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      Everyone calls him a monster…

      To salvage his reputation, Duke Edwin must do something he never thought he would: reenter society and claim a bride.

      Joanna would do anything to help her sister. Even marry the Cruel Duke in her stead…

      This marriage of convenience seems doomed from the start. Until Edwin tastes Joanna’s lips for the first time, and his frozen heart comes to life…
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      “He killed them—that is what I heard,” Fanny Swinton, the Marchioness of Tillington, declared in a low, anxious whisper. “A murderer, and your father would bring him into our house and make us dine with the—I cannot even bring myself to finish the sentence, it is too awful!” With shaky hands, she did her best to sip from the cup of tea that had been brought into the Rose Room: a quaint, secondary drawing room that overlooked the beautiful rose gardens of Tillington House.

      

      Joanna Swinton, who stood by the windows, craning her neck to get a half-decent view of the main gates, whipped around in alarm. “A murderer?” She choked on her own breath. “I know Papa’s circle of acquaintances is almost entirely formed of scoundrels and degenerates, but he has a few moral boundaries. He would not make us welcome a killer, much less one who had killed his own family. That cannot be true. Where have you heard such a thing? Have you been reading the scandal sheets again?”

      

      “I wish I had,” her mother replied, the teacup rattling against the saucer as she drew in an unsteady breath, clearly struggling to calm herself. “And you must not say such rude things about your father’s acquaintances. He might hear you.”

      

      Joanna mustered a smile and went to perch upon the armrest of her mother’s chair. “He would only scold me, and I have gained a rather useful sort of deafness when it comes to his chiding of me. The moment his voice rises above a certain volume, I cease to hear a word.” She slipped her arm around her mother’s narrow, hunched shoulders and rested her chin upon her mother’s fragrant, silky-soft gray hair. “But do tell me, where have you heard of this unsettling information? Do you really believe it to be true?”

      

      “The moment rumors spread that this reprehensible duke had been seen speaking with your father in London, I was  inundated with letters!” her mother explained in the same, hushed voice she always used, even when there was no secret to be told. “I have never received so many, nor have so many ladies wished to call upon me for tea. Of course, your father thought they were silly letters of no importance; if he had read a single one, he would have intercepted every ensuing message that came to me.”

      

      Joanna’s heart slowed to a thud of dread. “You were warned about this man?”

      

      “More than warned, darling. I know more of this duke than I ever desired to, not that your father was inclined to listen,” her mother replied, taking another nervous sip of her tea. “A daft old coot, he called me. I suppose I should not be surprised after thirty years of marriage.”

      

      A muscle twitched in Joanna’s jaw as she clenched her teeth, infuriated on her mother’s behalf. “You are neither daft, nor old, nor a coot,” she soothed, kissing her mother’s hair. “You are a swan: elegant and refined and beautiful, maintaining an air of serenity while you—”

      

      “Kick my legs furiously beneath the water,” her mother finished the sentence with a cheery smile, for it was a sweet jest that Joanna often used, though that did not make it any less true. To Joanna, her mother was a swan, and she would repeat that jest again and again if it could keep bringing a smile to the older woman’s face.

      

      “Should I stretch my legs in preparation for some kicking, for when this terrible wretch arrives? I could trip him accidentally or spill something that will stain his shirt or simply kick him in the shins so that he will be so furious with us that he will turn on his heel and leave without ever desiring to return,” Joanna offered, meaning every word.

      

      Her mother shook her head. “I can see no means for us to escape this dinner. Your father has made up his mind and sees nothing amiss with the fellow.”

      

      “But what, exactly, have you been told of this duke?” Joanna steered the conversation back to the beginning, her stomach churning as she tried to make her tone as casual as possible. One of them had to have their wits about them this coming evening, if it truly could not be avoided.

      

      Her mother looked at the Rose Room door, her throat bobbing as she swallowed loudly. Joanna’s father, the Marquess of Tillington, was tending to some business in his study. As such, the Marchioness needed to be quick if she was going to speak of any revelations before he came back—or, worse, if the duke arrived early.

      

      “There were  mysterious circumstances surrounding the death of his father and brother,” Joanna’s mother said furtively, picking up a jam tart to nibble on for comfort. “Indeed, it has been said that he was born wrong—a cursed child that took his mother’s life when he came into the world.”

      

      Joanna pursed her lips. “I hardly think a baby can be blamed for the death of its mother, Mama. Born without a stitch of clothing, where would it hide a weapon?” She had hoped to bring some levity to the conversation, but her mother ignored the latter part.

      

      “Nor do I, but you do encounter some unnatural individuals in this world, and you do have to wonder if they were born that way,” her mother continued, dropping crumbs onto her skirts, which were creased from a morning’s worth of anxious wringing. “The duke’s father was, by all accounts, also a somewhat twisted creature. A friend of a friend once had notions of courting him and was so terrified after a single encounter that she begged her father to send her to stay with her aunt for the rest of that season.”

      

      Joanna tilted her head from side to side. “A sins-of-the-father sort of situation?”

      

      “Perhaps,” her mother nodded. “The duke’s father died in a riding accident, in which the duke—though he was just the youngest son, then—was the only witness. A year later, the duke’s elder brother drowned in the river that runs alongside the Bruxton Estate. Again, the duke was the only witness to the incident, and he has hidden himself away for a decade since.”

      

      Joanna’s eyes widened as a shudder ran through her. “You think he murdered his father and brother in order to gain the dukedom?”

      

      “I do not think it, but my acquaintances have informed me that he has a despicable reputation, terrorizing his staff, punishing his tenants in cruel and unusual ways, as well as being beastly to behold. As deformed as his character, or so I have heard. Would a monster like that not—”

      

      “What are you two gossiping about?” a voice asked, as a figure slipped in through the garden doors.

      

      Pretty and fair as a dove, Nancy Swinton was the jewel in the crown of the Swinton family. At 19, she was the younger of the two sisters, with golden blonde hair that fell past her waist when it was allowed free of hair slides and pins, and hazel green eyes that were the color of the sun shining through early autumn leaves. Where she was everything graceful and pure and soft, Joanna was dark and ungainly and sharp: two opposite birds who could not have adored one another more.

      

      “Just lamenting the thought of dinner with one of Father’s strange acquaintances,” Joanna replied casually. Talk of murder and conspiracy and cruelty was not appropriate for Nancy’s innocent ears.

      

      Nancy gasped, clasping a hand to her chest. “You should not speak so rudely of Papa’s friends.”

      

      “I will when they stare at me as if I am a piece of prime beef,” Joanna smiled, keeping her tone light so her sister would not suspect anything. “And when they stare at you in the same fashion.”

      

      Nancy shrugged. “That fellow, Lord Albert, was rather pleasant.”

      

      “Not if you picked up the scandal sheets recently,” Joanna remarked, grimacing. “A wretch, like his father.”

      

      Nancy pulled a disapproving face. “The scandal sheets are filled with lies, as you well know. Maybe, I ought to lend you my books, so you might become as wise as me in the art of optimism and pursuit of truth in place of judgment.”

      

      “Goodness, no.” Joanna feigned a dramatic shudder. “If I wish to read of stirring love stories, I shall pore over the great works of Greek mythology and Roman legend. These modern tales inspire nothing within me, other than an urge to roll my eyes and skim to the end.”

      

      For where Nancy had a heart that brimmed with the hope of soaring romance, Joanna had a more sensible approach to love and marriage: namely, that it would not happen for her, so what was the use in dreaming of it? At four-and-twenty, she was well on her way to perpetual spinsterhood, and with each passing year, she found that prospect more and more comforting, throwing herself into other passions: painting, writing, horse-riding, and her determined pursuit of becoming England’s finest virtuosa of the pianoforte.

      

      Just then, the Rose Room door swung open and Nicholas Swinton, the Marquess of Tillington, marched in with trudging footfalls. He narrowed his hazel eyes at the three women, puckering his lips in disapproval, for though he could not have heard what they had been speaking about, even Joanna knew that they looked suspicious, all leaning in.

      

      “Should you not be preparing for dinner? I do not consider any one of you suitably attired for dinner with the Duke of Bruxton,” Nicholas said, crinkling his nose. “This is no ordinary guest.”

      

      “So I hear,” Joanna replied, deliberately baiting him. “Please, tell us, how are we supposed to dress to welcome such an infamous gentleman?”

      

      But much like Joanna’s ability to ignore her father when he scolded her, he had also developed an immunity to her wit. Usually, he pretended he had not heard it at all. So, it was something of a surprise when he responded, his tone laced with a warning note.

      

      “Gossip is the pastime of ladies who have nothing better to occupy their dull and tedious lives, and I will not accept the ladies of my own family giving credence to any such gossip,” he said coolly, adjusting his own cravat. “I shall judge the man when I meet him, not before, and I certainly shall not heed the whisperings of bored women.”

      

      Joanna arched a curious eyebrow. “So, you know of the rumors?”

      

      “I know that rumors are rarely grounded in truth,” he shot back. “Indeed, my acquaintances at the club have spoken rather highly of him.”

      

      Your acquaintances who are just as awful and infamous, in their own fashion. Joanna did not say so out loud, choosing to get to her feet as she said, instead, “But you have not met him? I thought you were seen engaging in conversation with him, in London. Indeed, I was under the impression you were great friends.”

      

      “I spoke with his manservant,” her father replied. “Not that my conversations are any business of yours.” His gaze drifted toward his wife, eyes glinting with accusation, and Joanna’s heart sank as she watched her mother drop her chin to her chest. Chastened, as always.

      

      And I was the one who got you into trouble… Not for the first time in her life, Joanna wished she was better able to hold her tongue when it mattered. But she could not worry over that for long, as a sound filtered into the thick silence of the Rose Room: a secondary thud of footsteps, approaching swiftly.

      

      The door swung open, and an unfamiliar gentleman strode inside as if he owned the manor.

      

      “It is my pleasure to introduce His Grace, the Duke of Bruxton,” Joanna’s father fumbled to announce, apparently just as surprised by the fellow’s abrupt entrance.

      

      The gentleman barely bowed, giving the slightest downward dip of his chin as he surveyed the three ladies who stared back at him. Out of the corner of her eye, Joanna saw her sister’s mouth agape, while their mother had blanched, though Joanna could not imagine the expression on her own face. Shock, most likely, for the duke was not as expected.

      

      Indeed, if the duke was a monster, he was cleverly disguised, for he was quite the most handsome man Joanna had ever seen, and he was staring right at her. Or glaring. She could not decide.
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      “Your Grace, this is my wife, the Marchioness of Tillington, and these are my daughters, the Lady Joanna Swinton, and the Lady Nancy Swinton,” Joanna’s father continued, for the duke had yet to say anything.

