton's scandal and keep his burning desire for Lady Annabelle, or will it force them apart? 
 
      
 
    As Annabelle’s and William’s worlds collide in a scandal of epic proportions and the ton's machinations play out, their unwavering devotion push the boundaries of their flaming love. As notorious antagonists and schemes risk to ruin them both, the star-crossed lovers manage to find their tantalising refuge underneath the celestial sky. As each twist and turn of their entwined destinies unfolds… Will their sizzling romance shine as brightly as the stars , or will it be extinguished by the relentless gossip and societal pressures? Can the very chaos that brought them together also tear them apart for good? 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle Elizabeth Fitzroy, daughter of the Duke of Cumberland, smiled at her best friend and cousin and led the young, delicate woman to a small tree for shade. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, thank goodness,” Margaret breathed, checking over her green dress, custom golden lace detailing on the bottom, making her stand out among the rest of the crowd. “Lady Marina’s Garden is beautiful, but the day is so hot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    London season had only just begun, but the days were long and much too warm to roam around a garden without at least a parasol for protection, but Annabelle had been stubborn enough not to bring one. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle looked to her cousin, Lady Margaret Emily Wentworth, and saw her spread her fan across her face, hiding what she was certain was the cheekiness of a soft laughter. She knew she deserved it, but she narrowed her eyes just the same. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, cousin, but I did warn you about the parasol.” She removed the fan, but her cheeks were still slightly red with amusement.” Margaret shared a winning smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nonsense,” Annabelle said, but she was amused with herself as well. “I must insist on a few new parasols for the season if it’s meant to be this hot. I simply could not find a single one which would complement this dress, which was perfect to start the season.” She made to flip her long, dark hair, some dangling down from a loose bun. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will agree with you on that,” offered Margaret. “I have seen no less than three gentlemen stunned by your looks and even more jealous stares from the ladies.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle wasn’t quite like the other members of the ton. She preferred to take risks with her fashion, especially at the beginning and end of the season. That was when she would be most memorable. Considering she was not spoken for in any way but no longer felt as if love was the way to go, she might as well have fun with it all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But her focus right now was solely on helping her cousin. Margaret was a gorgeous but timid little thing. More than a head shorter, with feminine and dainty features, plain dark hair she pulled into a severely plain bun, and her eyes were often more on books than on men, Annabelle had a fear for her cousin. One that could cause irrevocable harm to the reputation of their families and her most beloved friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Modesty was often prized by many men, but taken as far as shyness, it could, in fact, chase the best of men away. And she was not keen to see her flesh and blood married off to the dregs at the end of a season. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    So, her cousin needed a little helping in the ways of society. Annabelle had no problem showing her just how to talk to men and attract them. She would not ever be like Annabelle herself, sometimes prone to drawing rumors her way, but she could easily have a man of her choosing who would care for her and treat her kindly. Perhaps marrying at or even above her station. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I am sure they do look,” Annabelle noted. “But why do we not use that to turn the focus onto you?” Annabelle teases her cousin with her own handkerchief, flopping it toward Margaret. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret batted at it, her cheeks warming with more than the sun. “I should have known you had other motives for being away from the others.” Margaret’s tone was temporarily sore. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, come, do not be so sore over it. You and I both know you need to be able to communicate with the rest of the ton this season. It is your second one, and would it not be advantageous to lock a gentleman down now rather than compete against younger and younger females?” Annabelle argued, her face severe between the tone of her voice and the sun peaking in and out of the canopy of the small tree. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret pursed her lips but gave a nod, sighing. “I know you are right. I just hate trying to figure out all the subtexts. I am not like you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course you are not. You are Margaret, and that is just fine.” Annabelle smiled warmly. “You simply need to know how to present yourself. Now, you must know how to catch the attention of the best of men, but also how to flirt once you have it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Must I flirt?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle could not help herself as she placed her hand over her stomach, a giggle escaping her throat. Margaret had always been into her music and literature. She had a strong and brilliant head on her shoulders, but few outside their families were aware of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, even if just a little. And it can be easy. Some of it starts with what you wear. For instance…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle dropped her handkerchief on the ground and meant to pick it up herself, not noticing a gentleman was walking by from the left. As she swept down to grab it, another hand nearly met her own. She stood up dramatically, her hand touching her chest. Well, she could not have planned it better herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here you are, Lady Annabelle.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She squinted against the light to see the man was the son of Earl Weston Sutton, Lord Collin. She smiled coyly at him and took the handkerchief back, bowing to him. “Thank you, Lord Collin. I did not see you around. I appreciate you coming to my rescue.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His eyes darted unabashedly over her, and while Anabelle loved this for the sake of teaching, she was not at all interested in the lord. Not for herself or Margaret. Annabelle took her handkerchief and twisted it around her left hand. The only polite signal she knew was to get him to go quickly so she could continue her lesson. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are most welcome.” He bowed to them both and then walked away, back toward where most of the partygoers gathered around tables with tea and cakes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh goodness, that dress of yours is like magic,” Margaret teased. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “In a way. I have a very good stay as well, low lines at the chest, and sometimes you can throw in a broach to accentuate your assets.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Annabelle,” Margaret hissed under her breath. “Nearly scandalous.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah, but only nearly.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle looked out into the crowd, wondering if once they were finished there was a proper gentleman with which to practice on. She grinned as she spotted Sir Edward Montgomery. He may have been a Baronet, but quite a wealthy and well-respected one. He enjoyed reading just as much as Margaret and Annabelle had secretly believed for some time he had at least a vague interest in her cousin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Though he was not alone. There was a man she did not immediately recognize standing next to the Baronet. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The man’s hair was a dark blonde and well-styled with a side parting. His jaw was finely chiseled. He had an oddly cold look about him, but it was not in Annabelle to judge so easily. He could be just as shy as her own cousin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She turned back to Margaret, meaning to make her point before she took her on a test of sorts. She would make a match yet! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Look, it may be a little too scandalous for you, however, there is always the handkerchief, which is the other thing I meant to show you. Handkerchief, pearls, parasol, fan, they can all send a message." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, I do remember those relentless lessons from my mother and elder sister," Margaret admitted. "Does this not mean I want a kiss?" she asked, placing the closed end of her fan against her lips. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes! Very good. Let me remind you of a couple of choice moves." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle came alive as she showed Margaret the many ways she could devastate a man into falling for her, including how to talk with him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Now, we are about to try this. I want you to remember at most how you must maintain his interest." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret interrupted, her head nodding in remembrance. "I need to relate to men almost in the way they relate to each other. Show interest in gentlemanly topics, but only know what is necessary. I guess it is a good thing I read so much." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It is quite a good thing. Plenty of great men love a well-read woman," Annabelle complimented. "Okay, I see the perfect opportunity. Sir Edward is coming near and he has a friend along with him. Let us go say hello." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle did not give her cousin time to freeze up or deny the chance, only lifted her skirts in case of grass and mud and then let them fall smoothed out once out from under the tree. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Either Margaret would stay under the canopy cover all alone or be forced to follow. Annabelle approached Sir Edward with a friendly demeanor, glad when Margaret soon caught up. Annabelle was sure to hold back with her own flirtations, as this was all about Margaret. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Sir Edward!" Annabelle exclaimed, her eyes bright but making sure she was a step back further than Margaret. "We are so pleased to see you here. We were just going to tell Lady Marina how lovely her gardens are this year for the party when we saw you. My cousin asked to say hello and find out who your guest is." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle gave a neatly imperceptible nod to Margaret, who was using her fan as more of something to fidget with rather than flirt. She hoped with her help and Sir Edward's reputation of being both kind and well-read she could pull her cousin out of her dangerously lonely shell. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "How thoughtful of you, Lady Margaret," Edward said with a little bow of his head, his eyes locking onto Margaret. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yes, that’s it! Annabelle thought. Something was in its infancy between Edward and Margaret, exactly as it should be. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret was slow and careful with her words, but surely Edward knew of her shyness. Annabelle was waiting to see his reaction. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It has been so hot, but well worth the visit. We were going to thank her and leave, but I could not in good conscience retire to my home without saying a few words to you, Sir Edward, and learning who this friend of yours is." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret brilliantly opened her fan in her left hand, a gesture of openness to flirtations and conversation from the men. Her nerves were more than obvious, but both men were paying plenty of attention to her despite Annabelle's fashion statements and status. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This was perfect. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course. This is Lord William Alexander Channing, Viscount of Ashbourne. He is a great friend of mine."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     The Viscount bowed in respect, and Annabelle nearly gasped as she took the time to notice his striking blue eyes, but just as from far away, they appeared to be so cold. And he had yet to say a word. Either of these men could be a match for marriage. Perhaps the Viscount was odd for a man of his status, not liking all the ins and outs of the London season. There were some that way. As long as he was a gentleman, he could still do well for Margaret, especially with her own shyness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Lord William, I want you to meet Lady Annabelle Fitzroy and Lady Margaret Wentworth."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     Edward gestured to both of the ladies, and while Annabelle was determined to hold back any charm beyond laying it on thick for her cousin rather than herself, she couldn’t help but keep sparing glances over Lord William’s form. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was so rare she met new members of the ton anymore. Her father being the duke meant she often knew everyone. Perhaps Lord William had recently inherited in the passing of his father. The surname seemed familiar enough.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps his father had not been a memorable man, but she felt sure even without a voice to put with his face she would not be forgetting his air of importance and striking masculine appearance. Even if she did not mean to have more than the interactions necessary to procure her cousin an advantageous and safe marriage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It is a pleasure to meet you," Margaret spoke up. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course, I am sure the pleasure is theirs. My cousin is perhaps the loveliest of us out this season, is she not?" Margaret blushed, but Annabelle was elated when Margaret did not turn and chastise her for the praise. And in fact, Sir Edward and Lord William both nodded in agreement with the compliment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I have always found Lady Margaret to be handsome." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret’s blush was perfect, an appropriate moment. She used the fan for a moment of modesty. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And I do believe well read. I have seen you many a time with your head buried in a book," Edward commented. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord William finally spoke up, and Annabelle was thankful to him as he caught on to what she was doing. "I love to hear of ladies in the ton who enjoy reading. I find it hard at times to relate to females, even as lovely as they are, when we sometimes have nothing in common." He chuckled, though it was a dark sort of sound. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle joined in with a light giggle of her own. Margaret smiled and opened her fan to the left once more and fanned herself. Oh, it was so hot. She hated the feel of sweat on her brow, but it would be well worth it if a courtship came of this. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would agree with you. I enjoy understanding one another, I admit,” Margaret said in that soft voice of hers. All the praise was opening her up, her body relaxing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good,” Annabelle observed. This was another positive development with her cousin, relaxing more in social settings. Anabelle then directed a question to Sir Edward to continue the smooth rhythm of the conversation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you read anything to your liking as of late, Sir Edward? I have also often seen you with books. I hear you have quite the library in your home?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward practically lit up at the way the conversation was going. "I find myself enjoying some of the writings of the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer. I'll admit he can be a little gloomy at times. But he has some important insights. I do not wish to bore you, though. I am sure you enjoy more lighthearted subjects." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward laughed, dimples Annabelle did not expect appearing on either side of his well-groomed mustache. Something Annabelle had always admired about the man was his fashion sense and how well put-together he always was. He would make quite the handsome groom for marriage to Margaret, even with their noticeable size difference. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, while I do enjoy learning about horses as I love them and art books, I have read some of The World as Will and Representation," Margaret admitted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle held back a smirk. She couldn’t have planned this quite so well. They read the same book. She did not like philosophy so much and knew little about what they referred to, but she knew it was nearly time to make her exit so they could have a moment with each other. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, that is surprising, pleasantly so," Edward mentioned. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, Margaret is such a great Richter as well. We often read together, and her memory is uncanny," Annabelle added. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret began to spout off something from the book Annabelle assumed was the one in which the two were both interested. Internally, she was cheering for her cousin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What is knowledge? It is primarily and essentially an idea. What is an idea? A very complicated physiological process in the brain of an animal, the result of which is the consciousness of a picture there. Clearly, the relation between such a picture and something entirely different from the animal in whose brain it exists can only be a very indirect one. This is perhaps the simplest and most comprehensible way of disclosing the deep gulf between the ideal and the real." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Even Lord William looked impressed. Annabelle clapped lightly with her gloves before placing her hand gently on Margaret’s shoulder. "I am so sorry for the slight interruption, but I am thirsty. Would you like me to get you a drink as well, cousin?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret gave a nod. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle looked up at Edward with a soft smile, hoping though he was smart, he could not see beyond this being a simple request. "Could you keep my cousin company while I do so?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward seemed to stand up straighter. "Yes, Lady Annabelle. Of course. I was just hoping she could tell me more about her knowledge of horses. As you both know, riding is one of my favorite pastimes." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle curtsied and walked away to find refreshments, though she meant to make her absence last as long as possible. Margaret was doing so well. Even if she herself was ready to be back at home and out of the relentless sun, she had to allow Margaret to see this through. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Annabelle leaned a little on the table, getting herself a lemonade, she was grateful for the ability to quench her thirst. She tried not to make inappropriate sounds of relief as she sipped at the liquid and watched her cousin from afar. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Soon, Lady Marina herself came forward for a refreshment. Her hair was in loose red curls, her dress a vibrant yellow that only she could pull off. Despite her more advanced years, only recently a widow, Annabelle could not see many signs of aging. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Lady Annabelle, I am so happy you and your cousin were able to make it. Where is Lady Margaret?" she asked politely, searching the crowd, though the light and her parasol likely blocked the way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle pointed discreetly. "I have set up a conversation with her and Sir Edward. He also introduced us to Lord William, a Viscount." She nodded that way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh," Lady Marina startled for a moment. "I am surprised to see Lady Margaret getting on so well. You have done an excellent job. I could see her paired with Sir Edward easily. They both love to read, and he is so kind." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "My thoughts exactly," Annabelle agreed, sipping more lemonade until it was gone. She turned to grab two more, knowing she would soon have to take them over. There would be no excuse for taking much longer than a diversion to thank Lady Marina would allow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And thank you so much for the invitation to this. Your garden is rarely outmatched." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why, thank you, Lady Annabelle. It means a lot coming from your lips. I just wish it was not so warm this early in the season. Oh, I see Sir Henry Collier, I must bid you farewell." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Good luck," Annabelle said, following the path Lady Marina took with her eyes. Sir Henry was a widower. What a match that would be. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle then turned back to where she had left her cousin, meaning to take the glasses over to them, and found that Lord William was only a few feet away and headed in her direction. Although it might not be entirely appropriate while being out of character for her, her pulse began to quicken as Lord William grew nearer still. He carried himself like a man of strength, coolness and most enigmatic. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He approached and greeted her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Lady Annabelle, I came to see if you could use some help with the drinks."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     The corner of his mouth turned up in a slight smile, and Annabelle felt relieved he was not as standoffish as he appeared at first. His eyes took her face in with what certainly could be interpreted as approval. Her pulse continued on with its elevated dance, and the slightest of pink hues colored her cheeks. She was mistaking herself for a woman who was reacting very strongly to a man that she truly knew nothing much about- what an unusual predicament for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "The two of them, then. Are they getting on fine?" Annabelle asked, beyond any ruse at the moment. She could tell Lord William was observant and knew just as well what she was up to. She would have to remember that in the future when it came to her romantic schemes in case she ever found him to be in her cross-hairs. He presented himself in a manner seemingly impervious to others, but something deep within her advised her that beneath this social exterior, Lord William was not so buttoned up. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, they seem to have no limit to what they can discuss. I find I am not as well versed at dining subjects, though I do enjoy a good debate from time to time." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "So, you came to give them space as well, then?" Annabelle raised her eyebrow at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I came to say that I appreciate how kind you are and attentive to Lady Margaret. I hear that she is your cousin. I dare say that even one’s own blood is not always so in tune with the needs of each other. Your handling of her shyness and feelings is exemplary. I sense for you, there are shades of a personality to sift through when meeting others. This is the most beautiful quality, I believe." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle was taken by surprise by the compliment. She was used to hearing about her fashion or her beauty. This was entirely different. If she wasn't misinterpreting Lord William, he was not only effusively and appropriately complimenting her but also observing her in a manner most intimate- without inappropriateness, somehow. This man was unlike any other that she had previously made, and her pulse at its still quickened pace was not freeing her from its agreement about the man. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Thank you, Lord William, but it really is nothing. She means a lot to me, and I want to see her with someone worthy." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "We all should be so lucky, correct? In the ton, the structure of everything around us certainly does not lend itself often to easy and supportive social matches. To meet a woman with discernment and kindness for her family, making your acquaintance has elevated today's festivities." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The slight curve of his lips was specifically paired perfectly with his intense gaze searching her eyes. Did he want something from her? For her part, Annabelle found herself to be smiling back, not in a flirtatious manner as she had schooled her cousin on, however. It was a smile of reciprocal pleasantness with Lord William. This was shaping itself to be a most auspicious evening, indeed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Lord William, I do thank you for such an enlightening conversation. This brings an air to the gathering that I had not expected in the least. You are, in fact, exactly on point in the characterization of the ton. The tongues wag faster than the feet travel here." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With this comment, Lord William permitted himself to laugh fully, but in a lower tone so as to not draw unnecessary attention from those around them. For a passing feeling, Annabelle sensed that Lord William might very well take her gently by her hand and guide her back to their company. Naturally, this would not be permissible, but that strong sense that he might want to remain palpable to Annabelle's senses as they spoke. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As if they had decided it in concert with one another, she stepped forward towards the location of the bar with a mind to delicately and carefully carry two drinks back for herself and her lovely cousin who continued to be masterfully handling Sir Edward across the room. Lord William had managed to step forward at just the same moment and at the same pace. Once at the bar, she took two drinks that seemed to suit both her and Margaret, something light and smooth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord William was quiet a minute more before picking up two drinks of his own. "Shall we?" He gestured toward where they had left the hopeful couple talking animatedly, and they both walked back together. Once again, Annabelle internally attempted to soothe her pulse rate when near this man, but she, again, failed miserably at it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle passed a drink to her cousin, and soon the conversation dwindled. It was very unclear whether Margaret and Sir Edward had covered much more ground than she could have initially pictured or observed or if she, and by proxy, Lord William, had exchanged much, much more than pleasantries. Was it then improper? And why was she so unable to bring her pulse rate back down to where it belonged? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No matter the conversation had seemingly ground to a halt, and she must simply step in with tact and carry the evening forward. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, I hate to end this conversation so soon, but we must be going," Annabelle said. They needed to end it on a high note. It was a bit more of an abrupt end to the talking between them, but in this case, she hoped that her concluding the conversation would be acceptable to all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They all said their goodbyes, Sir Edward reiterating how much he enjoyed their company, and Annabelle walked to the carriage with Margaret by her side, wondering what she might have to share with her cousin that was acceptable.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The attraction that she had felt between herself and William was genuine, she was sure of it. However, people can send mixed signals, as well. She dared not get her hopes up over any man, even one as dashing, composed, and available as Lord William. A failed romance was not something that she could handle yet again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She promised herself that, if she were lucky enough, the next time that Lord William found her near to him, she might better understand how to hide the blush and soothe her pulse. The opportunity would come, and she would hope to conduct herself with proper behavior whilst finding out the mystery behind the man. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    William noted his friend's dazed visage as both Lady Annabelle and Lady Margaret left the party, thanking Lady Marina politely on the way out. While he had not concerned himself with making an impression on the women other than general niceties, he could not say the same for Edward. Well, that was not completely the truth, now was it? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For his interaction with Lady Annabelle had been anything but his usual fare. For the time being, he would give it not much thought. She just may have been having a personal moment whilst they were in discussion, but she had given off the impression that her wits may not have been entirely about her back then. Since he was not well acquainted with her, Lord William simply found it to be of great folly to imagine that he could figure that woman out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As for Sir Edward, he had only known him for close to one year. At this time, they had been fast companions with ease. Both of them enjoyed riding their horses, but it was also in the nature of the timing of their fathers' deaths that had brought them close. Within a fortnight, each of them had lost their fathers and quickly inherited all that came with taking over their predecessors' titles. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward, from what William could tell, had been not at odds with the previous Baronet but also not close either. However, Edward, with his sense of style, intelligence, especially when it came to politics and philosophy, and social aptitude, had been well suited to the position. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward was thriving, and William had heard many women were seeking him out for this season, even though it was so early on. It was not a shock, of course. Yet, William believed that this could lead Edward to erroneously select the wrong woman should he deem himself ready for marriage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ton was full of eager females sniffing out the most eligible men. It was something he had observed, a skill of his. Indeed, he was so observant of the females that the flushed appearance of Lady Annabelle Elizabeth Fitzroy had, and still was, remained with him since they had last parted ways. The thought was there again in the forefront of his mind, but he pushed it to the back again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    While Edward was the very picture of a gentleman, he was more of a lone bachelor. William knew that his friend had not ever wanted to be a Viscount but knew from birth he would be one day. It was the duty of the firstborn always to take charge.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     However, on more than one occasion whilst in private conversation, William had received a very strong indication from Edward that his love of books, horseback riding and freer pursuits brought him more pleasure than official duties of Viscount. Edward, in the heart of his true personality, was not much interested in taking charge whether he was the first born or not. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As for William, he and his father had been more the type to clash behind closed doors, but that did not mean William did not intend on being as upstanding as he could. He enjoyed the rumors that he might be too cool and unapproachable. Let the tongues wag faster than the feet traveled, as Annabelle had so aptly put it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He could withstand that storm. No one needed to know of the heated and terrible arguments that he had participated in with this father. At times, they had both said things that each likely felt bad about, but neither had ever seen fit to make formal apologies and mend fences. One’s private pain within their own family should stay exactly that…private. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Sir Edward, my friend, I am afraid you have become distracted. Is it the heat?" William jested, thrusting a drink at him. "If so, take comfort in this." His friend appeared to be rather red about the face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward took the drink from William’s hand but paid little attention to it as it sweated in the heat just as they were doing, dripping across Sir Edward’s hand. The man looked like an impromptu ice bath might bring him fully back to reality. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What did you think of Lady Margaret?" Edward questioned, not wasting a moment discussing the obvious object of his affection. Lord William did not blame him, especially when looking at the lady objectively. She was handsome enough, but also incredibly sweet. But she was not so into being an accomplished woman of the ton as not to further her literary education. It had quite impressed even him that she could quote a philosophy book. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "She seems a fine woman," William stated. He kept his visage neutral, his own way of teasing his friend. In truth, it only mattered what Sir Edward thought. "Why do you ask?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward cleared his throat and looked over at William importantly, finally taking a few thoughtful sips from the drink Lord William had brought to him. "As you know, I have inherited land, income, and a whole estate from my father with his passing. I do not think it wise to wait to marry in my case. A wife could make a lovely addition to the estate. She could enjoy my many horses and the garden." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William smiled, drinking his lemonade down and trying to picture the life Edward was looking for. Indeed, someone like Lady Margaret could give him that. Nights reading by the fire in winter, running her hands over the many volumes in his library. Rides on horses in the summer and conversation about art, philosophy, and maybe even politics. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "So, you mean to settle down, then?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William turned back to his friend. He wanted to give him good advice. "I was impressed by her. She was sweet, but also charming. The two of you have many shared interests, which can be hard to find between the sexes in the ton at times. She is a little timid, but even so, your louder and more confident personality seems to balance that out. The two of you could be suited." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward was not hiding his smile at William’s evaluation. More than anything, William had to admit he enjoyed how much Edward looked to his opinion as something which mattered. He knew that he was not such a failure at being of high society as he sometimes felt. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Thank you, Lord William. That makes me feel much more secure in my own impressions of the girl. And she does come from a fine family. Very handsome indeed."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     Edward finished his own drink, sweat threatening to drip onto his perfectly combed mustache. It was unseasonably hot so early in the London season. He and Edward were used to it, especially with riding, but with all the layers the ladies had to wear, William was surprised none were fainting. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Though, many had left earlier than he would have expected, with it being one of the first parties of the season. Curious. He would have thought that they would be out hunting, so to speak. If a great man was taken whilst other women were distracted, it could be only to the fault of their own. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You are most welcome. So, you do like her, then?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well," Edward explained, pausing to think, "I do find her charming, as you said. So many things there are to talk about with her. I do not want to make haste with this being the beginning of the season, but she as well as yourself have convinced me to continue to keep an eye on her throughout the season. I do hope her timid nature will keep too many gentlemen from trying to snatch her up." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William pointed toward the gentleman’s area. "Why don’t we continue this over a smoke?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, that sounds perfect." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The two men made their way to the west side of the garden, a designated area for the men to talk and smoke away from the ladies and their prying, and sometimes scheming, ears, not that men did not have their own secrets and manipulations. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The two of them produced fine cigars and put their back to a group of other men chatting about some of the other ladies that had attended. Though William did catch Lady Annabelle’s name mentioned in passing before he and Edward were able to resume their talks. He wondered for a brief second if he might need to know anything of great importance? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "So, we have discussed the objects of my tentative affections," Edward mentioned, puffing his cigar expertly, the smell of many wafting through the summer air. The many hedges surrounding them would catch the smoke, so not much would get back to the main party and the ladies. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, indeed," William commented, unsure he liked where he believed this conversation was going. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Did you have any thoughts about the duties of your position? I know you have never been quite as inclined as I to be a participating part of the ton, but you must know it is an eventuality." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The words could have easily come out as a lecture, but from Edward’s lips, they were more curious and understanding than they were accusatory. William found he could easily answer his friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I do know what my duties are and that I must find a wife. That does not mean I can as easily pick her out of a crowd. In all fairness, I have dedicated much time to my studies and not to parties and fashion. You are more skilled than I am." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William focused on his smoke, the smooth dregs relaxing his body and helping him not think of the impending needs of his station at the moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I take that as a worthy compliment, friend,” Edward chortled. “I do realize you do not know anyone so well as I do. I have grown up among many of these families and their female children. It is sometimes, though, a disadvantage having known some of them from a babe. You are starting as a stranger too many. That can be an advantage all its own.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William smirked at his friend's suggestion. He could see how that could be a problem. None of it was relevant, though. He did not mean to marry anytime soon. He could worry about that next season. Could he not have at least a year to ease into it and drive? Getting used to his new position was more than enough to occupy him at the present time, was it not? Female companionship would only complicate things further in his mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were silent for a moment, but as Edward did on occasion, he began to press a more specific topic. He seemed unable to keep his thoughts to himself regarding William’s future happiness."What about the ones you have most recently made an acquaintance with? I did see you go off to speak with Lady Annabelle. The pair of you appeared to be getting along charmingly. She is a Duke’s daughter, you are aware. What did you think of her?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord William could see the woman in question in his mind’s eyes. The loose strands of her hair had clung tightly to her damp skin and drawn his eyes to her striking hazel ones, though he had tried not to notice. There was a mischievous sparkle in them that he dared not allow to interest him, though it made him wonder if she was less than prim and proper at times.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had stood out to him, but also to nearly everyone at the party. Both ladies and gentlemen had watched her and spoken of her in hushed tones. Some good and some bad. Therefore, he must not allow himself to get ensnared in her loveliness. He was but one of the many who admired her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    From what he had seen, she was kind and loyal to those she cared for. That meant more to him than her fancy dress or how stunning she appeared. It was an endearing yet shockingly surprising attribute in one so young. Most in her position only cared about themselves and how a match could have them rising in value to those around them. And, though he would not deny her gorgeous figure, she was not the only one who possessed such an attribute. There were many just as bountifully endowed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yet, clearly she stood out among the rest, if only for her charity to others. She had practically made a match between Edward and her cousin in a matter of moments with a few calculated moves. It reminded him of a game of chess, one in which the winner outwitted his opponent with a cleverness that went unnoticed until it was too late to retaliate or be angry over the loss. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had seen how the two could be acquaintances and how she could be helpful to him. If she remained friendly, she might help him the next season to find a suitable wife if by then he was inclined to want one. Surely, she knew each and every person as a Duke’s daughter.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She would have stories to tell about them that would give him far more insight to their character than was shown at parties or other gatherings where one tended to be more pleasant than was realistic. That was all she meant to him at the moment, and how it must remain. A wife was not something he was seeking. That was Edward’s territory. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In response to Edward’s delving question, William nearly let out a dark laugh. "Just because you are feeling matrimonially inclined does not mean I have to follow in your footsteps, dear friend." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “One does not have to be matrimonially inclined in order to see the potential in front of him. More often than not, what we are not seeking finds us even when we tend to hide from it. I do not see you being alone forever, my friend. You cannot believe that to be the case either. If for no other reason than the fact that a Viscount needs a Viscountess by his side. You also have the duty to provide an heir.” Edward made the declarations with a smile that showed he was teasing as well as making a reasonable argument. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not deny that someday I will have to consider marriage. As you so politely have reminded me, my duty to my status is to make sure an heir is produced, one from marriage rather than a dalliance. I simply do not think it is yet the time to force that constraint upon myself. Nor is it necessary to choose the first lovely woman I meet who is in possession of a beautiful face and a kind heart. There must be others who have the same attributes to bring them to my attention. Perhaps the perfect Viscountess for me is not even of age at this time. It is prudent to wait if that is the case, is it not?”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William countered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward’s laughter rang out as if a joke had been made rather than a proficient argument. The sudden outburst drew many of the other gentlemen’s gazes to them. William, however, was not amused. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can see you have a different thought on the matter at hand. I don’t believe we should continue this conversation at this time, as I do not wish to feel foolish in your eyes. My reticence at courting is not a laughing matter.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Again, he conveniently left out the moment with Lady Annabelle and her flushed countenance. It was not necessary to confuse himself, nor was it necessary to offer details to Sir Edward that might later return to him in a damaging fashion- even if they were friends. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A simple conversation between himself and Lady Annabelle did not require complicating it by threading it through his mind repeatedly or sharing when it was likely to be much of nothing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, my dearest William, I am not saying you are foolish, nor do I think it. I am simply under the impression that you are protesting too much. Perhaps you are more ready for matrimony than you believe. It does not matter in one way or the other. You will do as you please, just as you always have. I only want what is best for you, which is happiness and fulfillment.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     I shall stop my preaching and allow this discussion to end. I do believe we should make one more pass through the crowd before saying our farewells, however, so that we may compare more of these lovely ladies with those who have already made such large impressions upon us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William was aware that speculative gazes followed his departure from the gentlemen’s area. Those of the other gentlemen held questions over the sudden fit of laughter from Edward, and those of the young women in attendance with the knowledge that he was not as yet betrothed. Both entities made him feel like a particularly interesting insect held captive under glass. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William now wished for a stronger libation than lemonade. A glass of wine would go down well, but he preferred a snifter of brandy taken in his own residence away from speculative eyes. Once his farewells and gratitude had been expressed to their hostess as was proper etiquette, he was certain there was nothing he would allow to keep him from that pursuit. All of the gaiety and bantering necessary among the ton was wearing on his nerves. He was more than pleased that the gathering was coming to its conclusion. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once he made his way into his carriage and the order had been given to return to his estate, he was able to settle into the leather seats and let his mind wander. Edward’s questioning of his future intentions had unnerved him. Peace and quiet was all he desired, and of course, his freedom to live as he pleased. No, he was not matrimonially inclined, though others were quite welcome to do as they chose and he was agreeable to be full of cheer for them, should they succeed as a couple? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Without any argument, William believed that Edward could deduce that his remarks could cover his lack of interest in virtually any woman in the ton. He assumed that his friend could make such a determination even if their friendship was still quite young.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When he remarked that there were many a woman of magnificent looks, grace and family lineage, he had not mentioned Annabelle specifically nor did he feel that he must do so. As was the case with other women around him, he was not one to make a guess as to the type of woman that Annabelle truly was- privacy of personality should be a given but it was not in the ton. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rather, there were whispers of reputations all about him for many, and this made it all the wiser for him to keep his cards extremely close to his vest. This was the guarantee that he could preserve his own wisdom in this life while others would do whatever the others tended to do. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In truth, William recognized that if he were to seemingly direct his own mental thoughts toward the possibility of Edward joining with Margaret, then he could deflect from his own thoughts on Annabelle. It was a game of sorts within his mind. After all, life in the ton was rife with superiority of status, gossip, romantic entanglements and arrangement and a bevy of women that he would do well to stay away from, in fact.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Truly, Annabelle was an incredibly beautiful woman who carried herself in a way that he had never recalled seeing with other women. She was fetching but not in a typical manner. Many women in the ton seemed to be lighter in their mental strengths than when it came to their looks and their fashion decisions. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yet, Annabelle was altogether a more unique woman. One cannot tell so much in early interactions, naturally. But, William could discern that Annabelle possessed a depth to her that he was not used to finding in anyone in the ton, save for his friend, Edward. He was very aware of her perceptive gaze, even when engaged in what would be described as casual social conversation. This made her very intriguing, along with her beauty. She looked to not be missing a thing, whether she commented aloud on that or not. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Regardless of whether Annabelle was fetching or not, William, as a man with his head properly situated, had no intention of losing track of himself when next he was around the woman. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle took one last glance at the beautiful garden as she and Margaret strolled to their carriage. It was indeed quite as lovely as she had proclaimed to her hostess. There was a touch of jealousy in her heart over how easily Lady Marina managed to grow a garden of this magnitude every single season.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was far beyond what Annabelle imagined she could produce. However, she did have her own quite remarkable attributes. After all, she had brought together two of the more captivating souls she was acquainted with and provided them with a proper topic to discuss, their mutual love of literature. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had also given a productive lesson on flirtation for which Margaret had proved to be an excellent student. Though a bit clumsy in the beginning, she had managed quite well after one or two mishaps. And, best of all, Sir Edward did not take notice of those mishaps. He appeared to be charmed with the fluttering fan and sweet smiles. More than once his bold mustache had twitched with amusement or interest as he listened to Margaret recite quotes from books each had read. Even Lord William was enchanted for a moment or two. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had thought you wished to hurry, Annabelle. Your farewell was hasty enough that I assumed you were eager to depart. Yet, you are dragging your feet. I do wish you would catch up with me. I should dearly love to settle into the coach and ease my aching feet and get out of this heat into the cooler interior,” Margaret entreated. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, of course. I am so sorry. I seem to have forgotten how much I too required a bit of a rest. It is just that Lady Marina does have an exquisite garden and I am afraid I have not given it the attention it is due.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I have been so concerned with the lessons I felt I could provide for you and the sudden appearance of Sir Edward to test your skills upon that I was remiss in noticing my surroundings the way I should have. Admiration is called for in order to set that to rights, especially as I find, to my great embarrassment, that I have a tendency toward jealousy over her skills.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can promise you that she has more jealousy over your youth and beauty than you can ever have over her garden. It was not she who drew so many appreciative gazes on this day. Nor was it her garden. Your hair, your dress, and your mannerisms were the attraction of interest this day,” Margaret declared while she took the gloved hand of the footman and ascended into the depths of the carriage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle was vain enough to place a small smile upon her face in response to her cousin’s observation. She was not averse to admiring glances, though this day was supposed to be for Margaret to be noticed. If both had occurred, then the day was well done indeed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took her turn at being aided into the carriage and released a heartfelt sigh as she practically melted into the soft seat. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do so hope you enjoyed this day as much as I. The heat was worse than expected, yet the company made it more tolerable. Do you not think so, Margaret?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There was much to enjoy, dearest cousin. You gave me a day I will always treasure. I felt like the belle of the ball for once in my life. Who knew that a little flutter of my fan and an interest in reading was the way to gain a man’s attention? It was quite delightful when I had both men enraptured with my quotes. If not for you, I might have been as invisible as the insects hiding among the flowers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do not realize how striking you are, Margaret. You are only invisible if you choose to be, and when you speak up as you did with Sir Edward, your charms are quite evident. You are correct that both gentlemen were enraptured with your knowledge and ability to memorize philosophical speeches. I suspect that they did not expect a lady to delve into such matters. I would ask you, however, what you thought of Sir Edward. Is he a pleasant diversion? Or is he captivating enough for you to want his further pursuit?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret’s fair cheeks blushed a faint red and her eyelashes swept downward to hide the gleam that appeared in her eyes. She clasped her small hands in her lap and turned her face toward the trees and foliage the carriage was driving past. All that was visible to Annabelle was the simple, soft brown bun tightly wound at the base of her neck. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her voice was barely more than a whisper as she replied, “Sir Edward was exceptionally kind to listen to my ramblings. He was sincere in his questioning, as he truly was enthusiastic about the subject. He did not act as if it were scandalous for a lady to have read philosophy books, nor deride me for believing a woman capable of understanding what is considered a manly subject. I found him to be most charming.