      

      In the ensuing, awkward silence, Joanna took a moment to further appreciate the dashing, surprising beauty of the duke’s appearance. His burgundy tailcoat looked like it ought to be straining at the buttons, it was so tightly fitted to his tall and athletic physique, and yet not a single button budged. His matching waistcoat highlighted his excellent posture, as if it were a corset, holding his upper half so erect that he might have been a statue. Meanwhile, light-colored trousers in the Brummell style drew the eye to places a lady’s gaze should not wander; the thin material inviting Joanna’s eyes to note the detailed outline of powerful thighs, sculpted in such a way that they did not look real. Indeed, there were muscles there, flexing as he stood proud, that she had never seen before.

      

      Diverting her attention to his face, she could not help but marvel. Everything about his noble face sparked visions of her ancient Greek stories, making her think of Perseus or Heracles or even the strapping young hero, Bellerophon, who rode the winged horse, Pegasus.

      

      The duke certainly had the strong jaw and sharp cheekbones of a warrior hero, with a Grecian nose that had the slightest notch in it, as if it had once been broken. His lips were full, with a deep bow, making her consider mythical archers instead of sword-wielding heroes. Yet, his mouth was set in a grim, stern line that seemed wasted on such fine lips. The same was true of his beautiful, dark blue eyes, which might have sparkled if he had laughed or smiled, but, at present, they were assessing the three Swinton ladies with a cold aloofness that Joanna did not favor one bit. Indeed, there seemed to be no warmth in him whatsoever—even his smooth, unblemished skin possessed a jarring paleness as if all the heat had been drawn out of it. Not even the chestnut brown of his hair could temper his icy demeanor, for that had been cropped into an unfashionably short style, rendering the warm tones of russet and dark blond powerless against the rest of his innate frost.

      

      Not beastly to behold, Joanna considered, but, nevertheless, beastly in nature. His eyes, when they met hers for a fleeting instant, burned with such intensity that she immediately looked away: a chill prickling down the curve of her spine making her shudder as if she had been scolded by her childhood governess.

      

      “I am grateful for your warm welcome,” the duke said, at last, though he sounded anything but grateful and certainly did not seem charmed by the reception he had received. “Lord Tillington, I trust you have gone to no effort regarding dinner. I am not here to dine with you.”

      

      Joanna frowned. “If you are not here to dine, why would you accept an invitation to dinner?”

      

      To her right, she heard her mother suck in a sharp breath, and watched as angry blotches of red colored her father’s cheeks. Nancy, on the other hand, stared down at her lap and did not seem inclined to raise her gaze.

      

      “Is it not a fair question?” Joanna asked, somewhat appalled by the mollifying behavior of her parents. If her father was half the man he thought he was, why was he not marching the duke out of the house for daring to suggest that he had gone to “no effort” for dinner? Indeed, for wasting their time entirely?

      

      The duke narrowed his flinty eyes at her. “I shall dine,” he said, “but I am not here to dine.”

      

      “Then, why are you here?” Joanna replied, her heart beating frantically in her chest as she forced herself to hold his gaze. In the span of a few anxious seconds, refusing to look away, she began to believe that every rumor spoken about this man was true. No one could chill her to the bone like that and not be the beast he was alleged to be.

      

      The duke’s lip curled as if she had cursed at him, but before she could lower her gaze and admit defeat, his eyes turned toward Nancy, like a ravenous wolf hearing the cries of helpless offspring in a nearby burrow. “I am here to find a wife,” he said. “After some investigation, I have concluded that Lady Nancy would be the ideal candidate. That is why I have come.”

      

      The girls’ mother made a strange noise, half-choke, half-gasp. Nancy’s head shot up, her eyes wide and terrified, her mouth opening and closing as if to protest or cry out or say something, but no sound emerged. Even the Marquess looked astonished, blinking slowly at the duke. Meanwhile, a numbing nip, like spending too long in a snowfall, pinched through Joanna’s veins, leaving her cheeks hot and her body frozen.

      

      She stared at her father, willing him to denounce the man as a scoundrel, willing him to at least laugh at the absurdity of the suggestion. The trouble was, the manner in which the duke had spoken of marrying Nancy had not sounded like a suggestion at all, but a demand. And Joanna feared that he would not leave the manor until he had what he came for.

      

      “Papa…” Nancy whispered, trembling from head to toe upon the settee. And she did not even know the rumors about this duke.

      

      “Darling,” the Marchioness echoed, her eyes imploring her husband to do something.

      

      Joanna cleared her throat. “Your Grace, you do not know my sister. You cannot simply—”

      

      “Enough, Joanna,” her father snapped, furrowing his brow as if he were actually contemplating the offer. The prospect made Joanna sick to her stomach, her gaze flitting back to Nancy, who had drained of color: all the roses vanishing from her cheeks, her lips bloodless.

      

      Since girlhood, Nancy had dreamed of romance. She had devoured fairytales, despite their father’s insistence that they would rot her mind. In the summertime, she had laid out upon the grass, staring up at blue skies, telling Joanna of her hopes for the future—how she longed to, one day, stare up at such beautiful skies with her husband at her side, safe in his arms, knowing she was loved and loved as much in return. In the winter, Nancy had wrapped herself in blankets and lamented that she did not have a beloved who could keep her warm instead, her eyes shining with excitement as she wondered aloud what traditions and joyful occasions she would share with her husband in their own home, with love brimming in her heart.

      

      As Nancy had grown into womanhood, she had replaced the fairytales with novels and plays and operas and poetry, so enamored with the very idea of love that Joanna had prayed her sister would, one day, find the love she longed for.

      

      “I will not settle,” Nancy had always declared. “I will have the kind of love that poets and playwrights and authors write about, or I shall have none of it.”

      

      To think that this duke had marched in here to make a demand that would snatch that hope away from Nancy was more than Joanna could bear. There was no possible way that the duke could be a secret knight in shining armor, come to sweep Nancy off her feet with the promise of a love that would last a lifetime and beyond. For love to happen, there had to be warmth, and the duke was an ice sculpture.

      

      “Papa, I—” Nancy began to whisper, but her father cut her off.

      

      “I said ‘enough.’ I must be allowed to think.”

      

      Joanna watched in horror as a tear escaped Nancy’s eye, trickling down toward her trembling lips, but the poor girl was too stunned to even lift her finger to wipe it away. The duke did not seem to care that he had made her cry as he folded his arms across his broad chest, waiting impatiently for the Marquess to finish thinking.

      

      Father, you cannot be seriously considering this! Joanna fumed in silence, desperate for him to come to the defense of his youngest daughter. But as the minutes ticked on and the creases in her father’s brow smoothed out, his expression easing as if he had come to his decision, Joanna understood that her father was on the brink of ruining Nancy’s life. He was about to accept; Joanna could see it in the small sigh that nudged her father’s shoulders up and brought them back down. Resigned, but not displeased.

      

      No, I will not allow it, Joanna decided. Nancy will have her happily ever after, no matter the cost.

      

      “Why not marry me instead?” she blurted out, just as her father was opening his mouth to speak.

      

      Everyone stared at her; her father’s mouth stuck halfway open. Even the Duke seemed surprised, subtly raising an eyebrow.

      

      “If you are not seeking a love match,” Joanna continued at a breakneck pace, fearful she might change her mind if she did not speak quickly enough, “then you may marry me instead. I am the eldest daughter, I understand the nature of this kind of marriage, and I am better prepared for the demands of being a duchess. Moreover, I would do it willingly. You will hear no protest or weeping or wailing from me.”

      

      The duke glanced at Nancy, wrinkling his nose at the sight of the tears now flowing freely down her face. Perhaps, that was what altered his resolve, or perhaps it was merely the prospect of choosing the path of least resistance that made his decision for him. Either way, he turned to Joanna’s father and stuck out his hand.

      

      “Lady Joanna will suffice,” he said curtly. “I came here for a wife, so I cannot argue if one has been offered.”

      

      Joanna rather felt like a cow at the cattle market, being sold without anyone so much as batting an eyelid. And as her father took the duke’s hand and shook it, the realization of what she had done began to dawn on her, gripping her heart in a vise, suffocating her throat until she could not breathe.

      

      “I will return in due course once I have acquired the special license,” the duke announced, flashing a cold stare at Joanna that spoke of countless horrors to come. “We will be married as soon as possible.”

      

      Joanna’s mother managed to squeak out a quiet, “You will not stay for dinner?”

      

      “No,” the duke replied. “This cannot wait. Adieu.”

      

      With that, he left, and Joanna’s world—small and simple though it was—came tumbling down. She had not been sold; she had sold herself to save her sister, and she had no real notion of what the true cost might be. After all, if the rumors were to be believed, the duke was violent and cruel, with a taste for murdering anyone who got in his way.
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      Edwin Bolt yawned as his black stallion swayed from side to side, trudging along the country lanes toward the town of Beacon Hill. The hour had grown too late for him to hope to retrieve the special license that night, but he preferred the anonymity of the town inn, despite the uncomfortable bed he had slept in the previous night, to spending an evening in the company of the Swintons.

      

      “She is fair enough,” he muttered, dipping into a habit he had tried to shed since childhood: speaking aloud to himself. “The younger one was a mite too young. Society would have relished that.”

      

      His lip curled, wondering what the scandal sheets might have said about him if he had chosen the younger daughter, as he had intended. Although, he doubted they would have called him an awful name he had not heard a thousand times before.

      

      “Lady Joanna speaks out of turn, though—that might present a problem,” he continued, closing his eyes so he could picture the lady who would soon be his wife. By the end of the week, if he could make the arrangements swiftly enough.

      

      In truth, Lady Joanna was the one who had caught his attention when he had entered the drawing room of Tillington House, though he had not known that she was Joanna and not Nancy, at that moment. She had the willowy figure that he favored, and a height that was neither too short nor too tall; the perfect height for a society ornament, to be paraded in front of the ton. Her figure, her pale complexion, and her ebony hair would complement most fashions and gowns, too, and if he poured enough of his dwindling fortune into a magnificent dress, he trusted that she would be a welcome distraction, softening society’s attitude toward him by celebrating the beauty and grace of his wife.

      

      As long as she does not speak her mind, he noted, for he wanted her to be admired and not a cause of further gossip and ill-repute for him. He chewed on the inside of his cheek, wondering if he had been too hasty. Perhaps, he should have insisted on taking the younger daughter as his bride, for she had not said a word throughout their encounter.

      

      “But I cannot abide the weeping ones.” He shuddered, remembering the tears that had reddened Lady Nancy’s eyes and puffed her reasonably pretty face, making it blotchy and unappealing. He shrugged away the image, choosing to think of Lady Joanna’s face instead.

      

      She had shown a strength he had not expected, particularly in the offer she had made to take her sister’s place, and her unusual, green eyes had been defiant; the same color as a cat he had as a boy. He did not know if it was the remembrance of that beloved pet that had made him accept, or the fact that Joanna had offered herself willingly while the other sister wept, but he supposed the exchange could not be altered now. If Joanna proved to be too unruly, then he would just have to educate her in being precisely what he needed her to be, and nothing more.