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As did I,” Annabelle stated sweetly in an effort to draw more comments from her quiet cousin. “I was impressed that he was so quick to understand your explanations and indulge your joy in the written word. I do believe the pair of you could have conversed for many hours.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh my! What a joy that would have been. I can only speculate on what other authors he may have studied. There are so very many who I find interesting and sometimes those have opposing opinions. I would not mind hearing Sir Edward’s thoughts on the diversity of their writings. Though they all make excellent points in their arguments, only one can be correct. I’m certain that Sir Edward would be capable of aiding me in deciding which one was a true account.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret had forgotten her shyness in her eagerness to expound on Sir Edward’s intellectual qualities. She spoke louder and turned to face Annabelle. Her hands waved in the air, gesturing to show her enthusiasm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And his appearance? Was it as pleasing to you as his intelligence?” Annabelle coyly asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not certain I noticed his appearance,” Margaret declared as she bit her lip softly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, of course you did! How could you not? Cousin, I know you well, and when you are holding something back, you nibble on your bottom lip as you are doing now. It is often cracked and dry from the habitual gnawing. Do not hold back from speaking honestly. I must know what you thought of his countenance. How else may I know what sort of gentleman is pleasing to your eyes?” Annabelle queried. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was silence for a full minute while Margaret contemplated her answer. Annabelle allowed her the courtesy of that time to gather her courage as well as her thoughts on the matter. It often took much time and care to pry such private notions out of her shy cousin, whereas Annabelle herself was frightfully too quick to divulge her every thought, good as well as bad. When she wasn’t careful, or was extremely angry, the words sprang from her lips to embarrass her and her family. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He was rather dashing,” Margaret began hesitantly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “I did like the way his broad shoulders filled out his coat naturally. He did not need that awful padding some gentlemen choose to add when they are thin. The coat itself was the latest fashion and fitted well by his tailor. The waistcoat of deep blue made me take special notice of his piercing blue eyes. There was something quite wonderful about them. I cannot seem to find the words to explain. Did you notice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do know that they are blue, which is a contrast to his brown hair. I cannot say that I saw something different in them that I have not seen in any gentleman’s. I suppose I was not looking into them as long as you,” Annabelle teased. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret’s hand fluttered to her chest in horror. “Was I? Tell me I was not so bold. And if I did show such improper manners, please tell me Sir Edward did not take notice or offense.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I should not tease you. It was cruel of me to do so when you are so sweet and innocent. I promise you, Margaret, you were the epitome of ladylike behavior. Nothing you did was amiss. I could not have done better myself, though I am more confident in my ability to captivate an audience, especially one gentleman at a time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do so wish I shared your confidence. You would not be able to tease me so easily, and I would not be so afraid to flirt as you taught me. In all honesty, I fear I did spend an inordinate amount of time memorizing Sir Edward’s features. It was almost impossible not to capture them for posterity, as he spoke so eloquently.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     I dared not look away as I did not want him to assume I had a disinterest in his words. I am particularly fond of his well-groomed mustache. It adds a dashing effect to his chiseled jaw. That is where my eyes remained most often. I could not in good conscience stare into his eyes, as I would have tried in vain to solve the mystery within them.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret gave the longest personal speech of her lifetime as she gushed over Sir Edward. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I should like to hire his laundress, I think. His shirt was extremely crisp and remarkably brilliant in its whiteness. I would adore having my collars be kept that white.” Annabelle was not as enamored of Sir Edward’s appearance as her cousin. However, she did take notice of apparel and counted it among a gentleman’s attributes and wealth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is that all you managed to take notice of, Annabelle? Have you no other interest in the gentleman?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Unlike you, my dear, I am not in the market for a husband. And looks are often deceiving. Beneath the most handsome demeanor, a devil may live. Although, I do not believe that to be the case with your Sir Edward. He has always been kind and charming to all he meets. Father proclaims him to be honest in his business dealings, so that is a true testament to his character.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle grew tired of the conversation more quickly than expected. Normally, she was eager to speak of a gentleman’s attitude and appearance for long hours. However, once she had allowed her thoughts to stray to the hidden depths of some gentlemen’s less than stellar character, her enthusiasm waned. There were too many memories that arrived with the picture of a devil in her head. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She valiantly tried to change the conversation to more mundane matters. “It has grown cooler since we departed the party. I am truly thankful the sun is going down. The heat was simply unbearable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is it cooler? I had not noticed. My thoughts were as far from the heat as it was possible or practical. I seem to be seeking other quotes from my recent readings to impress Sir Edward with next time we meet. You do believe I will meet him once more, do you not?” Margaret was not willing to let the subject of their conversation stray too far away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is definitely cooler,” Annabelle testily replied. She did not appreciate her efforts being thwarted so easily. “As to you searching for quotes, I am certain you will have your nose buried in many books over the following weeks so that you may speak with such great knowledge of Sir Edward, whom you will meet many times as he is an eligible male who will be invited to all the best houses.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was not my intention to upset you, Annabelle. I am sorry if I said anything to cause you pain.” Margaret appeared ready to burst into tears. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle felt such shame in her heart over her outburst. It was not sweet Margaret’s fault that a gentleman had once broken her heart and left so many scars behind. She placed her hand over Margaret’s trembling ones and squeezed gently. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, dearest, accept my heartfelt apology. It was I who was in the wrong. I am quite tired and my thoughts grow dark just as the day is turning to night. You have done nothing wrong. This day has been long and stressful. Though I enjoyed it thoroughly, my head now aches a bit. This carriage is not riding as smoothly as before, which is making the ache much worse. I must tell this to Father so he may get the smithy to repair it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I am dreadfully sorry. I had hoped we could also discuss Lord William as well as Sir Edward. Yet, if your head is aching, I will not force that conversation upon you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle heard the disappointment in Margaret’s voice. She was aware that her cousin did not open up to just anyone. She held her most precious, personal thoughts close to her heart, and it was an honor to be the one to which she expressed them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Were you smitten with Lord William as well as Sir Edward?” Annabelle found she truly wished to hear the answer more than she had expected. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Smitten? No, I do not think I felt that at all. I did find him to be almost as handsome as Sir Edward, with the same chiseled features and broad shoulders. However, his nose was sharper and made him seem less receptive to others’ opinions. Oh, that does not sound nice at all. I was not saying he was not kind, because he was most friendly. It is just that he does not seem as willing to accept that another may be correct when they do not agree on a matter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you argue? Is that the reason he took his leave from your side and came in search of refreshments?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle frowned at the thought that she had missed an argument on which she might have had an opinion to share. Nor did she care for the idea of Margaret having to endure cruel remarks over her thoughts and opinions. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, no! That is a misconception I did not mean to bring about. Both gentlemen were in agreement with myself. It is just that he holds an expression on his face that proclaims he will not easily forgive those who disagree with him. I do not know him well, so it is a conclusion I should not be drawing. In fact, I like him very much.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Not only is he handsome, but he is also polite and well-educated. I am certain I would soon discover him to be a loyal friend and one of honor if I should have the time to truly know him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am happy to know he did not upset you. If he had, I may have been forced to speak to him about it when next we meet. I must protect you, as I am the one behind your newfound flirtations.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Annabelle, you have skirted around the entire subject and turned everything toward my thoughts. I wish to know yours as well. Is there, by any chance, an interest in Lord William? It is you he followed to the refreshments.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret’s determination was visible upon her delicate face. Annabelle was being given no choice but to give an answer, despite her reluctance in the matter. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will admit to finding the gentleman to be extremely handsome. The problem is that male beauty is easily found among the ton. However, it is a common misconception that beauty on the inside goes more than skin deep. I must reiterate that evil can be found beneath the surface of any beautiful object or person. I refuse to be fooled by a gentleman’s appearance ever again. It is a vow I will not break.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Does that mean you consider Lord William to be evil?” Margaret appeared to be horrified at the idea. Her face displayed a very nervous reaction. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not at all. As you proclaimed, he was very polite. He had a quick smile that negated the harsh expression you mentioned. He was eager to aid me in more ways than you know, including carrying the lemonades I was retrieving. I do believe he was sensitive to the fact that Sir Edward showed an interest in you, and that is the true reason he followed my trail to the refreshments. He indulged his friend’s desire to have you all to himself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My only meaning was that a beautiful countenance does not mean as much to me as it does to others,” Annabelle continued her thoughts. “I have a tendency to look beyond it into a gentleman’s heart.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This was a stretch of the truth, as she had felt the racing pulse within her body wanted nothing to do with Lord William's heart. Yet, she chose not to reveal such thoughts as it would surely have painted her as a harlot-to-be in Margaret's eyes and in the eyes of many others. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret looked sad. She placed a hand on Annabelle’s cheek and inquired, “Are you so scarred by the past that you will never seek a marriage? I hope that is not true. You deserve happiness and a house to claim as your own. I know deep in my heart that you will make an excellent wife, one who will control a household properly, yet with kindness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle sighed and her thoughts turned inward. She sought to understand what was hiding in her heart rather than her head, for they were at odds with one another. Her past hurts did not keep her from believing in love and marriage. However, there had been such disheartening circumstances that one could hardly blame her for feeling reticent and somewhat frightened. A broken heart stung terribly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In response to Margaret’s compliment and encouragement, she replied, “Perhaps, if a man were intelligent, charming and kind instead of only handsome, I might consider learning more about him. It would be a risk worth taking, though I doubt a paragon of that particular variety can be found.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret smiled a sly smile. “If only such a man existed in the ton, I would be by your side to assist you in such a learned pursuit!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
     “What do you think?” Annabelle asked Margaret, surveying herself in the mirror.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She wore her new ball gown, made specifically for Lady Hampton’s ball, and personally felt the dress showed off her figure quite well. It was a deep navy number, with an empire waistline and puffed sleeves. Annabelle’s favorite part was the sheer fabric cover that overlayed the muslin under dress.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sheer part over the bust was gathered into pleats, but the overlay on the skirt had been embroidered with white flowers. Cunning little bows had been sown at the bottom of the sleeves, and the waistline and edges of the sleeves were embellished with white, braided ribbon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Margaret said, eyeing her wistfully. “I wish I was brave enough to wear such embellishments.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You can,” Annabelle said, turning from the mirror and clasping her cousin’s hands in her own. She eyed Margaret’s beautiful, if plain, lavender silk gown. The color was perfect, setting off Margaret’s brunette hair and lovely blue eyes, but it had no decoration at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have just the thing,” Annabelle said, her eyes twinkling. She rushed over to her trunk and dug around until she found a white satin ribbon embroidered with gold thread. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stand up,” she instructed her cousin. “Now, put your arms up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret obeyed, looking a bit confused. Annabelle walked around her and looped the ribbon around her waist, then moved it up to the empire waistline. She tied it in a neat bow at the back, then stepped around her to admire the effect. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It looks wonderful!” Margaret gushed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have one more thing,” Annabelle said. She hurried over to the vanity and selected a hair comb decorated with a slim line of shining amethysts. After a bit of rummaging, she found the matching necklace in the set. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let me just put these in,” Annabelle murmured, gently pushing the combs back into Margaret’s bun, showing the gems off to great effect. The necklace hung just so on Margaret’s pale neck. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There now,” Annabelle said, moving out of the way so that Margaret could see her reflection. She gasped. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I look…I look so different,” she said. She smiled at Annabelle. “Thank you, cousin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle grinned. “Sir Edward will hardly be able to focus once he sees you,” she declared. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret blushed deeply. “You think so?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know so,” Annabelle replied. “For that matter, any eligible young man won’t be able to keep his eyes off you. Probably the ineligible ones, too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What a saucy thing for her to say, she thought. Her mind moved backward to her conversation with Lord William, and she was curious if the man had been able to get under her skin? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret swatted Annabelle with her fan and giggled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Annabelle!” she chided. “That’s hardly a proper thing to say.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle laughed. “You and I both know there are several old codgers in the Ton who only put up with these social functions to gawk at all the young, unmarried women. A bit of the dirty old bugger, and you cannot say that you disagree with me!" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re unholy, Annabelle, truly,” Margaret chuckled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The cousins linked arms and left their room, headed in the direction of the gigantic ballroom at Hampton Manor. Neither girl could help staring wide-eyed at the large, crystal chandelier hanging from the center of the ceiling, or the large tables laden with food and drink of all kinds, enough to feed hundreds. Boughs of flowers had been pinned or laid out everywhere, giving the room a lively, springtime feel. A quartet played soft music in a corner. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shall we start with the food?” Annabelle inquired, eyeing a table covered in tarts, pies, little cakes and chocolates. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let us,” her cousin agreed. As they selected their food, however, Lady Katherine Amelia Waverley, daughter of the Marquess of Waverley, approached them. Though beautiful in the extreme, with long, golden hair, porcelain skin and daring green eyes, she was unpopular in the Ton for her calculating and manipulating nature. She saw people as nothing more than pawns in her grand scheme and made no secret of the fact that she hoped to win a higher title by scoring herself an advantageous marriage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tonight, she looked dangerously stunning in a gown of deep green silk, edged with white lace and embroidered with tiny white flowers on the bodice. She wore a necklace and earrings of emerald and silver, with a matching circlet in her hair. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Annabelle,” she said, inclining her head. “Lady Margaret. You both look enchanting, even in those quaint, old gowns.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle gave a tight smile, hearing the veiled insult behind the supposed compliment. She clenched her teeth behind her smile, willing herself not to push Lady Katherine into the large punch bowl nearby. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As do you, Lady Katherine,” Margaret said, inclining her head, but not smiling. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you very much,” Katherine said, turning around so they would see the entirety of her gown. “Father placed an order for this from Paris. He always makes sure I’m wearing the latest fashions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s very nice,” Margaret said, her voice sounding small. Annabelle felt a ripple of irritation at Katherine’s haughty attitude. She opened her mouth to suggest that Katherine leave, but Katherine prattled on in her superior tone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I heard you two spoke to Sir William and Sir Edward at the garden party last week,” she said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, they were both quite pleasant,” Annabelle replied. “Don’t you…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, they are, the dears,” Katherine chuckled, cutting Annabelle off. “But such dreadful flirts! They never spend much time at those garden parties, they find them to be such a bore. I imagine they saw you both as a fun diversion, nothing more.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret swallowed hard and fanned herself, blinking rapidly. Annabelle could see the signs of impending tears, and she clenched her teeth again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m sure I heard someone calling your name, Katherine,” Annabelle said. “Are you here with an escort? Perhaps he’s expecting you on the dance floor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You were always such an awful liar, Annabelle,” Katherine said, her gaze turning cold. She tossed her head and threw them a smug expression. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The two of you always seem to be connected to my friends in some way or another,” she observed. “Annabelle, weren’t you once close to Sir Marcus Stirling? He’s an old friend of mine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle’s face grew white with rage. She glanced at the punch bowl, suddenly feeling that pushing Lady Katherine into it wouldn’t be punishment enough. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Honestly, I’ve never really heard Sir Marcus mention you much,” Katherine continued.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “He told me the other day that the two of you were somewhat friendly once. However, he also did mention what an outrageous flirt you are. Just between us women, several prominent people in the Ton seem to think you’re a bit of a hussy. Word is that you’re shamelessly throwing yourself at men in hopes of a proposal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You…you should go, Katherine,” Margaret said, her voice a bit choked from withheld tears. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ooh, ouch,” Katherine mocked. “Really, Margaret, I don’t know how you come up with such stinging remarks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you sure the prominent people in the Ton aren’t confusing me for you?” Annabelle snapped. “After all, everyone knows that you’re on the hunt for a husband. You have been from the moment you had your coming-out ball.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve no need to throw myself at men,” Katherine replied, her smug expression back in place. “I’ve plenty of prospects." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I don’t care what Sir Marcus thinks of me,” Annabelle said, tossing her head. “He’s a scoundrel, and I’m glad to no longer be acquainted with him. I suggest you find your friends, if you have any real ones, and allow us to be on our way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle gently but firmly took Margaret’s elbow and steered them to the far end of the room, trying to put as much distance between themselves and Katherine as possible. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe the nerve of her,” Annabelle muttered. “Saying that I’m…that people…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She couldn’t even finish the thought, her anger getting the better of her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t mind her,” Margaret said softly. “She doesn’t have as many prospects as she thinks. After all, her coming out party was two years ago. Most of the girls her age are married now. I don’t think any man wants to take on that vicious tongue of hers, no matter how pretty she is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle’s ire lessened slightly, but only slightly. She took a deep breath and took out her fan, hoping the breeze would cool her hot cheeks. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Margaret, speak truly with me,” she whispered. “Do people in the Ton really think of me like that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret hesitated slightly, and that was all the answer Annabelle needed. She groaned, folded up her fan, and pressed her knuckles against her forehead. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They don’t think you’re a hussy, as Katherine says,” Margaret hurried to correct her. “She made that up to make you angry. They misinterpret your confidence for flirtation, that’s all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle tossed her head and opened her fan once more, waving it furiously. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They want flirtatious? I’ll show them flirtatious,” she growled. She snapped her fan closed, then scanned the ball room for men standing idly alone, or in small groups. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sir William suddenly caught her eye. It was hard to miss his tall, imposing figure, the top of his head reaching at least two or three inches above everyone else’s. She had to admit to herself that he looked very good in his dark blue tailcoat that matched the shade of her dress almost exactly. His white silk cravat and waistcoat accented his dark trousers, which were neatly tucked into polished Hessian boots. The dark blue of his tailcoat seemed to make his blue eyes even brighter. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle noticed that he was scanning the ball room as well, and their eyes suddenly locked. He gave her a half smile, then turned to signal to the man next to him. She realized with a start that it was Sir Edward. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There’s Sir William and Sir Edward,” she pointed out to Margaret. “Shall we go and talk?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret looked at her doubtfully. “Are you sure you’re up for that? After everything Katherine said?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course I’m up for it,” she replied. “Come on.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle marched over to the two men, Margaret following reluctantly behind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sir William,” Annabelle greeted him. “Sir Edward. Lovely to see you both.”
Both men gave a short bow. Sir Edward’s eyes lingering on Margaret as he straightened. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ladies,” Sir William greeted them. “How fare you both this fine evening?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle giggled, sounding silly even to herself, but if the people of the Ton were going to make judgments about her, she might as well live up to them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Much better now that we’ve spotted you two,” she said, coyly hiding her face behind her fan. Sir William frowned a bit, then glanced over at Margaret. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Margaret, I hope your father has not had too much trouble with these recent droughts.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret’s father, the Earl of Wentworth, owned a parcel of land in farming country, and the recent lack of rains had caused his local farmers to worry. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s been a worry to him,” Margaret admitted. “But they’ve dug a canal of sorts to siphon some of the river water to the crops.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ingenious!” William declared. “Hopefully it will ease the pressure until the rains come again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Margaret agreed, looking nervously at Annabelle. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sir William, is that a new cravat?” Annabelle asked. “It’s very fetching.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He gave her an odd look and cleared his throat. Lady Annabelle seemed to be after something. But what was she after at this very moment? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid I’ve had this cravat for ages,” he replied, his tone flat. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t help noticing that your tailcoat and my dress seem to match,” Annabelle pointed out. William glanced down at it, then at her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It appears so,” he said. “Purely an accident, I assure you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His eyes grew cold as he assessed her, and she faltered in her flirtation. She stood there, hurt and embarrassed, while Margaret and Sir Edward engaged in idle chatter about the weather, the crops, and the lovely decorations in the ballroom. Though the inconsequential conversation made her want to scream, she maintained her silence for Margaret’s sake. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We must bid you ladies adieu,” William finally said. “I’ve spotted the Earl of Spencer and must speak to him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle, motivated by some strange, primal urge, grabbed his arm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, you mustn’t leave before we’ve had a dance,” she said. William pulled his arm out of her grip. This was not the reason for her pulse to race, and Annabelle found herself quite put out. Had she or had she not seen something in his eyes- not now- but when they were together with no audience? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid that we simply must exit. My apologies.” His response was to the point. There was no particular animosity, but there was also no particular warmth, either. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle backed up, reeling slightly. She was not sure if that had been a slight by William or not. She pressed her lips together in an effort to hold back the wave of tears that so desperately wanted to escape. Where had that slow smile disappeared to? Indeed, had she been imagining something all along? There was not a hint of anything personal in his demeanor any longer. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William grabbed Edward’s arm and steered him away from Annabelle and Margaret, Edward glancing back once at Margaret before turning and following William. Margaret turned to Annabelle, her expression equal parts anger and pity. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What was that all about?” she hissed. Annabelle shrugged moodily. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m just living up to my reputation,” she replied, her tone slightly sullen. She felt a good bit downtrodden, both in Lord William's reaction as well as her confusion over the spark that had seemed to be there not too long ago. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The only one who truly believes that lie is Lady Katherine,” Margaret shot back. “Why do you care so much about what she thinks? You know she sees everyone as a rival and will do anything to tear them down.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t care what she thinks!” Annabelle snapped. Margaret raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I try not to,” Annabelle amended. “But it hurts, knowing that everyone in the Ton thinks I’m some sort of…outrageous flirt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They will start to think that if you carry on like that,” Margaret pointed out. “People are intimidated by confidence. Take it from someone who knows. They just wish they were like you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle sighed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wish I could believe you, Margaret,” she said. “But you know how people in the Ton can be. I dread the season every single year for this very reason.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret pursed her lips, moving her fan idly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do too,” she murmured softly. “But that’s just the way it is in the nobility.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps it would be nice to not be nobility anymore,” Annabelle muttered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She gasped suddenly as she heard a ripping noise and felt an immense tug on her dress. Someone pushed her, and she stumbled, the ripping noise growing worse. Turning, she saw Lady Amelia, a woman she only knew by face, stepping away from Annabelle. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, dear, I’m so sorry,” she said, her voice full of mock sincerity. “I just wasn’t looking where I was going. It looks like your dress has been ripped.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Amelia giggled and walked off. Annabelle followed her progress through the ball room, grimacing as Amelia met up with Katherine. The two whispered to each other, and Katherine grinned. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It sounds like all the prominent people of the Ton do appear to agree with Katherine,” Annabelle snarled. “She’s turned everyone against me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked down in dismay at her new gown, which had torn at the waistline and up along the side seam under her armpit. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no!” she moaned. “My dress!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Annabelle!” Margaret whispered. “Quick, take my shawl.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She draped her white shawl over Annabelle’s shoulders, but as Annabelle reached up to pull it around her, the seam ripped even more, the delicate muslin tearing right through the thread. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Drat!” she hissed. “What a fine mess this is!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let’s get you somewhere less public,” Margaret suggested. “There’s sure to be an empty room somewhere.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She put her arm around Annabelle and ushered her out of a side door into a vast hallway. Luck was with them as they entered the first room they saw and found it empty. Margaret lifted the shawl to survey the damage. The sleeve had torn away from the bodice, and part of Annabelle’s silk chemise was showing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You can’t go back out there like this,” Margaret said, wringing her hands. “I’ll have to go find a seamstress to see if she can repair it. Can you wait here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose I’ll have to,” Annabelle replied. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “All right, I’ll be back soon,” Margaret said. “Don’t fret.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Easy for you to say,” Annabelle murmured as Margaret fled the room, but she felt grateful for her cousin’s assistance all the same. She huddled in the shawl for several minutes, worried that any movement could further damage the dress. However, as the minutes ticked by and Margaret still did not return, she began to grow bored. Carefully, she inched her way towards a far window at the other end of the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Though the room was dimly lit by only a few candles, she could tell it was some sort of library. Shelves upon shelves of books lined the walls, so she wandered over to peruse the titles. Lord Hampton had all the works of Donne, a few volumes of Byron, the entire works of Shakespeare, and even… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Austen!” Annabelle sighed, her humiliation momentarily forgotten. She’d never seen so many works of Jane Austen in one place. She lovingly fingered the volumes, wishing she could hide in this room for the rest of the ball and read. Surely, Lord Hampton hadn’t purchased these books. Annabelle grinned, feeling a sudden kinship with Lady Hampton. These  must be hers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Books could be hard to come by, even for the wealthier classes, and Annabelle had only read two of Austen’s novels. She felt a strong pull towards the books, hungrily eyeing the copies of Mansfield Park and Northanger Abbey. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Resisting the urge to pull down every volume, Annabelle meandered over to the window and gazed out at the night sky. The sun had recently set, and early stars were beginning to show. She scanned the skies, looking for familiar constellations and wishing that Margaret would return. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The door suddenly opened and quickly closed again. Annabelle breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank goodness you’ve come back!” she said. “Have you found a seamstress?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What?” said a manly voice. “Who’s in here? I thought this room was empty!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle groaned softly and ran a hand down her face. Of course, it wasn’t Margaret. Of course, a man would choose this most inopportune moment to enter this particular room. She silently cursed her luck, or lack thereof. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I said, who’s there?” he asked again, stepping further into the room. As he passed a candle, Annabelle caught sight of his face and felt her heart sink even further. It was Sir William. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Annabelle!” he cried. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
     “What on earth are you doing here?” he snapped. Not only was his brief reprieve from the insufferable people in the ballroom interrupted by this interloper, but it was none other than Annabelle, who’d acted so shamefully with him earlier.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He couldn’t begin to describe the disappointment he’d felt when she turned out to be exactly as the gossip had painted her; flirtatious to the point of being scandalous. She seemed so different from the kindly lady he’d met at the garden party the previous week, and the change had thrown him off considerably.              “Lady Amelia kindly stepped on my dress and ripped it,” she shot back. “I look rather disgraceful. I’m waiting for Margaret to find a seamstress and come back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William’s expression softened slightly as he noticed the shawl she had wrapped firmly around her shoulders. He sighed and ran a hand through his hair, moving his hair out of its neat part. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that happened,” he replied. “Can I be of any assistance?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My reputation is already beyond repair,” she murmured. “And my dress likely is as well. But I thank you for your kindness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He moved a little closer to better see her. She looked up at him in that moment, her lovely hazel eyes locking with his. Her hair had begun to unravel from her fancy up-do, and he felt a sudden urge to push some stray strands of hair back from her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean about your reputation?” he asked. She looked out the window, her lips pressed tightly together. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you’ve already heard it,” she replied flatly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There are too many idle tongues in the Ton,” he said. “I prefer to form my own opinions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her stony face cracked a bit as a smile tugged at her lips. She glanced sideways at him, then back out the window. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As do I,” she finally said. “Apparently, I’m known as an outrageous flirt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “After your display out there, I can’t say I disagree with the idle tongues entirely,” he replied, a note of severity in his voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle looked sharply at him. “If people are going to gossip anyway, I might as well give them something to gossip about.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Isn’t it a wiser course,” he said slowly, “to beat them at their own game?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked, her brow furrowed with confusion. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I mean, don’t give them what they want,” he explained. “The way to handle gossip is to prove them wrong. If they want a hussy, show them a lady. Ignore their comments where possible. Don’t let them get under your skin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked at him archly. “That is easier said than done,” she pointed out. “Especially when my clothing has been destroyed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A fair point,” he conceded, giving a smile of his own. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle looked away, blinking rapidly and pressing her lips together. William felt a sudden rush of pity for her, this girl who’d clearly been ruthlessly hen-pecked by the idiotic women of the Ton, her only ally, a sweet but timid cousin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What interests you so outside this window?” he asked, attempting to take her mind off of her troubles. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Certainly nothing on the grounds,” she said, a laugh sounding behind her words. “I was counting the constellations I could find.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked at her, his eyes growing wide. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ve studied astronomy?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Extensively,” she answered, sounding neither boastful nor conceited about it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As have I,” he replied, regarding her with a new level of respect. “What have you found so far?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lyra, and Cygnus,” she said, pointing her finger as she explained. “And Jupiter and Saturn there. See how the stars make Cygnus look like a swan in flight?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” he agreed, stunned that she not only correctly identified the constellations, but knew their location in the sky. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you notice Sagittarius and Aquarius there near the horizon?” he said, pointing them out. She nodded eagerly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, it takes a while for them to become fully visible,” she agreed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled at her, the woman he’d met at the garden party peeking through once more. A sudden realization struck him as he gazed down at her. Just as he hid behind a façade of cold disinterest at social events, Annabelle put up a tough, devil-may-care exterior to taunt her tormentors. Her flirtations in the room hadn’t been the real her, and he felt surprised by the amount of relief he felt at the realization. When she was standing here by the window, gazing up at the stars, he found that he felt rather attracted to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s always nice to meet a fellow astronomer,” he said. “What interested you in the stars?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’ve always been fascinated by the stars and planets,” she gushed. She turned to him, her cheeks flushed in excitement. He caught his breath for a moment, feeling that she’d never looked more beautiful. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve always wondered what’s out there, if there are other worlds full of people like us,” she said, turning back to look out the window. “So little is known about the planets out there. Sometimes I think of those other worlds and imagine that the people there are much like us, dancing at balls, attending parties or the opera or horse races.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She glanced up at him and blushed suddenly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I guess that sounds rather odd,” she admitted. “Mother is always telling me to keep my strange opinions to myself, especially at social functions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s not odd at all,” he replied. “It’s natural to wonder what’s out there. I’ve always loved the constancy of the stars, the fact that they never change, as people do. I know that I can find constellations at certain times of the year, and though they go away, they always come back at the same time the next year. Rather more reliable than people, really.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle laughed aloud at the comment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Truer words were never spoken,” she chuckled. “And your sentiment is lovely.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was William’s turn to blush. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Having experienced the inconstancy of people on several occasions, it was the first thought that jumped to mind,” he explained. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “People in the Ton are fools,” she muttered, her tone suddenly bitter. She looked up at him, her expression slightly apologetic. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I apologize,” she said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No apology needed, he said. “They are fools.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled at him and he found himself unconsciously moving closer to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why do you feel the need to please them?” he murmured, his voice low. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please who?” she asked, her expression growing frustrated. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The people of the Ton,” he replied. “Their opinion doesn’t matter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t…” she started, then paused. “Oddly enough, I just had this conversation with my cousin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed?” he asked, giving her a crooked grin. “And what did she have to say on the matter?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She said that people are intimidated by my confidence,” she replied slowly. “She said they wish they could be like me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once again, Annabelle did not say this smugly, or even as if she believed it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your confidence is quite refreshing, actually,” he said. “From a male perspective, anyway.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Really?” she asked, looking up at him with an expression of such pure vulnerability that he found it hard to breathe once more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quite,” he said. “When I met you at that garden party, it did my heart good to see you helping your cousin. She strikes me as a trifle timid.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is,” Annabelle admitted. “I’m not sure why. She’s so lovely, and everyone who meets her revels in the feeling of calm gentility that radiates from her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not everyone can be as bold as you, Annabelle,” he said. To his surprise, she sighed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “At times, that boldness is the very cause of my social downfalls.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked out the window once more. William reached out tentatively and took her hand, giving it a reassuring yet gentle squeeze, which surprised him slightly. Annabelle’s hand instinctively returned the gesture which left them both glancing away from each other quickly, then back and then, finally releasing their hands. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We need bolder people,” he said. “Especially in the Ton. Someone has to stand up to all the old gossip and put them in their place.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laughed once more, her natural laugh rather than the ridiculous titter she’d used back in the ballroom, and it sounded gorgeous to his ears. He noticed suddenly that her shawl had slipped down from her shoulders, revealing the tear in her bodice. His cheeks flushed with heat as he saw part of her silk chemise showing from underneath the ruined fabric.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A thin bead of sweat tickled his brow, and he instinctively pressed his lips together- duly noted by Annabelle who regarded him from underneath her lashes. Her gaze then rested on his lips and drifted up to his flushed face. In response, her eyes communicated a need to him- one that could not be handled right then. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your um…your dress,” he began. She looked down and gasped, her cheeks growing an alarming shade of red. She began to pull her shawl back over the tear, but William reached up and took the edge of the torn fabric in his hand, surveying the damage. At this point, her pulse had been quickening without acknowledgment and with alarming speed. She wondered what a small stroke might look if a lady of her disposition were to suddenly be stricken with it? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is it repairable, do you think?” he asked. Before she could answer, however, the door burst open and Margaret hurried in. Two maids followed in her wake, as well as Lady Hampton. All four of them froze, taking in the scene of William touching Annabelle’s ruined dress, his hand alarmingly close to her bosom. He snapped out of his daze, snatched his hand away, and stepped firmly back from her as she wrapped herself once more in the shawl. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was just trying to help the lady fix her dress,” William hurried to explain. “It was torn, you see, and…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My shawl slipped,” Annabelle explained desperately, her eyes growing wide. “Sir William was just helping, It wasn’t anything…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They explained and talked over each other, both trying desperately to show that nothing inappropriate had happened, but William noticed that Lady Hampton sniffed disapprovingly. His heart sank. Annabelle had just told him how the ladies of the Ton tore her apart, doing their best to ruin her reputation. Being alone with her, touching her dress in a very forbidden zone, would only make the tongues wag harder. He sighed inwardly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To make matters worse, the Duke and Duchess of Cumberland, Annabelle’s father and mother, entered the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Annabelle, we’ve been looking for you everywhere!” her mother exclaimed. She took in the scene, confusion turning to shock, as she noticed Annabelle and William on the far end of the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is going on here?” the duke asked, turning his stern gaze from Annabelle to Lady Hampton. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This young lady here asked me to get some maids to help her cousin who had torn her gown,” she replied. “And we come back to find her alone in this room with Sir William, his hands on her bosom!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s not true,” William interjected. “Her bodice is torn. I was merely seeing if the damage could be repaired, nothing more.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duchess sighed and put her hands over her face, making no effort to hide her mortification. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And why were you in here, young man?” the duke roared. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I came in to have a few quiet moments away from the ball,” he replied. “I had no idea when I came in that Annabelle was here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then why didn’t you do the respectable thing and turn around and leave?” the duke asked, his mustache bristling with indignation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The lady was in distress,” he said. “I assure you; I was only trying to help.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle wiped away silent tears, and William once more cursed his ill timing. He wanted to make it up to her somehow, but he had no clue what he could possibly do. Her parents thought he was a rake, taking advantage of their daughter while she was in a vulnerable position. Lady Hampton now likely believed every bit of ridiculous gossip being passed around the Ton about Annabelle, and it was all his fault. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s true,” she said. “I came in here because of my torn gown, and William happened to come in here. He had no ill intentions…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She continued to plead with her parents and Lady Hampton to believe her, to no avail. All of them regarded her with stony expressions. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is only one thing to be done in this situation,” he interjected suddenly, cutting Annabelle off. “I shall marry Lady Annabelle so as not to tarnish her reputation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle’s eyes grew wide as she looked at him. She gave a silent shake of her head, which puzzled him. Did she feel badly thinking she’d forced his hand into such an action, or did she feel fear at the thought of marrying him? The latter thought caused a strange twinge in his heart. The last thing he wanted to do was to cause her to fear him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, that sounds like the only reasonable solution to this fiasco,” the duke agreed. “We’ll need to set a time to start arrangements.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” William stated, risking a look back at Annabelle. She’d closed her eyes, the fingertips of one hand resting lightly on her forehead. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall call on you early next week, if that suits,” William offered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The sooner, the better,” the duchess said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A good evening to you both, then,” he said, giving a quick bow and exiting the room. Once outside, he took a deep breath, let it out and sagged against the door frame. He shook slightly from the encounter, and the fact that he was suddenly engaged. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Though he didn’t mean to, William overheard Annabelle speaking through her tears and found himself listening rather than walking away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mother…father…you can’t possibly let Sir William go through with this marriage,” she said. “He was only trying to help and doesn’t deserve to lose other opportunities just because of a misunderstanding.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William felt his spirits sink even further. Her words showed that she really cared for him and didn’t want to force him into a marriage. The more she argued against it, though, the more he found himself hoping that her mother and father would agree to it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He shall certainly go through with it,” the duke blustered.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “You’ve always been too headstrong for a woman. It’s about time a man took you on to straighten you out.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William frowned, suddenly wanting to slap the duke. He had no desire to “straighten” Annabelle out. She deserved someone who would value her intelligence and support her bold challenges of the ridiculous social structure in which they were both trapped. Why couldn’t they see that she wasn’t headstrong, but merely confident and willing to defend herself and others from malicious socialites? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Besides, Annabelle, you’ve been found in a compromising position, and that news cannot be allowed to escape,” the duchess said. “Announcing your impending marriage to a wealthy and respectable Viscount will hopefully repair all of the rumors and speculations flying around about you already.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tongues will always wag, mother,” Annabelle replied defiantly. “A rapid engagement will only cause people to speculate further about my scandalous nature.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nonsense,” said her father.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “Enough of your rebelliousness, daughter. The marriage will happen, and I no longer wish to hear about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Hampton, please don’t spread word of this,” the duchess begged. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course not, my lady,” Lady Hampton simpered. William rolled his eyes. Lady Hampton would only shut her mouth because she didn’t want to upset a duchess and ruin her own reputation. It had nothing to do with friendship or loyalty. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” the duchess replied. “Now, can these maids help my daughter repair her dress? Or at least find a suitable replacement for her to wear to the carriage so that we may return home without further embarrassment?”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “They can certainly take a look,” Lady Hampton replied. “Come, Hortense and Clarisse, see what you can do for the young lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William walked slowly away from the room, his head spinning with guilt and frustration. Annabelle had done absolutely nothing to deserve this. He felt so horrible, knowing that she felt guilty about denying him other options, but he’d done far worse to her. His heart sank as he wondered if she even wanted to marry him. He certainly didn’t want to force her hand if she wasn’t interested in a marriage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As he remembered her interest in the stars, however, he felt certain that they could be a good match. Even if the thought of marrying him horrified her, he hoped that she could learn to love him. The last thing he wanted was a loveless marriage made for the sake of titles and prestige.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     He’d always wanted a marriage made of love, having observed his parent’s frigid behavior towards each other. People in the Ton acted as if they were so civilized and better than everyone else, all the while committing adultery against their spouses because they’d married for all the wrong reasons. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William wanted none of that. He wanted a life partner, not a woman who could provide him more wealth or simply be an arm trophy. With Annabelle, he felt that such a partnership could actually exist.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He wanted so badly to speak to her alone again, to tell her about the things in his heart, to explain his reasons for offering to marry her, but he knew that going back to that room would be the most disastrous thing he could do. He’d have to settle for waiting and trying to find an opportunity to speak to her alone at some point during the wedding preparations. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The thought bolstered him somewhat. As he approached the large double doors leading back into the ballroom, he paused, not wanting to mix once more with all the empty-headed sycophants in the room. He wanted desperately to leave, but he’d come with Edward. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose I’ll just have to convince the fellow to leave,” he murmured to himself as he paced the hall. Sir Edward had come mainly to see Lady Margaret. They’d barely gotten to talk in the ballroom before William had whisked him away, and he felt bad trying to convince him to leave, but the thought of listening to people prattle on about meaningless topics set his teeth on edge. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William arranged his face into its coldest expression, daring anyone to come near him as he pushed the doors open and entered the ballroom. It was still crowded with guests of all ages, dancing, eating, or socializing. He scanned the room and spotted Edward at last, standing near a table at the far end of the room. As he came upon his friend, a quizzical look greeted him in full. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why, William, the frequent dour expression that I am accustomed to seeing on your visage does appear to have been augmented! Do tell, my friend. What did I miss while you were away?” Edward’s eyebrow bounced up a slight bit in amusement. “You are extremely perturbed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William furrowed his brow and stroked his chin thoughtfully. “I had left to find a moment’s peace, and when I entered a private library, Lady Annabelle was there. Suffice it to say, we enjoyed a moment together that I found to be surprisingly intimate and witty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You don’t say!” Edward’s expression grew rather animated. “This sounds very promising, William. And, what else?” He went so far as to lean in a bit more, as if what William would say next would entertain him all the more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Edward, this is not a tale of entertainment. As you might guess, the moments with Lady Annabelle, even if surprising and of note to me, might not necessarily be viewed as innocently by others. And thus, a swarm of Lady Annabelle’s cousin, her maids, and the hostess of this very party came upon us. To add to such a circus, Lady Anabelle’s parents rounded out the interrogation. I mean, the revelation that I was rather close to Lady Annabelle.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My good man! I would say rather close to Lady Annabelle is indeed a wonderful position to be in, I say. I fail to see the immediate problem here.” With this comment, Edward bobbed his head up and down in excitement. “Why, Lady Annabelle is fierce, intelligent, unique and fabulously beautiful!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I am inclined to agree with you. However, the intimacy of how we were situated with one another did not convince the crowd that my intentions were appropriate. Therefore, I did what was expected in such a situation.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He paused, as much for an attempt to wrap his head around what he had just set in motion as to watch Edward practically fall forward in anticipation. Although out of character for William, one corner of his mouth curled up in amusement. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dear God! How can you leave the tale hanging on such a thread?” Edward was aghast. “What has taken place, William!?” Even his voice spiked an octave or two, Edward was nearly in a state. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Naturally, I announced that I would be taking Lady Annabelle’s hand in marriage.” William stated this matter of factly. “And I promptly left the room after making this announcement.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A most excellent development, William! Why, this is the best news that I have heard around us in some time. I say to you in the most serious of opinions: Lady Annabelle is simply an advantageous marriage, and I have already described exactly why that is. And, of course, she comes from a family of greatly esteemed lineage. You will do most well to have her as your wife.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William arched both eyebrows. “This is certainly an accurate rendition, Edward. However, I do believe that you would advocate for this marriage in the hopes that you could continue to remain at a close distance to Lady Annabelle’s cousin. You need not point that fact out. I am sure of it!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I…well, I…,” Edward stammered slightly as a slight blush arose in his cheeks.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “I would certainly not be disappointed in keeping such company.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shrugged innocently.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “It is settled then! This is most interesting and wonderful for the two of us!” He smiled happily. “I again would stress what a beautifully complicated Lady Annabelle is; a match made for you. But now, William, do be alert as I see a Lady Katherine making her way straight to us. Do watch out. Family, friend, or not, she holds a devilish look in her eyes!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William’s expression grew sour as he turned slightly to find Lady Katherine at his elbow, nearly batting her eyelashes as she smiled thinly and greeted the men with the customary acknowledgement. Her voice sliced through the air like a razor-sharp knife bent on doing a good dash of harm. “Why, Lord William, you do seem now to look rather irritated. Did I just happen to see you also with Lady Annabelle, not just some moments ago?” She regarded him with an imperious tilt to her chin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In an internal dialogue not fit for the conversation forced upon him, William could not help but wonder how the gossip had traveled so quickly. His eyes traveled to Edward’s exceptionally amused looking facial expression and straight back to Lady Katherine’s arched eyebrows. “I made my exit, Lady Katherine.” He looked at her evenly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Katherine soldiered on, nonplussed. “Why, of course. I merely thought it was important to educate you on the rather scandalous reputation that Lady Annabelle is…ahem…known to have in most circles. She is truly flirtatious by every account that I can recall. You must be wise, Lord William.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward coughed delicately. His expression had adopted the hue of a man who was being entertained far beyond what he might have initially expected when he had first spotted this villainous woman approaching their space. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William stretched his lips into a very, very thin smile in recognition of taking all of Lady Katherine’s information and choosing to not comment further on it. “You have certainly thought carefully about such news, Lady Katherine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Katherine sniffed imperiously.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “You can thank me at a later moment, Lord William. Now, I must excuse myself. I have other duties and conversations to accomplish this evening.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     With a flourish of her dress, Lady Katherine pivoted on one heel and moved herself closer to a group of snickering women who had their collective eyes trained on William and Edward. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William made eye contact with Edward and shook his head. “I dare not even imagine where this will now travel thanks to that woman’s tongue. I can only imagine, and I do not want to, either. Lady Katherine possesses the soul of a serpent and the mouth of a blasphemous heathen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward lowered one eyebrow and regarded Lady Katherine from across the room. “I am inclined to agree with you, William. You had best mind yourself now that Lady Katherine has a hold of the matter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William pursed his lips.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “Yes, I shall do just that, Edward. We both already are very aware of the atmosphere in this land as it stands already. I can sense the very strong likelihood of an impending disaster.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He crossed his arms across his chest and shook his head one final time. The event need not have the reins handed over to a woman like Lady Katherine. Only doom in some form or another would come forth from her, and he felt a brief chill pass through him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “And once more, I would add to that Edward. You are not typically known to express such emotion over matters. Yet here tonight, I can see that your reaction to all of this has elicited something different from you, entirely. What has come of your usual reaction to many things?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward righted himself and replied calmly. “It’s Lady Annabelle, William. Certainly, I seek only to be protective of you as I tend to be, regardless. I have the right to regard the situation both practically and with some kind of hope for something greater to happen. It…it’s Lady Anabelle. This is no ordinary situation or an ordinary woman. I stand with you as your steadfast friend, as always.” He buttoned down his previously more animated and uncharacteristic expressions and cleared his throat deeply. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William allowed his friend to return to his more common disposition. “Then, we are still right to know one another as we do, Edward. Let that be the strength that I keep going ahead as this decision that I have made grows into the future.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    With not more than a week passing, William made plans to announce himself at the house of the duke and duchess, focusing on a quick timing to plan the finer points of the marriage. As was practical, he knew to present himself seriously so that Lady Annabelle’s parents would be at ease with the new role that he would be taking in their lives and that of their daughter. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As he approached the front gate to the expansive home, he took note of the surly grounds keeper who could barely be bothered to let him onto the property. As his eyes took in the home from top to bottom, he took note of the quick shift of curtains in one of the second floor windows. Lady Annabelle had spotted him already. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He strode confidently to the front door, which was opened by the customary staff member who gestured politely for him to enter into the foyer area just as Lady Annabelle was making her way down the grand staircase to the second floor. Her slim, curvaceous figure bore the light cream linen dress wonderfully, and William’s eyes quickly took in her sparkling eyes. Edward was correct. She was a stunning woman. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord William, you are both on time and representing yourself in great confidence, I see.” Lady Annabelle provided him with a small smile and a look in her eyes that expressed nervousness. The ease with which he had come to expect banter from her was slightly dulled, it seemed. The color arose in her cheeks which made her all the more ravishing. William struggled to maintain the composure that the day was demanding of him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I take this very seriously, Lady Anabelle.” His words were clear and succinct. There was no need to continue on and on. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As an air of awkwardness brewed in the air between them, the moment of palpable tension was not lost on William. Just as he was prepared to supply an additional terse statement to Lady Annabelle, the duke and duchess emerged from a great library room while a maid in formal attire scurried around them with a silver, pewter tray holding a teapot, cups and saucers. With a blustering countenance that William had grown accustomed to from Lady Anabelle’s father, the duke boomed forth his greeting. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Welcome, Lord William! Let us not delay now. There is much to discuss today and not a minute to lose in doing so.” He eyed his daughter pointedly as Annabelle turned with a touch of resignation to follow the men into the library. Her mother sidled up to her and shot her a look of expectation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Upon entering the library, William was struck by the floor to ceiling array of hardbound books, housed elegantly within dark oak shelves. A sliding ladder was far to the left, which added an extra flair for the design of the entire room. Before he could be overly distracted by the collection, the duke once again grabbed his attention with a firm direction. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord William, you are most welcome here, and our family continues to be pleased with the aplomb with which you have handled this matter.” The duke glanced at his daughter who had already seated herself comfortably next to her mother on a burgundy velvet couch and were being served their tea by the maid. “Do sit down.” He waved a hand at one of the high-backed chairs with their matching burgundy seat cushions and embroidery. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William nodded and made his way to the chair furthest from the women. “Thank you. I am pleased to be here and handle this matter accordingly. As I spoke that day in question, I can assure your family that I will be doing the right thing by Lady Annabelle. There simply is no other manner in which to guide the future. This is the expectation, and I will deliver what you deem important.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle narrowed her eyes. "This is not a trading of goods or services!” Her irritation was clear, and her mother placed a hand over her daughter’s hands in an attempt to soothe her. “Oh, really.” Annabelle then added a momentary sigh that took the loose curls around her face and moved them delicately. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Annabelle!” More blustering rang out from the duke. “You will do well to calm yourself down.” He drew his cheeks in and frowned at his daughter. “We have a guest.” As if it were not abundantly obvious, he gestured respectfully to William. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William carefully raised his hand. “It’s quite alright. Lady Annabelle is naturally a key piece of the future of the marriage. This goes without saying: her happiness is to be my responsibility. It is for this reason and for a number of others, I take all of this with extreme responsibility. There is not an aspect of our union that I am willing to leave to chance.” He cleared his throat in an atypical display of nerves which did not go unnoticed by Annabelle, who arched a single eyebrow in response to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the concerned mother, the duchess nodded her head in approval of William’s statement and withdrew her hand back into her lap. “We understand that you wish to bring our daughter to your family in order to formalize the engagement, then? And the speed with which the marriage license must be sought, you have thought this all through‌, have you not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mother- really. You go straight to the heart of the matter.” Annabelle slid in a smooth laugh and glanced embarrassingly and carefully over to William. “Isn’t that stretching it all into a bit of the dramatic?” She shifted her weight impatiently on the couch and bounced her hip accidentally against her mother’s hip, causing the older woman to cover her mouth and a small laugh. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Most definitely,” William proceeded with the requisite soothing of the potential worries of the duke and duchess.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “I can understand any worries that you might have, and I can assure you both that the formal engagement process with my family is not only vital but also will be key in establishing this marriage in the proper light. I do stress that an express marriage license is another stable decision given the circumstances.” He folded his hands formally in his lap and waited respectfully for feedback. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Couldn’t we make sure that things are handled with some ease and fun‌, or would that be too much to set upon this little meeting?” Annabelle cut in with her eyes lighting up. “Express or not, I ‌require that my soul not be destroyed in the process.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother’s eyes widened in amazement. “My dear, you are on the direct path here today!” She clucked her tongue and wiggled uncomfortably in her spot on the couch. “Your father has stressed - Lord William is our guest. And he is to be your husband! The situation took place, and today, we are all here to set it to rights.” A sigh escaped her lips, and her husband responded with a barely perceptible shake of his head. What were they to do with such a spirited daughter? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William allowed for a miniscule smile in his feedback to Annabelle’s very direct line of questioning. “Today is for practical purposes, the logistics end of what will take place. However, Lady Annabelle is who she is, and all aspects of a woman to be married are a part of the unfolding of the final product.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle wrinkled her nose so noticeably that even she surprised herself. But she added no further responses to William. He was still focused just as well on how incredibly attractive she was, and he did not mind that her spirit was strong. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wonderful then- we are in agreement with you, Lord William. An expedited marriage license is extremely important, and as Lady Annabelle’s parents, we too hope to hear about great developments from introducing her to your family. Without a doubt, naturally, she will be inclined to bring forth her best self to that day.” The duke then waved the maid out of the library and lowered his tone slightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you believe that your family will raise any concerns?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle and her mother leaned forward together, in time with one another. Even they seemed to be rather curious as to what Lord William’s response would be to the question. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is no need to worry, Duke. As with all of this, I will delicately make sure that Lady Annabelle is presented to my family in the appropriate manner and at the best time for all. It is always a matter of respect to make sure that all family parties are announced as the key relationships that they represent- in my family and yours. This permits all of us to maintain our established positions within the society that we operate within every day of our lives.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle regarded William thoughtfully, but with that ever-present sparkle in her eyes. She looked mischievously about to drop some delicious points into the conversation at that stage, but then visibly decided to hold her tongue instead. William caught this silent decision from her, and he nodded ever so slightly. It was a moment of respect between the two of them. And he was back to having a slight bit of a problem, drawing his attention away from her beauty. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duchess chose that moment to delicately draw her teacup up to her lips and take a timely sip of her tea. She swallowed a small sip and added, “We only want for this all to be handled graciously, Lord William. As we all are aware, the gossip in this region can be horrifically harsh. I have even heard of Lady Katherine possessing an opinion!” She expressed dismay before taking a second sip of her tea and carefully placing her teacup back on its saucer plate. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes. Lady Katherine.” Annabelle raised an eyebrow specifically to William. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William kept a calm look on his face. “I am fully aware of the network of gossip and the tendency to vilify before knowing facts. This is another reason why I have insisted on this course of action, and the decision is of paramount importance to both of our families.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The finer details must be handled excellently, and I intend to do just that. This life and society that we love is set to a certain line of work, life, and family duties. It is simply how everything is handled in the ton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle huffed, and all three of the other members in the room turned to regard her with curiosity. Another smile was provided in return as she clipped her words together in rapid succession. “So, we must dodge Lady Katherine, spirit me away to the house of Lord William, manage the immediate and expedited marriage license in question followed by revelry! I simply cannot allow that to be left out of the picture.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     She politely took her own teacup and then downed the entire cup in one gulp.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “One can only hope for such amusement to follow for all of us in the coming weeks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh!” The duchess let out the quick retort which also sounded suspiciously like a yelp. She looked at her daughter as if to say ‘Again?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duke, for his part, remained focused on William. “I do feel, Lord William, that you hold this whole affair in its place with no mystery surrounding how everything is destined to turn out. We are most excited to aid in any way that we can. Will you be using your own coach and staff? We can provide anything else that you can think of if you come up short in any unexpected way.” He nodded amicably to Willim and then to his wife. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have nothing to be worried over, I assure you all. I will take responsible care of this marriage and your daughter. The initial circumstances may have been surprising to you both, but as you can see, I am very focused on the best way in which to proceed from here on out.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William pulled the more formal tone back into his voice even as Annabelle smiled openly at him. She still had that sparkly look, but she also could not hide the nervousness and touch of vulnerability that he had picked up on in the library just prior to everyone barging in on them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For a short moment, all four of them permitted a quiet pause to exist in the room. If only for a few seconds, then Lady Annabelle stood up and strode over to the books lining the magnificent shelves. “Lord William, you do know that I plan on bringing reading material with me on the coach ride? It won’t cause any issues, of course?” She plucked a gold embossed volume of children’s fairy tales from the lowest shelf and held it high with a smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh now, Annabelle.” Her mother pleaded with her to sit back down. But Annabelle was having none of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think I should be able to read on the trip. It will surely be a rather long ride, will it not?” She cocked her head playfully at William. “Can’t I be allowed to read out loud to you, Lord William? I have a very pleasant reading voice, you know.” She smiled even more widely and walked back to her place on the couch and settled in. Again, she jostled her mother a bit about the hips, and she received a sideways look of moderate disapproval. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William could see the resemblance between mother and daughter, and he was finding it more and more acceptable to take mental snapshots of Annabelle’s beauty and glow. She held herself in a very particular way. He thought again to Edward- his astute and very observing friend. He was sure that Edward might want to be a fly on the wall in that very room during the planning of events. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord William?” The duchess snapped him out of his revelry. “Can you be sure to notify us immediately of the exact dates for your trip with our daughter? You can send a courier with a note, correct? Once you have the best idea of the proper day and time. I can make sure that Annabelle is exactly prepared and packed accordingly.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She proceeded to quickly snatch up her teacup and in a rather surprisingly display for the other three gathered with her- a downing of all the liquid that had been remaining in the cup. Even Annabelle looked shocked at the speed with which her mother finished it all off. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duke coughed carefully and regarded William with a fatherly look. “Lord William, I firmly think that this will be advantageous to both of our families. We do see, as you do, that it began in a rather uncomfortable manner. But if you can assure us that our daughter will be as well-looked after as possible, well, I have to be looking to believe in you. After all, you very keenly observed what happens to those in our society who do not handle their business well. In time, my wife and I can move on from the place in which we found you with our daughter during the party.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Father!” This time it was Annabelle to look ruffled instead of her mother. “You don’t need to push it all into the ground so much- really.” She came dangerously close to giggling, but slowed herself down to merely showing her frustration and another waving of the children’s book in the air as if to celebrate a victory of sorts. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William took all of her in, and he vowed to himself to keep things as they ought to be, no matter what. The duke and duchess would not look kindly on a failure of any kind. Therefore, he could not allow any failure to derail this marriage. It might not be born of the greatest of initial circumstances, but he also could agree with Edward that he and Annabelle would not be horrible together, by any means.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Truthfully, the more that she engaged him in conversation and rallied back and forth with her parents in that great library, the more intrigued he was with her in the completeness of her personality. He didn’t give much thought to Lady Katherine’s summary of Lady Annabelle. After all, a number of women would be known to be jealous of other women, often without good reason. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord William, I do fully intend to bring this and other books with me to your family’s home during our travels. An educated woman would best present herself with appropriate materials in dress, speech and all manner of expanding her thoughts and mind.” Annabelle had settled a bit more back on the couch so as to give her mother more space to be at ease while raising an eyebrow for William. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My daughter knows who she is!”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duke shrugged in apparent acknowledgement and a slight dose of defeat, for he knew that he could not reign in the energy within Annabelle. It was a feat not to be attempted, and William took a deep mental note of the dynamics between Annabelle and her parents.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her reputation was not her- she was something altogether more exciting. If she felt any real doubt about being able to handle herself, she did not show it outwardly. His mind continued to actively tuck away the gestures that Annabelle made along with the octaves in her voice. So Edward believed him to be more than capable of handling this woman. So be it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duchess spoke up in a softer tone, “Lord William, you do not need us to tell you how precious our daughter is to us.” She reached for Annabelle’s hand and squeezed it. “We are objective parents. Clearly, our Annabelle is so special and bright. Everyone can always see that about this beautiful creature.” She again took her hand back and regarded William with a particular version of focus that only mothers can present. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Truly, I recognize all of what you have stated. It is very useful to know that we have agreed on things today that will ease everything as the weeks pass into months. As your daughter and I get to know each other better, today will take on an even greater role. For today is the day that you can both understand how my intentions are noble, planned, and open to your direction at all times. You brought Annabelle into the world. And now, I can protect her within it.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     It was a speech. He had just delivered a fine speech to the duke and duchess. He almost felt as if he should stand up and bow. That could very well be Annabelle’s energy drifting over to him, though. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why, Lord William, I do believe that this is a good conclusion to the talks!” Annabelle stood up and gestured for him to follow her out into the foyer. “I have just the information to give you as well- travel plans and such.” She sashayed past her father and left a quick kiss on his cheek while he blustered himself into silence. The duchess just bobbed her head around and sighed. Lady Annabelle had spoken. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once William was out in the foyer alone with Annabelle, she carefully crossed her arms across her chest. “I left the book in there deliberately, you know. I do plan fully to be well-equipped with whatever I need for whatever is coming up. You already know my personal feelings on all of this.” Her voice was breathy and decisive. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We both have survived this long in this very judgmental society. And, you know how little I worry about the opinions of others in the Ton. However, your parents deserve to be as peaceful in the future of their daughter as I can give them. No father or mother needs to feel as if a man is doing anything harmful to their child. I intend on planning everything out to the perfect end.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord William- honestly. This isn’t a planning meeting for a string of highways or byways in the land. You have a very spirited and unique woman standing before you.” Annabelle stared deeply into his eyes, and William shifted from one foot to the other, but with composure. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have no doubt about that, Lady Annabelle. You have surprised me pleasantly since some time ago. And I wonder if we will be spotting constellations again soon enough?”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His eyes took her in and he found himself going one step closer into her and then stepping back as the house staff emerged with his coat and bag.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “I have been very happy today to be so welcomed into your house. I am afraid that you stole me away quickly from the library. I ought to go say my goodbyes to your parents in the best fashion.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t be silly. We might talk frequently of the confines of this society of ours. But, my parents will not judge you for departing at this time. I will cover for you adequately. You needn’t worry about it.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     Annabelle tilted her head only slightly downward so that she could regard him once more from underneath her eyelashes. Well then, he did see and enjoy a moment of flirtation.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Although it was not an unpleasant situation, he did need to depart and return to planning the next weeks in his own space and with Edward’s wise opinions. It would be long enough in the carriage ride back to contemplate how he felt truly on the visit with Annabelle and her family. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Annabelle? You have been a most gracious host, along with your parents, the duke and duchess. I will excuse myself now, but in the place of a polite goodbye, please give them my fondest and respectful sentiments. I have enjoyed today with you, with all of you. I will send my courier over to your home in short order with more specifics, so communicate this to your parents on my behalf.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With that, he stepped forward and brought her hand to his lips. It should have been just that- a proper goodbye. But as Annabelle’s eyes met his, it was quite a bit more than that when he felt, for just a moment, that he wished they were completely alone. It was a feeling that he was unaccustomed to; a warmth inside of him. It was a feeling like he could very well lose control, and yet, he certainly could not do so. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Could he be trusted alone with this woman? Rather, should he trust himself alone with her again, or would his deepest and truest desires overcome him? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Just as William was turning to leave with a head full of questions about his presence of mind around Lady Annabelle, the library door swung open to reveal the Duchess who was most out of breath for having been sitting for some time.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     She made haste to walk straight up to William and Annabelle, sizing them both up as only a mother can do. Her pointed look shot straight for her daughter first, who squirmed more than a touch, and it then peered inquisitively at William. The Duchess then cleared her throat delicately and spoke up. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord William, I would like to suggest that prior to leaving our grounds that you take a lovely walk with my daughter through our gardens! Why, our Annabelle had a hand in the design suggestions, in fact. She can guide you through it and provide a most excellent tour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William froze internally for some moments, but outwardly, it was no more than a split second. He took in Annabelle’s soft but respectful glare that she sent her mother’s way. The Duchess thought that a private walk on the grounds was a proper idea. He took another moment to regard Annabelle with deep interest. If her return look indicated a serious disdain for her mother’s garden walk suggestion, then he would take his lead from her - and exit with haste. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle’s eyes flashed with emotion which William decided pointedly to ignore and inquire about later, but he immediately acknowledged the curve of her upper lip. Without further delay, he offered his arm to her, which she graciously accepted as her mother, suspiciously already equipped with a parasol, handed the cover to her daughter. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mother, you do have the most impeccable timing, and Lord William and I shall make the most of the weather presently to enjoy the garden.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William gave himself another opportunity to regard Annabelle and read her expression carefully. She indicated that he needed to follow her with a slight nod and gesture of her hand. Her eyes only briefly met his before she turned and headed down the long hallway toward the rear of the house. William briefly acknowledged the Duchess before he too took his leave. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The evening dusk was upon the entirety of the grounds, and William caught up to Annabelle, who was strolling slowly, taking in each of the carefully sculpted bushes. Her posture was somewhat stiff in her shoulders, and William was quiet for a moment. It seemed like an appropriate moment to allow Annabelle to speak first. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mother is correct. I did have a hand in designing the gardens. You’ll notice on one side, the theme is more the constellations from the astrology side. The other side holds some of my personal favorites, like Cassiopeia and Cannis Major. The professional gardeners did a wonderful job with my requests. As close as they could get to the true points of where the stars would be, but in plant form, they achieved that end.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is, indeed, a touch of astronomy and your love for it in many ways and in more than one discussion, since we have made our acquaintance with each other.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William broached her passion for the stars in a genial way. It was a safe topic between them, which brought no unusually powerful reactions from Annabelle. Rather, Annabelle brightened up whenever the subject was given its own opportunity to shine. William continued to match her slower pace beside her with her gestures of pride. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is quite remarkable. I have walked out here many times, and it never ceases to soothe me. No matter what is afoot in life or in the Ton, simply strolling throughout this garden does my soul a world of good. It is said to be very good, just for one’s general health, to not only get to walk but also be among nature and greenery.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle smiled more to herself and took in a deep breath. She held her hands delicately together and surveyed the garden. The unused parasol had been conspicuously tucked under her arm for the duration thus far. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Remarkable- I would agree wholeheartedly. It is beginning to relax me just slightly, I believe.” William. He attempted to adjust the tone and volume in his voice so that the slight bit of awkwardness that was still in the open air between them would dissolve and allow for more charitable conversation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is? Oh, I am so glad that Mother put us both out here together to enjoy it, then.” Annabelle turned to her right and motioned for William to follow. “There is still more to see. It stretches for some time, as you will now see around this bend.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A quietness came into their conversation once more. William sensed a slight shift of the slight stiffness that had joined them as they had first emerged out into the gardens. In that case, quietness was acceptable, and it was not a dead silence where he might feel like excusing himself politely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here we are,” Annabelle pointed happily to a white stone bench tucked into the bend between two more sculpted bushes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “Look around, Lord William, and sit with me. You can see just to your left there that the sculpting gardeners were able to fairly easily design Antlia and Apus. Those are two of the more obscure constellations, I think. Most people do not know about them, I find. I do love to share my love of the things in the sky.” A wide smile took up her face from one cheek to the other, and she sighed as she settled down onto the bench. The parasol was laid on the ground carefully beside the bench. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William sat next to Annabelle with a satisfactory amount of space between them to indicate his recognition of proper behavior. She gave him a tilt of her head in return. This gave him enough pause to allow some relaxation to go throughout his entire body. They were rather near each other. There was no need to stay trapped inside of his own mind with ideas that there needed to be any more stiffness between them. It was not as if he didn’t know her so well by this stage. And, the conversation in the library had enlightened everyone as to his specific plans and intentions, and he felt that he had outlined everything very well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As for Annabelle, well, she was looking particularly fetching in the garden. And, her face, lit up with enthusiasm as she now launched into more discussion of the stars and constellations, was growing more beautiful to him by the very second. During a typical moment in time, Annabelle was, without question, incredibly stunning. But when she was in talks on what was clearly her favorite subject, she nearly glowed from within herself. William watched her face move and stretch as she first gestured at more of the garden, alternately smiling and laughing, even at her own overt enthusiasm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord William, I do apologize to you. I am rambling on and on here and not giving you a chance to comment or direct the conversation elsewhere!” Annabelle blushed and tucked a tendril of her hair behind her ear whilst looking at him sideways. “You may jump in if you wish to. I am all ears for your thoughts.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William now picked up on a very particular look in Annabelle’s eyes, but he surely could not be correct, now could he? They appeared to soften in their perspective on him, and he took that time to cough every so lightly before he spoke. He managed to keep his voice still even and steady, although he was feeling something else altogether. A flush felt like it might be making its way up his collar, and he mentally squeezed that feeling back down. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Annabelle, you have a new air about you whenever you speak of constellations, be it here in this garden or at the party when we first made our acquaintance with one another. I am pleased to see you in such happiness over this subject, as well. It is a strong indicator of your passion for the skies as well as your sharp intelligence. It is a pleasure to see you so at home with educating yourself on the subject in general. There are many in the Ton who would rather discuss frivolous things. As you mentioned, tongues wagging faster than feet do tend to travel, a very keen observation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is very much still the truth, sadly.” Annabelle offered a kind smile to him. “I had my moments of strong reaction to what I had heard said about me in the Ton. I suppose that to hear anything less than positive is simple enough to react to, correct?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William nodded thoughtfully. “I would state once more, of course, that the opinions of others need not define who we are as people. But your point is well taken. It is still something that no one would prefer to hear if it is negative or outright false. I am quite satisfied to find that you do not define yourself by the gossip. You are above that, Lady Annabelle. You must always remember that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As he delivered his encouragement, the last remnants of any stiffness felt to be exiting them at once. It was fantastic timing, for certain. With his encouraging words, William could see Annabelle relax more and more. His gaze was drawn more to the loose curly tendrils around her face as a small breeze rustled her hair, and she pursed her lips slightly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was officially too late for his mind to button down the flush within his body. He struggled to pull his eyes from Annabelle’s pursed lips and only moderately succeeded. He congratulated himself on this feat, albeit not completely a successful completion. Thankfully, Annabelle jumped in to relieve his psyche for a brief bit of time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord William, I do thank you again for making the trip here, in any event. You masterfully handled what well could have been a terribly awkward conversation in the library with my father and mother. I am very aware that you may have felt outnumbered there. I am very grateful here to show you this garden and relieve you of some of that stress from earlier in the evening. Sitting here at dusk with you is a pleasant conclusion to the day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lady Annabelle. I second your sentiment. It might have been a more strained conversation earlier in the library, but I did feel that we all handled the finer points with the grace that assigns itself to all of us. There most certainly should be additional doses of that very thing within the Ton. We can continue to hope that this will one day be the case, can we not, together?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The last word fell from his lips and gave a feeling like it floated between them in the air such that Lady Annabelle fully turned her body much more towards his, and he, in turn, slightly adjusted his body. At this place, their bodies were also closer together, just a fraction of an inch, on the bench itself. Both regarded one another in a way that was not inappropriate, but it was also pulsing with an undercurrent of emotion, as well.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What did he believe to be this emotion? His mind spelled it out for him as his eyes registered Annabelle lowering her eyelashes and then slowly raising her gaze back up to meet his gaze. It was passion, most assuredly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Without much additional pondering inside of his own thoughts, William then simply forgot himself and leaned forward to take Annabelle’s face in both of his hands. His lips were upon her lips swiftly but softly, and Annabelle did not resist as he might have first expected. The kiss was full and complete while William carefully tucked more tendrils behind both of her ears and artfully pulled back from the kiss in a respectful and fairly bashful way. He had overextended himself, hadn’t he? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle displayed a shy smile for William and spoke softly, “That was very unexpected, Lord William, but do you think that it was perhaps brewing for more than just this moment? Did it move its way carefully through our time of knowing each other thus far, do you think?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her arched eyebrow gave her personal opinion on the matter, and her eyes sparkled with emotion. Another soft breeze moved the tendrils all about her face yet again, and his gaze bounced from her entire visage and then specifically back to her mouth. His body temperature was on the rise, and he tugged at his collar somewhat. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I, Lady Annabelle, I forgot myself. I apologize to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William purposefully cleared his throat, more obviously this time, and situated his body back to a few inches from hers on the bench. She bounced both of her eyebrows casually when she noticed this, but said nothing that would indicate any disapproving feelings. The sexual tension between them was now out in full. Neither of them spoke in a way in which they might say that it was not enjoyable, either. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not sure that we can run away from this now, can we?” Lady Annabelle’s voice continued in a soft tone with strong undercurrents of emotion. “I supposed that we each tried our best to do so up until this point?” She laughed lightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have we failed, Lady Annabelle?” William furrowed his brows and regarded her with respect and anticipation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Certainly not,” Annabelle smiled. “Here in this wonderful garden, you and I, Lord William, have had a meeting of the minds.” Her wide smile took over her face once again, and William found himself smiling, more uncharacteristically for himself, back at her with emotion present in his eyes as well. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the assigned amount of time that Lord William had decided upon came to pass, the trip to his family’s estate came upon him and Lady Annabelle. However, there came about the trip some details that William had not necessarily plotted out for the Duke and the Duchess. Along with William and Annabelle, they seemed to have picked up an entourage of sorts. Edward had decided that he should accompany William for moral support while Margaret, for her part, expressed the very same sentiment to Annabelle for the very same reason. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The development had come up towards the later stages of the final days leading up to the trip. If that full bunch had not been an increase in the likelihood of additional tensions, it then came to pass that Lady Katherine, having rather suddenly decided that it was necessary for her to do her duty of visiting her godmother proclaimed she should join the trip, made sure to notify Lord William that her chaperone would be handling all of the ladies. Propriety seemed to be on her mind.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And finding all of this out via a flurry of courier notes between the houses had set William into a fairly strong place of irritation. On the very day of the departure, William found himself grumbling to Edward as they were providing the carriage driver with their luggage. It was a good spot of planning on Edward’s part to have arrived early to the scheduled place of departure, center in the Ton, for all to congregate, ladies and gentlemen. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This back and forth of the courier notes was simply too much!” William glowered at a crumpled note that he had pulled from his pants pocket. “The nerve. Lady Katherine decides at this particular time in history to outdo herself! Why did she need to place, just like advertisement, in a courier note that she simply must join us? Even I was confused and irritated by this- suddenly, she feels the need to complete her neighborly duties and visit her godmother?!”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He crumpled the paper completely in his hand and shoved it back in his pocket, frustrated. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “William, I share your thoughts on Lady Katherine, for she is not in the greatest stead in my eyes, either. Might you give me the information once more on her godmother?” Edward inquired with great interest, although he suspected that he knew the answer already. It had likely come up in conversation between them within the last year, but much had happened in a fairly short period of their lives as friends. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why, Edward…Lady Katherine’s godmother is none other than my mother! Can you then picture if there hadn’t been a dose of tension packed amongst our bags, metaphorically, already, that it would soon become terribly tense knowing this other piece of information?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William balked at the thought of all of them together. He had been thinking far enough in advance on the visit after talking to Lady Annabelle’s parents, as it was. The evilness of Lady Katherine was not going to be doing them all any favors. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward raised an eyebrow. “Well! That just does it all in, then, doesn’t it? Good God, William, this could spell absolute catastrophe!” He shrugged with some worry on his brow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William was pensive. “Lady Katherine certainly has not lent herself to be known as a pleasant woman. I am not pleased by these developments, but it must be dealt with accordingly. We shall keep ourselves on task, Edward. We can keep our gentlemen wits about us!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would vote in favor of that, William. You and I should remain together and in close observation of Lady Katherine. Naturally, her chaperone will be doing the very same thing and in the official capacity that her position calls for. What a trip this will be!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William shook his head in frustration. “I must handle this negotiation with my family with the utmost of care. I promised this to Lady Annabelle’s parents.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward gave him a concerned look. “William, you will find it necessary to keep yourself calm, correct?