      

      “She might prove to be charming to other guests at balls and gatherings,” he mused, seeing the opportunity in choosing the more unpredictable sister. “That would certainly benefit me, for if they adore her, they might come to favor me, too.”

      

      He mustered a smile, feeling more hopeful about the coming marriage with every step that his stallion took toward the glowing lights of Beacon Hill that had appeared in the near distance. Like many things in life, perhaps Joanna was the very thing he needed, precisely when he needed it.

      

      “Yes, I think she will suffice very nicely,” he murmured, as his mouth stretched in another, wider yawn.
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        * * *

      

      “Why did you do that?” Nancy whimpered through wrenching sobs, as she clung tightly to her sister in the wake of the duke’s abrupt departure. “You did not need to do that. Indeed, you should not have done that.”

      

      Joanna smiled into her sister’s shoulder. “Why, were you desperate to marry him?”

      

      “Heavens, no!” Nancy shook in Joanna’s arms. “I would have died, I am quite certain of it, but… I cannot bear the thought of… I could never have asked you to… Oh, Joanna, what will you do?”

      

      “Become a duchess, I expect,” Joanna replied softly. “And you did not have to ask; there is nothing I would not do for you. I have managed Father’s tempers and foibles for four-and-twenty years—I shall have no trouble managing this duke. If I am fortunate, he shall adopt Papa’s immunity to my voice, and I shall forge a new deafness when it comes to my husband’s. We shall enjoy a marriage of silence and discomfort, avoiding one another wherever possible.”

      

      Nancy pulled back, her teary eyes widening in alarm. “But, you will be forced to leave us. You will have to live in a residence far from here. What if he does not allow you to see us? What if he forbids you from seeing your friends? What if he prohibits you from attending society events? What if…” They were all things that the girls’ own father had prevented their mother from doing, but Joanna was not their mother.

      

      “What if all is well?” Joanna said, sounding more confident than she felt.

      

      In truth, she was terrified. All her life, since she had first become aware of the distance and coldness between her mother and father, she had vowed that she would not shrink into a tiny whisper of who she really was, molding herself to fit what her husband demanded in the futile hope that, if she was quiet enough and soft enough and obedient enough, he might someday love her. Her mother had done all of that, losing more of her sparkle year after year, yet her father had never shown anything more than toleration of his wife. No gentleman would make Joanna meek and submissive, nor would she accept philandering in her marriage—not of the one-sided kind, anyway.

      

      If both are free to seek love beyond the marriage because it is only a marriage of convenience, that is a different matter, she mused, her heart breaking for her mother, who had always adored the man she married. Perhaps, if she had been allowed to seek affection elsewhere, Joanna’s mother might have been happy, instead of a nervous shell of a woman who always looked around the room before speaking, in case she annoyed her husband accidentally.

      

      “What if he hurts you?” Nancy’s voice hitched. “He is handsome, yes, but he is such an alarming gentleman. Why, when he looks at you, it is as if a terrible draft has slithered into the room. I have never encountered someone so cold.”

      

      You are perceptive, sister, even without knowing what I do.

      

      Joanna brushed a tear-dampened strand of hair, plastered to Nancy’s cheek, behind the younger woman’s ear. “I can protect myself, dearest Nancy. I learned a great deal, brawling with the boys from the village when I was a child. I have not forgotten how to throw a punch and mean it,” she assured, her heart lurching. “And I shall ask Papa to give Pegasus to me as a wedding gift, so that, if I find I must escape, I can ride swiftly home and hide away where the duke shall never find me.”

      

      Pegasus was a white stallion that had been purchased several years ago for the Marquess to ride, but the beast was headstrong and half-wild, and would not listen to the instruction of Joanna’s father, nor anyone who attempted to control him. Even the stablemaster said that the resplendent creature could never be broken, but when Joanna had gone into the paddock one evening, drawn to the beautiful horse, Pegasus had shocked everyone by lying down beside her.

      

      From that day onward, no one had been able to ride Pegasus except Joanna. The only difficulty was, she had to do so in secret whenever her father went to London, for he had strictly forbidden it. He claimed the creature was too dangerous, but Pegasus had never done anything to make Joanna feel unsafe. Instead, he helped her to feel free, and that was something she suspected she might lack when she journeyed to the duke’s residence.

      

      “Oh, Joanna,” Nancy sighed, pulling her sister into another desperate embrace, for their lives were about to be turned upside down. And if the duke returned with the special license, it would not be long before the women were separated, far sooner than either had anticipated. “Why do you think he wishes to marry so quickly? I cannot fathom that part.”

      

      Joanna had considered the same question since the duke’s departure, but no clear answer would come to her. “I shall have to ask him once I have grown accustomed to his chilling company. I suppose he does not want the fuss of courting and a lengthy engagement and all of the rigmarole that comes with announcements and society’s judgment. Quite sensible, in a way, for the procedures of ordinary marriage can be rather tiresome. I have only observed such rites and rituals from the edge of a ballroom, and I have often felt myself yawning.”

      

      “You always yawn at balls,” Nancy remarked, laughing a little. Just as Joanna had hoped she might.

      

      “Then, perhaps it shall not be such an awful thing if my darling husband decides I am not to be seen in society anymore.” Joanna chuckled but her stomach churned, thinking of all the parts of marriage that polite society did not speak of, yet were rife within her tomes of ancient Greece and Rome.

      

      The duties no one mentions… She shivered, already conjuring excuses that might keep the duke away from her bedchamber. But she could not cease thinking of one other reason why he might wish to be married so urgently: the creation of an heir. Perhaps he was unwell and knew his time was running out. If that were the case, there would be no way to keep him away from her.

      

      Just then, the sound of warring voices snapped her out of her worrisome reverie. Her mother and father were out in the entrance hall, and, for the first time in Joanna’s life, it appeared that her mother was refusing to be meek and silent.

      

      “I brought Joanna into this world, and I will not hand her over to a wretched creature who might take her life because he does not like the way that she folds her napkin at dinner or is irritated by the way she sneezes! There is no smoke without fire, Nicholas, and every last one of my friends and acquaintances sought to warn me of this duke! And that was simply because they thought they saw you speaking with him! You will not do this, Nicholas. You will not give my daughter to that beast. I shall not permit it, even if I must lock her in her chambers and stand guard over the door until this absurdity has passed!”

      

      “Hold your tongue!” Joanna’s father shot back. “You will not speak in such an uncouth manner to me in my home, nor will you decide what is right for our daughters.”

      

      “I have held my tongue long enough,” her mother replied. “Perhaps, if I had held it less, you would not think that you could do such an awful thing without consequence. I do not care a jot if I have a duchess for a daughter, if that is the duke she is paired with. You will not give her to him. He can fetch his special license, but he shall not be marrying my Joanna!”

      

      Joanna and Nancy exchanged a shocked look, for they had never heard their mother speak so defiantly. Indeed, neither of them had ever heard their mother raise her voice at all.

      

      “What are they talking about, Joanna?” Nancy whispered, trembling. “What does Mama mean about being warned?”

      

      Joanna put her finger to her lips to quieten her sister.

      

      “Joanna is four-and-twenty, Fanny!” the Marquess replied sharply. “If she does not wed the Duke of Bruxton, who else will have her? It is your hesitance that has rendered her a spinster. It is because I have heeded your previous requests to wait that she is almost unmarriageable. Do not argue with me any longer, or I shall journey to London within the hour.”

      

      “Very well, go to London!” Joanna’s mother shot back. “See what your mistresses and paramours think of this abhorrent situation. I am certain that they shall agree with me!”

      

      Silence strained out in the entrance hall, so quiet that the sisters could have heard a pin drop. Their mother had stepped too far over the line, and Joanna could not have been prouder. It was certainly time that her father was held accountable for his behavior, but as the silence stretched on, she sensed that her mother’s resolve might be close to buckling.

      

      “You were intending to offer Nancy,” their mother said quietly, most of her bluster gone. “So, do not pretend it is because Joanna is four-and-twenty. Do not pretend that you would not have given Nancy if Joanna had not intervened. You are a coward, Nicholas. You see something shiny that can be of benefit to only you, and you pursue it. You have always been that way. So, do not insult me by saying this is in anyone’s interest but yours.”

      

      The soft thud of footsteps retreated, followed by the creak of the staircase; Joanna’s mother, walking away from the first argument she had engaged in for decades. And though she had fought rather valiantly, it appeared that the battle was over. Thirty years of shrinking herself had left her wedged in a box she could not spring free from, and when it mattered, she could do nothing to protect the one good thing that had come from her marriage: her children. She had made herself too small and too weak to truly fight back.

      

      “Joanna?” Nancy urged. “What did Mama mean about a warning?”

      

      “Just empty rumors, dearest Nancy. Nothing too concerning,” Joanna lied, forcing a smile.

      

      And nothing that matters now. It is done, Joanna knew. My fate is sealed.
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      Edwin scowled up at the quaint manor, the sandstone looking almost yellow in the spring sunshine, while the leaded windows winked back at him. The sprawling lawns and immaculate gardens thrummed with life: diligent bees, fragile butterflies, startled rabbits, and ravenous birds darting in and out of the emerald grasses and gaudy flowers that had not long begun to bloom. Edwin loathed the sight of so much color and vitality, wishing he could skim through spring and summer and delve straight into the gloom of autumn.

      

      Yet, that was not the only reason for his sour mood. It had taken four days to prepare the special license when he had hoped it might be done in one. As such, his back ached from spending too many nights at the town inn, and his stomach was unsettled after gingerly eating the country fare that had been offered to him. It did not suit his constitution. None of the southern countryside did.

      

      Riding on toward the front steps, he was greeted by a stable hand, who took possession of his grand black stallion, Bellerophon. That done, Edwin headed up to the main entrance, though the door opened before he could knock.

      

      “Your Grace, what a pleasure to welcome you again,” said a reedy butler who wore a livery a size too large. Perhaps, he thought it made him look more formidable, but it rather gave the impression of a boy who had stolen his father’s garb.

      

      Edwin sniffed. “Are the family at home?”

      

      “They are, Your Grace,” the butler replied, gesturing for Edwin to enter. “They are currently taking tea in the Rose Room. Shall I have a tray sent for you?”

      

      Edwin shook his head. “There is no need. I will not be staying long.”

      

      “As you prefer, Your Grace.” The butler’s mouth twisted in a grimace as he dipped his head in a bow. A subtle expression that was likely not supposed to be noticed, but Edwin did not miss much of what happened around him.

      

      “Direct me,” he said curtly. “I do not require ushering, as if I am at the opera.”

      

      The butler blinked. “Yes, Your Grace. Of course.” He gestured down a nearside hallway. “If you follow this hall to the end, the Rose Room is the last door on your right.”

      

      Without another word, Edwin made his way to the Rose Room, leaving the butler standing in a state of utter astonishment in his too-large livery. Edwin smirked to himself as he walked, pleased to have discreetly rebuked the fellow for daring to curl his lip at a duke.

      

      At what he hoped to be the Rose Room, Edwin barely grazed his knuckles across the door in a knock before breezing into the room beyond. The Swinton family jolted at his arrival, their heads turning sharply to see who had intruded upon their quiet afternoon of sipping tea and holding tedious conversations about things they had likely discussed hundreds of times before.

      

      “Good afternoon,” was all Edwin said, his gaze drawn toward his future wife.

      

      She sat in the only chair facing the door and seemed the least surprised of the quartet. Indeed, it appeared they had not been expecting guests at all, for Lady Joanna wore her hair loose, with two small braids holding some hair back from her face. It startled him, to see her so informally presented; the simple white day dress she wore resembled a nightdress that took his mind to unexpected places.

      

      The ribbon around her waist was too tight, or perhaps it was the manner in which she was sitting—either way, it accentuated her figure, revealing more of an hourglass than he had anticipated, considering her slender arms and willowy appearance. Her bust was riper and plumper than he had previously believed, making him swallow thickly as he noted the swollen curve of each breast, pushed together to form an enticing valley. There was no gauzy, false collar to hide her bosom, as might have been polite for an afternoon of tea and cakes.

      

      That must cease, when she is my wife, he told himself, imagining how his aunt would respond to such a tawdry display.

      

      Inviting his gaze back up to her face, he blinked at the heat of her glare, her green eyes even more like those of his once-beloved cat. That creature had enjoyed scowling at him when he did not offer it treats and delicacies when it demanded them, but a scratch between the ears had always placated it. He doubted Joanna would be so easily soothed.

      

      “Your Grace, I must apologize.” Nicholas Swinton shot to his feet, fumbling over his words like the ingratiating worm that he was. “We thought you had forgotten us. Please, forgive our informal state—my daughter went swimming in the lake against my wishes, and complained of needing to dry her hair. As we had no plans for visitors, I did not see the harm.”

      

      Edwin raised an eyebrow. “Swimming?”

      

      “I find it refreshing, especially when the afternoons are so unseasonably warm,” Joanna replied, goading him with a sly smile. “Do you swim, Your Grace?”

      

      “No,” Edwin said.

      

      “You cannot, or you do not?”

      

      He narrowed his eyes, unaccustomed to such an inquisition. “I do not.”

      

      Is she scheming to drown me? he wondered, half-serious. The scandal sheets would appreciate the irony, I suppose.

      

      “A pity,” Joanna mumbled, sipping from a teacup, decorated with blue flowers.

      

      It was only their second encounter, but already Edwin had questioned himself countless times, believing he might have made a mistake in readily accepting her proposal to take her sister’s place. Even now, Lady Nancy sat poised and refined, her chin dipped to her chest, not daring to look him in the eye. A perfect example of a pretty bride who would be seen and not heard.

      

      “I have acquired the license,” Edwin said, choosing to blame Joanna’s forthright words on nerves. He had heard that young ladies acted queerly when it came to engagements and marriages and weddings, and there had been very little time for Joanna to order her thoughts on their wedding. After they were married, she would settle; he was certain of it.

      

      Nicholas sighed with obvious relief. “That is fortunate news, Your Grace. When might you desire the wedding to take place? There is a charming church in the nearby town, and I am well acquainted with the reverend, if that would please you?”

      

      Edwin resisted the urge to roll his eyes at the eagerness in the Marquess’s voice. Regardless of Edwin’s past and the rumors that ran wild about him, there were few noblemen who would reject the prospect of having a duchess for a daughter and potentially having a duke for a grandson if an heir came along. It disgusted Edwin, in truth, how easy it had been to get Nicholas to agree to his request for a wife, but it did not surprise him. After all, if he had thought he would be rejected, he would not have made the journey down from the north.

      

      “Two days’ hence, if the reverend is amenable,” Edwin answered, observing Joanna’s expression with every word he spoke. She was a difficult woman to gauge, hiding behind a cool stare.

      

      Indeed, her mother and sister were far more open with their feelings, struggling to conceal their discomfort: Lady Nancy fidgeted with the frills upon her pale gray pinafore, while the Marchioness of Tillington drank shakily from her teacup, clattering ceramic against ceramic as she attempted to place it back in the saucer.

      

      Nicholas nodded effusively. “I am certain that the reverend will agree, though I shall have to ride there this afternoon to speak with him. Would you consider joining me?”

      

      “I have faith that you will ensure it takes place, per my request,” Edwin replied evenly. “I shall return tomorrow to discuss details.”

      

      Joanna arched an eyebrow at him. “You will not stay for tea?”

      

      “There is no need.”

      

      “You say that a great deal,” she remarked. “Is it not considered polite to take tea with the family of the lady you will soon marry?”

      

      Edwin sniffed. “Politeness does not concern me much. Nor does tea.”

      

      “You do not like tea? Are you certain you are an Englishman?” A partial smile lifted one corner of Joanna’s lips, intriguing him. What was she so pleased about? She had not seemed so excitable the other evening, when she had offered herself for marriage—instead, she had appeared desperate. The change bemused him, and he neither liked change, nor confusion, for they left him with the sensation of not being in control.

      

      “An Englishman has no duty to like tea. I contend only with my duties. As I have said what I needed to say, I will take my leave of you all,” he answered drily. “Adieu.”

      

      As he had done the other evening, he turned on his heel and departed the Rose Room without another word, though the clink of cups and saucers and the collective rush of held breaths being exhaled pursued him down the hallway. Long ago, he would have itched at the notion that he was being discussed and gossiped about in detail, but years of exposure to judgment and rumor had rendered him immune.

      

      “You there!” he barked, spying the butler lurking behind an archway opposite.

      

      The tall, thin man reluctantly stepped out into the entrance hall. “Yes, Your Grace.” He bowed low. “How might I be of service?”

      

      “Have my stallion fetched,” Edwin ordered, pausing before he demanded that his cloak and gloves be fetched, too, for he realized that he had not taken them off. “Yes, that will be all.”

      

      The butler bowed again, so low that it appeared he might snap his spine in two. “Of course, Your Grace. I shan’t be a moment.”

      

      The butler scurried off and Edwin wandered toward the front door, cursing under his breath that the reedy man had not bothered to open the door first, before disappearing through the labyrinth of servants’ corridors. He was beginning to wonder if the servants had received any education whatsoever in how to welcome and tend to honored guests. In his household, such mistakes would not have occurred.

      

      “Excuse me,” a voice, much too close behind him, made him jolt.

      

      Recovering swiftly, he turned, pretending to fasten the top button of his waistcoat as an excuse for any startled jump that might have been witnessed. He frowned at the sight of Joanna, standing in front of him with a fierce light burning in those exceptional eyes of hers.

      

      If I cared about the beauty of my wife, she would fulfill every requirement, he mused in silence, admiring the faint dusting of freckles that curved from her temples, under her eyes, and over the bridge of her nose like she had caught the sun’s glare in the height of summer. And with her hair long and loose and unfettered by the ridiculous adornments and restrictions of society, he could not deny that his fingertips were curious to caress the silky strands. As for the soft, smooth skin of her pert breasts… they called to his palms like warm, fresh buns that were cooling on a kitchen sill, tempting him to steal a touch and, perhaps, a taste.

      

      “I, too, have duties to consider,” Joanna went on, prompting his gaze to fixate for a moment upon her ripe, plump lips. They glistened with an oil of some kind, stirring his curiosity once more, for he desired to know if that gleam made them taste any sweeter.

      

      Enough of that, a voice that was his and yet not scolded in his mind. This woman is a necessity, not an object of desire. She is the key to society, nothing more.

      

      “Duties?” he asked, his tone verging on bored.

      

      “If I am to be your wife, I wish to be adequate in the role,” she replied firmly. “In order to be a somewhat decent companion to you, should I not know something of you, and you of me? I cannot profess to understand why you are in such a hurry to wed, but I would prefer not to marry an utter stranger. I do not even know your name.”

      

      Edwin adjusted his gold cufflinks, both engraved with a coiling “B” for both his title and his surname. “It is not necessary. Be adequate; that is all I require of you.”

      

      She did not seem to like that response, her somewhat feline nose crinkling, her eyes narrowing. “Your Grace, I would not ordinarily defy a duke—although, I have met too few to be certain—but I require some knowledge of you. Once we are wed, I will live at your residence, I will be a wife to you, and my entire life will change overnight. I ought to know what manner of gentleman you are. I would be a dolt if I did not learn something, and I may be many things, but I am no dolt.”

      

      It was his turn to disapprove of her response. She was too bold, too brazen, too outspoken for the purpose she was meant to serve. He imagined that any young lady would be glad not to know much about their future husband if they were to enter into a marriage of convenience, but not this young lady. What sort of undignified woman chased a gentleman to the front door, just to interrogate him?

      

      And why am I not changing my mind about marrying her? That confused him more than anything, for he could usually trust his own mind. Yet, it refused to let him walk away without answering, and it refused to take back that offer that had already been made. It had to be those eyes, reminding him of better days.

      

      “If you must learn one thing, learn to listen well,” he grumbled. “If I tell you something is not necessary, then it is not.”

      

      She stuck out her hand and he stared at it as if he had never seen a hand before. “My name is Lady Joanna Swinton. Whom might you be?”

      

      “I do not play games.”

      

      “You do not do a lot of things, but I will know your name, at least,” she pressed, wiggling her hand in a most bemusing manner. “And do not reply, ‘The Duke of Bruxton.’ I know that. I mean your actual name.”

      

      He refused to take her hand, but he did find himself answering in a stiff, gruff tone, “Edwin.”

      

      “Was that so difficult?” she shook her head and withdrew her hand. “Now, Edwin, what do you enjoy? What is your favorite season? What books do you relish? Do you read for pleasure, or for punishment? Do you ride often? What is your tipple of choice?”

      

      He blinked at her. “I… read. The rest does not matter.”

      

      “What do you read?” she urged, her cheeks flushing the palest shade of pink. A most inviting color that brightened her entire complexion in a disarming fashion, making her appear younger and more innocent in the blink of an eye.

      

      “Books,” he replied curtly. “There really is no need for this, Lady Joanna. And do not refer to me as Edwin. Do not refer to me at all, if you can help it.”

      

      Her nostrils flared and her eyes burned with outrage, as the pink in her cheeks darkened to a livid red. “Is this why you are in such a hurry to marry, so that your bride does not freeze to death from the coldness of your demeanor before you reach the altar? Or, mayhap, would it kill you to humor your bride before the wedding? Do you suffer an apoplexy every time you partake in a friendly conversation? Does the warmth of polite etiquette cover you in a stinging, itching rash?”