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William agreed with a thin smile and a nod. “Correct, my friend. Now, we must keep our eyes out for the carriage that is to drop Lady Margaret and Lady Annabelle. Dare I say, I already can see the carriage with Lady Katherine now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With that declaration, William raised an arm and pointed to a small bend in the road where a stately carriage was drawing nearer to them. He cringed openly, and Edward took note, turning to regard the carriage as it drew alongside their carriage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Katherine, donning a matching dress and hat of a dark blue hue, could be seen inside of the carriage, waving a small fan held by her dainty hands covered in beautiful white lace gloves. Her voice rang out from inside the carriage as she could be heard jostling about awkwardly with her chaperone, who seemed to be clucking her tongue already in disapproval of something or the other. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why, Lord William! Aren’t you looking ready to take on the world on this fine day?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The tone was laced with something that seemed a lot like fake niceties, but William chose not to comment on that portion of the arrival. He began by first keeping quiet, exchanged looks with Edward and gave a slight and appropriate nod of his head and a short bow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Katherine, so glad that you could make it in such a timely manner.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His tone was curt, but not rude in the slightest. Through the door of the carriage, he caught sight of Lady Katherine’s chaperone, a portly woman of middle age and an already surly look upon her face. The woman’s eyes met his as he kept his place next to Edward, who happened to then have a bemused look upon his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would not presume to be late, Lord William! I note that we are missing two of our group to travel, however.” Lady Katherine laughed lightly and fanned herself with the icy remark leaving its intended effect. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward regarded William pointedly, but only shook his head slightly to indicate his reception of Lady Katherine’s acidic remarks so soon into the day. He continued the shake of his head with a helpless shrug, for they both knew that the woman could not be wrangled into submission. Her reputation made that very clear to both men. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Just as each man was regarding the other and wondering what type of polite conversation they might be forced to make, a third carriage came around the corner with a harrowed looking driver wearing his hat nearly cocked to one side due to the pace of his driving. As the carriage drew closer, William could make out Lady Annabelle inside with Lady Margaret looking rather distressed at the quality of carriage driving.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Both women almost bounced off their respective sides of the inside of the carriage as he took in their state. In response to the arrival of Lady Annabelle’s carriage, Lady Katherine visibly rolled her eyes and huffed, settling back into her own. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle’s voice traveled from inside of the carriage where Margaret could be heard giggling and presumably attempting to right herself to a sitting position. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sincerest apologies for the late arrival, all! Why, that flurry of courier messages had us rushing slightly as we finalized our packings and the fastest route to meet you all here. Is everything settled? Can we get to the trip then?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William looked at Edward and held up a finger for him to not speak. It was an opportunity for him to convene everyone together before the grand procession took off. Edward held up his hand to indicate his deference to William and crossed his arms across his chest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William spoke up clearly, “I wish to ask you all to alight from your carriages. We must discuss the general route as well as the location of the inn where we will be stopping to make a halfway point for resting before continuing on.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sounds of collective grumbling came from both carriages, but the women all emerged, smoothing their hair, and came over to join Edward and William. Lady Katherine looked especially saucy already, with a snicker firmly planted as her expression. Her chaperone, the portly woman, was fussing about a basket that she held in her arms, trying to push the lid down to keep what looked to be muffins and scones in their proper place. She regarded everyone with the look of a disapproving school teacher or parent. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle was eyeing William with a knowing but respectful look while Edward and Margaret quietly shifted their standing positions so that they were conveniently next to each other. Sideways glances were exchanged rapidly. At the very least, two of the party were going to be getting along quite well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord William, please, can we step over there to that shelter of benches under the shade? It is rather hot presently.” Lady Katherine was sweating, obviously with her fan fluttering rapidly. Her portly chaperone was beet-red and nodding vigorously. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lord William, if you please.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     The chaperone huffed out her agreement and took to walking to the small circle on benches on her own accord. Everyone else followed suit and found their own comfortable spots, with Annabelle sitting next to William and Edward sitting next to Margaret, leaving Lady Katherine slightly too crammed onto a bench with her chaperone. Each was then given a scone or muffin to enjoy, although the conversation began innocently enough, with William discussing their route of travel and inn address. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Soon enough, Lady Katherine, with her acerbic tone, interjected an unrelated point, sure to shift the tide and mood of the group. This was her way in nearly all social gatherings, which made the remark not surprising yet still unnecessary. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Annabelle,” Lady Katherine paused strategically and allowed her eyes to roam around the group, “I had heard somewhat recently the most interesting tale of your younger years. It was most curious as it referenced, I do believe, a romance gone wrong for you and a gentleman? Am I correct to think that you were engaged before?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The energy shift from person to person was palpable, and Lady Annabelle stiffened with her shoulders dropping in protest to the remark. William shifted in his place uncomfortably, and Margaret and William both showed widened eyes and parted mouths. The chaperone gave Lady Katherine a surprised look. It was not a remark to make, and everyone knew this fact. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have most definitely not been engaged, Lady Katherine. You are mistaken.” Annabelle’s voice sliced through the air with force, and small tears gathered in the corners of her eyes. Upon seeing her cousin’s reaction, Margaret returned an equally sassy response to Lady Katherine, as well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is a most unnecessary point, Lady Katherine, as well as being particularly rude!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh. My apologies. I certainly was merely curious about whether the gossip was true or not.” Lady Katherine fluttered her fan innocently, which was not especially accepted by anyone in the group as satisfactory. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle took the moment to regard William very coolly. He kept his quiet about him for, although not approving of Lady Katherine’s methods, it seemed wiser for him to observe rather than comment on the remark by Lady Katherine. However, he did happen to be feeling some surprising pangs of what could be described as jealousy.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This surprised him in part, but it also seemed accurate to not want to imagine Lady Annabelle having been with another man. Naturally, this was not the place to make that known to the group, and he continued on with his quiet assessment of the conversation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was clear that Lady Annabelle was perturbed with him, as well. Her cool look seemed to indicate a disapproval of his silence, but as a man, he stuck to his point of behavior for himself. This was the best selection of reactions for him. His tense body betrayed his attempt at wanting to seem not only quiet but objectively observing everything around him. He cleared his throat in a customary move to bring the conversation away from Annabelle and back to the trip itself. All parties turned to him with their various looks of questioning and attentiveness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would suggest here that we get to our carriages, properly inform our drivers of the usefulness of directions, and make haste to the Inn of The Great Kings. If it is amenable to everyone, we ought to arrive just in time for their celebrated mutton stew dinner, complete with a dance under the stars afterwards. This is the notion of their hospitality that I have thus heard from others in the Ton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nods and agreeable responses were duly noted by him with some relief, and each retreated to their respective carriages for the journey ahead of them. Some miles and bouncing carriages later, the safe arrival at the inn was celebrated by each person, who also noted the stiffness of their bodies from the length of the ride.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once checked in, Edward and William took themselves to their two-bedroom suite whilst the women were divided up with Lady Katherine and her chaperone in one bedroom of a three bedroom suite and Margaret and Annabelle each receiving their own bedroom for repose. The only one of the party to call out a goodnight of sorts for the end of a long journey was the portly chaperone, who could be heard chirping into the night air before closing the door to their suite: 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A day of too much length leaves us all asunder!” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    When all parties returned to the dining hall of the inn, it was rather obvious that Lady Annabelle was dressed to take in the full effect of the gaiety and dancing once the meal had been consumed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her dress of fine peach satin set off the flush in her cheeks with a good view to a shift in her own mood, looking forward to the country dance well-established by the inn’s reputation. Margaret regarded her cousin with new hope, and they both smiled their way through the meal, chatting between themselves. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William, too, was dressed impeccably, with gray apparel suiting his station and a cravat of white silk. Although the trip had been rather long, he had freshened himself up and was looking pleased as well to join the dancing events. It was difficult not to get into the spirit of things at this particular establishment.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     The reputation for the food, mood, rooms and atmosphere was accurate, and the whole of the group seemed to have relaxed and were enjoying every touch of the evening. Apart from William and Annabelle who, it might be said, had dressed a bit fancier than would have been dictated for the setting, Margaret, Edward, Lady Katherine and the chaperone, had chosen to dress more simply and took to the dance floor to turn their night into an even more memorable event. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William, having been representing himself very well during the evening, did elect to take his own time away from the group to steal away outside and enjoy some peace and quiet underneath the stars in the cool evening air. As luck or good timing would have it, he found himself wonderfully surprised to see that Lady Annabelle had the very same idea.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As she stepped out into the grounds outside of the inn, she smiled carefully at him upon her approach. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord William, we survived the group journey here and found rooms, with dinner being most delicious. And now, the dancing to be most pleasant! I feel invigorated. I can tell you with honesty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The smooth tone that she provided with her words gave him pause but in a manner in which he felt, once again, the yearning inside of him from their private time in the garden of her parents’ home. She was a vision in her dress, rosy cheeks and a smile both on her face and in her hazel eyes. Annabelle was a woman who knew herself well as a person and as a figure of such great beauty- dressed up or dressed more simply.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The feeling of yearning brought him to unconsciously step toward her until their bodies were nearly touching. Without a doubt of whether it was needed, his hands again went to her face and held it as he kissed her so deeply that they both emerged from the kiss somewhat breathless. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord William, I…,” Annabelle was given no opportunity to finish her sentence as his lips took her into an even deeper kiss with his hands, this time sliding down to her elbows to bring her nearer to him still. It was the mood of the evening, and it was this woman in his arms. Not a kiss was regretted by him- not a one. As the stars continued their display overhead, both William and Annabelle took full advantage of their private moment together. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Annabelle, let me be reassuring you now,” William spoke earnestly, feeling the very need to discuss the marriage and the upcoming visit to his family’s estate. “This journey has been challenging, but I want you to know, in full, that I intend on honoring what I spoke of so many weeks ago with regard to making this marriage a completely successful enterprise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle regarded him quizzically but took no time to respond to this remark. Instead, she elected to reach for his hand, which directed his mind rather quickly away from the statement of fact about the marriage and focused it on her beautiful face once again. Those hazel eyes were pulling him in and away from practical words again. He awarded another deep kiss to Annabelle, and without words, they turned together to find their way back to the dance hall together. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The following morning, Margaret was nearly beside herself with excitement as she woke Annabelle with a shake, smiling fully at her cousin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why, Annabelle! I do recall seeing you looking very fetching last night as well as rather happy with a certain Lord William. I do believe that things are well between the two of you!” Her expectant face waited for Annabelle’s reply. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle sat herself up and fidgeted with her loose bun. She smiled sleepily at her cousin and laughed lightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, Margaret, you would not be wrong to say such a thing, but I must also add that Lord William continues to discuss this impending marriage as if it is merely a business transaction! Nary a mention of emotions or feelings. It is brought forth like we are pieces of land together.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret scoffed. “Why, Annabelle. I thought that you most definitely knew of how men tend to be? That is just how they are, my cousin! You must know and recognize that Lord William is leaning most clearly to a lovely future with you, do you not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose that your point is there, Margaret, but often, I do feel as if Lord William runs hot and cold with me. This is most vexing!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret then lightly tapped Anabelle’s arm. “Cousin, you must be patient with a man, for they know not what they need to say often until thinking much on it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle bobbed her head and sighed. “You do make another good point, Margaret, and for that, I cannot fault your observation. More importantly, I would prefer to ask you how your evening by the side of Sir Edward was?” She tilted her head to indicate that she did expect a satisfactory answer from her cousin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Annabelle! I should not say, for you must have noticed, anyway. He is such a handsome man, and the conversation was delightful. He is very interested in horse riding, and it sounds as if he is rather talented in it, too.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret blushed deeply and giggled with great volume, which led both women to grasping each other’s hands and laughing together. It was a very good start to their morning. Each then teased the other until their time to get appropriately prepared for the day was upon them. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Lady Annabelle and her cousin were about their business getting dressed, Lord William, unfortunately, found himself at the breakfast table of the inn, already piled high with various dishes of magnificent preparation.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     As he took his seat on one side of the long table, Lady Katherine eased herself across from him with an icy smile. Her fan was with her, and she made good use of bringing it to her face slowly and fanning herself. She laid the fan down on her lap and took a small sip from a previously poured cup of steaming tea at her place. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord William, you are looking spry and alert this morning! I took, with interest, last night that you had a rather good dose of private time with Lady Annabelle? What a surprise to me still! I simply hear more tales of her masculine interests like that ridiculous astronomy and her just unusual mind about herself. I find, with the chatter of her formerly flirtatious disposition, that it’s shocking that you would even intend to go forth with this marriage. Do you not wonder if she would be proper for a man such as yourself?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This woman, William thought to himself, is the very devil personified, to go after another woman like she kept at with Lady Annabelle. What was the problem with her? Why could she not let go of her powerful need to rake Lady Annabelle’s reputation, particularly from the past, over gossip coals so often? Even for the reputation of the Ton, this was becoming far too much for him to listen to from this woman. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He coughed and cleared his throat this time, which should have communicated his distaste to Lady Katherine, but instead, she smiled widely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah, so you just might be wondering? Well, I wouldn’t blame you for that, Lord William. One must be extremely careful in matters of marriage. You have much to offer and ought to be wise and tread in a manner becoming of your position!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William pursed his lips and regarded Lady Katherine silently. He hoped that his gaze might still communicate his lack of interest in hearing such things. Edward, with perfect timing to save him, came around the corner from their room and waved enthusiastically. William noted that Edward took in Lady Katherine’s proximity to him and nodded knowingly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I say, Lord William, it is a great day to ride, is it not? Join me now. Let us get to our riding and let the ladies have their time with themselves as well!” Edward’s boisterous volume brought a smile of relief to William’s face whilst Lady Katherine sniffed in disapproval as her chaperone sidled up next to her muttering under her breath, and took a spot next to her charge. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With what he hoped was not an overly obvious glee at being given an escape from Lady Katherine, William stood up and nodded his head briefly to the women across from him before striding purposefully over to Edward. He shook his friend’s hand with gusto and said only within hearing of Edward: 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your timing is most welcomed, Edward! I was to die a very slow death in the gossipy presence of Lady Katherine. A devil cast in a woman’s body with the mouth of a shrill school teacher!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward smiled back and clapped William on his shoulder. “I could see that you needed to be rescued, my good friend. I did what I could, and I was being very honest to let you know that it is certainly a grand day to go riding!  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Why, I have the horses saddled up by our carriage drivers already, and we are to ride alongside our drivers as they keep the horses feeling good this morning. Let me be clear, however, that I can tell you that I hired horses for this ride. Lest you think we are to ride the carriage horses? Let us gather the ladies to be comfortably located inside each of their respective carriages!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William looked crestfallen. “I rather thought that we might be riding only as men out for a discussion of sorts?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, naturally! But this will get the group of us out to see the land around this place, and you can most assuredly catch up on what it is that you need to share with me.” Edward chuckled. “I will not leave you with no outlet at all, my friend. Trust me- I am all ears for your tales and thoughts.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Turning to Lady Katherine and her chaperone, Edward raised a hand to beckon them and gave great volume to his voice to announce that they all were to go on an outing. After quickly illuminating the women on the details, as he also did with Lady Annabelle and Margaret, William was pleased to see Edward in such a take charge sort of approach to gathering their group together. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle and Margaret had elected to dress in their casual state of clothing for their position and the day's events, almost as if they could have determined it all in advance. Lady Katherine and her still portly chaperone were left to their own devices in dresses that were all entirely more dressed up- still in the mode of the previous night’s festivities.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once each person was inside of their carriage, William and Edward were provided with their hired horses and each expertly situated themselves for an enjoyable ride alongside the women’s carriages. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hope that the women can find excellent topics to discuss, William!” Edward chuckled conspiratorially as he held the reins to his horse carefully and guided the mare at a safe distance from the carriages. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William nodded wisely.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “I do agree with that, Edward. Who can tell what Lady Anabelle and her cousin will be up to in conversation? As for Lady Katherine, I can only try to forget the wagging of her tongue that spoiled my attempt to have breakfast this morning. She is such a bitter woman, and her attacks on Lady Annabelle make no point to accuracy. Lady Annabelle possesses herself most well and with her sharp mind and keen knowledge, Lady Katherine cannot hold nary a candle to her!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward knowingly smiled at his friend. “For certain, you are quite taken, in completion, by Lady Annabelle. There is not a doubt at this stage in our conversation and in time. I am most pleased!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William caught himself a touch as he grasped his horse's reins tightly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “You make a point that goes straight to the heart of my commentary, Edward. You are a most astute man, and I am glad to call you my friend. It seems like a good moment to tell you what I had previously been reluctant to say out loud. I do believe that I am in love with Lady Annabelle! Each time that I can have private moments with her, this thought is driven back to me fully. And each time that Lady Katherine lays into Lady Annabelle, I can barely keep my animosity to that woman in silence.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward spoke up with great sincerity, “William, this is a good development for you indeed. As I had said so long ago, a woman like Lady Annabelle is one to hold onto. She is stunning, and she is very bright and engaging. Furthermore, she is not shy to stand up for herself in the Ton! That alone sets her apart from many other women.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William kept his eyes straight ahead as he answered his friend calmly, “Edward, you saw what I was unable to admit to previously. And for this, I will need to find a way to make it up to Lady Annabelle for taking such a long time to get to this place in my heart. I was being foolish in my delays!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward took note of chattering sounds coming from the women in their carriages.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “I suspect that all of those women are having their own summaries of the last day or so. And who knows what else they are speaking of? We best keep our attention on the road here, and we can enjoy our peace together as men and as friends, shall we?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William gave a slight extra kick to his horse and took to a slow trot to pull slightly ahead of Edward. “My friend, I will heed your suggestion, but be mindful of the slight speed with which I leave you behind!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “William, you scoundrel!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward’s voice, light with laughter, carries behind William, and they continue their comfortable ride alongside the ladies. Content to not hear what the women are discussing, they keep to their task at hand of making sure that the hired horses get a strong dose of exercise. On a good day like this one, William only has one more sentiment to add for his friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I must hear more of your sentiments to Lady Annabelle! I hope that she did not hear me say that from her carriage, of course. This conversation will continue on, my friend!” His voice then moved to encourage his own horse to attempt to catch up with Lord William, who kept up the slight trot ahead of his friend with a rather obvious smile on his face. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    As a Viscount of Ashbourne, William still found himself wholly unable to fully grasp the magnitude of his family’s estate. Once the group had returned from their recreational ride and rounded up their belongings from the inn, he had been uncharacteristically anxious about arriving at his family’s grounds with Lady Annabelle. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The entire length of the rest of the trip was satisfactory for all, but Lord William was growing weary by the mile once the distance closed between the inn and his family. He knew enough to understand that the reception might be chilly there. Was it true to think that most families could be this way, he wondered, as their party finally reached their destination. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had found the rest of the trip to be uneventful, which had been a relief, but when the estate buildings came into view around a corner. His sense of unease became more profound. As Edward exited the carriage and came around to join him as he surveyed his family’s holdings, he placed a firm hand on William’s shoulder, but only quickly so as to not appear intrusive. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “William, you will be fine by the way of working with your family today. Do not fear nor fret, for this day shall go according to your plans, I will say with confidence!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William took a deep sigh and acknowledged his friend’s position and advice. He knew that Edward was bolstering him up, and he did truly appreciate it fully. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will do my very best.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     William spoke firmly and then gestured politely to the tired looking group of women who exited their carriages whilst the drivers took hold of all of the extensive amounts of luggage for the lot of them. Each driver struggled under the weight of the load, but the bags were successfully brought indoors into the grand foyer which saw William’s father and mother, side by side, taking in the entire group with collegial smiles. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In truth, William’s father was a spitting image of his son whilst his mother was petite, with lovely blue eyes that shined when she saw her son enter the foyer. Her graying dark hair was pulled back tightly into a bun, and her voluminous cream-colored dress nearly tripped her as she crossed over to her son and looked up at him and then to each of his party. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Welcome home, my son. I have worried these last few days that you all traveled well and safely to get to us here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William’s mother was known to have a voice with a beautiful sing-song tone, and Lady Annabelle, Lady Margaret, Lady Katherine and the portly chaperone all quickly shared their pleasant sentiments at being welcomed into the estate by such a pleasant woman. Lady Channing could charm nearly anyone that she met, and this was an ideal example of her social skills and finesse. Her husband, whilst smiling genuinely, appeared to be slightly more buttoned up. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William smiled respectfully to his mother and nodded without any words to his father. It was a very good trip to come to them without issues regarding the carriages, the weather or anything else that could have waylaid the journey. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Might we borrow our son for a moment in our library if you all do not object?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Channing shifted into a mode of more privacy as she exchanged a glance with her husband. “We have had our staff set a beautiful table outside for your dining pleasures- midday meal for all. Please go enjoy yourselves, and we will join you very soon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why certainly,” Lady Katherine clucked in an overly agreeable tone. “Family discussions are such an intimate matter, Lady Channing. You are most right!” With a pointed look, she spun on her heel and followed a shy looking servant girl out to the outside grounds with her chaperone waddling behind her as the woman had taken the brunt of the ride in the carriage in a most unfortunate manner. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle glanced at her cousin who nodded politely to William and his parents, flirtatiously to Sir Edward who took this opportunity to take her lightly by her arm and followed Lady Katherine, as well. Once the group was fully gone, Lady Channing’s comfortable disposition took a slightly sour turn as she curtly said to her husband, 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now, we must get to the heart of this all!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She flounced ahead of both her son and husband to the library doors, which she flung open with some energy. The sound of her feet finding a chair to move closer to the largest couch in the room echoed back to the men, who stood quietly regarding one another. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “William, son, I do believe that this is our cue to join your mother for a discussion of this matter of you marrying Lady Annabelle, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William merely gave another nod to his father and followed him into the library as his father carefully and quietly closed the doors behind them. Once closed, Lord Channing found a seat next to his wife, and the pair took to looking at their son, up and down again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William took a breath and sat down on the couch opposite them. His parents looked rather vexed, and he was not particularly looking forward to what they were about to say to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “William, you do look well, for the most part.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Channing chirped, and the compliment held less authenticity than he might have hoped for. Her eyes had changed to slightly accusatory, and he held his breath, waiting for her next comment. However, it was his father who spoke up and went directly to the point that each parent seemed to agree upon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We simply need to state that our welcoming to your group belies our firm belief that your intention to marry Lady Annabelle is a most grievous mistake, Son. For we have heard more than once of her wild days of flirtations with other men, her opinionated thoughts and her mouth to match what some argue is an unnatural interest in the sciences! Why, this type of woman is not suitable for you, no matter what the circumstances.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William’s eyebrows both arched together, and he watched his mother fidget in her seat whilst nodding in agreement with his father. He was not altogether shocked at the statements, but his strong emotional reaction came out with speed. With very pointed words, he uttered only this to first address the statements that resembled more the gossip of the Ton that he had grown to despise so much: 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Annabelle is one of the most, if not the most, stunning, witty, intelligent and engaging women that I have ever met in my entire life! She deserves not such gossip and vitriol as I have been hearing about her this last month and months prior. That sort of discussion only comes up from envious and lower-level people who see fit to belittle another.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Both his mother and father were taken aback by the passion in his voice, but William did not feel ashamed for the power behind what he had said. It was the truth, and he was in love with the woman. Rightfully so, he would then make sure to defend her staunchly in all manner of places. Come to think of it, his mind was to set a reminder to hopefully address Lady Katherine in the same manner. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is a forceful reaction!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Channing made no attempt to hide her irritation. For the part of his father, William could only read surprise at his son’s very firm and steady reply. If anyone might catch his true feelings for Annabelle clearly, it would probably be his father. Although he might not address it so obviously. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mother, I respectfully say to you, Lady Annabelle is an incredible woman. I will defend her reputation and honor in this house and in any other, for that matter. I have very much enjoyed her company and her intelligence! She does not deserve to be so vilified simply because she is such an incredibly smart woman. This is what makes her very delightful, along with her strong sense of herself. You will not, under any circumstances, prevent me from pursuing marriage with her!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Before his shocked parents could further add any other protestations or opinions, he turned sharply on his heel and exited the library. Not bothering with the doors, he briskly walked out to the garden to join the others, only to find them excitedly talking about the fabulous hosts and food to talk about for days. Upon seeing his quick arrival and countenance, the group chatter died down suddenly, and all faces looked to him curiously. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord William, I do see a bit of vexation, I believe so?” Lady Katherine soothed him from her far perch in a seat furthest away from him at the table. She smiled thinly and fanned her face, as was her tendency to do so. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What’s the good word, my friend?” Edward spoke up from his position next to Lady Margaret, who had previously been leaning closely towards him and laughing with a pinkish hue to her cheeks. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle clearly read his face and lowered her lashes. She immediately took on the look of a woman who not only sensed the next portion of a discussion but who could have rightfully spoken it out loud herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William spoke icily to them all,” I am afraid that not all of our rooms are quite ready for us to stay here at my parents’ home. I must surprise you all and invite you to my other property nearby where Lady Annabelle, Sir Edward and Lady Margaret can all have their own private quarters. Lady Katherine, can I trust that this will be acceptable for you to go to your own estate nearby?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     The other ladies will be accounted for and cared for by my elderly aunt, Lady Charlotte, in order to maintain proper supervision at my other estate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Katherine placed her teacup to her lips and regarded William with nearly a look of glee. He did not appreciate the look upon her face for even a moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Naturally, Lord William, I can accommodate you in this decision.” More unnatural smiling and agreeableness from her, and William felt his skin crawl. He could only imagine what her wagging tongue would try to spread around the Ton next. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward rose from the table and stood next to him in solidarity and support.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “Of course, William, this all sounds rather satisfactory to me. Lady Margaret?” His soft smile to the object of his affection led to her giggling in full view of everyone. Margaret nodded carefully and also rose slowly from her seat with a look to her cousin to indicate that she, too, could come to this statement of agreement, as well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle felt her face burn. Clearly, the discussion in the library, which had not seemed to be long lasting, had not gone incredibly well. Her eyes searched William’s eyes, and he could not even hide his anger in them. She recognized that the anger was likely not toward her but on behalf of her, rather. She slowly rose as well and brushed her lap of any pieces of the cookie that she had been enjoying before William’s announcement. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Certainly, Lord William. If you deem it more appropriate to take care of the sleeping arrangements in this manner, then I cannot disagree with you or everyone else here today. I do hope that we are not an inconvenience to your family?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle let the question hang between each of the adults present for a moment, including the portly chaperone, who only looked exhausted and hot in her chair. The woman pursed her lips at Annabelle, raised a single eyebrow to Lady Katherine and promptly stood up from the table and waddled back into the house and presumably back to her carriage ahead of everyone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do believe that my chaperone has simply abandoned me. I best get to the carriage and get our belongings fully secured whilst we make our way to my family estate. I would say that it has been a wonderful pleasure here today, but it has very suddenly turned into something less attractive.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Can we all agree?” With an unkind smile, Lady Katherine excused herself whilst making sure to let Lady Annabelle see that her eyes sparkled with malice at the turn of the situation. Her shoes clicked across the marble foyer as she hurried to follow her chaperone out, who had most undesirably not waited on her charge. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What a moment,” Edward said with a clear attempt to smooth any tension. “I do believe that we can all still enjoy the rest of this visit, can we not, William? There is no need to allow any presumed setbacks to hamper our moods, I say!” He offered an arm to Lady Margaret, who giggled one more time and happily accepted it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sir Edward, you are ever the gentleman. Let us take ourselves outside to the carriage and make sure that our belongings are also firmly secured for the trip to our next destination.” Margaret spoke softly so as to not disturb the next turn to the moment, which was to belong solely to Lady Annabelle and Lord William, left alone with each other in the garden. She placed her opposite hand on Edward’s hand, which held onto her, and the two exited the garden. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle sighed audibly and exhaustedly. “Lord William, this just feels so terrible. Did I do something wrong?” She stepped closer to him, and William could see the tears in her eyes. His heart plummeted, and he reached out to pull her to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t be foolish, Lady Annabelle. There is nothing that you have ever said or done that would make me feel as if you are anything but a lovely person to be around. I merely have had to set my family straight on some items of interest which I believe that I did successfully. We will enjoy time in this area much more if it is in a more relaxed place, such as my alternate estate. I did not previously discuss it with you or the others, but it is nearby.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle touched his face. “I don’t want to cause you any troubles, William.” She dispensed with his formal title and tilted her face up to his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William looked down into her hazel eyes and grabbed the opportunity to kiss her so fully that no words came from either of them for a beat or two afterward. He wiped away the tears that were trailing down her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t cry, my love. This is nothing that you have done wrong. You must believe me. Let’s simply make our way to the state and enjoy the hospitality of my aunt. I will say to you now that she even supervises the cooking staff and grounds keepers there. I would not be surprised at all if we arrived at another meal already prepared, in fact. At a minimum, I expect to see perhaps delicious tea and more scones that we both love so much.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle composed herself and nodded to William. “I am most sorry that this did not go as we might have hoped for. You endured quite the discussion with my parents, and now, here we are with this current development at your own home. Sir Edward did say ‘what a moment.’ I have to now agree with him in this regard. This has been a very enlightening trip!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William kissed her tear-stained cheeks. “We will make our way to the alternate destination, Annabelle. You can wash up and rest. Then, this particular situation can be appeased somewhat, I hope.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Turning to the house, he offered his arm to Annabelle, smiling and nodding for her to come along to the next phase of the trip. Although still very upset, Anabelle allowed herself to be guided to the house, and they made their way to their respective carriages, exchanging final looks of compassion before climbing in. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the carriages departed the grounds, William’s parents emerged from the library, arm in arm and wearing decidedly terse expressions on their faces. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    After a short journey through a heavily wooded forest, William was relieved to see the outline of his own private estate come into view. The multiple bedrooms, expansive estate was comfortable whilst also being sufficient distance away from his parents that he could enjoy time with Annabelle and perhaps illuminate Edward on exactly how quickly and how profoundly his parents had disappointed him in the space of only some moments. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As if able to read his mind, Edward spoke from across the carriage as it pulled in front of the estate, and an elderly woman of close to her mid-seventies emerged from the estate, waving calmly as if she simply knew that they would all show up. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “William, you are a million miles away there for a moment, but I must tell you that we have arrived at your private estate, my friend. And it is incredible! I can see how this presented itself as a more than adequate secondary place to find respite for all of us, save the devilish Lady Katherine and her chaperone. Who knows what those two are up to presently!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I, too, am very happy to have arrived here, my friend. And you can see my aunt there. Her face speaks a thousand words although her mouth will not. She is a woman of action and less chatter. She will be a lovely host for our group.” William extended his hand and offered an amusing handshake as if they had just concluded a business deal. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He then turned as the carriage came to a complete stop and carefully alighted from the carriage to see Lady Annabelle and Lady Margaret gracefully exiting their carriages while their driver climbed down and carefully took down their bags. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We best be joining our ladies, should we not?” Edward looked longingly at Margaret and then smiled to himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, we do need to join them. Come, let me introduce you to my aunt. Lady Charlotte makes a wonderful recipe for scones, so I do hope that each of us can fit more into our stomachs. She frowns upon turning up your nose at her delicacies.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Duly noted!” Edward called over his shoulder as he jumped down from his side of the carriage. He was off to be by Lady Margaret’s side in a flash, leaving William to catch up himself to Annabelle and guide her inside the estate gently by her arm whilst grabbing ahold of her bags for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Charlotte had stepped back to the door and opened it gracefully. “I am so happy to see the lot of you arrive healthy and prepared for more food, I hope.” She eyed them each, one at a time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle sighed thankfully and greeted William’s aunt with a smile that softened the older woman’s countenance considerably. “We are so pleased that you would have us, Lady Charlotte. Thank you so much for this hospitality.” Her face was somewhat tired still from the previous situation’s turn of events. Lady Charlotte took note of this and guided Annabelle specifically into the kitchen first, where a full table of more tea and the promised scones were on display. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sit down, my dear. You looked peaked.” Lady Charlotte regarded Annabelle with some concern and looked questioningly at William, waiting for an explanation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Aunt Charlotte, this will suit all of us more so. As it turns out, my parents’ home was not as proper an atmosphere as I had hoped it would be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward nodded his agreement and Margaret, seeing this response, also nodded politely to add her own silent opinion even though she knew not the contents of the discussion between William and his parents. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, everything is prepared here for all of you. Do not hesitate to let me know if you need more bed linens or the like. I will already apologize to all of you politely. I am needed in the rear of the grounds at the moment, William. Would you believe that particular areas of your land here require trees to be removed for fear of them falling all over entirely? Although I am elderly, I am to at least make sure that the proper project is completed. Please do enjoy what is available to you here and eat as much as you like.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William nodded to his aunt and watched amused, as she nodded herself politely to the women in the group before exiting the kitchen and leaving the estate through two large doors at the end of a particularly long hallway. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is so lovely,” Margaret commented whilst providing Edward with an inviting smile. Edward caught sight of the smile and coughed delicately. Margaret made her way to his side again, and they each took a chair at the table. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am most pleased to eat again,” Edward stated. “These scones seem especially ready to be devoured, don’t they?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle found her own seat and gestured for William to sit by her. “This all looks divine. We are being spoiled today.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her voice was softer than her usual mood, and William noted this carefully. He hated to see her unhappy, and the swift exit from his parent's estate had done just that to his love. There- he had it fully in his mind. She was his love. She was his purpose. And, he must do all that he could to keep her safe and feeling significantly comfortable enough to be herself at all times. It saddened him to see her a shell of herself in that moment, and he picked up his scone to pass it along to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You should have two, Lady Annabelle.” He smiled gently, and both Margaret and Edward eyed the couple and then each other with comfortable smiles and the knowledge that love was, indeed, in the air at this particular estate. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Lord William, thank you for sharing with me.” Annabelle had taken back the formal title for William, but no one was truly fooled by this point. She took a full bite of the scone and said nothing but let her eyes indicate exactly how delicious it was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William gave himself a moment as if no one else was in the room with the two of them. It didn’t matter so much that Margaret and Edward were there and enjoying each other’s company. William simply felt like he wanted to hold Annabelle so closely.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     He felt again his yearning for her as he studied the height of her cheekbones, now tired looking but still beautiful eyes and her lips enjoying the scone. It was now very easy for him to become transfixed. What a beautiful woman she was, indeed. And she had a mind to match the beauty and the heart inside. This made her a treasure beyond all treasures. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A pin could have dropped in the kitchen, and that would have been the only sound. Margaret smiled and nudged Edward, who took a hearty bite of his scone and patted his stomach. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “William, you and your aunt are fine hosts. I will sleep well tonight from such good food and company,” Edward looked at his lovely lady and lifted his chin in appreciation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret was quite pleased with this attention and continued to smile and then giggle in response. She was still fairly relaxed as compared to her cousin. Her look to Annabelle was filled with compassion and understanding. She recognized that something had shifted in Annabelle’s mood. And from her view, Margaret did not enjoy seeing her vivacious cousin with the razor-sharp wit looking at all downtrodden. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We have all had a long journey to make it to this lovely estate for our rest,” Annabelle acknowledged. “I am sure that tonight, we will all enjoy a rest that is needed by all. I, without question, will be resting well, I do hope.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After completing their second round of tea and scones offered as an evening refreshment, it had already turned to dusk outside. Margaret excused herself to her quarters, which were across the hall from Lady Charlotte’s quarters. Annabelle also politely excused herself which led to meeting Lady Charlotte in the hallway and being properly escorted to her own quarters, as well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With the kitchen to themselves, Edward regarded William carefully and spoke up. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We had a speedy exit from your parent’s home. I understand that the short discussion with your parents did not go particularly well? This was the look and feel of it when we left the gardens.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As is your custom, Edward, you continue to be both keen and supportive all at once. For all of that, I am greatly appreciative. Indeed, my parents made short work of my decision to marry Lady Annabelle. We have come up against our second familial hurdle, I suppose. They have been privy to the same sort of drivel that Lady Katherine spews. I also made short work of my response to such nonsense. It did not necessarily go well, but here are at least, enjoying ourselves more so in this home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “William, I see how much you love Lady Annabelle. It continues to be a memorable thing to watch the two of you together. I know that you will not allow anyone to tarnish such a love. You may very well have to fight for it very hard, however.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Edward, you are once more on point.” William ran his hand through his hair. “It is a challenge in this life, but it is one that I am more than willing to undergo for such a woman as Lady Annabelle. The Ton is an unforgiving place in its vicious gossip, but family or not, I will be by her side.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, you will do so. Now, if you will excuse me as well. William, I must go to my quarters, as well. I do believe that Lady Charlotte is down the hall from my place to rest?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is correct. Your quarters are nearly in another wing, but you will see the dark door at the very end of the hallway upstairs. Do rest well, Edward.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Naturally, I intend to do so.” Edward amusingly shook William’s hand as he had done with him earlier. “Goodnight, my friend.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William stroked his chin thoughtfully as he watched Edward exit the kitchen. He was alone, with still more scones to eat, but he was completely full. A servant girl, no older than sixteen, let herself into the kitchen, bowed slightly and cleared the table hastily before leaving just as quickly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As he ascended the stairs, carrying his bags with him, William permitted himself to feel tired as the days’ events and travels seeped into his body fully. He needed to try to relax himself and think of the less than a pleasing response from his parents, who had transformed from welcoming hosts to hostile questioners of his beloved in a very quick manner.