      

      Is she… attempting to be humorous? He could not tell; he had been away from civilization for too long to remember how to recognize wit and humor.

      

      “Moreover, I would do it willingly. You will hear no protest or weeping or wailing from me,” he said, repeating verbatim what she had told him when she had offered to be his bride. “Did you not say that?”

      

      Her face paled, her eyelid twitching in annoyance. “Well, yes, but—”

      

      “So, why are you seeking to argue with me?” He tilted his head to one side, partially curious, partially eager to be away from the intense conversation. “I am telling you that knowing me does not matter, as knowing you does not matter, either.”

      

      She huffed out an exasperated breath that made her bosom rise and fall in a manner that almost softened his demeanor. “Then, I believe I am missing some part of this that you understand, but I am not privy to. At least tell me what sort of marriage this will be.”

      

      “Marriage in name only,” he replied bluntly. “After the wedding, you will reside in my manor, but not with me. We will stay out of each other’s way. You may live your life however you please, but I have one proviso: no lies whatsoever.”

      

      Joanna toyed with a lock of hair as she chewed upon her lower lip in consternation. “However I please—what does that mean?”

      

      “Take a lover, travel the country, drink wine from dusk until dawn, do as you please; it will be no concern of mine, as long as there is complete honesty,” he replied, noting the shocked widening of her beautiful eyes.

      

      “And you will grant me the same courtesy?” she asked haltingly.

      

      He nodded. “Absolute honesty.”

      

      “Is there anything else it is “necessary” for me to know?” She swallowed loudly, and he watched the movement of her throat, admiring it.

      

      He drew in a breath and dipped his head in the smallest nod. “One other thing, yes.” He paused. “There will be no physical relations between us, of any kind. As I said, this will be a marriage in name only. Now, excuse me.”

      

      The stallion had just arrived in front of the manor, providing Edwin with the perfect escape. And he took it, hurrying from Tillington House before the fiery, outspoken, beautiful woman who would soon be his wife could ask another question… or her boldness led him to call the entire thing off.
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      Joanna had never attended a wedding before, but if she had to speculate, she would have declared hers to be the most miserable that had ever graced England’s fair shores.

      

      A spring storm had rolled in unannounced, bombarding the world below with a deluge that hammered upon the windows of the church as if a desperate crowd was attempting a daring rescue of the disheartened bride. But the windows and doors held against the barrage, the exquisite stained glass did not shatter, and no throng of armed warriors came to her aid as she walked down the aisle toward her husband.

      

      “Do not embarrass us,” her father whispered, gripping her arm as though he feared she might run. She had considered it, of course, but there seemed little use in fleeing when her father would just give Nancy to the duke in her stead.

      

      “Have my skirts hitched up? Has my gown turned transparent from the rain? Goodness, whatever will this vast congregation think of me?” she replied in a hiss, grateful for the veil that hid her sour expression from her father.

      

      He tutted. “That is precisely what I mean. Do not speak at all, if you can manage more than two minutes without opening your mouth.”

      

      Joanna felt a sudden urge to burst out laughing, for the entire situation was increasingly ludicrous. She was being told not to embarrass the family by a man who would have handed over either of his daughters with barely a moment’s hesitation; a man who would have seen his name splashed upon the scandal sheets if he had been a younger fellow; a man who had broken the sacred vows of marital fidelity on more occasions than he had enjoyed hot dinners, yet saw no shame in it. He was the embarrassment, not her.

      

      Besides, she could have danced a jig down the aisle, and no one would have cared, for there were only two guests apiece, excluding her father. Her mother and her sister watched with reddened, watery eyes from the front pew, while two other guests watched from the very farthest pew on the opposite side of the church, as if they did not dare to get too close to the altar: an older lady and a graying man, both strangers to Joanna.

      

      It cannot be his mother; she died in childbirth. And the fellow certainly cannot be his brother or father, for obvious reasons, she mused absently, trying to find some similarity between Edwin and the two guests on his side of the church. But the man could not have looked more different, with dark brown eyes, a thin face, and a decidedly more Roman nose. The older woman could have been a relation of some kind, for though she must have been sixty, at least, she had an elegant grandeur to her posture and features. A beauty, even in her advancing years.

      

      As for Edwin himself, he did not bother to turn around as she approached and might not have known she was beside him at all, if her father had not shoved her hand into his upon reaching the altar.

      

      “Did some invitations lose their way?” she quipped, entirely aware that he lacked any sense of humor whatsoever. Still, it amused her.

      

      Edwin frowned. “I sent none.”

      

      “It was a jest,” she mumbled, picturing the strange life that lay ahead of her. Would she ever get him to laugh at one of her jests? Did he know how to laugh? Thus far, she had not even seen him smile.

      

      Remember, you will not be bound by this marriage—you will be free to do what you will, her mind whispered, but that was utter nonsense, as far as she was concerned. She had spent years secretly, and not so secretly, despising her father for his philandering and the heartbreak it had caused her mother, and no unnerving duke would make a hypocrite out of her. Even if she did not love Edwin, and never would, she would be steadfast in her resolve. After all, it was no different than being a spinster.

      

      “You jest often,” Edwin said, though Joanna did not know if it was a question or an accusation.

      

      “I find it makes the days go more swiftly,” she replied, matching his flat, disinterested tone. “Do you know of any jokes? You should tell me one, so that I can laugh, and those who are watching will believe that we are blissfully happy.”

      

      She did not mean to taunt the duke and had to keep reminding herself of the warnings that had flooded her mother’s writing desk. He is dangerous. He is not to be trusted. He might hurt you if you say something that displeases him. Indeed, in the two days that had passed since she had apprehended Edwin in the entrance hall, all sorts of awful thoughts had plagued her with every waking moment. One thought, in particular: that she would not be free to live as she pleased after the wedding, and his suggestion of that had merely been the setting of a trap.

      

      “I do not know any jokes,” he replied gruffly.

      

      She sighed, puffing out a breath that stirred the delicate lace of her veil. “No, I thought not.”

      

      To her left, she heard her mother sniffle into her handkerchief, and her heart cracked as she listened to Nancy whisper a desperate prayer under her breath, pleading for heavenly protection to keep Joanna safe. If the Good Lord was listening, He would surely hear Nancy in that silent house of worship.

      

      “Let us pray,” the reverend began, and as Joanna dipped her head in respect and pressed one hand to her chest, her other hand loosely draped upon Edwin’s, she decided to send up a prayer of her own.

      

      If I cannot be happy, let me at least find peace in my new life, she begged. If I cannot be happy, at least allow Nancy to be happy. Let her find her longed-for love, and I promise that I shall endure with a contented heart.
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        * * *

      

      Joanna had expected to feel different after the vows were spoken and the reverend announced them to be “man and wife,” but as she walked back up the aisle alone, while Edwin marched on ahead, she felt just as terrified as she had when she walked down the aisle to marry him. Her uncertain future made her legs shake and her stomach roil, and though he had insisted she would be free, she felt the weight of invisible shackles upon her wrists and her heart. She had sold all hope of love, and though she had never thought it to be a likely outcome for her anyway, the realization that it was now impossible hit her like a gust of icy wind to the face. Tears pricked at her eyes, but she would dance naked in the streets before she allowed Edwin to see her cry.

      

      “Shall I journey back to Tillington House in my family’s carriage or is it customary for me to ride with you?” she asked him, pretending to rub her eye as if some grit had snuck into it. “I have never been married before, you see, so I do not know what is expected.”

      

      He clambered up onto the back of his beautiful stallion and frowned down at her. “We are not returning to Tillington House.”

      

      “Pardon?” she rasped, her lungs squeezing tight as a fist of panic closed around them.

      

      “We are journeying north,” he half-explained.

      

      “But… are we not supposed to enjoy a wedding breakfast? I must… pack my belongings. I am not prepared to journey to your residence yet. I… have letters to write and…” she trailed off, her throat clogged by a painful lump. The prospect of sharing another day and night with her mother and sister had been her greatest source of strength, and she had drawn from that dwindling well since dawn, when she had awoken in a cold sweat, dreading the day to come. To discover that it had been drained dry before she could slake her thirst with one last mouthful was almost enough to buckle her.

      

      Edwin shrugged. “It is not necessary.”

      

      “Then, you may journey ahead of me,” she insisted, her voice catching in her strangled throat. “I cannot leave until I have everything prepared, including my horse. I will not depart without my beloved companion.”

      

      A vague expression of interest crossed Edwin’s handsome face. “A horse? What manner of horse?”

      

      “A white stallion. Of course, he is not a true white, but he is the closest I have ever beheld,” she explained, hoping to maintain his interest so he might allow her to remain a day longer. “He is my wedding gift from my father, though he has been mine for several years. No one else can ride him.”

      

      In truth, her father’s willingness to grant her request of taking Pegasus with her had been a welcome surprise amidst the chaos and uncertainty of the wedding. Perhaps, he understood that keeping the stallion with her would be like keeping a piece of home close by… or maybe he was not so foolish as he seemed and knew that she might need a swift mount to escape on if the rumors turned out to be true.

      

      Edwin’s eyes widened. “You ride a stallion?”

      

      “I do, and very well at that.” Joanna forced a smile. “Do not feel jealous, Your Grace, but Pegasus is the love of my life.”

      

      His eyes widened further, his lips parting in a look of astonishment. “The stallion’s name is Pegasus?”

      

      “Alas, he has no wings, but when we ride, it does feel as if I am flying,” she confessed, wishing the horse were there at that moment, so she could make a dramatic bolt for true freedom.

      

      The corner of Edwin’s lips twitched, but no smile came. “Interesting,” he paused. “Very well, you may fetch your horse and pack your belongings. I will send the carriage for you in two hours.”

      

      Joanna’s heart fell. “Only two hours?”

      

      “Or we can depart now?” he challenged, his expression darkening.

      

      “Two hours,” Joanna agreed hastily. “I will be ready.”

      

      But nothing could have been further from the truth. Even if she had been given weeks to prepare, she would not have been ready to journey north, away from her family, away from her friends, away from everything she knew, to live the rest of her days in an unknown house with an unpredictable, potentially violent husband who may or may not have laid a trap for her.

      

      What have I done? Turning away from her husband, a tear escaped her eyes, falling onto her cheek, where the cold, driving rain pitied the heartbroken bride, and washed it away in the downpour.
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      Two hours later, and not a minute more, Edwin rode through the gates of the Tillington Estate to claim his bride. He did not know why he had allowed Joanna to return to her home, when arrangements had already been made to have her belongings sent after her, and they were already days behind his planned schedule, but when she had mentioned her white stallion, he had not been able to resist.

      

      Pegasus… How curious it is, that her horse should be so named, while mine is Bellerophon. However, he did not consider it any kind of divine signal, for he did not believe in fate or destiny; they were the philosophies of bored and desperate individuals who would not accept the role of coincidence.