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     It had disturbed him, and he had not regretted standing up for Annabelle vehemently. He again reminded himself that she was worth every effort to do so. He only hoped that she was feeling slightly better as she retired to her quarters, which he knew to be extremely well decorated and enjoyable. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As he passed the women’s quarters, he heard not much noise in the slightest. He continued on to his room and deposited his bags whilst selecting a lighter fabric shirt and a fresh set of pants to replace his somewhat sullied outfit from the day. He took the wash basin and cleaned himself up, freshening up his face and hair as well. It had been quite the day and quite ‘a moment.’  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He sat on the bed briefly and decided to then make his way down to the library of the house. It was a well-outfitted library with many fantastic literary works of the day. It would be a good place to do away with the day's events- several days in fact. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once comfortably settled in a velvet chair in the library, holding a small glass of brandy and sipping carefully, William eventually heard the sound of light footsteps coming down the hallway. With a rather surprised look on her face, Annabelle poked her head around the partially opened library door and smiled at the sight of William in his comfort, complete with a small fire burning- a gift of the young servant girl who had somehow predicted that one would warm the house appropriately as well as set a lovely mood in the library. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why, William, I did think that I heard some noises down here. You couldn’t sleep, either?” Annabelle entered the room in her light chemise, which fell to the floor and a cream lace robe. “I attempted to sleep, but it did not come to me as I had hoped.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William, nearly ready to rise up to greet her, stayed almost frozen in the velvet chair. “Please, come in and relax with me. This library is most sublime. I can provide a small spot of brandy, too if you prefer. We can keep it at appropriate levels so as to not embarrass your reputation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle made her way to the chair and stood by its side. “You are correct. This is a most beautiful library. Such a fine collection of books.” She ran her index finger along the books carefully shelved and pulled out one. “Socrates. Well, we could start out heavier, couldn’t we?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William smiled and responded to his body, which was responding to Annabelle in her chemise with more of the deep yearning once more. Words escaped him for a moment. He had been transfixed in the kitchen. Now, he was just feeling a terribly strong pull to her and to her body. It was truly making him feel slightly unhinged. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “William?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle’s voice broke through his daydreams of her body with his, and her smile pulled him straight up out of his chair, setting the glass he had on the table next to him. He crossed the room to her in seconds and had her so tightly in his arms that her breath quickened immediately. His lips took her from her neckline to her lips, and her sighs drove him mad with desire.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     The library was more private, but it was also still a house with other guests in it. He quietly nudged the door closed with his foot and took her by her hand to the chair where he sat back down and pulled her into his lap. His hands found their way underneath the chemise and gently to her breasts, heaving in response to his touch. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I could not help myself, and I will not apologize for this.” William’s voice was gruff with emotion and sexual desire. “You have been through enough, Annabelle, and I want to ease your fears and suffering. You must surely know by now how much you are to me. I am deeply in love with you. Our marriage is not to be a transaction if I had mistakenly made it seem so. I need you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabel struggled momentarily for words as her breathing continued to quicken.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “William, this is most enjoyable and truly what I need from you. I can feel much better knowing that you are genuinely in love with me. For our union, it has been so difficult so far, and it will still be so later. But for tonight, all I can feel is how good it is to be in your arms. Please…” her voice trailed off as William’s hands reached for the lacing of her chemise and fully opened it so that her rising and falling breasts could be fully kissed by his lips.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ecstasy that arose in both of them was growing, but they both understood that no full consummation could take place there in that library. However, it was difficult for them both to still keep their desires in check. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And we do have a full house of guests, too.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William acknowledged ruefully as his hands continued on with their path along her body, eliciting powerful sighs from her. Both of their bodies were communicating that they desired more. Annabelle had leaned her body far up against his body so that William could feel her heart beating extremely quickly. Her standard loose bun was beginning to come even looser as his mouth traveled up and down her neck with her back arching to meet both his need and hers simultaneously. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It might have been the effects of the brandy, also. Both of them had enjoyed enough to release more inner passion from within each of them. The heat of the fireplace added to the flush in their cheeks and the rising color of Annabelle’s bosom. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would be foolish to admit to you that I had been waiting for some time for this, William. My mind had nearly convinced me that you did view me only as a transaction that needed to be fully completed from the date of our fateful event in the private room so many weeks ago. Can you imagine what all of those people who caught you trying to help me fix my dress would have thought of what we are engaging in right now?” Her words came out in a rush of need as his hand cupped one breast. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William, to match the rhythm of Annabelle’s need for him, carefully paced his words and response. His voice had taken on an even more gravelly tone as his passion fueled a quickening in his heart rate, which was now pacing with Annabelle’s. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I concur with this feeling and the words that you have utilized, Annabelle. I apologize for giving you that feeling that anything was transactional.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He paused and stared into her lovely face, obviously considering his words before continuing. “Rather, I took some time to recognize my feelings for you, but this does not make the feelings any less truthful now. You must forgive me for being so foolish and for losing any moment where you were anything but sure about how much I love you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A rather reflective countenance came over his face as he spoke with sincere honesty. “Men can be our own worst enemies, can we not?” His voice moved to a more rueful tone, and they slowed their pace of amorousness for a moment to smile deeply at one another. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, we did arrive here, nonetheless.” Annabelle traced his jawline with her fingertip. “I forgive you for taking your time.” She kissed him slowly, and he reached up to loosen her bun still more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are so devastatingly beautiful, Annabelle. I look at you and I can hardly believe it. And, with your mind to suit your beauty, it is a woman that dares not be thought to be truly on this earth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle moved her body somehow nearer still to his, and William could barely contain the stirring within his member as she traced this time his chest with her finger before kissing him again and again in rapid succession until it was all that he could do but simply rip off all of her clothing right then and there. A moan of the most desirous escaped her lips, and Annabelle herself felt the equal stirring within her body as a relaxation moved from her head and down to the beautiful place in between. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William coughed delicately to quiet the mood and offered a timely bit of commentary for both of them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shall we bring ourselves back down to earth, Annabelle? Dare I say if we do not, we might then find ourselves in a compromising position in the morning with this house full of guests. Who, although they may know how we feel about one another, might not necessarily feel like they need to see it up close.” He pulled away to return the favor of tracing her jawline and looking deeply into the effervescent hazel eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle sighed dramatically. “You do have a good point, William.” Her hands found their way through his hair, and she kissed him one last time before reaching down to lace up her chemise. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “At another time, we will continue this chapter of our life, alright?” William soothed Annabelle as she stood up and firmly wrapped her robe around her body. “I am pleased to the maximum that you followed your hunch to follow the noise that you heard from your quarters. I thought that I was being quiet enough, but I have never been so happy to be wrong about anything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle blushed, which was truly expressive given the general rise of color still on her body. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How can you even make me blush still after such intimacy with you? I am beside myself already and must find my way back to my quarters to hopefully gather some sleep. I know that I must look a fright from my earlier crying, as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are stunning now. You will be stunning in the morning. And I will find you to be stunning always, Lady Annabelle. Do not ever doubt yourself for your beauty, your brain, or your soul. All three are much needed in a world like ours and within the Ton in particular. Always remember that which I told you forever and a day ago: no one else’s opinion of you matters. And I will be loving you always no matter what some fool or blackguard says from the Ton or the entirety of the world.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord William, I am using your formal title at this very moment due to your magnificent way with words. I do believe that you have the heart of a poet underneath that formerly cool exterior of yours. It is such a pleasure to see every new side of you that comes out. I hope that we will continue this and every other way of getting to know one another. Now, if you will pardon me, I must get to my quarters where I will tell myself that I never really came down here to this beautiful library at all in the first place.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her quiet laughter came through the door as it closed slowly behind her. William settled back into the chair and ruffled his own hair for a moment. He had nearly lost control of himself there. He was not so sure that he would have minded if he had, either. But for matters of proper behavior, he most certainly did not want to harm Lady Annabelle’s reputation. Lady Katherine, vicious as she was, was still not many miles away. He imagined a horror moment where she could somehow magically and evilly hear what had happened between him and Annabelle. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shuddered, and it was clear that stopping their union just shy of being completely within Annabelle had been the wisest choice for both of them. The Ton did not deserve to know of their love, for it would surely pick it apart or pollute it in some way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The fire was dying down to embers, and the last of the reflection from the flames was playing off of William’s face as he furrowed his brow deeply. He was encountering expected but repeated opposition to his marriage proposal to Annabelle. Although it was to be expected, he still found it all to be profoundly frustrating.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Why would anyone find the time in their own existence to care about anyone else to the extent that the gossip of the Ton hounded Annabelle? In all of her beauty and intelligence, the gossip still bothered her, which was a natural response. He was beginning to be able to tolerate it a lot less than she could, it would seem. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As he contemplated his future with Annabelle and the manner in which he might need to protect her in a variety of ways, William’s mind returned to his parents' icy reception behind closed doors. As he had previously been pondering, that had been so upsetting to him that his response, swift and pointed, had even taken him back to a small degree. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His deepening thoughts on Annabelle and love in general were guiding him down a very curious path of questioning. What, in fact, was he willing to do for the love of this woman? He already felt that great lengths had been accomplished due to his having finally reached a point where his verbal words matched the feelings deep within his soul and body. Their time in the library had been wondrous and amorous with the heat of everything that made them each ideally suited to one another. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was amusing to think about the one hundred ways that he had attempted to talk himself out of loving this woman, even while Edward saw what was coming from weeks ahead. Was that usually the way for him? Was he now at a place where he would never again doubt his innermost beliefs and feelings? Should a treacherous circumstance arise, would he be willing to lay down his life for Annabelle? Without a doubt, the answer was yes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    However, they were most assuredly not there at this stage. But the pushback from their families was disappointing, even when it was predicted with certainty. How could one build a life with their love with so much opposition? William pondered these questions with real curiosity as the very last embers died off in the fireplace. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was feeling sleepy, and he was also, simultaneously, feeling as if he could stay up until the sun rose, making his plans to care for Annabelle and make a stable future with her, despite the odds. He felt up to any task when it came now to this gorgeous creature. Her need and desire for him had nearly driven him insane with a brandy filled stomach and eyes to devour every square inch of Annabelle just as his lips had done so. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William did not even believe that his beautiful Annabelle had reached the pinnacle of her beauty and her intelligence. It had never grown tiresome for him to listen to her talk with such great enthusiasm of her love of the constellations. He now could take the bright look in her eyes for his love and match that against the bright look in her eyes when she discussed something else that she loved so much. In the stars, true love was mapped out, was it not? It wasn’t a stretch for William to give his heart to this woman in such a way that it must have been preordained by the very heavens. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This was the true essence of life! To love and to be loved- to care for and build a life with someone nearest to one’s heart. Yes, he could rise to any occasion in the name of his love for Annabelle. Whatever hurdle must be overcome, he would do so. Would he be tested for daring to love such a magnificent woman? He could no doubt be tested more than he already had! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Why, he felt almost like a teenager in love now, but that could certainly be his hormonal response to Annabelle’s body, which had yet to leave his body, either. The image of her curvaceous body leaning into his while her longing stirred to perfectly match his was bringing his senses back into a tailspin.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For a love and a woman like that, the fantasies would only be multiplying now as time passed, and William wondered if he could hold on to his proper behavior even with others around? Could he hide his lust for her but not so much his love? Ah, the conundrums of love! It was beginning to feel better now, like a challenge that needed to be heeded in order for him to pass to the next phase of being a man. Ah, love! It was known to have caused duels, kidnappings and other dastardly deeds amongst many. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William smiled to himself in the darkening library. He was a changed man already by Lady Annabelle. He was missing her already, as well, as she likely was sleeping by this time. Here he was, mooning over her like a young boy in heat. He laughed. Edward would find him in this state to be so utterly amusing that he would be hearing about it endlessly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Best to keep the lust to himself then. Edward already knew and celebrated his knowledge of William’s love for Annabelle. It was no secret to his friend. William was most concerned with protecting Annabelle from the snake-like Lady Katherine, for if Lady Katherine could not be happy, then nary should any other woman! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was still deeply saddening to William that Lady Katherine did not find it in her heart to be more supportive of another woman. Even in their times, it was to be of a greater benefit for one woman to support another, was it not? It made sense to William even if to no other man. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Life for each of them, including his disapproving parents, was difficult enough as it stood at present. It simply did not do for one person, or one woman to another, to create discord that would damage many in a ripple effect for many times to pass. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As he struggled to keep his eyes open, William reached for a volume of personal works that he had sure to hide away from Annabelle when she had entered the library. He had not confessed to her that he had written his very own novel and hidden it within the library to read on the rarest occasion that he was ever in the library at a later date.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The story was a love story, to be sure. It spoke of another worldly love between a woman who had suffered greatly in her mortal life, only to be carried into the next life by a mystical being who would nurse her back to life in that realm, but not her own. He was particularly proud of his writing, but no one save Aunt Charlotte knew of his particularly intelligent and creative hobby. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled gently again to himself and opened the book up to a completely random spot in the tale. The great Rasmus in this tale was describing to his paramour how he felt about her as well as how she should see herself. As luck would have it, William fell asleep right in the velvet chair with this tale drifting into his sleepy mind as he was falling completely into a slumber until morning. It was an all too fitting passage as the heroine of the tale first reimagined an amorous event on a settee with her beloved and mystical Rasmus. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *************** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was taking herself all in, just as the stranger had done with her on the settee. This was glorious. How could she have existed any other way in any other life? Why hadn’t she recognized that there were other ways to fill up herself and every inch of space around her body? This incredible vision was smiling knowingly back at her, and the magic elixir of life all within her frame was now pulsing through her as if it were mortal blood. From the looks of the vision smiling back at her, she was now magic, incarnate.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With a small and inaudible sigh, she carefully picked up one single dark chocolate bon bon on a tiny plate next to the coffee pot and brought it to her tongue- just a small taste first. The tart splash of the dark chocolate gave her tongue its necessary taste, and she fully enveloped it inside of her mouth. The bon bon melted inside of her mouth and then down within the remaining spaces of her skin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The stranger was correct. She was a vision unto herself that could do and hold room for anything, from the most straightforward yet sparkling sample of the magic elixir of life- to the millions of sensual senses within her mouth. The future was limitless, and her body sighed in an even deeper recognition and pleasure. Her breasts rose and fell as she lifted her China and tilted her head, regarding the newfound essence of Saschia.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Would anyone else from her former mortal life be joining her here, or would it just be her, and her stranger together? He had given her a pleasure that she had never known with a mortal man. But he had given her far more than that, and it was obvious that she could envelop the lesson and show in her eagerness to learn if only she could figure out where he had gone to after their joining together.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As she pulled her gaze away from the mirror and down to the clothing, she moved two steps to her right and reached down for the dress. Raising her arms up, she smoothly brought it down over her skin and registered the unearthly feel of the fabric. The high neck brought attention to her long neck, and when she slid the sapphire earring hooks through each earlobe, the effect was nothing less than provocative and spectacularly celestial. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The black leather boots went on last, and as Saschia straightened herself back to an upright position, everything inside of her told her to slowly, very slowly, in fact, turn around to face the settee. Was he there the entire time that she was dressing? Calmly and with the same tone of voice that gave her pleasure and safety, he spoke to her from his place where their bodies had joined together in the type of bliss that humans never experience with other humans. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My angel, you are in your element in that clothing. Naturally, I can speak frankly with you and say, without question, you are a vision. This is how I believed that the gentle approach to allowing you to find that out for yourself was the best approach. I can see that I was correct. You possess a celestial glow, my love. It is unmistakable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saschia felt the heat of the magic elixir of life. His gaze and her own energy flush upward on her cheeks. The room felt larger, and the air most definitely had grown sweeter. She touched her hair again with both hands as if to try to explain without words how she still couldn’t quite fathom what was happening to her in the library room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This feels like…” she paused and pursed her glossy lips, “Some kind of metamorphosis, really. I can’t decide which part of me looks and feels more delicious than the other. Do I get to continue to look and feel like this? What is going to happen to me now? Will I wake up tomorrow and look and feel like a completely different vision?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The stranger pulled his upper lip up only a fraction to reveal perfect teeth, although teeth that looked more akin to veneers. His satin suit for the moment was a deep burgundy this time around, and his long fingers were again interlaced in his lap as if they were conversing about the most relaxing of topics. His perfectly coiffed hair remained in a perfect state, and his deep, iridescent eyes were keenly focused on her entirety.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yet, Saschia felt as naked as she had been the night before. In fact, it felt like the previous melding of visionary bodies was about to take place once more. She wasn’t afraid in the slightest. She could feel, along with everything else in her being, a deep yearning for him. She also felt like the room was spinning just a fraction. The candles were flickering endlessly, it would seem in this room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course not, my love. You are fulfilling this one vision in this world with me. Unfortunately or assuredly, I can tell you that if you make it beyond the tunnel to begin with, this means that you are provided with the most appropriate vision to match your soul. You won’t be changing from here onward. But, deep inside of your innermost being, you will begin to feel larger and larger seismic shifts in your consciousness. And you don’t need to be afraid as these changes take place. You are safe with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saschia inhaled sharply, and one of those damned tears rolled down her cheek. “I’m sorry, but I just can’t believe that from any…any vision, any entity.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The stranger stood up and walked slowly, molasses style slow-until he was standing directly in front of her while her breath began to slow down until she felt almost erased again. He looked into her eyes, and her eyes dilated until her breath exhaled from her body with the sensation that, despite what the stranger had told her, she was departing any realm on a permanent basis. How did he do this to her every time?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     Now, the sensation transitioned to her lips. Those newly glossed and plump lips were experiencing a tiny vibrating energy. The stranger gingerly took her face in both of his hands with his long fingers resting on her skin as if she herself were made of delicate china.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His lips were moving and speaking to her ears, but everything felt a little on the muffled side. In an instant, she was immersed, metaphorically speaking, in water that was clear and deep. It was a separate instance with the stranger, and it wasn’t in a library room. Sweet gods, what was going on? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Saschia? My love. Come back to me. It isn’t time for you to be in that place. Please return to me now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her vision swam back to her from underneath the water, and her eyes trained themselves on his eyes. “I…I’m feeling exceptionally light-headed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The stranger pulled her nearer to him and softly kissed her peachy lips. He pulled her closer still and lowered his hands down to her hips. The words came out more clearly this time, and Saschia sagged into his chest. Her head rested against his chest while he moved his hands up and down, pulling the hem of the dress just above the leather boots and then back down again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I want to tell you my name now, Saschia. I want to remind you that you are not a prisoner here with me. At any time if you need to, you can return from whence you came, my love. Your vision here will be gone forever once you decide to do that- if you do. But, I feel that you want to stay here with me as long as I can provide you with an acceptable reason or reasons to do so, correct?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saschia bobbed her head up and down against his chest and took in that maddening mix of incense and somehow the coffee blended with the chocolate. “Yes, I do.” She felt and heard a soft sigh that must have surely come from her and not from him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My name is Rasmus. It will sound strange to you as if it is a name from thousands of years before your time in that mortal life of yours. You would be correct to think so. My vision is as you see and take me in right now. But, for other beings that I have been with, my vision was different as it pertained to the realm that they entered after their physical life. I have traveled far in the realms, and I have seen very much, Saschia.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have been with other visions?” For some strange reason, Saschia felt a mortal pang of jealousy, and this bothered her because she was supposed to be an otherworldly vision at this point in the story. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rasmus laughed quietly and settled his hands up and around her back. His hands felt so comforting, and Saschia reached her own hands up and around the back of his neck. She leaned her mouth closer to him and murmured and laughed quietly, as well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t be jealous, my love. That isn’t at all how I meant those words. I will explain further as we spend more time in each other’s company. You needn’t worry about anything at all. I am still promising you. First, you must begin the process of forgiving yourself, my darling.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I know that you have suffered so badly, and you have a small touch of guilt and darkness still housed in your soul. It is my job to care for you in such a way that the last remnants of those feelings leave you for the rest of time- time that is followed in this realm or any other realm.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saschia raised up on her toes and pulled herself into the last fraction of an inch that was still there between them. “I can work with these instructions that you are giving to me, Rasmus.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Soft lips with the slightest bit of a scratchy feeling of the five o’clock shadow touched her cheek. More of the soft kisses went up and down her face, and Saschia was losing a little bit of balance in her legs, although it very well could have been the leather boots doing their thing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will not harm you, Saschia.” Rasmus’s voice took on an uncharacteristically gruff tone, if only for a split second. “I will never do to you as you have previously experienced with any mere mortal. You have my word on that, and I am good for my words.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saschia pulled her head back so that she could look into the iridescent eyes, sparkling and possessing a need within them. Their lips met, and the feeling was more of the same tingling and out-of-this-world pleasure that she was growing used to within this library room. Her lips parted slightly, and she breathed him into her being.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     She was lost in this kissing engagement with Rasmus again, and it was so simple to fall out of and back into herself in this way. This wasn’t love, though, was it? This was an alternate realm, and regular ole’ love just seemed too commonplace for this location. As if to reply to her intimate thoughts, Rasmus’s voice floated back to her and broke the moment just slightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is you, Saschia. There is in this realm a tale of one that will enter it and bring it and me to its knees in a way that is long overdue. Many of us, you will meet my friends later, have waited many many eons to find out when and how this being will come to us. And now, here you are with me.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I could have just as likely been one of the others who move through the shadows of this realm that heard about you being with another of us. But I was lucky. This is exactly why I must be so careful and gentle with you. You must always feel as if you belong right here by my side. You must never feel like it is wrong, frightening or too much of an effort.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saschia allowed herself to bring a fingertip up to the perfectly coiffed hair and then trace Rasmus’s jawline slowly. He proceeded to kiss her more deeply. If that were possible, because it certainly didn’t feel like the sensations with him could become deeper with each passing moment. This was exactly how it was happening, however. This kiss far outperformed the previous kiss, which in any realm just flat out screamed of an impossibility. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you believe me?” Rasmus inquired and waited with an openness to give her all the time that she required to answer the question. His eyes roamed everywhere from her eyes to her lips and down to her leather boots. Good heavens, she was naked again in her mind. This needed to slow down just a touch now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I believe you.” Saschia took his hands and brought them up to her face again. “I don’t know why I said that I didn’t believe you before, though. I wanted to backtrack and run from this room. I have no idea where I would have gone, either.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rasmus smiled slowly, and he led her over to the settee. Once she was lying back against it, he stretched his body out next to hers. “We will rest here now, Saschia. Unlike our first coming together, tonight we will only hold one another. Each time that you awaken, I want you to look at me, and feel only as if you belong here with me for always and forever.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the time passes, you will begin to forget the past and all remnants of that mortal life that harmed you. Those who brought pain to you will become your strength in this realm. Your soul and your heart- which miraculously survived the attack in the tunnel- will develop powers and a strength like you have never experienced before. This is my promise for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have never been told such sweet promises before, Rasmus. The words that I was given before were only exaggerations from others. They gave me visions of me and of them that were fiction as if it were just a fairytale of existence. I want to, and I will believe what you are promising me, however. Please don’t ever make me regret saying these words to you at this moment now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rasmus pulled her closely to him and squeezed her until she released a soft smile along with a sparkling laughter.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “You have my most esteemed and profound promise, Saschia. Nothing and no being will ever, ever be able to harm you again. This will not be simply because we are with one another or if you tell me that you feel frightened or confused, my dear. It will be equally due to your developing powers as your soul and your heart unite within you. You will understand what I mean in due time, of course. I will be with you as you find this light. There are many who will never know that very opportunity.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saschia nodded once more and grew silent from words. The silence that came joined them together in peace, with nothing else needing to be said. She decided then and there that believing Rasmus was going to be the best decision that she had or would ever make in all of time, across all of the realms that existed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She wasn’t entirely sure how many realms did exist, but that, as with everything else that Rasmus mentioned, would come with time. For the first time in any moments of her existence, Saschia felt a comforting energy that was finally coming from within her, along with the vision that held her there on that settee. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    As morning arrived and all prepared for the day, William found himself awake before everyone and made his way outside to enjoy some fresh air. With a mind to present Annabelle with a surprise in order to remove any memories of the meeting at his parents, he mulled over the idea of introducing her to Caroline Herschel, who lived in a nearby cottage. This would certainly make up for any previous discomforts, he thought to himself as he surveyed the land around the cottage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Caroline Herschel, younger sister of astronomer William Herschel, was a striking and intelligent woman, just as Annabelle was the same. It would be a grand introduction, to be sure. As William pondered further on how much this would excite Annabelle, she emerged from the cottage, looking fetching in a dark navy dress, suitable for a casual day and her hair pulled up on top of her head. A shy smile played over her face as she walked over to the bench where he sat and settled next to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William smiled slowly back, and they regarded each other through respectful but shortened glances. The night before had most definitely cleared up any doubt regarding mutual feelings between the two of them. Flashes of the passion passed through his brain in a shot, and William cleared his throat before proposing the day’s surprise without giving it away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Annabelle, you look beautiful this morning, but then again, you always present yourself very well.” William suddenly felt a bit like he was a teenager again, preparing to gift his fiancee a golden egg of sorts without slipping and saying what it was, after all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle laughed lightly, “William, you have mastered the fine art of knowing just what to say to me, morning, noon and night. We had a later evening last night, but I am pleased to see what a beautiful day we have ahead of us. Your property here is quite expansive- stunning in every direction.” She gestured and showed her approval of the grounds and the cottage itself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William nodded and responded wisely, “It was a very good idea to hold on to this property. And, I have another very good idea for both of us this morning, as well. In not too long, I have the carriage driver bringing our transport around to take us to a very special cottage near here, home of a very special woman.” He arched an eyebrow to appear ever so mysterious. It worked on Annabelle as she appeared bemused and confused all at the same time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why, William, I haven't guessed you would turn out to be so mysterious with an announcement like that one. I must say that I am rather intrigued and curious. Won’t you give me a small hint, perhaps?” Annabelle folded her hands into her lap and offered William another smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William slowly shook his head and stood up, offering his hand to Annabelle, just as a carriage came round the corner from its place behind the property. The carriage driver tipped his hat to them both. Annabelle gave his hand a squeeze just before he assisted her into the carriage with, as luck would have it, her small travel purse already on her person. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Within only a few short country miles, the carriage drew up to a smaller but equally exquisite cottage with a painted door in the shade of a deep brown. Matching painted shutters complimented the aesthetic of the property, and as Annabelle looked quizzically at William, who shrugged innocently in return, a slim and petite woman around the age of mid to late thirties with jet black, curly hair down to her shoulders came out of the door. A pair of horn-rimmed glasses set off her deep, dark green eyes, and a comfortable smile played across her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord William!” The woman’s crisp tone sailed across to them both as Annabelle carefully climbed down from the carriage, taking William’s hand once again, who had preceded her. As Annabelle reached the woman in time with William, they were both given a warm greeting and customary acknowledgments. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William turned to Annabelle and back to the woman, “Caroline Herschel, might I introduce Lady Annabelle Fitzroy, a great lover of astronomy and with a knowledge of the skies nearly as deep as yours and your great brother, the astronomer, William Herschel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle’s mouth, slightly agape, closed as she smiled so excitedly that William nearly expected her to jump slightly off the ground beneath her feet. Caroline took Annabelle’s hands in her own. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s a pleasure, my dear. Please come inside. I have already prepared tea and small fruit cookies if they suit you both?” She turned and gestured for William and Annabelle to make haste and follow her into the very cozy kitchen, brimming with the smell of freshly baked cookies. While she turned to fuss over the teapot for a moment, Annabelle shot a look at William as if to ask, How did you know? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William ducked his head and politely mouthed, so as not to distract their host, ‘I remembered your hints all along. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle could only smile and laugh quietly to herself. He was paying attention to her all the time, as it turned out, and it was endearing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Caroline returned to the set table with the teapot and delicately went about serving each of her guests. “This is a most welcomed visit, Lord William. The fact that you have brought such a beautiful companion with you this time, too, is a wonderful surprise. Lady Annabelle, do tell me of your love of the stars and skies! If only my brother were here now to participate in such a discussion, as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle carefully sipped her tea and regarded Caroline with great admiration. “I find that the mysteries of life itself can be answered within the cosmos. With a telescope and enough time, I have often found myself lost in the stars, quite literally! There is hardly any other thing in the world that brings me such joy.” Her eyes drifted briefly toward William, whose eyes met hers with a sparkle, not missed by Caroline in the slightest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am grateful to find someone else that is so in love with the cosmos!” Caroline laughed deeply and then proceeded to launch into an extensive perspective on the names of the key constellations that delighted Annabelle immensely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the late morning wore on into the afternoon, the three enjoyed and engaged in a dialogue on life, the skies and a touch of philosophy to add a different dimension to the talks. The tea flowed as freely as the topics, and Annabelle and William both found themselves smitten by Caroline’s eloquent delivery of her knowledge. With a final bit of discussion, Caroline bid them good afternoon and sent them both on their way back to William’s cottage. As the carriage pulled away with Caroline again standing at her door waving, Annabelle turned to William with a knowing smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You gave me such a proper surprise now! I don’t know how I can get over meeting such a magnificent woman, William. Thank you for today.” Her voice gave a small tone of emotion as she regarded him thoughtfully. There was pleasure and passion for both the experience and William’s thoughtfulness wound through her excited words. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re very welcome, Annabelle.” William’s voice matched hers exactly in emotion, an elation for having made her so happy along with an overwhelming desire to do anything for her, and his eyes searched hers for another remembrance of the night before. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do believe that I could most definitively love you, Lord William.” Her smile glowed as she filled in his formal title and tilted her head down to regard from underneath her lashes with added emotion this time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I return that sentiment most ardently, Lady Annabelle.” William reached across the small space between them in the carriage and brought her hand to his lips carefully. “It is not a difficult thing to do, to love you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ******************************* 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Upon their return to the cottage, Annabelle and William found Margaret and Edward slightly in a flurry of activity. Margaret whisked Annabelle upstairs to their quarters to fill her in on the developments of the afternoon while she had been away with William. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why, you have missed such a time, Annabelle! A courier arrived whilst you both were away, and a local ball is being held this very night, don’t you know? A Lord and Lady Ashland, just a short distance away, in lands thought to be similar to a small castle! We are all invited, and thankfully, we each have something suitable, by sheer luck.” Margaret was flushed with excitement as the words came tumbling out of her mouth. She was pinning up and pulling down her own hair and then re-doing it once more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is something that we ought to attend, I suppose.” Annabelle laughed and watched her cousin moving in a quick motion, holding up one of her more appropriate gowns and then another in front of herself with a frown. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, you need to get straight to your room, Annabelle, and let us not be the latest ones whilst the gentlemen are waiting. Edward is, no doubt, rushing his very best friend along as well. And, won’t it just be the most wonderful occasion for you and William. The first ball as an engaged couple!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle smiled winningly and excused herself down the hall to her own room, where she quickly outfitted herself to be in a most luxurious pumpkin satin gown that perfectly accentuated her curvaceous figure without indicating anything overly inappropriate for the occasion. She neatly pinned loose tendrils all around her face and studied herself in a small dresser mirror. Her face bore the look of a woman truly in love. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When she descended the stairs and took in Edward, looking dapper and rather excited, along with Margaret and William- who only seemed to have eyes for her- Annabelle felt warm and comfortable inside and out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward made an exaggerated, grand gesture towards the door and the waiting carriage. His excited tone of voice was infectious. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ladies- and Lord William, our carriage awaits us. Let us make a fine appearance at the ball which, I hear, is already a buzz with the news of a certain engaged couple arriving together to their first major event with their now official status!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With the pronouncement, Edward offered his arm to Margaret and opened the door for her formally but with an extremely beaming sort of smile. Margaret bobbed her head in happiness and followed him out the door with ease. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William offered his arm to Annabelle in turn. “Lady Annabelle, you continue, time and time again, to offer such a countenance to rival the beauty of the skies that you loved so much.” His calm and admiring tone brought a shine of tears to her eyes as she took his arm. When the door closed behind them, they both responded to a surge of emotion between them as they walked to the carriage to join their party. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret had been accurate in describing the ball as being held at a castle in an area extremely close to William’s property. The castle itself sat far back in a woodsy portion of land, and Annabelle and William, along with Margaret and Edward, admired the number of carriages lining up to introduce their passengers to Lord and Lady Ashland, an elderly couple of an austere demeanor between the two of them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Having greeted the hosts and passed through to the grand ballroom, Margaret was obvious in her gasps of approval. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Edward, can you just see this beauty!” Her eyes were round and appreciative of a chandelier in the center of the ceiling and the bevy of immaculately dressed guests all around them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward gave a laugh and continued with his clear excitement at being a part of such an event. “It is beyond my expectations, Lady Margaret. Come, let’s dance now while we have some room on the dance floor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William extended his arm once more to Annabelle as they entered deeper into the ballroom, with all eyes turning to view the beautiful and newly announced couple across the area; the engaged couple. He was proud to be holding such a woman as Annabelle on his arm for many to see. He was certain it was obvious to all how much they cared for one another. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle kept her arm laced through William’s as they gracefully swept over the floor to join in a waltz. Her eyes roamed around the room to take in all of the beauty that she agreed upon with Margaret. Unfortunately, they then settled upon two guests that she had not desired to see together or at this event in particular: Lady Katherine and- Marcus Stirling, her former love. She felt herself inhale sharply, and William’s gaze followed hers to the opposing couple. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Annabelle?” William gently took in her distress and waited for her to provide an explanation of her feelings. It was evident that the couple had set something off within her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle withdrew her arm and hastily brushed a loose curl from her face. Her cheeks were flushed crimson. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “William, I do apologize. Lady Katherine, as you know, does not take kindly to me. And, I see with her now, Marcus Stirling. Well, an old flame, I suppose, would be a fair description. I’m afraid that I must excuse myself momentarily. Please forgive me.” Annabelle quickly walked away in the opposite direction, leaving William perplexed and still viewing Lady Katherine and Marcus Stirling from across the ballroom. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What a brash response, he thought, in confusion as he looked at Marcus Stirling. Was that man truly able to bring such a strong reaction to his fiancee? He was but an old flame, wasn’t he? William felt an unwelcome pang of jealousy, both for imagining his fiancee with the shrewd and somewhat smarmy looking man with Lady Katherine as he was feeling protective of Annabelle, who had clearly been extremely upset upon seeing this piece of her past. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Just as he was feeling the urge to go find Annabelle, Lady Margaret seemingly came up from out of nowhere, without Edward, and lightly but politely tapped him on his shoulder. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why, Lord William. I see that you have the same look on your face regarding one Marcus Stirling as both Annabelle and I tend to do, as well, if and when we happen to see that rascal. And look there to see him with the venomous Lady Katherine on top of it. I must tell you, he was only a small flame about our Annabelle these years past. I might dare say it was simply a crush, you see? It was nothing like the engagement that you have with her or your feelings for her, so fear not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William heard a low growl in his voice, which he hoped Lady Margaret did not pick up on. “I do believe that I won’t care for that man, still.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, to be sure, I do not, either. However, I must again emphasize that he did hurt Annabelle's feelings with romantic letters, gestures- playing with her, as you might understand? He was such a flirt and led Annabelle on! Then, he had the gall to leave her hanging, disappear for some time- and return, having married a woman that his own family had indeed preferred for him. Such a tragedy for Annabelle, to embarrass her in such a manner. Can you believe too that he pretended to not know who Annabelle was upon coming back with his new wife?” Margaret clucked her tone in disapproval and shook her head, to and fro. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William narrowed his eyes. “He does not even look to be a proper man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Be not distracted by that person, Lord William. I agree with you- not a proper man, at all. But let us enjoy this ball, despite his terrible presence with Lady Katherine.” Margaret gave a long gesture with her arm to show William where Edward was spending time off to the side with a congenial smile still on his face. With a nod, William followed her over to his friend, wondering where Anabelle had gone off to. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    In one of the private rooms of the Lord and Lady Ashland, Annabelle found herself full of so much emotion that she was needing to take in very deep breaths. How childish of her to react so strongly, but she had no good memories of Marcus Stirling. It was unnerving how quickly the warmth of the love and engagement between her and William had dissipated as soon as she had seen Marcus from across the room. And Lady Katherine simply never elicited a feeling of enjoyment, no matter where she happened to turn up. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As she brought her handkerchief out to dab at her eyes, the doorknob to the room jiggled slightly and in walked Marcus Stirling, a man from her past who needed to stay there. As his eyes took her in, he closed the door quietly behind him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Annabelle, you are a vision not to be forgotten tonight here with Lord and Lady Ashland. How nice and surprising to see you here.” His voice was liquid fear in her ears. Nothing about the man made her feel good- not now and definitely not then. She had barely survived the humiliation back then when he had returned, a married man and ignoring her entirely, denying her even. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The distance shortened between them, and Annabelle could feel the hairs on her arms raising up. As his eyes travel up and down her body, Anabelle reserves her iciest stare for him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t believe that you need to be in here, Marcus.” The words shoot from her mouth like daggers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marcus, for his part, does not take the time to react negatively, but rather, he smiles maliciously whilst locking eyes with her. There is a familiarity on his face that angers Annabelle, and she takes a step backward, away from him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now, Lady Annabelle, you needn’t be so coy. I have understood all over the ton that you are engaged now? Well, this news greets me happily, as I must tell you. Why, two married people, like you and I, shouldn’t we decide to make up for lost time from our past?