      

      Looking ahead at the rain-slicked manor, preferring the drab gray of the sandstone in the inclement weather, he noted with some satisfaction that the carriage was already loaded with the luggage. The family had gathered upon the porticoed porch, and a couple of footmen were stowing away the last few trunks and boxes but, otherwise, everything seemed ready for their departure.

      

      The only thing missing was Joanna herself.

      

      “I trust my bride has not absconded,” he said, pulling his horse to a halt at the base of the front steps.

      

      Nicholas clasped his hands together, visibly anxious. “She will not be a moment, Your Grace. I believe she is tending to her horse.”

      

      “Hitch it to the carriage,” Edwin commanded as if that was not the obvious solution.

      

      Nicholas cringed. “I… well… um… you may have to persuade your wife to do so, for she is quite adamant that she will—”

      

      The crunch of hooves on gravel turned Edwin’s attention toward the western side of the manor, where Joanna appeared, sitting side-saddle upon the most magnificent horse he had ever seen. It shone like pearl and stood almost as high as a Shire horse, with hooves the size of dinner plates and a broad body that would not have looked amiss at the front of an ancient cavalry charge. And Joanna looked equally magnificent, as if she had ridden out of myth and legend to strike a gentleman down for accidentally spying on her in the woodlands as she bathed beneath the moonlight. A warrior, clad in her pale blue wedding gown, with a long, dark cloak pinned at her throat that draped across the entire, muscular back of her steed.

      

      Goodness… Edwin swallowed, uncertain if he could trust his eyes. She looked like a dream, not a simple pawn in his plan to re-enter society. Though, in truth, nothing was going according to his plan.

      

      “Joanna, get down off that beast this instant!” Nicholas barked, turning an alarming shade of purple.

      

      “He will be anxious if he must walk behind the carriage, and I would not have him hurt himself or pull the carriage off course if he should bolt,” Joanna replied defiantly, tilting up her chin. The power in her demeanor had a peculiar effect upon Edwin, and though he managed to fight it, he had a sudden urge to smile.

      

      “I agree,” he said. “That is a powerful animal you have there. I shall ride it, and my horse shall be hitched to the carriage instead.”

      

      Joanna shot him a dark look. “Certainly not. No one rides him but me, and if you were to attempt it and be thrown, I would not wish to be responsible for any injury you suffered.”

      

      “It is a long journey to my residence,” Edwin pointed out, in a stiff voice that could not be mistaken for concern.

      

      She shrugged. “I am aware.”

      

      “As you prefer.” Edwin would not argue with her if it was her desire to ache all over and be drenched by the rain before they had made it a mile down the road. Although, he worried a little about what people might say when their entourage passed, for that pale gown of Joanna’s was at risk of turning transparent in the downpour.

      

      Nicholas looked as if he might explode, his furious gaze flitting between Edwin and Joanna, but if he wanted to protest further, he appeared to think better of it. After all, he could not disagree with the decision of a duke, when he was a mere marquess.

      

      “I shall lead. Keep pace, or I will insist on you traveling in the carriage,” Edwin added, turning his horse around.

      

      He was halfway to the gates before he realized that Joanna was not following.

      

      Glancing back over his shoulder, he watched her slip down from the saddle and run into the open arms of her mother and sister. The latter two were sobbing so loudly that Edwin could hear them despite the distance. But as Joanna had her back to him, he could not see if she had joined them in weeping. He hoped not; he could not abide the weakness of tears under any circumstance.

      

      Sitting at the gates, unaccustomed to waiting for anyone, Edwin was surprised to find that he lacked any sense of anger. There was, perhaps, a certain grating impatience, but as he watched the scene unfold, observing the unashamed affection that the women of the family had for one another, hugging and kissing and caressing tearful faces, he felt a twinge of something else: envy.

      

      Would my mother run into my arms if she had lived? His heart weighed heavy, imagining the impossible event. Would she have shed tears for him? Would he have tolerated her tears, if she wept on his behalf? Would he have welcomed her embrace, looking for her in the windows of his manor upon his return from somewhere far away?

      

      “Lady Joanna!” he shouted, squirming with the unnatural current of emotion that swirled through his veins. So, like his own father, he turned it into the most reliable emotion: anger.

      

      “I am coming!” Joanna shouted back, irritating him further.

      

      It is too late to change this now, his mind reminded him, for they were bound together in the eyes of God, and even if it was only a marriage in name, he could not simply find another wife to take her place. Not if he wished to avoid a far greater scandal than those that had plagued him for years.

      

      Joanna climbed back into the saddle and, elegantly poised, she urged her stallion into a gallop, charging straight for Edwin. His own stallion nickered in disapproval, but held his ground, waiting for his opponent to catch up.

      

      “You should have said your farewells sooner,” Edwin grumbled, as Joanna fluidly brought her mount to a slow walk in a remarkable display of horsemanship.

      

      She smiled, but it did not reach her astonishing eyes. “I did, but I needed one more farewell to give me courage on this lengthy journey. I do not know when I might see my family again, so I thought it best to give them one final squeeze.”

      

      “A… squeeze?” The word made him uneasy.

      

      “Perhaps, you have not received enough squeezes in your life. If you had, you might not be so frosty all the time,” she remarked, trotting past him and out through the gates, taking the lead despite his earlier insistence.

      

      He stared at her retreating figure, angled so gracefully upon the side saddle, blinking at the rebuke she had just given him. Yet, there was a small, quiet part of him that could not argue with her assessment. If he had been held more, if he had been loved more, if he had known affection, if he had been cherished, maybe he would have led a different life. But just as he could not undo his marriage, he could not reverse time and undo all the things that had made him who he was: a hermit, branded a murderer, forever haunted by the ghosts of his past.

      

      And you have bound yourself to that, Joanna… May God have mercy on your soul. As he pursued her, he prayed that she would do as she was told from now on, for if that defiant streak led her to pry, he feared what secrets she might uncover. Secrets he had kept buried for all these years. Secrets far worse than anything the scandal sheets could write.
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      “How much longer will it take to reach your residence?” Joanna asked, on what felt like the thousandth day of riding.

      

      Edwin did not so much as glance in her direction. “I told you it would be a lengthy journey. You chose to ride.”

      

      “I am not complaining,” Joanna shot back, “I am merely curious, for I am starting to think you might be a duke of the Scottish variety. Now, I do not profess to be adept in geography or arithmetic, but I am certain we are nearing the border. Either that or you have done something to twist the very construct of time and distance. Perhaps, you have frozen it, as you seem to freeze everything else around you.”

      

      “We will be there soon,” he replied curtly.

      

      She frowned at him, increasingly exasperated by the scarcity of conversation. “Are you unwell?”

      

      “Pardon?”

      

      “Are you unwell? Do you have a soreness of the throat, or a breathlessness when you speak?”

      

      Edwin’s brow creased, his nose turning up in distaste. “Why would you ask that?”

      

      “I am trying to decide what ailment you possess that makes it impossible for you to say more than a handful of words before falling silent again,” she explained wryly. “Indeed, I am also trying to discover a reason for the swiftness of this marriage, and sickness seemed like the obvious motive. Will you succumb to it soon?”

      

      “If it was sickness, Lady Joanna, I would not have married at all,” he replied gruffly.

      

      “You say that, but I wonder if you desired a feminine companion to tend to you in your hours of ailing health. Someone closer to you than a servant or a maid might be,” she pressed, determined to keep him talking, even if she wore out her voice trying.

      

      After days of traveling, she could count on one hand the number of times he had engaged in brief conversation with her, and she dreaded the thought of spending a lifetime like that. She had endured enough awkward, stilted silences between her mother and father, and refused to repeat that discomfort in her own marriage.

      

      “I see no need to make idle conversation,” he said, after a lengthy pause that made her think he was not going to respond at all. “What is the use of it?”

      

      Joanna laughed, shaking her head at the situation. “Because it is a pleasant pastime. Do you not enjoy debate? What do you do when you dine—do you simply eat and say nothing? Is it not most diverting to have excellent conversation as you enjoy fine food and good wine? And what do you do when you read a splendid book? Do you keep your thoughts to yourself? Do you talk to yourself?”

      

      A sudden flush of pink colored Edwin’s cheeks took Joanna by surprise. If someone had told her that Edwin could blush, she would have snorted and called them a liar. But there he was, blushing furiously as he turned his face away, pretending to stare off at something across the wild, stark moors that surrounded them—and had surrounded them for what seemed like an eternity.

      

      “There is no shame in that,” she said softly, not wanting to embarrass him. “I talk to myself often, usually when my sister has tired of my twittering and my mother has sunk into one of her melancholies. When I ride, I like to talk to Pegasus, which is somewhat like talking to oneself, for he cannot talk back. Although, on occasion, I swear he understands everything I say.”

      

      “That is… ridiculous,” Edwin huffed out, his body rigid. “A horse cannot understand English.”

      

      Joanna chuckled, and his head snapped back toward her, wearing an expression of astonishment at the sound of her genuine laughter. She observed him for a moment, hoping to glimpse something of the man behind the icy, unforgiving mask. After all, he was behaving as if he had never heard anyone laugh before.

      

      “Are you laughing at me?” he growled.

      

      Joanna raised an eyebrow. “I was laughing at what you said, not at you. It does sound ridiculous, that a horse should be able to understand English, but my Pegasus knows the word “apple” and “shall we ride all afternoon.” You cannot convince me otherwise.”

      

      To prove her point, Pegasus twisted his head back to stare at her, and snorted when an apple was not immediately presented. Chuckling despite Edwin’s apparent dislike of it, Joanna reached into her saddlebag and pulled out a shiny, red apple, leaning over to pass it to her beloved horse. Pegasus wiggled his lips over the shiny surface for a moment, before crunching into the fruit and nickering contentedly as she fed him the rest.

      

      “See,” she remarked, smiling at her husband.

      

      My husband… She still could not quite believe it, for though they had spent days riding together without any additional company, she knew nothing more of him than when she had consented to marry him. They had slept in separate chambers at the quaint, countryside inns they had stopped at. They had dined apart, at Edwin’s insistence. In truth, she wondered why he wanted her to reside with him at all, when she might as well have stayed at her own home.

      

      Edwin tilted his head to one side, watching Pegasus finish the last chunk of apple. “But your horse does not know what an apple is.”

      

      Pegasus tossed his head, nickering for another apple.

      

      “You must stop saying that word, or he might halt and refuse to continue,” Joanna warned playfully, patting the side of her mount’s neck to coax him into pressing on. “Would your horse like a treat?”

      

      Edwin sniffed. “Bellerophon does not eat treats.”

      

      “Pardon?” The air rushed out of her lungs, hearing that name. “Your stallion is named Bellerophon?”

      

      He nodded.

      

      “Then, these two are destined to be great friends!” Joanna cheered, her mind whirling with wonder. “Did you name him yourself?”

      

      “I did.”

      

      “Are you fond of the myths and legends of ancient Greece? Oh, do tell me what your favorite is!” Joanna urged, hoping she had finally stumbled upon some common ground that would invite further conversation. Lengthy conversation. As much as possible, to distract herself from the fact that she was far away from her family, married to a rumored killer who might turn those violent tendencies upon her.

      

      But Edwin just shook his head, mumbling, “I see no need.”

      

      I swear upon my life, if you say that one more time, I shall turn to find the highest point of your residence and I shall scream until they can hear me in London! she vowed, rankling at the phrase he seemed to repeat as often as he breathed.

      

      Exhausted by his lack of willingness to engage in anything more than silent riding, Joanna settled into the sway of Pegasus’s sturdy body, letting it lull her into a feeling of serenity. It was a dreary day, overcast and chilly, and the endless, brown-green spread of moorland offered nothing new or exciting to please the eye, but she would not let it defeat her.

      

      Gazing out across the undulating landscape, she spied a lamb jumping underneath the tangled boughs of a tree, apparently trying to catch a leaf from one of the lowest hanging branches and smiled at the joyful sight. A moment later, she spotted a kestrel overhead, hovering in the sky as it fixated on some unseen prey below. Though it was a rather blustery day, the kestrel was unaffected, holding its position as it waited to strike.

      

      Am I the kestrel or the prey? she wondered with a sigh, turning her attention back to the lamb, who had been joined by another. The two sweet creatures frolicked in the shade of the tree, while the ewes looked on.

      

      Cresting a hill, Joanna’s heart lurched as her eyes fell upon a structure in the near distance. After hours of trudging across nothing but grass and peat bogs, a true path finally appeared in the mossy moorland, weaving toward that solitary, isolated lump of dismal gray. And off to the right, following a different road, she saw the carriage they had left behind the day before, trundling along.

      

      “Is that your residence?” Joanna gulped.

      

      Edwin nodded. “Yes, that is Bruxton Hall.”

      

      “And why did we not also take the proper road?”

      

      Edwin gestured vaguely at the moors. “I prefer this way.”

      

      All of a sudden, Joanna no longer felt like jesting or conversing or riding toward that gloomy building. Every inch of her screamed for her to turn her horse around and race as fast as she could, back to Tillington House and everything familiar. But as Edwin urged his horse on, she had no choice but to follow, not least because she had no notion of where she was or how she might find her way back home.

      

      Before long, they arrived at the gates of Bruxton Hall. Or, rather, what might once have been gated, though the gates themselves were nowhere to be seen, leaving behind vestigial, rusted hinges and twin gargoyles that glowered down at her from the gateposts with eroded, moss-covered faces.

      

      The straight path up to the house was in no better condition: a dirt road, nothing more. The lawns that flanked both sides of the path were overgrown and weed-ridden, sprouting skeletal trees that twisted as if in agony, their bony branches clawing up toward the sky in desperation. Spiny gorse bushes bloomed with small flowers, but those bursts of yellow were the only color that dared to defy the palette of gray and brown that reigned over the estate.

      

      As for the manor itself, withered ivy clung to the dark gray walls, several windows were cobwebbed with cracks, and gaping holes yawned in the slate roof, exposing timbers. The colonnaded front terrace resembled broken teeth, missing more flagstones than it possessed, while the pillars appeared to have been nibbled upon by giant beasts; great chunks of stone crumbling out of each one. More spiny bushes bordered the terrace, devoid of the green life of spring.

      

      Indeed, to Joanna’s eyes, the manor looked abandoned: a pale ghost of the grand residence it had once been.

      

      At the base of the front steps, Edwin got down from the saddle and put his fingers to his lips, blasting a high-pitched whistle. A minute later, a young boy came haring around the side of the manor, running toward Edwin.

      

      “Are you going to get down, or are you going to sit up there indefinitely?” Edwin demanded to know, making no effort to help her down.

      

      Joanna drew in a shaky breath and slipped down from the saddle, pausing to rest her forehead against Pegasus’s and stroke his muscular neck, needing the familiar sensation of his soft hide against her palm if she was to face whatever awaited her inside.

      

      “This is a proud beast,” she said to the waiting stable hand, who stared at Pegasus in awe. “Treat him well and he will do as you ask. If you do something he does not like, he will bite.”

      

      The stable hand nodded eagerly. “I’ll tend to him well, M’Lady!”

      

      “Your Grace,” Edwin corrected sharply. “This is the Duchess of Bruxton, and you will refer to her as such.”

      

      The stable hand’s mouth fell open as he hurried into a deep, amusingly dramatic bow. “Apologies, Your Grace. I didn’t know His Grace was bringin’ home a duchess.” He stood upright once more. “I’ll tend to your horse even better than I planned to. He’s a beauty, Your Grace. Never seen one so white.”

      

      Joanna’s nerves calmed for a moment. “I think he favors you,” she said as Pegasus nosed the boy’s fluffy, dark hair.

      

      “My pa will be pleased as aught to see this ’un,” the boy urged, tugging lightly on the reins to see if Pegasus would follow. Choosing to be on his best behavior, the horse allowed himself to be led, leaving Edwin and Joanna alone at the bottom of the porch steps. The carriage had already disappeared somewhere, giving her no indication of when she might have her belongings returned to her.

      

      “Follow me,” Edwin said, heading up the steps to the front door.

      

      If Joanna had expected a welcome party, she was to be sorely disappointed as she stepped into the drafty, cavernous entrance hall of Bruxton Hall. There, a sole figure waited patiently: an older lady with bright white hair, pulled back in a severe bun. Her pale blue eyes were sharp, and she wore long black skirts, and a black pelisse, with just the smallest hint of a frilly white collar poking out of the top. At her waist, she wore a silver chatelaine—a large kind of brooch that attached to a belt, with several chains dangling from it that held the tools of a woman’s trade. In this lady’s case, she wore the keys to the household.

      

      The housekeeper, Joanna realized.

      

      “Welcome to Bruxton Hall, Your Grace,” the old lady said in a soft, kindly voice that did not match her severe face. “I had expected you both sooner, but I am pleased to see that you made it here in one piece. The moors are treacherous in the rain.” She flashed a discreetly pointed look at Edwin, who did not notice. “Although, I was mightily surprised to see you riding, Your Grace. Do you ride often?”

      

      Joanna’s cheeks warmed with a rush of gratitude. “As often as I—”

      

      “Show her the house,” Edwin interrupted. “I will be in my study until morning. Have a tray sent at eight o’clock.”

      

      Without another word, he marched up a creaking, structurally suspect staircase that curved up to a weathered landing, and continued up a second, narrower stairwell before disappearing into the upper eaves of the manor. Joanna watched him go, her mouth wide open in shock. Was he really going to just… abandon her like that?

      

      “Never you mind him,” the housekeeper said, taking Joanna by the arm. “The name’s Mrs. Hislop, or Betty if you prefer. I don’t yet know what manner of noblewoman you are, so I’ll leave it to your discretion. Either way, you’re very welcome here, Your Grace. Now, what would you like to see first? Are you weary from your travels? How does a tea tray, some cakes if I can swipe them from under the cook’s nose, and a nap sound?”

      

      To young, noble ladies who were better prepared to become duchesses, the housekeeper’s words might have sounded condescending but, to Joanna, they were precisely what she needed to hear. A warm, comforting suggestion from a warm, comforting person.

      

      “That sounds… perfect, Mrs. Hislop,” Joanna replied.

      

      “This way, then,” the older woman said, guiding Joanna up the stairs. “And mind your footing as you go. We’ve done our best to patch things, but there are a few steps that you’ll fall right through if you don’t know where to tread. They’re marked with that red paint there. In truth, anything marked with that bit of red is to be avoided.”

      

      Joanna mustered a nervous smile. “Does His Grace have one of those about his person?”

      

      The housekeeper hid a snort of laughter behind her hand. “Oh, you’re a sharp one; I can tell. That’s just what I’d hoped for.” She flashed an encouraging wink. “I imagine His Grace doesn’t know what to make of you, but he soon will, and you’ll find the rest of us amenable enough—ah, except for the gardener. He’s got a foul temper and doesn’t care for people at all. I suppose that’s why he loves his plants so dearly.”

      

      “You have a gardener?” Joanna’s voice strained, her gaze darting through the windows to the sparse and unwelcoming lawns and bushes beyond.

      

      The housekeeper chuckled again, not bothering to hide it, this time. “I’ll show you the gardens he does tend to when you’ve rested. Goodness, what must you think of this place? Being here so long, I forget what it must look like to those who haven’t been here before.”

      

      “I imagine it was grand once,” Joanna admitted shyly, not wanting to insult the pleasant housekeeper.

      

      “Oh, it was,” Mrs. Hislop sighed. “I keep dreaming it will be again, but we’ll see about that. For now, let us get you settled.”

      

      With the housekeeper’s guidance, Joanna noted the markings on the stairs and took care to avoid them, her heart thundering as she made her way up the perilous staircase to the landing. From there, Mrs. Hislop led her to the farthest end of the right-hand corridor and opened the door wide.

      

      Joanna braced herself for another tumbledown, half-abandoned room, filled with cobwebs and dust and gloom. Instead, her eyes widened at the sight of a beautiful bedchamber; the silk-papered walls were adorned with pretty paintings, and there were fresh flowers in vases, dotted around the room, spilling their sweet perfume. A grand, four-poster bed of dark mahogany, that looked like it had been there since the sixteenth century, took pride of place, draped in gauzy material to offer some privacy. Meanwhile, mismatched armchairs, a vast armoire, a writing desk, and several bookshelves made the chamber seem less empty, though it was obvious that the furniture had all been brought in from other places. Nothing seemed like it belonged, which was rather fitting.

      

      “Did you bring your lady’s maid?” Mrs. Hislop asked.

      

      Joanna flushed with embarrassment. “My sister and I shared one, and she has remained at my family’s residence.”

      

      “Not to worry. The maids are all desperate to meet you, so I shall send whichever I think will harass you the least,” Mrs. Hislop assured her with a cheery grin. “Shall I help you disrobe? Most of your belongings have been brought up already, and I think I saw a nightdress somewhere.”

      

      Joanna shook her head. “Thank you, but I will manage for now.”

      

      “As you wish.” Mrs. Hislop rested her hand upon Joanna’s forearm, like a well-meaning grandmother. “You are welcome here, you know? We are all thrilled to have you with us. So, do not worry about anything; we shall take care of you.”

      

      Tears beaded in Joanna’s eyes, stinging as she tried to blink them away. After days of cold silence and dreading the future, she had not realized how desperately she needed to hear a kind word to bolster her courage.

      

      “Thank you,” she choked, hurriedly brushing away a stray tear.