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anabelle found herself nearly throwing up at the look of lust on Marcus’s face and the ring of his words in her ears. What a foul man he was, she thought. Her eyes furtively looked to the doorknob as if to will it to open and allow her to run from the room. He was not surely suggesting a dalliance with her now? As if she would betray William in such a way, and Marcus did not hold even a tiny spot in her heart at all by this stage in time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Just as Anabelle began to fear that an unduly amount of time might pass with her being stuck in this room with Marcus, the door swung open to reveal Lady Margaret, mouth open at the sight of the Anabelle and Marcus, not standing as near to one another as they had been- but nonetheless, they were still close. And it was still just the two of them. Margaret’s eyes communicated directly to Anabelle’s as she strode up to the pair and wedged herself in between them, strategically and obviously. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marcus smirked and stepped backward, only to almost run into William who had managed to follow Margaret and find out the situation in the room. The well known narrowing of the eyes greeted Marcus, who reserved yet another smirk for Lord William. He showed no embarrassment whatsoever for where he had been and with whom. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This is a nightmare, Annabelle thought to herself in embarrassment. Whatever would she do now to handle this? As she searched her mind in vain for something to say, William directed a strong look at Marcus and came dangerously close to barking an order in annoyance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Might I strongly suggest that you find your way out of this room?” It was not a suggestion, but an order. Marcus bristled at the tone, but he turned and curtly replied as he exited the room: 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Go tend to your fiancee. There is nothing here for me.” The door slammed shut loudly behind him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle’s face felt as if it were on fire with humiliation. Once again, Marcus Stirling had made a fool of her in front of others. She hung her head in shame, but then looked up plaintively at William. His eyes burned into hers with questions that he dared not ask and she dared not answer, either. She opened her mouth to say an apology but instead found herself whispering to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please William, if you could? Leave us for this time. I must speak with my cousin. Please.” Her voice wavered, which brought about a second emotional reaction from William. He raised his hand as if to aid what he wanted to emerge from his mouth, but only silence remained between him, Annabelle and Margaret, who was looking extremely flustered but staying in her protective stance by her cousin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If that is what you wish, Lady Annabelle. I will honor what you are asking of me.” William clipped the words tightly and strode out of the room. However, he elected to delicately close the door behind him as opposed to Marcus Stirling’s impolite door slam. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle watched helplessly as the door clicked shut, and she sagged into her cousin’s arms. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Annabelle. I am so sorry that I did not get to you sooner. What a scoundrel Marcus Stirling is.” Margaret fretted and patted her head. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle raised her head up. “Margaret, I know just as it was with Lady Katherine finding me that day with Lord William, alone in the room, the ton will be all abuzz with this catastrophe. I can’t bear the thought of William thinking poorly of me. Who knows what will be said now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t fear, my dear cousin. I will defend your honor in this case. I shall tell anyone who needs to know that I was in the room, as well, with the two of you. Marcus won’t bother to correct such a rendition of the events. You will be fine. Please don’t worry yourself over this. We must still be determined to enjoy this night, Marcus Stirling or no Marcus Stirling.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *********************************** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Marcus, Darling. You appear to be rather perturbed. What happened?” Lady Katherine was cooing like a pleased and nosey gossip as Marcus walked briskly up to her by a corner spot for cool refreshments. Her sneer was supposed to be a smile, but it failed miserably. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marcus huffed, “I don’t have the slightest idea why you suggested that I find Lady Annabelle and propose a side relationship from our marriages! That woman was very offended and put off- turned me down outright, in fact. Your idea was far off, Lady Katherine. I’m not sure why you thought she could be still interested in me at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Katherine giggled with glee, “Well, I am sure that she still feels something, Marcus. You are so in a state about a woman with a silly reputation in this ton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marcus glared at her and surveyed the room seriously. “Where has my wife taken off to? I can barely keep track of that woman.” His glowering face focused on Lady Katherine’s face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Katherine shrugged carelessly, “I do believe that your wife needed a good dose of air and stepped outside, accompanied by her mother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That woman,” Marcus muttered under his breath. His comment alluded to both his wife and to Lady Annabelle as well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You meant to tell me that not a single interesting thing happened, Marcus? You had her all to yourself.” Lady Katherine grinned at Marcus and waited for the bait to give her something good to spread around the ton. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No. I told you, Lady Katherine. Your perception of my odds for finding a play thing outside of my marriage with Lady Anabelle was full of nothing but folly. What a disastrous idea you had. Kindly forget about your suggestion as I plan to!” Marcus lowered his voice to pull Lady Katherine’s full gaze to his and then he forcefully brushed past her to head outside in search of his wife. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Following the heated interaction at the ball, a surprise to Annabelle as much as to William, the party of four, slightly now downtrodden, returned to William’s property on a very dark night. Tired and needing their rest, each retired with quiet pleasantries about the loveliness of the evening…partially true and partially not true. Margaret made it a point to smile lovingly at her cousin as she walked past, squeezing her hand and heading to her own room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward, having been wholly uninvolved in the events with Marcus, was somewhat confused but nonetheless, still tired from a night of festivities. He, too, smiled gently at Annabelle, who still was representing herself in a somewhat upset state upon entering the cottage with William close behind her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The silence between them was present. It was not to be doubted. Annabelle looked closely at William and waited for a response of any kind. He had been extremely quiet on the carriage ride home, and she was sure that both Margaret and Edward had noticed it, as well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady, Annabelle,” William spoke in a measured tone, “I do feel rather tired as well. I’ll retire now to my quarters.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That was it? Annabelle calmed her voice and spoke softly to him, “It was quite the evening, wasn’t it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A moment of either tension or love settled in between them, and William nodded without saying anything else. His shoulders squared, and he said nothing more to her. Annabelle’s stomach felt unnaturally nervous at the feedback from him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As she ascended the stairs and let herself into her quarters, hot tears pooled in her eyes. She had felt so wonderful, entering the grand ballroom with William by her side. Then, all it had taken was one event with Marcus Stirling to ruin the evening altogether. She brushed the tears away and looked back to the door. She simply couldn’t leave things like that between them for this night. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With a hurried change into her more proper night time attire, including a suitable nightgown with a matching, demure robe, she slipped out of her room and down the hall to the men’s quarters. The door to William’s room was cracked only slightly where she could view a single lit candle on a nightstand. Once swiftly inside, without even trying to knock or announce herself, she found William, wholly surprised to see her and shirtless in his night undergarments, seated on the bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “William, please, I have to say this, so don’t stop me. I have to apologize for Marcus. Well, I won’t apologize for him because that won’t ever do any good at all. But please, you have to know that nothing happened in that room.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle felt a flush match the rhythm of her words as William’s face took her in, hair loosely flowing around her shoulders and not moving away as she sat as close to him on the bed as humanly possible. The need between them was as palpable as it had ever been, and it was even more discernible with William neither reaching for his nightshirt nor moving away from her. Only the tilt of his head indicated a feeling of irritation with her, but it wasn’t pronounced in the slightest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had to deeply restrain myself with that man.” William’s words punched through the air and entered her with force. He was angry, protective and aroused- all in one sentence. It was enough to pull away any other intended responses that she might have had for him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In only one more quiet pause did they allow themselves to look at one another and say nothing at all. With a rush of fumbling hands and searching mouths, they fell together onto the bed with William’s hands moving faster than the previous night to pull open her robe and find her breasts underneath her nightgown. Everything was off and spread around the floor and the bed itself in moments as Annabelle allowed herself to wrap her arms fully around William’s broad back, pulling him towards her more tightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was ecstasy, but they somehow managed to not find a complete union despite their lips and hands wanting otherwise. William, for his part, devoured her breasts with his lips, teasing her nipples lightly before grasping her lower back and tracing her neck with still more kisses. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle felt the breath leaving her, and her back arched powerfully in response to every light and heavier touch from William. With self-control that she neither wanted to exercise nor thought that she had within her, she managed to untangle herself- against the will of her need for him. Her flushed face smiled as she quickly gathered her clothes up and somehow got herself dressed again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We must rest, rightfully so, William. I’ll see you in the morning.” Her voice was only a warm whisper to his silent look of lust for her before he could even think to tell her to come back to the bed with him. With another small smile, Annabelle let herself out of the room just as decidedly as she had entered it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ******************************** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Morning found Annabelle the first to be up and spending time alone in the kitchen. Having recovered from her lust with William, she had partaken of tea and porridge already by the time that Margaret and Edward wandered sleepily down to the drawing room, together with smiles for her and themselves. They allowed for pleasant conversation to flow in an innocent enough manner, with no one mentioning the previous evening's circus with Marcus Stirling and Lady Katherine. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Having relaxed somewhat but needing to find some time on her own, Annabelle made her way outside and down a path within the woods for some peace amongst nature. While she was outside, William, too, made his way downstairs with Edward and Margaret spending time off in a more isolated wing of the cottage. With no one around and quiet, he prepared himself to enjoy what was left in the kitchen from the staff’s late breakfast offerings. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A full stomach was settled, but the quiet was not meant to be, unfortunately. For not more than one hour past his emerging to the downstairs of the cottage, a sharp rap of knuckles was heard on the front door. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William grunted somewhat grumpily and made his way to the door, only to open it to the perturbed look on both of his parents’ faces. He did not immediately feel the comfort of a good conversation to be forthcoming. His instincts were on point, as it happened to be. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brushing past him and straight into the drawing room, it was his flustered mother who first let loose with the opinions which she had clearly been sitting on for the entire carriage ride over to his cottage. While his father looked equally irritated, he simply lowered himself stiffly into a stiff-backed chair and viewed his wife’s performance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, William, I just won’t waste nary a bit of time on this point. Your father and I are duly upset about this engagement still. You must see how it is not the best idea for you, don’t you? Why, the rumors surrounding this woman never cease to stop in the ton. I have lost track of which ones are the worst. However, we now hear of her stealing a ring from Lady Katherine! Can you imagine such a terrible thing? Do you really know this woman?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His mother huffed herself straight into near hyperventilation as she struggled to let herself down into a seat, as well, whilst clasping and unclasping her hands with heavy doses of fretting. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mother, really? Stealing?” William pursed his lips in absolute anger. “Annabelle stole jewelry from Lady Katherine? What are the salacious details of this ridiculous rumor?” He stalked over to the window and turned back to hear the absurd information. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I only know of whisperings of a scandalous moment where your fiancee was with Marcus Stirling, alone and presumably not supervised, either. It is said that Marcus Stirling was the one who returned the ring to Lady Katherine, thereby making it highly likely that he somehow retrieved it from Lady Annabelle previously in the evening!” Again, William’s mother spun the story with such ferocity that one might have expected to hear that Annabelle had run off with the milkman as well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was all William could do to keep his wits about him, as arguing with his mother wasn’t likely to do him any favors at all. His father sat off to the side with just a look of sheer disapproval, letting his facial expression communicate to his son his opinions this time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William regarded his mother carefully and then turned to his father, looking to push an answer from the man as well. “Father, you too believe that this engagement is so fraught with errors?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Looking decidedly uncomfortable, his father shifted slightly in his chair and grumbled, “Well, the tales of Lady Annabelle do not give me great comfort. You have no good reason to complicate your life over this woman or anyone of any unsavory nature that might be around her, now or from her past.” A small silence fell in the room after this statement, and William ground his teeth together in anger. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I love her.” It was a simple enough statement, but it nearly brought his mother to tears. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Love cannot take care of an unsavory reputation in the ton, and you know that!” A mother’s disapproving voice was one of the worst to assault a son’s ears. There was not only disapproval laced in with the words, but outright betrayal. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have to get to the bottom of this story first. I must apologize to you both as none of us want to argue or fight with one another to cause distress, correct? Please let me get this sorted, but do not be upset with me in the meantime.” William paced his words out effectively, which led his father to rise from his chair and join him by the window. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We only want what will keep you stable in your life, my son.” His father’s voice held no malice, but sounded tired. With that, he gently put his hand on William’s arm, nodded to his wife, who rose up and huffed away to the front door, and then followed her outside. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William paced back and forth inside of the drawing room. This was not the news that he needed to be hearing. Marcus Stirling was already not a favored man in his mind, already. Now, he was to hear some strange rumor of Annabelle being a thief. It was too absurd to digest on the whole. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As he struggled to calm himself down, William heard footsteps and turned to find Edward entering the room, looking puzzled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did I just see your parents exiting the premises, William? What am I to make of this?” Edward shook his head a bit and took a seat. His preference was for the high-back chair right next to the window where William had stopped pacing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My parents have seen fit to deliver a rumor to me about Annabelle. It is a wild tale about her stealing a ring from- none other than Lady Katherine, our favorite saturnine and venomous acquaintance in the ton. The story then goes on to allege that somehow Marcus Stirling was able to retrieve said ring after a scandalous interaction with my fiancée at the ball.” William jammed his hands in his pockets angrily. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That cannot be true!” Edward pulled a face. “Lady Annabelle is not the sort. We both know that. Surely, it must be a gag, William. Someone wants to get your parents and everyone else to turn against Lady Annabelle. It is the ton, after all. Rumors first and facts later, right?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William nodded, but still felt supremely aggravated. “But why do these ridiculous rumors just keep emerging all the time? Does Annabelle take too many risks with her reputation in the ton? Surely, she knows how everyone is and what can happen to one’s life and livelihood. I love her, Edward. She is perfect with me and for me, as you argued so far back. But this Marcus Stirling hanging around her? What does it mean? I know that I shouldn’t doubt her for even a moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward rubbed his chin. “It’s your fiancée. We both know that she would never steal jewelry. Lady Katherine, on the other hand- well, there is no telling just how far that woman will go to ruin anyone for any reason. She is a calculating snake, to be certain. I think it best that you keep your head about you, William. You are a man with a good reputation in the ton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William crossed his arms across his chest defiantly. “You are right about that. I cannot be turned inside out by these rumors and tales.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Both men paid no attention to a slight shift in light as Annabelle, who was quietly observing through a cracked door, and feeling her heart crash down into the bottoms of her feet with discouragement. William was doubting her. She could hear it in his voice. What was to be done about all of this now? 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    As if the emotions from being a target of salacious rumors were  not enough, Annabelle reacted strongly to hearing even an ounce of doubt in William’s voice over who she was and her reputation in the ton. It was a nightmare of such a high level, and she strode from her hiding place with purpose back out to trail behind the cottage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If she had not returned from her walk when she had, she might very well have missed the conversation entirely. Clearly, Lady Katherine was out for her, and she obviously would stop at nothing to ruin the love that she had found with Lord William. That snake of a woman was never going to leave her be, was she? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As she traveled only a short distance down the path, Margaret came upon her flushed face and grabbed her hands immediately. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Annabelle, my cousin, I am most distressed. I have heard from Edward that Lord William’s parents have been here to visit him. Is this why you have such a sad and angry look upon your countenance presently?” Her eyes searched her cousin’s in vain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle sniffed and felt the hot tears returning to her eyes. “No, Margaret, but it is nearly as bad as that. Lady Katherine is about the ton, stating that I have stolen a ring, of all things, from her and that Marcus Stirling was able to retrieve it from my person during our scandalous involvement in that room at the ball of Lord and Lady Ashland! I am just beside myself now with the lengths to which that woman will go in order to ruin my life and reputation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret’s mouth fell open. “Stole a ring? What utter nonsense! That horrible witch. I have a mind to…” she trailed off as her mouth proceeded to fall open even more if that was possible. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For walking up to them with a basket in her arms, baked items practically spilling out onto the trail, was the woman herself. Why, she popped up everywhere, almost as if she were a phantasm of true evil. Lady Katherine, conveniently enough at William’s property, bearing gifts? Annabelle looked at Margaret and Margaret looked back at Annabelle in horror. They both smelled a rat. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Only this rat- was dressed in her Sunday best with a sneering smile known around the ton. And those baked goods could not be trusted one bit. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady Annabelle, I came upon you two here today on Lord William’s property as a good neighbor in the ton. I hear word of a terrible scandal yet again. Is that right, Lady Annabelle or did I hear incorrectly? You need to be more careful with your reputation, don’t you think?” She set the basket down in front of the two women and nearly cackled with happiness. Her eyes shone like a victor in battle. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret gasped in anger. If she had been the battling type, it was then that she would have taken a swipe at Lady Katherine. Devil may care as to what the ton would think. She looked at her cousin whose face had turned a deep crimson, nearly a hue of purple. It was clear that Annabelle was holding in both tears and words, as well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Smiling like she had just eaten a cat, Lady Katherine curtsied. “Well, it is neither important nor unimportant, as these things tend to be in the ton. I do hope that you will be much wiser about how you are seen around here, Lady Annabelle. Word always travels fast in the ton, as you well know.” She winked and turned to stroll away, victorious even in the way that her exit conveyed to the other two women. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot believe her nerve!” Margaret howled but in a more whispering manner so that only Annabelle caught wind of it. “Such an ugly woman. The nerve of her to even bring something, too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle could feel herself shaking with emotion. This was hardly worth the effort to remain here on the property. Her mind was racing a mile a minute, and her eyes were darting to Lady Katherine’s departing figure and then back to her cousin’s flabbergasted facial expression. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Margaret, I don’t even want to be here anymore. I feel quite ill.” Annabelle sighed in exhaustion as her cousin took her hands once again. “We must find Edward. I don’t want to be here in this place. I want to go home.” She turned and pulled a nodding and flustered Margaret back along with her to the cottage in search of Sir Edward and his wise counsel on the matter at hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the cottage came back into view, an even more confused Edward emerged and caught sight of the two women, walking quickly up to him in distress. From their rambling words and gestures, he could clearly see within moments exactly how devious Lady Katherine had shifted her campaign into within just one day. He agreed that she was the most evil woman in the ton. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ladies, we must keep our wits about us. We all know of the horrible nature of that woman.” Edward attempted to use a soothing tone of voice to calm both Annabelle and Margaret. By the looks on their faces, he could also see how his tone of voice was not succeeding in soothing them at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We simply must leave, Edward. Lady Katherine will stop at nothing to have Lord William for herself. She is traveling a great distance in her conniving games in order to ruin me! I want to leave right away.” Annabelle’s voice was shaking, and Margaret was wringing her hands in nervousness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward did not want to lend the next piece of information to the women, but he had no choice, unfortunately. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sorry to tell you both that whilst you were out, Lord William had informed me that he needed to leave the premises- only for a couple of days, however. He is conducting some sort of business matters. Lady Annabelle, I want to ask you to please wait a couple of days. Talk this out with him first.” His voice was pleading now. He knew very well how much they loved one another. It was all he could do to listen to how evil Lady Katherine continued to be. If only he could get Annabelle to wait just until William returned, perhaps he could aid in averting almost certain disaster? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I cannot wait.” Annabelle spit out her words, and Edward took a step back in response. “I do not want to spend any more time here, being a victim to that woman’s horrible plans. I don’t know who is worse- her or the fact that she has paired up with Marcus Stirling. I feel sick to think of what their conversations are about.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alright, Lady Annabelle…please.” Edward was beginning to sound rather flustered, being that he was but one calm man with two very emotional women, one of whom he fancied very much. And he knew that Lady Annabelle did not deserve such terrible strife. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Edward, darling, please.” Margaret looked plaintively at him, causing him to shift from one foot to the other at the power of the emotion in her eyes. “Please, help us. We just want to leave immediately. You can make this happen for us.” She looped her arm through Annabelle’s and patted her cousin’s arm reassuringly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know how she will keep at me until I fold forever,” Annabelle lamented. “A woman like Lady Katherine operates and exists only to make others suffer. With her current sights set on me, I can only imagine what else she might try to conjure up. She is frightening in her zeal for harming others.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret fretted. “And she simply concocts terrible lies. She has no real morals, does she? Such a person belongs far away from those of us who are not evil and terrible souls. I do hope that one day, Lady Katherine might find herself banished to a land many miles from here!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward cleared his throat. “Ladies, do not fret any longer. If you are upset to be here, then I must do my utmost to aid you. I shall then leave a note for Lord William, so he does not return to find us gone and think that we have been kidnapped or worse. I do wish that we could postpone this for two days, but I see from your faces that I will not succeed in convincing you of my position. I only thought that William might have some insight, that was all.” He took in the frustrated faces of both Annabelle and Margaret. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t think that I can stay here another moment longer than necessary, Edward. I am sorry to present such a bother.” Annabelle lowered her eyes. As she looked back up, her eyes glistened. “I just feel so very tired. The woman is relentless. It takes a great deal of my energy to stand tall whilst listening to the stories that Lady Katherine concocts like an evil sorceress.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward pulled a face, “I do hope that this woman stays away from me.” He smiled winningly at Margaret who, true to her personality, giggled her way to a reaction. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Katherine has been around for some time,” Margaret shared carefully. “Many in the ton tend to tolerate her while skirting around her as often as they can. She is a bit of a traveling time bomb. Her moods, her stories, and that horrible sneer that she makes all the time account for that. I do believe that she calls it smiling, but it seems instead that she has sat on something uncomfortable and cannot wipe the expression in reaction to that from her countenance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Both Edward and Annabelle laughed heartily. Annabelle grinned at her cousin, “I think that might be the most entertaining description of Lady Katherine that has ever graced the land. Well done, Margaret, well done.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret shook her head and then bobbed it up and down while bringing forth still more of her giggles. “Well, it’s true, isn’t it? Oh, she just gives me a terrible feeling every single time that I see her, anywhere around the ton. It is a shiver up my spine, truly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward raised his eyebrows, “And, the good Lady Katherine can’t seem to find her own husband then?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well,” Margaret leaned forward slightly, “she has her own story about it, of course. But, it is commonly said that her family cannot wait to marry her off. It rather seems that they might want to rid themselves of her, but that would be terribly sad if it were, in fact, true.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t call her a particularly stunning woman, but that could very well be the terror of her personality.” Edward spoke frankly, and Margaret swatted him lightly. “Well, it IS true, isn’t it?” He exchanged conspiratorial glances with both women. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you, surely, are standing here with two of the most beautiful women in all of the ton, now isn’t THAT true?” Margaret playfully smiled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Naturally!” Edward gave a vigorous nod. “There is not a shred of doubt when it comes to beauty, intelligence, and present company.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sir Edward, I do thank you for being so accommodating. I don’t know what we might be doing without you here with us. If you can make the appropriate arrangements for us to exit as soon as we can do so, I would be grateful until the end of time. I feel as though, should we wait too long, Margaret’s idea that Lady Katherine might pop out from within the woods could very well take place.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret shivered once more at the thought, “She might even have a broom. Keep your eyes to the skies every so often for something other than constellations, my dear cousin. And speaking of that, take a look up, all of you.” She gestured to the clear night above where they were standing outside the cottage, and the myriad of stars shining and twinkling all across. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle sighed happily, “What a grand idea, Margaret. How beautiful is the sky this very night for all of us to take in? It is my happiest? Other than you two, William, and my parents, of course. Look, it is Orion’s Belt, shining brilliantly for us as we plan our escape from this land.” She smiled ruefully. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is a shame that we are leaving,” Margaret admitted. “This land and cottage that William holds is magnificent. We have eaten well and rested well, apart from Lady Katherine’s attempt to spoil our repose and respite?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I heartily agree with you, Lady Margaret. It has been still good to ‘get away,’ a bit. The air and the surrounding land has a different feel about it here. I can see why William thought it best to move us here. I do hope, though, Lady Annabelle, that the duke and duchess find their way to you, in the end. Margaret and I find your company delightful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret laughed, “Well, she is my darling cousin, and I love her so much.” She regarded Annabelle with comfort and kindness in her eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, the two of you- this is warming my heart so much. I had even briefly been distracted from the reason for exiting such a beautiful place.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes. The grand departure. I will go around the back to make sure that the carriage driver has the carriage properly outfitted for our safe travels. I shall also notify our host’s staff so that, still, no one suspects that we were whisked away by robbers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With the proclamation, Edward turned and motioned for the women to follow him into the cottage, where the three of them began to earnestly gather their belongings with great haste. Within less than one full hour, they were completely prepared to exit, loaded into the carriage and off to the freedom that life would allow for away from William’s property and the lurking of Lady Katherine. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the carriage pulled away, Margaret offered the cottage a forlorn wave. “It is a pity to leave, but of course, Annabelle, it is necessary. Perhaps one day, we will be able to return in a more celebratory capacity.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle leaned back into the seat of the carriage. “I can concur with you, cousin, that returning under better circumstances would be ideal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward chimed in, “We shall hope for the best! William is a generous man, and the cottage is not going anywhere, Ladies. Now, we will make our journey back to whence we came, and this travel will be given a lovely break right at the very inn where we first stopped before. I found it to be well enough, and the food was most delicious.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle smiled, “Yes, the food was delectable, wasn’t it? And, the dancing- ah, that was a special night for us all. I will remember it well for many years to come. That will be a good and proper place to rest once again. Will we make better time, do you suppose, Edward? I feel as though I might gather some sleep along the way if the carriage can bounce a tiny bit less.” As if to respond directly, the entire carriage jostled in a rough manner, and all three inside bounced and jostled against each other. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That nap might be difficult, cousin.” Margaret giggled and looped her arm through Annabelle’s arm. “We might need to cling to one another for the entirety of this ride.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward hung onto his seat as best he could and smiled back at the women. “Well, we have a fine ride here, but it is a carriage, after all. Still, we are better here than on the backs of the horses!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret gave a slight bounce of her shoulders. “Oh, I am perfectly horrid at horseback riding. Now, Lady Annabelle,” she smiled with the formal designation for her cousin, “she rides considerably better than I do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle nodded but with humility, “It took time, though. If I had my own horse earlier, I might very well have ridden away from Lady Katherine quickly with you on the back, Margaret. Apologies, Sir Edward, for I do not think that I could ride well with a third person- even on the best of horses in these lands.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No offense taken, Lady Annabelle. I am not surprised to hear of your prowess in equestrian matters. You are a woman of many talents. And, Lady Margaret, I am pleased to report to you that it is never too late to take up a new skill.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I thank you for that vote of confidence, Sir Edward.” Margaret went so far this time with a slight batting of her eyelashes. “I like to keep both of my feet on the ground when I can, however.” She smiled and pulled out her fan, which brought a comfortable spot of air to her flushed cheeks. As she fanned herself, she then politely fanned Annabelle, as well, whose cheeks had become flushed inside of the carriage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have great hopes that we will make a somewhat faster time in our travels to the inn,” Edward mused as he watched the countryside roll by them with speed. “But if we need a reason to attempt to enjoy the ride, let us look only out of the window here and see what a great trip it already is. We might not have left under great circumstances, but look- all is not lost. Have you seen a more beautiful land?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle and Margaret regarded Edward with amusement, but each turned their head to view what he was describing. The lush countryside that they each might have ignored on the journey the other way was stunning, and for a moment, all three passengers were quiet amongst themselves. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sir Edward, I do believe that you have made a most excellent point. I was not paying sufficient attention to the scenery before as we were exiting an uncomfortable visit with the duke and duchess, and as I remember, Lord William was looking surly, as well, for much of that trip.” Margaret looked pensive. “That did not go as he had planned, I believe. We were hurried out rather quickly once he had made up his mind to put us elsewhere.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Edward nodded carefully. “We can thank William for such foresight once we all see him again. I do know that he had hoped for a better conversation on the day with his family. But there is still time for the duke and duchess to come around.” He did not look entirely convinced of what he was saying, but the women nodded their heads in agreement. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Many families in the ton would be so protective of a proper family lineage, naturally.” Annabelle remarked.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “Lord William comes from a very particular sort of family, and on this, I can relate very well myself.” She cast a look of knowing to her cousin who responded with a ‘look’ of her own. His family want to protect him and their holdings. This is to be expected.” She, too, did not look as convinced of what she was telling Edward and Margaret, but she was rewarded with agreeable nods and acknowledgements. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Annabelle, don’t fret over the chilly reception with Lord William’s family. He is a man of good word, and he is and will continue to do what the situation calls for in these types of circumstances within the ton. He understands well what is required here. And see how he carries himself, Annabelle. He is the sort of man that Sir Edward and I would be proud to see you one day truly wed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as the innocent comment was released from her mouth, Margaret admonished herself. It was not in the greatest of confidences that Annabelle was regarding the engagement at present. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Upon seeing the bashful look on her cousin’s face, Annabelle tightened her arm within hers and laughed. “Margaret, it is quite alright. These circumstances are not the best, but I have the two of you with me. This makes it all infinitely more bearable, and I thank you both very much for departing Lord William’s cottage, even though we all can agree that staying would have been wonderful under a different scenario.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I despise that woman for driving us from such a place. When she came upon us in the forest, I almost caught a fainting spell. What a nasty surprise, and I stand by my opinion of that gift offering, too. Sir Edward, you speak wisely when discussing Lady Katherine’s tendency toward the terrible. She could have done something wrong with whatever was in that basket, most assuredly.” Margaret huffed and settled further back into her side of the seat. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah, Lady Katherine. A truly frightening tale within the ton. And yet, she is a real being that we speak still of on our travels.” Edward brought his gaze back to the women and away from the scenery flying by them outside. “She is haunting our very carriage ride.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Both women laughed once again in concert with Edward. It was not an untrue comment from the man. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is rather odd, isn’t it?” Annabelle remarked out loud. “Lady Katherine is of legendary status in the ton, despite all of the very obvious damage that she has and continues to try and inflict on others and on me. That is a darkness that is powerful within one single woman or person within the ton. You might be highlighting the very heart of her reach, Sir Edward. That is a clever observation on your part.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do see it as such, as well, Sir Edward.” Margaret sought out Edward’s look upon her with admiration. “You do not miss much in the way of observing people and what wisdom you possess in such statements.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle allowed for the private moment to pass between her cousin and Sir Edward with a soft smile. She was enjoying watching their love blossom. It was a testament to the power of two people to find each other and to remain strong together. Her heart briefly twinged with regret for what she had heard Lord William ask of his friend in his study back at the cottage.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     It bothered her to wonder exactly how much he might be doubting her and who she really was as a person and as a woman. The memories of their time in the gardens at her parents’ estate under the stars filled her mind momentarily. The rumors were bad enough, and dealing with Lady Katherine was never a pleasant effort. Yet, Annabelle found herself missing Lord William and hoping that on his business for the two days, that he was successful and safe in his travels. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are lost in thought there, dear cousin.” Margaret’s voice brought Annabelle back to the carriage ride, jostling them all still enough to elicit laughter. “Are you back with us now?” Her kind smile focused on Annabelle’s face and searched for an answer to the question. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Annabelle, are you feeling quite well? Should we stop for a while to perhaps stretch?” Edward inquired politely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle blushed slightly. “Oh now, I apologize for where my mind wandered off to. I merely traveled to distant memories and memories of the past. A wandering mind might take me into sleeping deeply despite our jostling.” Her tired smile wavered as her eyelids began to feel heavy. “I think that I might try that nap, after all. Will one or both of you wake me when we arrive at the inn?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, darling.” Margaret murmured in a motherly tone. “Rest if you need to. Sir Edward and I will keep a close eye on you.” She loosened her arm gently and reached for a blanket from her bag inside of the carriage. “Let me get you nice and comfortable so that you can enjoy a good rest.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle smiled, “What would I do without you, Margaret?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret grinned. “I am sure that you do not need nor want to find out, dear cousin. Now, rest your weary head awhile. Before you know it, we will be safely at our destination, and you can rest on a bed at that time.” She fussed and tucked the blanket all around Annabelle and eventually was satisfied that it was properly situated for comfort. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Annabelle drifted off to sleep, bouncing slightly from the rocky path upon which the carriage rolled, she could hear Edward commenting to Margaret quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Margaret, you do care for your cousin most lovingly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And, distantly, as she fell into a deeper sleep 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Edward, what a lovely compliment to give to me. I thank you very much for those kind words.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ********************************* 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once what seemed like many days had passed, when in reality only a couple had passed, the carriage was pulling into the inn, and all three passengers were grateful to find that there were enough open and available rooms to house each of them in a private room. Weary and somewhat still worse for the wear, Annabelle, Edward and Margaret piled out of the carriage as if they were just seeing water for the first time in a desert, and the inn was the mirage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh my, it’s somehow magical looking for this visit.” Margaret coughed tiredly and brushed dust from her dress. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle regarded the expansive grounds and remembered once more the night of dancing when William had been with them. She sighed and smoothed out her wrinkled dress whilst attempting to right herself properly with her bag. Each of the weary passengers smiled at one another as they turned to the long hallway full of turns in order to find their respective rooms. Annabelle took note that her room was going to be further away from Edward’s room or Margaret’s room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Annabelle, will you be alright off to yourself down there?” Margaret looked momentarily worried, but she smiled wearily once again as Annabelle nodded slowly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With a yawn, Annabelle spoke quietly, “It will be just fine, Cousin. You can go now and rest your weary head, and Sir Edward, please go do the very same. We must all get good rest so that we are ready for the world- and any Lady Katherines once more tomorrow. Sir Edward, thank you again for your wise assistance and conversation on this route back to the inn.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward sleepily nodded himself, and gestured towards the hall that Margaret was already heading down. “I best follow Lady Margaret and bid you goodnight. Sleep safely and sleep well.” He playfully bowed to her, and Annabelle laughed at the gesture. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Good Sir.” Her sleep voice was so soft that Edward took no heed of it and wandered off down the hallway after her cousin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As she let herself into her room, Annabelle sank gratefully onto the bed. Although it was not the most comfortable of sleeping arrangements, it was a bed, nonetheless. She rose only briefly to make use of the basin and wash cloth to clean herself as best she could from the day’s travel. Riding in a carriage for the better part of more than one day in a heavier fashion wear had a way of humbling any person, particularly on hotter days. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As she changed sleepily into her nightgown, her mind wandered to William and again wondering how he was and if he was safe. As she laid her head down and wished for a quick sleep, her mind betrayed her once again with the memories of William’s arms around her, his hands wandering over her body and his lips on her lips. It was a moment of comfort and distress with him not being by her side. Regardless of the mayhem that Lady Katherine so gleefully bestowed upon her, Annabelle longed for William to be there in the bed beside her, holding her tightly. Her drowsy mind rallied against her thoughts and memories as her eyelids became heavy and finally settled firmly down, willing her body to sleep and give it the respite that was required after difficult travel. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The morning brought her hunger, so she made her way to the hall where the great food had been enjoyed on the previous trip with her traveling companions. As it had been before, the food was steaming hot and delicious, with an array of eggs, meats, breads and cheeses. The aromas met her with force, and she delightfully chose from the wide spread, out on a buffet display for all guests. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Annabelle! You are set ahead of us already.” Sir Edward greeted her heartily as he passed by on his way to the head of the buffet table. “I remember all of this being utterly divine from our previous visit. It all looks and smells just as wonderful for this visit as well.” He nodded happily as he moved through the line, piling his plate high with everything. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh Dear Cousin, I did manage to oversleep, I think.” Margaret fussed at herself as she briefly sat down with Annabelle and eyed her plate. “You have done a wonderful job with the offerings. Edward is correct. The inn feeds every guest very well. What a pleasurable morning!” She stood up and giggled on her way to the buffet table. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle returned to her breakfast, making up for lost time with only the bare bit of snacks that they had eaten in the carriage while traveling. She watched in amusement as Edward circled back around a second time to then see if he could fit more food atop his plate. Margaret settled in for only one run through the line and joined Annabelle with her fare. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t think that I could have traveled one more day,” Margaret lamented, stretching her body as best she could. “One cannot argue that carriage travel is wholly without its merits, as Sir Edward informed us. Yet, my body is complaining a great bit today.” She sighed and took a large bite of her eggs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you sleep well enough, Cousin?” Annabelle stole a playful glance at Margaret. “Or were you perhaps up slightly later than I in conversation with Sir Edward, by chance?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret scoffed, “Surely not. I needed as much beauty sleep as you, and I probably needed more. How tired do I look at this moment?” She smiled, still somewhat sleepy, as she took another solid bite of her breakfast. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, don’t fret, Margaret, as if you could present in an unattractive manner if you tried.” Annabelle lightly tapped her cousin’s arm and arched an eyebrow. It was to be expected- a beautiful woman who goes to bed sleepy, still wakes up a beautiful woman. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why, I appreciate such a compliment from you, Annabelle. I feel better already!” Margaret sighed and chewed again on a bite of meat. “I will be feeling very full, momentarily, cousin. You, however, I see eat delicately and with intention. I ought to try that, as well.” She eyed Annabelle as she took careful bites and chewed thoughtfully. “Does it taste better if I were to eat it like that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle smiled fully again with her mouth full. She could only nod and wiggle her eyebrows at her cousin in response. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the two women continued to dine together, Sir Edward made his way at last to their spot at the long table, balancing his miles high plate of food very precariously. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I say! It is a miracle that I made it here with this fine feast ready to jump ship and land on the ground all around us.” His hearty laughter aided in waking the two women up slightly more than before. They smiled in unison at his remarks. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sir Edward, you bring a smile to my face every day. Thank you for such charm and wit.” Annabelle flashed a beautiful smile across the table at her cousin’s amore. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret joined in with her giggles. “Sir Edward, you are a delight. My cousin speaks the very truth about you. We enjoy your pleasurable travel companionship.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ladies, ladies, please. If I blush too much or lose my train of thought here, I shan’t be able to finish all of my treasured food.” Edward rumbled in laughter as he dove in with a large wooden spoon, first into the mashed potatoes that he had taken upon his plate in large heaps. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once all three were fully fed, it was off to explore the grounds around the inn. As such, Annabelle still had trouble walking past the location of the dancing and made a small attempt to push the memories of William from her mind once again. Was he already back to the cottage by now? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward explained on their stroll again about William’s character as a man and what he knew of him as a friend. He firmly believed, he emphasized to Annabelle, that William was a man who did not give up, and that he would soon be joining the three of them at the inn. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “All will be well, Ladies. Do not worry too much, Lady Annabelle. I feel strongly that Lord William has been very successful on his business trip. He will return to the cottage, find my rather well-worded note, and make haste to join us here soon enough. At this time Lady Annabelle, should you feel that anything needs put to rights- my friend shall do so. Of this, I feel comfortable in promising you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward huffed along as his full stomach was burdening him somewhat from strolling around at a faster pace. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle and Margaret were strolling easily, arm in arm, content to listen to Edward espouse the finer points of Lord William’s character and intentions, as he saw them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was doing a proper job of entertaining them, and Annabelle felt slightly more relaxed as he continued on about how he first came to meet Lord William along with the inherent pressures on them both as men to carry on the family legacies and estates. It did all sound awfully cumbersome to both Annabelle and Margaret. Life in the ton was decidedly different for them men of status than it was for the women. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sir Edward? Do you find that men are under greater pressure in the ton to perform and deliver as men are largely expected to do when women are not?” Annabelle put the question delicately to Sir Edward, but her tone implied that she was genuinely and deeply curious as to the answer. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret added, “Why yes, I am rather interested in the answer in your opinion, Sir Edward. Both my cousin and I are very capable women, but we both understand that you and Lord William were given fairly strong directives from your fathers. Do you find it terribly awful?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sir Edward shook his head, “No, it is not terribly awful, but it is simply to be expected and that is that. Once a man is of age in the ton, this is simply what we know to do. If we were to flat out refuse, which I have thus far dodged but still kept my beloved hobbies, who knows what would become of me in my father’s eyes? Naturally, Lord William’s father is a different man, but the expectations are rather stuff for him. He carries the burden of needing to be both successful, composed and a man of proper stature. This is why he stands so strongly in protecting your honor, Lady Annabelle.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle smiled softly. “I know that he cares much for how I am in the ton and what is said of me. I feel better, as well, knowing that he cares as he does. I simply do not want to give him cause for doubt, however.” She allowed the remark to stay in between her and Sir Edward to see if he responded in kind with any sort of reference with regard to the discussion in the study with his friend, not knowing she had overheard it all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sir Edward paused for a moment before responding, “I believe that you and your honor matter to him at such great levels, Lady Annabelle, that Lord William would offer his life to protect you should such a time ever arise. Of course, I do not anticipate such a time, but if it were to occur, he would know how to satisfactorily defend you in all ways.” His tone grew somber. “Love can mean that one has to make permanent sacrifices.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle stole a smile of understanding to her cousin, and Margaret winked. Sir Edward was toning down the humor for a moment, which was sweet and not much like his usual demeanor. They waited briefly as he continued on regarding his thoughts on men working and raising families in the ton. By this time, they had made a couple of complete rounds nearer to the dance area and back out around within the woods. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle doggedly kept up a brisk pace while gently tugging her now less-motivated cousin along. They paid respectful attention to their resident guest speaker as he waxed poetically about what a fine man he believed Lord William to always be- a man amongst men, as he put it. In the ton, there were all kinds of people, he spoke plainly. William was the sort of friend that one would do well to hold onto, come what may. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ladies, I hate to put a stop to such fantastic speaking for your benefit, but we are back to the inn and my back is telling me that I need to be sitting down once more. Let me read to you a bit of a tale to pass more time here. Perhaps you know of this role of the man, Rasmus, and his protege from another world? It is a fantastical voyage for them both, and this story tells of a being’s utter devotion to a human being who departs her mortal body for another celestial one. Lady Annabelle, with your love of the stars and the sky, this mystical tale might be just for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As they all dropped into their respective spots at the table, with no other company than themselves, Sir Edward fished out a small leather-bound volume from within his waistcoat. He cleared his throat dramatically and began to read from the middle of the text. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was phase two of the dreamworld. Oh, how lucky Saschia was now, because she was lying, languidly, on a dark red and velvety settee. Come to think of it, phase two of the dreamy nightmare was much better than phase one. For one thing, she was completely naked, and her body felt like it had experienced the most luxurious deep tissue massage available in dream sequences. Her skin was so smooth and soft, and there was no sign whatsoever of any blood or battered bones. No leftover feeling of pain was in that room or in that naked body on the settee. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was in a dark wood-paneled library room. There was a row of bookshelves that stretched up to the ceiling with every row except the bottom one, lined with candles of assorted heights in exquisite candelabras and individual bronze candle holders. The bottom shelf contained large volumes with leatherbound magical covers, embossed with gold lettering in a foreign language. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps they held the knowledge of the stars,” Annabelle exclaimed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That would define magic to you, would it not, Annabelle?” Edward teased before continuing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This was a much better location for her within the confines of her mind and those dreadful dreams from the tunnel. Here, she was a queen. Here she was safe. Now, she only needed to find her rescuer. Where did the creature from the tunnel go? It was only proper for a goddess queen to thank her savior. If the being was her savior, that is. After all, in these types of scenarios, it was just as likely that whoever or whatever had seemingly saved her from the tunnel could just as easily be something or someone that was determined to keep her a kept woman. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Exciting and frightening all at once,” Annabelle proclaimed as she was drawn deeper into the story. Those around her smiled with indulgence as the story continued, despite her interruption. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She brought her hands to her face and gently stroked her cheeks. No tears and no cracked skin were felt underneath her fingertips. Her cheeks felt plump and pleasant, like an infant’s little cheeks. Her fingertips brushed lightly along her lash line, only to find that her eyelashes seemed to be twice their normal length.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She continued up to her hairline and brought her fingertips down through the most silken and curly hair that ever had made its way upon a human woman’s head. As Saschia drew in her breath slowly and deeply with such a calm air, her fingertips brought her beautiful, curly and now completely black hair around to rest on one side of her chest, covering only one breast demurely and strategically. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This was divine, as sure as anything could be so magnificently divine and heavenly. But when she looked down right next to that settee she was sitting upon was a table with three items on it. The first thing that caught Sachia’s eye was the mirror. It was a beautiful antique, pewter mirror like a little girl would imagine that Cinderella had once she was fully a princess. Lying next to the mirror was a single, bronze key that was far too large to seemingly work in any sort of traditional lock.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The final object was a golden pocket mirror that almost looked as if it were a massive heart-shaped locket without an accompanying chain for one to wear it. Saschia reached over and clasped the pocket mirror, bringing it up close to her eyes. She turned it to and fro, searching for some kind of recognition of it. It felt as if she should know where this treasure had come from, but yet, she had no idea, whatsoever. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With a careful popping sound, she pried the small clasp on the side open with her other hand very gingerly. As she extended her arms so as to comfortably view the inner contents, her breath caught from deep within her throat, and an audible rush of hot breath escaped her mouth. Her ears picked up on the quietly somber notes of an ancient and classical piece of music floating around the entire space as her eyes took in the effervescent and painfully beautiful face looking back at her from the pocket mirror. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How do you feel, my love?” The deep baritone voice soothed her ears alongside the strains of the strings within the mysterious song emanating from what had first appeared to be an unused phonograph across the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The pocket mirror fell suddenly into her very naked lap as she pulled back, startled, into the safety of the settee and somehow grasping a black velvet throw blanket at her feet, with which she covered herself in an instant. Her eyes sharpened their gaze upon the man now seated across from her who had calmly folded his hands into his lap. His all-black satin suit fit his tall stature, falling perfectly across his broad chest and complimenting his salt and pepper hair, coiffed perfectly around his ears. The slight five o’clock shadow of a beard drew one’s immediate attention to his full and curved lips which held a slight peachy tint to them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is it a ghost or the devil?” Annabelle could not stop the question from slipping from her lips. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must wait and see,” Edward replied with patience. “You may be surprised at the ending.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t be afraid,” he soothed her with an accent that sounded very likely to be an Eastern European lilt. The pulsing shock in her heart turned into a humming feeling from deep within her chest. The look in his iridescent silver-blue eyes was gentle and unassuming, and she felt slightly embarrassed at the blush that rose up on her cheeks. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The calm stranger leaned back slightly in the armchair. “You are in much better condition than when I first found you in the tunnel.” His words rushed into her ears and traveled down into the bottom of her feet. She had to remind herself that he was actually speaking to her directly, and she should respond to him politely. But the sentences that he was speaking to her had the air of telepathy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I…I…,” Sachia’s scratchy voice sounded completely foreign to her as she struggled to get a complete sentence to come together. This was horrific. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t fret over this, my darling.” The man’s voice caressed her entire soul. “It is highly anticipated that you should still not feel entirely comfortable just yet.” He tilted his chin down a bit and regarded her from beneath long lashes that matched her own. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered now in a voice that took on the characteristics of someone that this man must surely know very well. “I don’t feel very much like myself at the moment- whoever that might be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I understand this about you.” The man breathed in deeply and deepened his gaze. “Were you very surprised with the image that you saw in the pocket mirror? Do you recognize that woman? Your beauty is exquisite, my love. Were you shocked?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saschia was suddenly keenly aware that the pocket mirror was nestled within the softness of her inner thighs. She self-consciously reached carefully underneath the throw blanket with her left hand and brought the treasure out to be examined by both parties in the room. “What is this?”  Everything inside of her body was responding to this man and his voice with the exact reply of one lover to another lover. What in the name of all that was gothic was happening to her now? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “When I found you there, in the tunnel, the source of your earthly pain had very clearly followed you into this world, and I could not leave you there alone to suffer any longer. Your cries tore through my soul from many miles away. I got to you as quickly as I could, because I was very far from the tunnel when this event took place. Your kind is a rarity for this realm, you see.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This realm. What…I don’t understand what you mean. I’m sorry. It’s just…nothing right now makes any earthly sense to me.” Saschia pulled a frightened breath into herself and allowed slow tears to roll from her eyes, partially clinging to her long lashes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh! Do tell us if he is evil!” Annabelle cried out with exasperation. “I cannot take much more of this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is almost done, dear Annabelle. Do not be distraught. You of all others will understand soon enough,” Edward vowed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With a further enhancement of his smile, the stranger nodded slowly. His lips remained closed and pursed slightly. “That would be because you are most certainly not in an earthly realm. Everything here is extremely foreign to a human being, and for this reason, I would like to gently introduce you to its occurrences and guidelines so as to not startle your senses any further. You have been through a lot, and your body and being were in a tortured state.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saschia nodded and looked chagrined. “That was almost the worst thing that I had ever felt before in my entire lifetime. My insides were burning up. It was such an awful pain.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The stranger nodded. “It was difficult to watch you writhe as you were, and I needed to remove you from the site of your entry into this realm immediately. The tunnel is not kind to those who have suffered within their mortal worlds and bodies. You were being fed upon, to be frank. Your own pain was setting off the feeling of those who never escaped the tunnel and amplifying itself inside of you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Fed upon?” Saschia shuddered. “I can vouch for the fact that it definitely felt that way to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, my love. As I neared you, it was very clear that you were extremely close to disappearing forever. I am most pleased that I was able to get to you in time. If I had been only moments later, I fear that your essence would have been utterly decimated. This is the way of many who never make it out from those confines and closer to where you are now with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saschia swallowed dryly and coughed slightly. “My body feels strange now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This time, the stranger's iridescent eyes sparkled with laughter, and he chuckled softly. The sound danced within the air and enveloped her in every sense. She felt a very familiar soothing quality as she had from the breath from the creature in the tunnel. “You were the creature? You were whatever removed me from the tunnel?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I was that entity.” The stranger crossed one long leg over the other, keeping his hands clasped in his lap. “That is the vessel that I choose most often when I am from outside of my home here. Welcome, Saschia. Welcome to my home. It is now yours, as well. I want to share with you that you are not a prisoner here. You are my guest, my love.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t feel at all familiar anymore,” Saschia struggled to articulate what her body and mind were churning out. “I’m sorry. It’s just that I don’t even look like myself, anymore. This hair and these eyelashes and my skin- what happened to me? Whose body is this?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The stranger stood up, unassumingly and crossed over to the settee, gently seating himself by her feet. “It is not a body, Saschia. It is only a vision. What I see when your soul speaks with my soul. What you saw in the pocket mirror is how your soul shows itself in this realm. Whether it is housed in the vessel that you were used to back in your mortal life on earth or not, in this room: you are as simply luxurious and perfect as what you saw in the mirror.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sir Edward paused and smiled at Annabelle, “It is quite a tale, and Rasmus is quite remarkable, is he not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret appeared transfixed by the writing and could only nod appreciatively even though the question was not directed at her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle smiled knowingly, having recognized the remnants of the story from the intimate evening with Lord William, for which they had hidden the details of from Sir Edward and Lady Margaret. It was, truly, quite the tale, she thought to herself, smiling- quite the tale, indeed. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    From the passage of the two day’s time, William returned, weary and missing Annabelle with great intensity. As he entered the cottage, it felt eerily quiet. Where had his guests gone off to? With a search both upstairs and down, he returned to the drawing room and found no one there, either. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is this now?” He growled to himself. He turned and looked around with a return to his study, where a hastily scribbled note rested on his desk. “Nothing left for me but a single note? And what am I to make of such a note?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With his eyes scanning, line by line, William’s countenance grew clouded. Lady Katherine was a dark force in the ton now, making her way to his property and upsetting his fiancee? This was not going to stand, yet no one was left in the cottage for him to argue with about the matter. What was he to do now about this debacle? Anger filled every ounce of his body as he ran his hand through his hair in frustration. He could not lose Annabelle, and clearly, Lady Katherine had succeeded in driving her away, right along with Margaret and Edward. He was now out here, largely on his own. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A flurry of movement outside caught his peripheral vision for a moment, and then a rap on the front door drew him in a quick stride to whip it open. There, sparkling with evil and wit, stood Lady Katherine. William did not even bother to speak at first, only stepping aside as she slithered inside by smooth steps and turned her sneering smile on him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord William, you are so perturbed yet again. Whatever can be the problem this time? Perhaps, you have been taken by Lady Annabelle and her alleged reputable standing in the ton, only to find that she isn’t so wonderful after all, eh?” Her voice had a singing quality to it that drove William’s brain to near madness as his eyes narrowed in on her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Katherine, I cannot imagine why you are here, uninvited, without even your chaperone? Are you hoping to cause a stir once more in the ton?” William lowered his voice. His eyes indicated his displeasure, but Lady Katherine pretended as if she did not see the flash of anger in them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing like that, Lord William. I was simply desiring to relay to you that my family, too, has an issue with whom they think I should marry. And, your family has an issue with whom they think you should not marry, correct? My family insists on me marrying an older man, do you imagine?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     I have not even met this man, and I know that I would be utterly miserable. Then I thought of you! You are here alone, now, I see? No, Lady Annabelle then? Why, you know, I thought that I saw her enter a carriage with that scoundrel, Marcus Stirling, you know the man? Did she take off with him, hmm?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William was seeing red to the place of imagining that Lady Katherine’s voice had virtually performed a real hissing sound as she wove her saucy words for him. The vile nature of this woman knew no bounds. Having the note in his hand, he stood in awe of her lies as she continued to babble on about how a lord such as himself with such land holdings ought to be with a woman who could be the best for him- a woman like her, of course. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord William, I am merely trying to tell you of the sorts of things that might be on the wagging tongues of those in the ton where it concerns one Lady Annabelle. If it were me, I would desire to know of such feedback. It reflects on a man, the woman that he chooses to be with. Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William icily responded, “And what man speaks to how you are, Lady Katherine?” It was more out of character than not, and Lady Katherine responded by raising not one but both eyebrows and sneering all together. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord William, that was not like you. I may have become a thorn in your side with my accurate observations. Is that it? You aren’t interested in knowing of the things alleged about Lady Annabelle?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Katherine, you truly amaze with the level that you will stoop to attempt to ruin Lady Annabelle. I know full well that she did not run off with Marcus Stirling. If you must know, you are the very last woman that I would ever consider marrying. Your nature and your mouth are the ugliest thing within this ton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Katherine’s mouth fell open.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “Lord William, you forget yourself! As you and I are both very well aware, the ton can be extremely unforgiving. I am a fine woman to have in this case. I can handle myself well. You need not insult me in such a manner. I shall pretend as if you did not say it, then. You are sensitive about Lady Annabelle. After all, it was you who was first found with her that evening, alone and unsupervised, when the gaggle of people came upon you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William drew his lips tight and responded curtly, “I am sure that you found that scintillating even though nothing improper took place. Lady Annabelle merely had her dress unfortunately ripped. She was not being improper, and I was not, either. The engagement is to be expected to preserve her honor, and I am a man who does the proper thing. Ton or not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not think that I forget myself at all, Lady Katherine. You will now see yourself out and leave my property at once!” William took one firm step in the direction of the door and gestured defiantly to Lady Katherine, who with a beet-red face, exited the cottage with her own angry steps until she was out of sight. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With the closing of the front door, William quickly ascended the stairs to his quarters and began to hurriedly get his clothing and belongings into his bag. There was not a moment left to lose, for he had to get to Annabelle before her own thoughts and the raging gossip of the ton destroyed their love for good. As he paused briefly to regard the bed where his need for her had come so close to possessing him to the point of full consummation, his lips stretched across his face, and he set his jaw determinably. Lady Katherine was not going to have the last word in his love for Annabelle. Not if he had anything to say about it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As he strode down the hall, he stopped again and viewed the room that Annabelle had been spending her time in. The time that she had been there when she wasn’t in his arms. This was a woman who had experienced enough already. The merciless nature of Lady Katherine was nothing new, but she had fallen to great depths in order to destroy the woman that William loved.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After every struggle and every night together- after every moment of watching Annabelle’s face light up whenever she talked of her great passion for astronomy, he simply could not allow the rumors and the nature of either the ton or Lady Katherine to remove his love from his life. From one taught moment to the very next- not the least of which was his parent’s ardent refusal to approve of his engagement, he had been on a roller coaster with Annabelle. They both deserved to be happy with each other. He was not going to permit life in the ton to rob him of Annabelle’s love. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As darkness fell, William made arrangements with the carriage driver to be ready at first light. It was going to be one more long night in the cottage, so he made himself comfortable in the settee downstairs in the study. The cottage was eerily quiet with himself as the only guest. His sleep was not restful as his mind clicked through the first time that he had ever met Annabelle, how her fire and her spirit had enamored him even when Edward could see it before he could himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There were just no other women like Annabelle, not only in the ton, but he dared to guess- anywhere in the world. She possessed a countenance of a woman with greater wisdom than her years, along with a beautiful visage and a beautiful soul. It had been a slow development for him to realize the depth of his feelings for her, but Annabelle had still responded in kind when the moments had called for her to do so.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The passion that they had for one another both pleased and obsessed him at times. As he tossed and turned on the settee, William’s mind felt out of sync with Annabelle being so far from him. Was she safe? Did she miss him as well? On the other side, perhaps she was terribly angry with him? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a night without the respite that he needed, but as sunlight broke through the window the following morning, William rose with some new vigor and intent on getting back to his love. It seemed as if years had passed since the group had journeyed first to his parents and then ever so quickly to his cottage upon the rather chilly reception by his parents.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     The peace of his property out in these woods was an enjoyable getaway from anything and everything related to life in the ton. He couldn’t hide from his responsibilities, though. The love between Annabelle and himself went far beyond any need for him to marry her due to being caught in a room with her so many weeks ago. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As he exited the cottage, William called out to his carriage driver. “Ready, my good man?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The carriage driver tipped his hat to William and gave him time enough to properly situate both himself and his luggage in the carriage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We got a solid day a’ weather, Lord William! I’ll keep the horses steady as she goes and try to make the best time to your destination as I can. It’s back to the inn again?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, back to the inn. If we can make haste, then this will suit me wonderfully. There is a very beautiful and intelligent woman there that I must win back.” He regretted sharing the complete sentiment to the carriage driver, but he didn’t need to be concerned, after all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ay, Lord William, you have a beautiful woman indeed. Hold on to her, Sir!” The carriage driver then grew quiet, perhaps also regretting the length and personable nature of his response, as well. With no further comment, the driver clicked his tongue and snapped the reins, urging the horses out onto the path. With a creaking of the wheels, the carriage began to pick up speed towards its destination- an inn and a beautiful, passionate woman. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the grace of Edward’s proper planning, the note that he left for his friend was detailed in letting William know that the party of three would be staying over at the same inn where the group had broken the trip up while traveling out in the first part of the journey. This allowed for sufficient time, given the firm instructions that William gave his carriage driver, to provide for luck and masterful intervention in catching up to everyone in time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was still many miles, and William spent the better part of the time running every memory of Annabelle in his arms until he could hardly stand to still be in the carriage and not with her. His impatience knew no bounds, and he urged his carriage driver, to within reason, make the horses run faster. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the very moment that his carriage rumbled its way to the inn, he was exhausted and so relieved to see Edward first outside, waving him over and then Margaret, as both excitedly told him that Lady Annabelle was very much not herself, clearly missing him as much as he had missed her. Bowing out to his desire to have a very private moment with his lady love, Margaret and Edward, with heartfelt smiles and encouragement, left William to the task of finding Annabelle in her room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Truly, Lord William,” Margaret addressed him formally with a genuine smile, “I do believe that Annabelle has not felt herself since we arrived here. She might not tell you so, but even with the nature of Lady Katherine’s deceit, she still possesses the same feelings for you as ever.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward patted his arm and added, “The ton can get to the best of us. You just need to have a good talk with your lady, William. I am confident that you can help her to come around to you once more. She has not deserved all of the vile issues from Lady Katherine, and we cannot blame her for finally reaching the last of her patience, can we?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William responded thoughtfully, “As always and forevermore, Edward, your points are both pertinent, as well as very wise and kind. I do want only the opportunity to make sure that Annabelle understands full well how much I care for her and want to provide and protect her- from Lady Katherine and whatever or whomever else might come to pass.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Katherine vexes all of us,” Margaret shook her head woefully as Edward joined in. “She cannot let people be in a good place in their minds and hearts, because she is so ugly in her own heart. She wishes to spread her misery everywhere that she can.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was a most rushed journey here, William, but the ladies insisted on exiting your premises should Lady Katherine decide to make another appearance. I don’t know that we even know what became of the dreaded basket, either.” He smirked. “I wouldn’t touch anything that Lady Katherine had purchased or cooked herself. The woman might very well poison the lot of us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret shuddered. “Oh, Edward- what a thought. She is evil enough to even think of it, I dare say.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William chuckled. “Let us not give any ideas out there for Lady Katherine to pick up on through some other nefarious means. Lest she be listening from anywhere right this very minute.” The three of them laughed lightly, but with a touch of unease. Edward glanced around as if the woman might pop up from behind one of the inn’s buildings. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We want to give you time with Annabelle. So, this time, we will make haste to provide a little privacy for you both. Edward, I do believe that you and I can take a walk around the grounds, correct?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, Lady Margaret. That is a splendid idea.” Edward offered his arm elegantly to Margaret, who giggled and accepted it gladly. “Let there be much walking for this fine evening.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Many thanks to you both.” William acknowledged their well-timed departure and set about locating the room where Annabelle was staying. He had forgotten about the labyrinth of hallways that housed the various wings of the inn. It took some time before he found the correct room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With a quiet knocking, he waited patiently for any sounds of movement from within the room. Annabelle’s voice called out, 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William kept his voice at a pleasant tone and responded, “It is I, Lord William.” True, it was very formal and not entirely necessary. However, in the event that anyone else was listening in the immediate vicinity, he did not want to bring any further strain to Annabelle. It was best to be more formal, to be safe. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “William?” There was a pause and then a shuffling sound from inside the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can I come in to speak with you briefly?” William maintained more decorum should anyone be within earshot. He heard the rattle of the doorknob as Annabelle wrestled with it before the door clicked open. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her eyes regarded him warily as he stood, smiling but calm. “I don’t know that we need to be speaking together or be seen together any longer, Lord William.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After allowing him in, only after a very prolonged silence before opening the door to find William standing there, Annabelle quietly made her way to the bed and sat carefully down. No one else needed to be there to explain to William how hurt she was with regard to the entire affair. He walked slowly to the bed and sat gently next to her, taking her hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “William, don't bother. I want to tell you that I release you from this engagement. You are now free to marry whomever you please. No drama is worth such treachery from Lady Katherine.” Annabelle’s voice sadly communicated her deepest despair as her eyes also provided William with more words that she was not saying to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Annabelle, don’t be this way. I don’t want to break from this engagement. I want to continue on with it. I wish to be with you, no matter what the ton thinks that it can throw at us, or Lady Katherine.” He offered a comforting smile, which seemed to upset Annabelle all the more. That was not the hope of his smile and holding her hand, but she shot him an angry stare. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are you on about then, William? You need not be so stubborn here! You and I are clearly not meant to be together. Just look at all of the trouble that follows me wherever I go. I cannot even come out to your private property in peace. We cannot be together without your parents clearly wishing the opposite.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I refuse to do that, Annabelle. I want to be with you. I insist.” William deepened his smile and held her hand more tightly. “It is you that I want to be with, always. I don’t intend on changing my mind on that point, no matter what you tell me today.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “William, I am hardly in the mood to be teased. You know of the horrible rumors that plague me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They matter not to me, Annabelle. I know of their fallacy.” William searched her face for the moment when she would believe his words completely, but found still her expression of disbelief. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How? How can you be so sure about the nature of the rumors?” Her face remained unconvinced. Her eyes were wet with tears, and William touched her face gently with his other hand. He gently brushed one errant tear that fell down her cheek. With that, she reached up and took his hand in her own. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I caught Lady Katherine in the middle of her web of lies, Annabelle. Her true nature revealed itself, naturally. I trust my feelings for you more than anything, and you are the best person that I know. Nothing and no one can change that for me. You must believe me and how much I love you so very deeply.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     William brought his fingertips to her chin and gently pulled her face to his, his lips searching in both love and passion for hers. He pulled her so near to him that her rapidly increasing heartbeat caused his own to speed up. Her hands took in every part of his body and pulled at his hair until his lips captured hers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle gave in to the kiss with ardent fervor, as if she had never known such a need existed. The kiss became an inferno of desire, filling them up yet leaving them wanting. William gently cupped her face in his hands, stared into her glowing eyes, and left a trail of kisses all over her face, eliciting sweet smiles from her which brought the greatest joy, having only just seen her so very upset. With gentleness and no rush, the next hours lent themselves to both experiencing the great comfort of sharing themselves with one another. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Taking no rush, William artfully undressed her, revealing her body an inch at a time. He reverently gazed upon her silky skin and ample bosom. The rosy peaks tightened as the cool air caressed them, causing William’s heart to race with desire. He discovered she was a treasure more valuable to him than he had imagined. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He took a moment to remove his own apparel, though he feared she would be frightened by the sight of a male figure. She did not flinch, as his body was revealed. Her gaze was intense and almost wickedly rapt. She lay upon the bed, not stoically or fearfully, but expectant. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle did not try to cover herself from his sight. She did not appear to fear his gaze, nor his hands upon her flesh. She was more apt to ask for more attention as she lifted her body against his roaming hands as he came back to her. Deep sighs of contentment escaped her lips with each caress. Her skin became warm to the touch and pebbled with excitement. A blush covered her from head to toe. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William marveled at such beauty and so much joy. Annabelle was not the type to lie unemotional. She was meant to be involved fully with every action. Her body showed her reactions as William covered every inch of it with his shaking hands. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her plump breasts, tiny waist, and rounded hips became his possessions. Annabelle gave them all freely. Her lips parted as if she was about to speak, yet only a moan was sent into the air, while her own hands wandered over the taut muscles in William’s chest and below to his rib cage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I could not stop now if a gun was held to my head,” he whispered into Annabelle’s ear. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would not allow it,” she replied with difficulty, as she could not get a full breath. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have dreamed of this time, yet I find I was not truly able to imagine how my emotions would come to change the reverence I feel. I fear I will not be capable of giving you as much happiness as I am receiving,” William confessed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you have dreamed of this moment once, then I have done so a thousand times. Touching you, in reality, is far more satisfying than an image in my head. Nothing in my lifetime has compared to this intimacy, and I know there is more to come. Do not forsake me,” Annabelle begged. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William’s lips found her neck and covered it with soft kisses. He slowly moved downward to cover more tender flesh and illicit moans and clutching hands. The more he tasted, the more he desired Annabelle. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle’s sighs of pleasure gave him every indication that he would need to be with her completely. It was impossible to change their fates. They had lost themselves in ecstasy. Each kiss demanded they consummate their union. Neither held back their words of love and desire. Whispers and needs fell upon listening ears. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle’s fingers dug gouges out of William’s strong back, forcing him closer. His heavy body laid upon her delicate one so that they were aligned, leg over leg, belly against belly, and chest against chest. Her softness welcomed his muscular build. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you certain, my love?” William asked one more time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of you? Yes!” Annabelle cried out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Slowly and reverently, William guided their bodies, and they became one. He was careful of Annabelle’s innocence. Pausing when necessary so that he did not cause pain. More than anything, he wished her to remember this moment with love and joy rather than fear and pain. William gave every part of himself to Annabelle and she to him. Everything else was forgotten, and only their love for one another remained. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sighs, caresses and whispers spoke of their love. No dream could ever compare to reality. No one would be able to take this from them. They belonged as one, and their bodies rejoiced in that fact. They cried out their fulfillment into the otherwise empty room, filling the quietness with their joy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once it was over, William held Annabelle in his arms. Tears of happiness fell upon their cheeks, but neither cared. Emotions were meant to be shown with those they loved, and no other word could express what they shared. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *********************************** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With the dawn of the following day upon them, William and Annabelle joined Edward and Margaret for brunch to collect themselves and their next travel plans together. As they chatted more at ease now, the foursome was finding the food and the company all the more inviting. The foursome was surprisingly companionable. They almost hated the fact that they must resume their journey. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But resuming it was not a choice. It was a necessity. They were deep into conversation once the carriage began making the journey back through the ton. This, of course, made it all the more surprising when each looked up at a raucous bit of noise rounding the bend in the road.. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “William, I don’t know that I can always identify your family’s carriage just by sight, but might that be your parents there?” Edward had paused with a bite about to go in his mouth and the utensil just seemed to hang in the air as his eyes took in the speedy carriage pulling up. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle and Margaret made their way to the sight with widened eyes, as well. From out of the carriage, William watched as his parents hastily righted themselves in their stances and briskly walked over to the party of four. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I simply cannot imagine what they are about to say,” Margaret giggled into her handkerchief while Annabelle shot her a particular type of look. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh my dear, William,” his mother very nearly wailed as she sank exhaustedly into the nearest chair to him. Out came her fan as a spectacularly fervent fanning took place, and his father eyed him with great interest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is this?” William wrinkled his brow. His eyes went back and forth from one parent to the next. “I desire no other arguments on my engagement. I must tell you now. I am in love with Annabelle, and we will be married. That is that.” He paused and waited for the backlash, but it did not show. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why, of course not!” It was a chorus of both his mother and father which brought a small smile to Annabelle’s face, having previously been the subject of their intense doubt over her value as William’s future wife. “No, this is simply the latest in the horror of Lady Katherine. For she has taken flight- presumably with Marcus Stirling to be together. Can you even picture such a thing? Her family is terribly worried for they had promised her to another man. And, as you know, Marcus Stirling is a married man! We have joined the hunt to find her- just to help her parents, of course.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William couldn’t be sure, but it looked slightly as if his parents were gleeful at the thought of catching up to Lady Katherine. What an odd turn of events this was, indeed, he thought, as he watched their delighted but excited expressions. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady Annabelle, I must apologize to you, as well. We firmly support this engagement now. Do forgive us for the previous thoughts, but you know, life in the ton has a way of making many of us into doubters even when it isn’t fair. Please accept our apologies. We would love to have you in our family.” William’s mother reached for Annabelle’s hand and looked hopefully at her. Annabelle laughed lightly and nodded both to her and to William’s father. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think that we can all move on from this. That is my hope.” Annabelle’s voice was so full of emotion that tears came to the eyes of everyone at the table. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is such a silly rumor, stealing or anything else. We trust in you, and we trust in our son. Please forgive us completely.” The duke bowed his head slightly for the events that had bothered them all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course I will,” Annabelle smiled fully. “I would be happy to move on from this alongside both of you and William.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Margaret beamed at Edward and Edward beamed back, Annabelle allowed herself a full smile between herself and William whilst his family looked on. The admission and discussion brought peace where there had been strife, and for this, all were pleased. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is cause for great celebration.” William’s father smiled genuinely at Annabelle and shook his son’s hand firmly. “And now, the date shall be set!” With that, the group set about discussing the plans for planning out the nuptials. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    William looked round at the pleased participants in his life with Annabelle, as each chatted happily amongst themselves on the topic of the wedding. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “William, dear, can we make a small request regarding the date? Would it be a terrible bother to wait or push from the date one week? Although she is not our favorite person in the ton, we did promise the family of Lady Katherine that we would aid in locating their daughter. Such a strange promise, but here we are!” The duchess held up her hands in disbelief, but looked expectantly at her son’s facial expression as he nodded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have the expedited license,” he pointed out as Annabelle raised an eyebrow. “That was the business that I was away attending to when Lady Katherine tried her best to foil you with Margaret.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Aha, I see now.” Annabelle laughed and winked at Margaret and Edward. “That was a very important business, William. It is very good that you attended to it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A collective murmur of agreement went round as the duke and duchess nodded as well. Edward gave a handshake to William in congratulations. As the group continued on with the happy planning, it was decided that the lot of them could gather up all of their belongings and get back to the estate of William’s parents on the proposed time for the ceremony, Lady Katherine locating aside. With a flurry of activity, each party gathered up all belongings, and the carriages made their way out onto the road back. Although the trip had seemed to be utterly long once coming to William’s cottage, it rather traveled more quickly with a wedding on the horizon for this trip. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As all wedding preparations flowed to and from the estate, Annabelle found herself becoming terribly excited at the thought of finally being wed to William. Her dress was of the finest white satin on the day and her beautiful visage and piled hair atop her head brought many a murmur of admiration as all gathered in their appropriate spots. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle viewed the guests from her vantage point, with Margaret by her side. “This all came together so beautifully. It is such a day to remember, is it not, cousin?” She beamed at Margaret, who was beaming at her as well as shooting smiles over to Edward, not far off from them. “I do believe that you look to be about as happy as another engaged woman. Am I correct?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret released a torrent of her trademark giggling. “Why, yes, dear cousin? Edward has made his intentions known, and I have said yes! However, today is your day, not mine. Lest we pull any attention away from you and Lord William, we shall wait until later to make our formal announcement. I am devastatingly happy solely for you in this moment, Annabelle. It has been quite a journey to get here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle hugged Margaret closely to her, “I am so very happy to have you with me today.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What a magnificently beautiful day for you to wed, cousin.” Margaret surveyed the weather, seating and Edward with approval. “And, the horror of Lady Katherine has settled down, seeing as she is now forcibly wed to that old earl in Scotland, poor thing. This is a day for you to be so incredibly happy with William and all of us who have come out to celebrate your love.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle nodded sagely, “No one could speak truer words, Cousin. I wish only for you to be very happy. As I am sure that you will be with Edward and for the whole of the world and the ton to find a love like I have with William. Truthfully, we had to battle for this, but the love and our time together from now on will be worth every second of that effort. I do hope fervently that we shall both never see the evil Lady Katherine ever again!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret shivered. “Good riddance to that vile woman.” She arched her eyebrows playfully in Edward’s direction even as she voiced a shared opinion of Lady Katherine. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She will likely be rather miserable in Scotland!” Annabelle giggled, and Margaret joined in. “What will she do with no one to ruin there?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I have no doubt that she will find someone to go after.” Margaret shook her head ruefully. “Her ways will not disappear just because she is in another country. Let us hope that she learned her lesson in the ton, however. Even if words travel faster than the feet, true love for Lord William and Lady Annabelle has prevailed, nonetheless.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A quiet clapping of the hands together by Margaret came dangerously close to dissolving the bride to be and her maid of honor into a fit of giggles that might never end. Both women stifled their giggles as a guest or two turned their heads slightly to view the two. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Margaret, I must again tell you how pleased I am to know that you will be joining Edward as his wife. He adores you, to be sure.” Annabelle watched Edward as he waved to Margaret, who gave herself permission to quietly giggle once more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret sighed, “I am pleased that you, dear cousin, will never be far from my thoughts or from me at all since your husband to be is best friends with my husband to be! This works out wonderfully for us both. How lucky are we?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The two women linked arms as more guests filed in and found their seats. William, for his part, was making his way to his place at the end of the aisle, and Annabelle regarded her fiancé adoringly. They had made it through trials and tribulations meant to undo their love for one another. They had bested an evil villain in Lady Katherine, dodged the gossip circuit of the ton, managed family ties and kept their closest friends and cousins nearby all the while. It had been a great challenge and journey for them and those that they held dear to them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As she viewed the walk to her husband to be, Annabelle smiled, and she could see he returned one to her. He looked so very dashing in his fine suit. Closest to him, the duke and duchess sat proudly, speaking quietly to one another as they surveyed the entire group of guests and their dapper son. With a smile and a wave, the duchess gestured to Annabelle and blew a kiss. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I should say now that you have completely won over your in-laws,” Margaret laughed as the duke caught his wife blowing the kiss. “They have come around completely, haven’t they?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annabelle sighed, “Thankfully, they have, and I can say confidently that they are lovely people as well. I can’t blame them entirely for being reticent. The ton does have that power, as the duchess pointed out, to drag so many through the river of gossip and chat. They did the best that they could, and now, we have moved on together, as I had wished for.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Margaret retrieved her fan and began to fan herself lightly. “I do hope to get along so very well as you do when it comes to Edward’s family. It does make a great difference when it is good. He is so important to me, and I truly desire the approval from his family in kind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t fret over it, Cousin. You are a lovely woman, and Edward loves you without bounds. It should follow then that his family will love you just as much. And I will be so happy to be a part of your day when the date is set.” Annabelle lightly took the fan from Margaret and took to fanning herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Exchanging smiles between them one final time, Annabelle stepped forward as the string quartet began to play, making her way down the aisle to her husband and to their future together. Full of emotion, Annabelle could only will herself not to run to William to begin a new life as soon as possible as man and wife. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Can't get enough of Annabelle and William? Then make sure to check out the Extended Epilogue to find out… 
 
      
 
    How will a scandalous Lady’s departure to Scotland provide closure and relief to the other members of the ton? 
 
    How will Lady Annabelle react to the news about Lady Katherine’s arranged marriage? 
 
    How will Lady Katherine's actions with Marcus Stirling challenge societal norms? 
 
    Click the link or enter it into your browser 
 
    http://henriettaharding.com/william 
 
      
 
      
 
    (After reading the Extended Epilogue, turn the page to read the first chapters from “Taming the Beastly Duke's Desires”, my Amazon Best-Selling novel!) 
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    Taming the Beastly Duke's Desires 
 
    

  

 

   Introduction 
 
      
 
    The fiery Charlotte Evans never expected to return to Raven Valley, but when an unexpected invitation arrives from her aunt, she finds herself drawn back to the place where her love of plants and flowers was first kindled, a place of mystery and memories. Yet, amid nature's breathtaking charm, she becomes enmeshed in the enigma spun by her neighbour, the tempting Duke of Whitmore. When circumstances bring them scandalously closer, and a mystery unfolds… 
 
    Will Charlotte find a different side to the devilish man who at first called her a trespasser? 
 
      
 
    William Sinclair is a man with a secret past, and a desire to be left alone. Yet, when he encounters the alluring Charlotte trespassing on his land, his reclusive intentions are tested, and he finds himself at odds with burning thirst for solitude. As events take a dramatic turn, William discovers he can no longer rely solely on himself, and in Charlotte’s enticing company, he begins to realise he does not have to. 
 
      
 
    Can his forbidden desire bloom entwined with the malevolent blossoms of his past? 
 
      
 
    As Charlotte and William face their unexpected challenges together, can they put their differences aside, and find common ground, no longer as trespassers on one another’s land, but as trespassers on one another’s hearts? Against the backdrop of the secluded valley, where passion blooms on every side, Charlotte and William find an unexpected blossoming of sinful romance. However, will their lust's fragrance overpower the ghosts of yesterday and make what at first seemed impossible, possible? Or is it doomed to wither in time? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Northumberland, England  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Spring - 1813 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is this really the way to Ravenwood Manor?” Charlotte Evans called out, pulling down the carriage window and leaning out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The jolting of the carriage was becoming quite unbearable, and it had been almost an hour since they had passed the last signpost on the northern road, taking any number of ever more obscure turns as they went. She leaned further out as the carriage driver turned and nodded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is the way, Lady Charlotte. I thought you’d been here before,” he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte nodded. She had been there before, but it had been many years ago, when she was only a child. The countryside looked different, somehow–vast stretches of rolling moorland on every side, dotted with the occasional tree or lonely farm.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was unrecognisable now. In her childhood, her visits to Ravenwood Manor had been an adventure, but now, aged twenty-two, and still reeling from the tragic death of her parents, the journey was becoming burdensome. She had left Chatham–her father’s dukedom–almost a week ago, and her journey north had been long and tiring. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s been fifteen years since I was last here,” Charlotte replied, looking out across the moorland for anything remotely familiar. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’re coming to the head of the valley now, Lady Charlotte. A few more miles, then we’ll be there. I’ll be glad of a bed in the stables; so will the horses,” the carriage driver said. Charlotte pulled up the window and sat back in the compartment with a sigh. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She did not know why her father stopped coming to his ancestral home all those years ago–a falling out with his sister, Charlotte’s aunt, and then… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was such a strange business. He never spoke of it, but it’s been so long. And my aunt…what’s she going to be like after all these years? She was most insistent I come. Guilt, perhaps,” Charlotte said aloud, taking out the letter her aunt had sent her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It had arrived a month ago, offering Lady Margaret’s deepest condolences on the death of her brother and inviting Charlotte to stay with her in Northumberland. It had been a strange letter–the condolences formal, as though Charlotte’s aunt had shed no tears for the passing of her brother.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte had not particularly wanted to go. Her aunt was now a distant figure and had shown little interest in her since falling out with Charlotte’s father all those years ago. Charlotte’s life was in the south. She had supportive friends there, and the benefits of society all around her. Charlotte’s only family was her aunt.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And with no male relative to inherit her father’s estate and title following his death, Charlotte had found herself without any form of income. Her aunt’s invitation had come at just the right time, and Charlotte had rented her father’s estate to the member of parliament for Chatham, before making the journey north. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ll find Ravenwood Manor much the same as you remember it, I’m sure, and it’ll be such a delight to have you here. You can stay as long as you wish. We’ll be good company for one another. I remember just how much you adored the grounds and woods when you were a child,” her aunt had written, and Charlotte now read over the words again, reminded of the happy days she had spent at Ravenwood Manor as a child. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did love the grounds, especially the rose garden with its hundreds of perfumed blooms. And the strange wooden door leading through the wall into the woods where the bluebells carpeted the ground in spring. And the sunken ponds, where the air smelled damp and heady, and the rhododendrons grew with their towering mass of flowers. And…oh, it was beautiful, but…it won’t be like that now,” Charlotte said aloud to herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The eyes of a child always saw things differently, and it was perhaps for that reason she found nothing familiar in the landscape they were passing. Charlotte had grown up, and Ravenwood Manor now seemed a strange and unfamiliar place to be returning to.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She did not know what she would find there. Perhaps only lingering memories and the sense of a past she had long left behind. Both her parents were dead, her father having died within a few months of her mother, who succumbed to a dreadful fever. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But where else am I to go? she asked herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The answer was nowhere. Her aunt was the only family she now had, and with her father’s estate now let, Charlotte could do nothing but accept Lady Margaret’s invitation. The carriage was now trundling down a steep track, with hedges growing tall on either side.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Trees arched above, creating a canopy of dappled shade, and Charlotte remembered this being the route into the valley, a winding lane, now crossing a river, and following the course of the water. This was the River Raven, after which the manor was named. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I never understood why it was built so far away from anywhere. No wonder my father bought the estate in Chatham and left my aunt here,” Charlotte thought to herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As a child, the remoteness of the Ravenwood estate had seemed magical and otherworldly. But now, without the eyes of a child to see through, Charlotte could only think it lonely and isolated.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There would be no society here, no friends to call on, no balls to be invited to, and no salons in which to sit and take tea…even though she detested such things as a rule. But Charlotte would only have her aunt for company, and she feared the two of them might not get on. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m going to have to take a lot of walks,” Charlotte said to herself, and she could at least look forward to finding those many places she had played as a child, and discovering new ones, too. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte was something of a botanist, entirely self-taught, but still an expert on plants and their medicinal uses. In this, she had followed in her father’s footsteps. He had built a hothouse on their estate at Chatham and had collected all manner of exotic plants from around the world in his youth when he and Charlotte’s mother had made expeditions to the new world and the orient.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte had inherited her father’s love of plants, and it had been at Ravenwood Manor where he had first introduced her to the joys of plant collecting. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Every plant has a use, Charlotte. It’s just a matter of finding it,” he would say, and Charlotte had grown up learning all the different uses of the plants she found in the gardens, both at home and at Ravenwood Manor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The one saving grace of her move north was seeing the gardens again. Even if her aunt proved less than pleasant company, Charlotte knew she would have the gardens, woods, and moorland to walk about and discover plants both old and new. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The one saving grace in all of this,” she thought to herself, as the carriage followed the course of the river along the valley. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As it curved, Charlotte caught her first glance of Ravenwood Manor, framed between the tall oaks growing on the riverbank. It had not changed, even in all the years since she had last set eyes on it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The valley had a timeless quality to it, and the house was just the same. It was built of sandstone, with gable ends, and a wing on one side, built as an addition by Charlotte’s paternal grandfather. The roof was steep, with a dozen chimneys lining the ridge, and many of the windows were shuttered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It must be so lonely for my aunt. She’s a recluse, Charlotte thought to herself, as now the carriage pulled through the open gates and along the tree lined drive, sweeping onto the forecourt, which commanded a view across the garden to the hills beyond. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The valley of the River Raven cut through the moorland, creating a contrast between heather and woodland. The trees grew steeply on the valley sides, rising to make Ravenwood Manor almost invisible until an approach was made. It was like another world, secret and hidden away from prying eyes. The carriage driver jumped down from the buckboard and opened the door of the compartment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There we are, Lady Charlotte. Safely here,” he said, as Charlotte climbed down from the carriage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The air was sweet with the scent of the gardens. It was a damp, earthy smell, and Charlotte could hear the pleasant running of water in the river below the house. The last time she had stood there, she had been ten years old, and her aunt had kissed her with tears in her eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ll bring her back soon, won’t you, Archibald?” she had said, clutching Charlotte’s father’s hand as she spoke. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’ll see, Margaret. I’ve got a lot to think about,” he had replied. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte remembered the conversation vividly. Not because she had understood it, but for the opposite reason. She did not understand why her parents had never returned to Ravenwood Manor, even as her aunt had begged them to do so. But now she was here, a sense of familiarity came over her. What seemed to be another world once again became her world, as though the house and grounds had been waiting for her return. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s a strange place,” Charlotte said, as the carriage driver looked around him with interest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever known a house so remote as this,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At that moment, the door opened, and the once familiar figure of Charlotte’s aunt’s butler appeared. His name was Collingwood, and whilst he had aged considerably in the past fifteen years, he was still recognizable by his smile.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Charlotte, as I live and breathe, you’ve come back then,” he said, and Charlotte smiled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good day, Collingwood. How nice it is to see you again after all these years. I don’t think Ravenwood Manor looks any different to how I remember it. But I suppose we change, don’t we?” she said, and the butler nodded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We all change, Lady Charlotte, but Ravenwood stays the same,” he said, glancing back towards the house. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The carriage driver had unloaded Charlotte’s trunks from the carriage, and the kitchen boy now came running at Collingwood’s summons. Charlotte followed them into the house. As she stepped across the threshold, a familiar sound transported her back to her childhood.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the ticking of the grandfather clock in the corner of the hallway. It had belonged to her paternal grandmother, who had always prided herself on it keeping time, or so her father had always told her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She’d wind it up every morning at nine o’clock and stand here listening to it chime,” he had said. Now it chimed, just as it always had. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was four o’clock in the afternoon, and Charlotte stood listening to the familiar striking of the pendants. She smiled as the butler turned to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Her Ladyship winds it every day,” he said, reinforcing Charlotte’s memory of her father’s words. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is my aunt here?” Charlotte asked, for she had seen no sign of Lady Margaret, as now she looked around the familiar hallway, unchanged in all the years she had been away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The walls were lined with the same portraits. Her father and aunt when they were children, sitting with long forgotten dogs on the lawn behind the house, ancestors whose names had disappeared into obscurity, and a portrait of Henry VII. He had been monarch when the house and lands were gifted to Charlotte’s family for their siding with the king during the civil wars which ended the Plantagenet dynasty.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She’s resting, Lady Charlotte. I’m to make you comfortable, though,” Collingwood said, but Charlotte had no desire to rest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had been sitting in the carriage for most of the day, and she was keen to step out into the gardens and be reminded of that same familiarity she had now experienced in the house. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ll go out, I think. I won’t be long. But I want to…well, I want it to feel familiar,” Charlotte said, and the butler smiled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His hair was grey now, and he walked with a slight stoop. But Charlotte remembered when he would carry her on his shoulders around the house or lift her up into the apple trees to pluck the ripest fruits from the branches. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s good to have you back here, Lady Charlotte. The house…it’s missed you, though I’m surprised you don’t arrive with a young man in tow; if you’ll pardon me for saying so. I always imagined seeing you married,” he said, blushing a little, as Charlotte smiled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Collingwood. I don’t think I’ll be getting married,” Charlotte replied, shaking her head as she thought back to some of the disastrous reasons why marriage was not something she was immediately considering. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her parents had tried to introduce her to eligible young men, but more often than not, the expectations of these would be suitors did not match her own. There had been the time she had spoken lyrically and with great enthusiasm to the son of Lord and Lady Ashby about the various merits of snake venom. Suffice to say, he had not called on her the following day.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Then there had been the disaster with the Duke of Brentwood’s son, Oliver, whom Charlotte had insisted the giant water lily pads in her father’s hot house could support his weight. He had ended up floundering in the pond, soaked through, and had caught a cold from which he had barely recovered.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte had not heard from him again, either. She was, by her own estimation, not like other women, and whilst she tried her best to feign interest in balls and soirees, Charlotte’s true love lay in botany and the natural world. She was fascinated by it and would use any excuse to share her interest with others. Her audience did not always enjoy or appreciate her thoughts on botany, though. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, but perhaps…I’m sure you will, Lady Charlotte,” Collingwood replied. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But Charlotte was eager to be outside, and now she hurried to change her shoes and turn up the folds of her skirts, intending to make the once familiar walk through the gardens and into the woodland before returning to greet her aunt later on. Calling out her goodbyes to Collingwood, Charlotte stepped out into the garden, breathing in the fresh, damp air, and making her way around the back of the house. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s just as I remember it, she said to herself, delighting in the resurgence of memories. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was the tree her father had attached a swing to for her when she was six years old and there was the pond by which she and her mother would sit and picnic. The garden was in bloom, and everywhere she looked, flowers and plants were bursting into life: rhododendrons, roses, lilies, coneflowers, iris, lavender, in every colour imaginable.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pinks and purples, deep shades of reds and oranges, yellows and magentas. The scent was heady and intoxicating, and as Charlotte made her way further into the garden, it was as though she was stepping back in time to a moment when she was not yet grown up, not yet bloomed, and every possibility lay before her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I hadn’t realised what I was missing, she said to herself, feeling as though she, too, was blooming like the flowers in the garden. 
 
   

 
  
   Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, damn it, not like that. I can’t do it myself, tie it tightly,” William Sinclair exclaimed, as his servant, Rupert, tried to lace up his left boot. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, your Grace, it’s just…you need to move your foot this way,” the servant replied, indicating the easier position. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William gave an exasperated cry. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Damn it, Rupert. I can’t do it myself, can I? If I could, I wouldn’t have you crouching on the floor. It’s not my fault I can’t lace up my own boot, is it? If it wasn’t for that bloody Frenchman, perhaps I wouldn’t have to rely on you. Lace it up, quickly. Now, I want to go out. If I don’t move the damn thing, it’ll seize up,” William snarled, and the servant hurried to tighten the lace. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There we are, your Grace. It’s done now. Shall I help you? You can lean on me if you wish,” Rupert said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The day I lean on you, Rupert, is the day I accept defeat. I know you’re only trying to help me. You’ve been my loyal batman all these years, but I’ll do it myself. Do you understand?” William replied. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The servant straightened up, stepping back and nodding. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, your Grace,” he replied, as William took a deep breath and allowed the weight on his legs to balance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He clenched his teeth, breathing through the pain on setting his left leg equal to his right. It had been a war wound he got on the Iberian Peninsula fighting against the French. William was a decorated officer, but the injury at the hands of a French skirmish had brought his distinguished military career to an end.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ever since, William had lived with the pain of his injury, sustained from an errant gunshot during a skirmish, and every day he battled through the pain, insisting on walking on his injured leg, despite the advice of others not to do so. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ll only make it worse, William,” the army surgeon had said, but William was adamant. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was a stubborn man, used to getting his own way, and having retired to his Northumberland estate, William was now something of a recluse. Rupert had been his batman, his servant, his right-hand man, on the Iberian Peninsula and he, too, had returned to England following William’s injury.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was loyal beyond all expectation, and whilst William would not openly admit it, he could not do without him, the pain in his leg growing progressively worse with each passing day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ll be back later. Have something ready for me to eat,” William said, and Rupert nodded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, your Grace,” he replied, as William hobbled across the hallway. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had lived at Raven Grange for the past five years, becoming something of a recluse in that time, and living without staff or servants, apart from Rupert, in the glorious isolation of the Raven Valley. His nearest neighbour was Lady Margaret Sweeting, a recluse in her own right, the two of them having barely met, save on a couple of occasions when their paths crossed in the woods, or William rode past her carriage on the track by the river.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That was how he liked it, for William had no desire to make friends. He lived with his memories, still with that same discipline he had known in the military and determined not to allow his injury to get the better of him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ll have to help me on the steps,” William said, for he refused to use a stick, and now Rupert stepped forward, taking William by the arm, and helping him down to the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Raven Grange was a sprawling house, built at the head of the valley in the sandstone matching other dwellings on the moor. From the door of the house, William could see down the full length of the valley, across the woodlands, and above the chimneys of Ravenwood Manor. Smoke was rising from the chimneys, and William wondered what would become of Lady Margaret when she was too old to manage the isolation of her valley dwelling. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If I could get rid of her, I’d have the whole valley to myself, William thought to himself, as he walked across the flagstones at the front of the house, taking his usual path through the trees. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William was too stubborn to admit the pain his injury gave him. He did not even walk with a limp, preferring to endure the pain through gritted teeth, and refusing to show any sign of weakness, except in private to Rupert. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s not getting any worse. If I can do this walk each day, I’ll never admit defeat, he said to himself, taking the familiar path through the trees and following a stream leading to the river below. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the same walk every day, approximately three miles in length, and taking William just over an hour to complete. He enjoyed the solitude, the peace of the woodland, and a chance to reminisce about old times. He was thirty-three years old and resented the fact of his injury. William should still be fighting battles and leading men to victory.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He did not relish his life as it was, even as he had no choice in the matter, and lived as a recluse to avoid the awkwardness of explanation. In this, he was content, or so he told himself. Solitude, peace, reminiscence; that was what he wanted, and that was what he had. He had never married, nor did he court friendships of any kind.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rupert was his companion, and William spent his days reading and writing his memoirs in the study at Raven Grange. Apart from his walk, he did not go out, and he could not remember the last time he had encountered anyone but Lady Margaret in the valley. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And let it stay like that,” he thought to himself, as he made his way down the familiar path by the stream. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But as he came to the bottom of the hill, where the stream joined the river, William was surprised to see a woman, her skirts pulled up, her feet bare, stepping gingerly into the water. It surprised him, and he stared at her in astonishment. She had not yet seen him, and now she began to sing, her words familiar to him from his childhood. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How many kinds of sweet flowers grow
In an English country garden?
We’ll tell you now of some that we know
Those we miss you’ll surely pardon
Daffodils, heart’s ease and phlox
Meadowsweet and lady smocks
Gentian, lupin and tall hollyhocks
Roses, foxgloves, snowdrops, forget-me-nots
In an English country garden 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I wonder who she might be? She’s on my land as soon as she steps into the water, William said to himself, still watching, as the woman stepped gingerly down from the bank. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His eyes narrowed, watching her, and wondering what to do next. William did not take kindly to trespassers, and having never seen her before, he decided to scare her off. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte had been wandering in the gardens for over an hour, exploring all the familiar places she had once known, and delighting in the happy memories of that beautiful place. The door through the garden wall had taken her into the woodland, where tall trees grew above the mossy floor and ferns grew in abundance.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A path led down to the river, and Charlotte had remembered the place her father had taught her to swim when she was a child. There was a pool at the confluence between the river and a stream, deep and clear, its waters invitingly blue, and reflecting the dappled sunlight streaming through the canopy above. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isn’t it beautiful? Why did we stay away for so long? she asked herself, taking off her shoes and stockings, and intending to wade into the water. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had a mind to swim, though she thought her aunt would disapprove if she returned wet through to the house. As she had walked, Charlotte had hummed a tune her mother had taught her when she was a child. It was all about the garden, and now, as she stood at the water’s edge, she sang the words as best she remembered them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How many insects come here and go
In an English country garden?
We’ll tell you now of some that we know
Those we miss you’ll surely pardon
Fireflies, moths and bees,
Spiders climbing in the trees
Butterflies drift in the gentle breeze
There are snakes, ants that sting
And other creeping things
In an English country garden. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The words reminded Charlotte of her mother, and she smiled at the thought of all the happy memories she had of Ravenwood Manor and the valley. The water was icy cold, but pleasantly so on a warm day, and Charlotte waded a little further into the depths, contemplating whether to launch herself fully into the water. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I could just say I fell in, she thought to herself, but as she took another step forward, a shout from the far bank caused her to look up in alarm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The noise echoed through the trees, causing a flock of birds to rise into the sky. Charlotte saw a man, a tall man with a powerful physique. Muscular and handsome, with dark brown, almost black, hair, watching her from the opposite bank. His appearance was alarming. Charlotte had not expected to see anyone in the valley, and now she stared at him fearfully, as he shouted at her again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” he demanded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I…I’m not doing anything. It’s a hot day. I took my shoes and stockings off to wade into the water. I’ve been coming here since I was a child,” Charlotte replied, feeling suddenly defensive. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If anything, her question to him could be the same. The valley belonged to her family, and she had every right to be there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is that so? Do you mean you’ve been trespassing since you were a child?” he demanded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte shook her head. This was extraordinary, even as the man appeared livid with rage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m not trespassing. This is my family’s estate,” she retorted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not when you step into the water, it’s not. The river marks the boundary between my land and Lady Margaret’s. You’re trespassing. Now get back, or do I have to make you?” he cried, advancing towards the riverbank, and taking a step into the water. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte fancied she detected something of a limp in the way he was walking. Whilst she felt certain she could outrun him, the thought of him catching her filled her with terror. He was nothing but an unpleasant bully, and Charlotte was certain she would ask her aunt all about him as soon as she returned to Ravenwood Manor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We always swam here when I was a child. Why do you care so much?” Charlotte replied, retreating to the riverbank, and pulling on her shoes and stockings as the stranger continued to watch her from the opposite side of the river. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t care who you are, or what you used to do. This is my land, and I’ll keep you off it, if I wish. Do you understand me?” he demanded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte nodded. There was no point in arguing. He was nothing but an arrogant bully, and she wished to have nothing more to do with him. His appearance and angry words had sullied the pleasant memories she had of the river. Now she retreated up the bank, glancing behind her, as the stranger continued to watch her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m going to tell my aunt all about you,” she called out, once she was a safe distance away from him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If I catch you here again…” he replied, his words hanging menacingly in the air. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte turned and hurried up the bank, slipping in her haste and going over on her ankle. She looked back, clutching her foot in pain, but the stranger was gone, and feeling suddenly terrified, she fled, hobbling through the woods, and not stopping until she reached the door through the wall into the garden. She was breathless, looking back over her shoulder for any sign of pursuit. But the woodland was quiet, and her encounter with the stranger seemed almost like a dream. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How horrible, she thought to herself, for it was as though the child innocence of Ravenwood Manor was shattered, replaced by the fear of a stranger, and the threat of what might come next. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William watched the woman scrambling up the bank, shaking his head, as he turned and pushed his way through the undergrowth and back to the path. She had been terrified, and whilst there might have been a time when William felt a modicum of guilt for having scared her, now he felt nothing but indifference.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had been trespassing, and he had warned her off. She would think twice before bathing in the river again. Whether she was who said she was or not. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I didn’t realise Lady Margaret had a niece, he thought as he continued along his way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But in truth, William knew nothing about his neighbour, nor was he particularly interested in her, either. He kept himself to himself, as did she. But the arrival of the stranger could upset the peace and tranquillity of the valley, and that was why William had been so forceful in his anger towards her. He wanted that peace. He craved it. It was safety for him and far from the prying eyes of the world. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’ll be glad not to see her again, as pretty as she was, he thought to himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sight of the young woman with her skirts hitched up had been alluring, with her dark red hair and willowy figure, standing in the flowing water. She was pretty, even in her anger at being challenged, her cheeks flushed red and her bright eyes glinting in the dappled sunlight.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    William was not used to seeing women, apart from the charwoman who came once a week by horse and trap to bring provisions from the nearest village and take his washing to be laundered. But she hardly counted. She was a wizened old creature in whom William took no interest. But the sight of Lady Margaret’s niece was different, and William smiled to himself at the thought of seeing her in such an innocent state. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If I’d been but a few moments later, perhaps she’d have been wearing nothing, he said to himself, shaking his head, even as the thought was a pleasant one. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a pleasant one, but William dismissed it out of hand, reminding himself of the danger of allowing others into his well-ordered world. The woman was not welcome. No stranger was welcome, and William would deal ruthlessly with anyone found trespassing on his land.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He walked slowly back up the hill towards Raven Grange, pausing to look back across the valley, and wondering if the woman was even now informing her aunt of the beastly man she had encountered in the woodland. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hope she does, and I hope Lady Margaret makes a point of reminding her niece of the necessity of keeping out of my way,” William thought to himself, knowing just what he would do if he found the woman trespassing on his land again. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ve been gone quite some time, Lady Charlotte. I was beginning to worry,” Collingwood said, as Charlotte entered the house to find her aunt’s butler waiting for her in the hallway. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her dress was muddied, and the hem torn, and she fancied she looked quite dishevelled, having scrambled up the bank from the river and pushed her way hurriedly through the undergrowth and back to the door in the wall of the garden.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was breathless, though would not admit to being scared. The man she had encountered was nothing but a bully, and she had every intention of informing her aunt about his behaviour as soon as she saw her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I…yes, I lost track of time. Is it very late, Collingwood?” Charlotte asked, for she really had no sense of how long she had been gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s teatime, Lady Charlotte. It’s laid out in the drawing room for you. But I’m afraid your aunt’s not feeling well. She’s retired with a megrim. She apologises and promises to see you in the morning. Will you take some refreshment now?” Collingwood asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte was disappointed not to see her aunt. It seemed strange to think she would pass the night at Ravenwood Manor without seeing its chief occupant. Nevertheless, there was nothing for it but to agree.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tea was a rustic affair with toasted teacakes with butter; scones with jam and cream; and thickly cut sandwiches with ham and strong mustard. Charlotte ate hungrily, and having drank two cups of tea, she retired to her bedroom, overlooking the gardens at the back of the house. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If my aunt won’t be dining this evening, there’s little reason for me to do so, Collingwood. Besides, I’m tired, and I’d like to go to bed,” Charlotte had told the butler, who had appeared relieved at the thought of an evening off from his duties. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Margaret kept only a small staff at Ravenwood Manor and Collingwood acted as both footman and butler when it came to the serving of dinner and luncheon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Lady Charlotte,” he had said, furnishing her with fresh candles and a tinderbox. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As a child, Charlotte had occupied a bedroom on the side of the house, but tonight, she was to sleep in the room where once her parents had resided. It was comfortably furnished, with a four poster bed, an oak chest, a writing table, and washstand. There were chairs by the hearth, and the maid came to set a fire, as Charlotte busied herself with unpacking the few possessions she had brought from the south. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s Elsie, isn’t it?” Charlotte said, as the maid busied herself at the hearth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s right, Lady Charlotte,” the maid said, smiling at Charlotte, who was glad of female company after her long journey north with the surly carriage driver. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was a pretty young girl, perhaps sixteen or seventeen, and Charlotte was curious whether she knew anything about the man she had encountered that afternoon in the woods. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I met a man by the river this afternoon. He was tall and powerful looking. He had black hair and was handsomely dressed. I wasn’t expecting to meet anyone in the woods; he was quite frightening,” Charlotte said, and the maid’s face grew pale. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, Lady Charlotte. That’s the Duke of Whitmore or Colonel Sinclair. I think that’s how he likes to be known. He’s not a nice man, Lady Charlotte, not at all. I’d not like to be caught by him. They say he guards his land jealously. He lives at Raven Grange, a few miles from her up on the hill at the head of the valley.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On my day off, my mother insists I walk the long way to the village, rather than risk encountering him on the path through the woods,” Elsie said, shaking her head, as the fire crackled into life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte was intrigued to hear Elsie’s description of the man. It was certainly the same, and as she thought back to their encounter, she shuddered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m going to ask my aunt about him. He was very rude to me. But thank you, Elsie. I’ll see to the fire for the rest of the evening. I’m sure you’ve got plenty to be getting on with,” Charlotte said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The maid bobbed into a curtsey and left the room, leaving Charlotte alone with her thoughts. She yawned and lay down on the bed, glad of the warmth of the fire, despite it having been a pleasantly sunny day outside. It was not long before she was asleep, her dreams filled with memories of her encounter with William Sinclair. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re trespassing on my property. This is the boundary,” the duke exclaimed, and to Charlotte’s horror, he waded into the water, advancing towards her, his eyes fixed on angrily. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was almost waist deep herself, and now she tried to turn, losing her balance, and an unseen current caught her from below. With a cry, she fell backward with a splash, flailing out her arms as she was engulfed by the flow of the water. Charlotte was a good swimmer. Herher father had taught her well, but the cumbersome nature of her couture ensured she had difficulty swimming back against the current.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Want to read the rest of the story? Check out the book on Amazon! 
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