      

      Mrs. Hislop took out a handkerchief and dabbed Joanna’s cheeks. “Rest now, Your Grace. All will seem brighter after you’ve slept. As for that tea and cake—I’ll bring them when you’ve awoken.”

      

      “Thank you,” Joanna repeated for a third time, her heart sore as the housekeeper sketched a small curtsy and departed the room, closing the door behind her.

      

      And as Joanna heard the door click into the jamb, leaving her entirely alone, the enormity of her new existence crashed down upon her. Tears sprang freely, her chest on fire as her lungs struggled to draw breath, her stomach twisting with the agony of missing home, as she sank to her knees right there on the chipped, ancient floorboards.

      

      “I want to go home,” she whispered, holding her head in her hands as the tears raced in hot rivulets down her face, dripping onto the old varnish. “Please, I want to go home.”

      

      But no one could hear her, no one was coming to her rescue, and with the promise she had made before God, she knew there was no home to go back to. This was her home now, and like the mismatched furniture that closed in around her, she sensed that she, too, would never belong.
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      Between the cracked triangles of his study window, Edwin frowned at the scene before him, too distracted by the sight to concentrate on the tower of correspondence and ledgers and contracts that had to be tended to.

      

      Joanna walked alone in the decrepit gardens at the rear of the manor, gracefully moving through the dead rose bushes and skeletal trees like a goddess, come to breathe life back into them. She wore a dress of lavender muslin, hitching up her skirts so they would not be spoiled by the dirt and mud and stray twigs that threatened to snag at the fine fabric.

      

      Every time she passed one of the withered, spiky bushes, Edwin’s heart jolted, worried the material might catch and tear. Yet, he could neither explain nor fathom why he should care. Judging by the number of trunks, boxes, and cases that Joanna had brought with her, she had plenty of garments to spare.

      

      “Careful,” he murmured, “there is a hidden ditch there. You might lose your footing.”

      

      Sure enough, Joanna swayed suddenly, her shoe catching in the concealed ditch. She staggered forward and, for a terrible instant, Edwin thought she was going to fall. But she righted herself, and as she paused to draw in a deep breath that made her shoulders rise and fall, Edwin realized that he was standing up, his hands braced against the writing desk.

      

      He jumped as a knock thumped against the door, his nerves already rattled, for what sort of sorcery did Joanna possess, if she could make him rise from his chair without realizing it?

      

      Mrs. Hislop bustled in with a tea tray, though it was not even close to eight o’clock in the evening. “I thought you might be thirsty after your journey,” she said, by way of explanation. “You’ll get one of your headaches if you don’t drink something, so don’t scold me. I’m too old for a chiding.”

      

      “Set it down there,” Edwin replied reluctantly, gesturing to the only vacant corner of his writing desk.

      

      As she obeyed, Mrs. Hislop’s gaze ventured out of the window, her eyes widening as she saw Joanna. “She’s supposed to be resting, poor thing. I imagine she couldn’t manage it, being somewhere so unfamiliar.”

      

      “You should have warned her about the gardens. She almost fell,” Edwin muttered, pouring a cup of tea for himself.

      

      Mrs. Hislop turned, giving him a strange look. “You were watching her?”

      

      “I happened to notice her. I was not watching. Do not make it sound like something it is not,” Edwin warned, confused by the sudden racing of his heart, as if he had been caught doing something he should not have been.

      

      Mrs. Hislop sighed. “I trust you are going to be joining her for dinner, and not taking a tray in your study as you instructed?”

      

      “If I intended to join her for dinner, I would not have asked for a tray at eight o’clock,” Edwin retorted, shy beneath the housekeeper’s intense gaze.

      

      “Your Grace, you must dine with her,” Mrs. Hislop demanded, shaking a finger at him. “She is far from home, she is weary from days of riding, she has likely received no warmth or affection from you and must be wondering why she has come to this place with you when you seem determined to abandon her. Indeed, I am surprised you succeeded in your plan, but that is by the by. Consider it from her perspective, Your Grace. Endure dinner with her and, who knows, you might find you enjoy dining with company.”

      

      Edwin wrinkled his nose. “It has been years since I have dined with anyone.”

      

      “Precisely. Years too long,” Mrs. Hislop pointed out. “You are now married, Your Grace. You have a wife who, from our brief encounter, seems delightful and humorous and courageous. Find your own courage, Your Grace, and see if you can’t alleviate one another’s loneliness.”

      

      Looking out of the window once more, he watched Joanna crouch low to inspect a lone, red poppy that sprouted from a patch of barren earth. With her bare hands, she scooped some water from a nearby puddle and poured the liquid onto the dry soil. The gesture startled him, until he did not know whether to be in awe of her, or appalled.

      

      “She is not here to alleviate my loneliness. I am not lonely,” he protested, his voice thick. “She is here as my envoy—my ambassador at society gatherings. If she wants entertainment, she will have to make her own. I am certain the maids and their silliness will keep her amused.”

      

      Mrs. Hislop shook her head, lowering her gaze as if she did not dare to let him see the disappointment upon her face. “At least dine with her, Your Grace. Grant her that.” She paused. “After all, you will have no ambassador at all if she decides to flee this house and you. She is a vibrant young lady, newly married—offer her some manner of olive branch, I beg of you. Indeed, you owe her that much, considering it is her dowry and her family’s wedding gift that will restore some of this broken household.”

      

      Shame coursed through Edwin’s stiff body, his skin prickling with heat as her words lodged like barbs in his flesh. She was right; that could not be denied. Marrying Joanna had bolstered his meager fortunes already, allowing him to fund two business endeavors that he hoped would see his dukedom’s once-grand legacy flourish once more. He had the contracts right there upon his writing desk, and he could sign them because of her.

      

      “One dinner,” he seethed, already uneasy about the prospect.

      

      Mrs. Hislop immediately brightened, clapping her hands together. “And I shall make it a fine one, Your Grace! All of your favorites and some of hers, if you know what they might be?”

      

      “I do not.”

      

      She pursed her lips. “Well, no matter, I shall just have to ask her. Is she still in the gardens?”

      

      “You have eyes, Mrs. Hislop. You can see that she is.”

      

      “Then, I shall go to her directly. Oh, this shall be a wonderful evening!” Mrs. Hislop cheered as she hurried from the room, abandoning Edwin in favor of the new duchess.

      

      As the study door closed, Edwin’s eyes turned back to his wife—a title that remained uncomfortable in his mind, for he had never intended to marry. If the eastern corner of the roof had not caved in after the most recent storm, he might never have done.

      

      She was still crouched by the poppy, unaware that she was being observed. And as she touched the delicate, red petals, a smile formed upon her lips, so pure and charming that it almost brought a smile to Edwin’s lips in return.

      

      Almost.

      

      “Do not hope for love, Joanna,” he whispered, forcing himself to look away from her. “You will not find it here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 9

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “I wanted to come and see how you were faring, but I suppose you being out in the gardens answers that,” Mrs. Hislop announced, sweeping into Joanna’s bedchamber without so much as a knock.

      

      Joanna did not mind that as much as another duchess might, for she had always had something of an “enter as you please” policy upon her bedchamber at home. One that her sister, Nancy, had taken advantage of ever since they were little.

      

      Goodness, how I will miss you… Joanna’s heart lurched, her eyes stinging with the threat of fresh tears, though she was certain she must have cried herself dry by now.

      

      “You saw me in the gardens?” Joanna asked the obvious question, eyeing the tea tray that Mrs. Hislop had brought. Joanna’s stomach rumbled in appreciation.

      

      Mrs. Hislop set the tray down and poured a cup of tea for her new mistress. “There’s not much in the way of cover out there, and no one wanders out there much, considering the state of it, so you were… noticeable.”

      

      She smiled and brought the cup to Joanna, where the new duchess sat at her writing desk, staring down at an empty sheet of paper that she hoped would transform into a letter for Nancy. A letter filled with lies about contentment and happiness, to ease Nancy’s sorrow, which was likely why it was proving so difficult to write.

      

      “Have a bite of that, and you’ll feel better,” Mrs. Hislop encouraged, setting down a small plate that bore a hearty slice of cake, to accompany the steaming tea. “It has healing properties.”

      

      Joanna frowned. “It does? In what regard?”

      

      “Sugar and butter,” Mrs. Hislop replied, chuckling. “Nothing more healing for the soul than that. And don’t worry if you spoil your dinner a little bit by devouring that—the cook won’t be offended.”

      

      Hearing laughter in a miserable, desolate house like Bruxton Hall had a soothing effect on Joanna, inviting her to take a bite of the cake. It tasted as delicious as it looked, filling her mouth with a sweetness that she washed down with the milky tea. If she closed her eyes, she could have been at home in the kitchens, with her sister and mother, partaking of a sly piece of cake to brighten the afternoon.

      

      “Don’t you let this house rob you of that smile, Your Grace,” Mrs. Hislop said softly, making Joanna realize that she had been smiling.

      

      “I shall try not to, and please, call me by my name: Joanna. I am not comfortable with “Your Grace,” nor do I suspect I ever will be,” Joanna urged, though the housekeeper did not appear to be the kind of woman who would allow such informality.

      

      Mrs. Hislop bowed her head. “As you prefer, Lady Joanna.”

      

      “Thank you,” Joanna gasped, gulping down mouthfuls of the hot tea to try and keep her tears at bay. She had come willingly, after all; she had no right to be tearful, nor did she want Mrs. Hislop to think she would spend her days weeping and lamenting her situation.

      

      “I thought you might like some assistance in dressing for dinner, as no maid has been assigned to you yet,” Mrs. Hislop continued, taking control where Joanna could not yet.

      

      Joanna blinked. “Do I need to change my attire, if I am to dine in my chambers?”

      

      “You intend to dine in your chambers?” Mrs. Hislop paused as if she had not expected that.

      

      “I… had assumed I would be enjoying my own company this evening, and every evening from now on.”

      

      Mrs. Hislop’s worried expression softened into a relieved smile. “His Grace has invited you to dine with him this evening, so there shall be no trays and plenty of reason to dress in something that’ll cheer your spirits. I can’t promise there’ll be sparkling conversation, but… might I speak frankly, M’Lady?”

      

      Joanna nodded.

      

      “The duke’s bark is worse than his bite, if you understand my meaning?” Mrs. Hislop looked back at the bedchamber door as if she expected the duke to be listening in.

      

      Joanna hesitated. “I believe so, though my concern is that he lacks both bark and bite. He is more like one of those old farm dogs that is past caring and would not so much as wag his tail if a rabbit shot through the yard, or a bloodhound that has lost the inclination to sniff for anything.”

      

      And my other concern is that he might kill me as I sleep, now that he has received my family’s money… She did not, of course, add that part, though after seeing the condition of Bruxton Hall, she better understood why he had hurried to marry. A crumbling residence required money to fix, and there was no quicker fix than a bride from a wealthy family.

      

      “Heavens!” Mrs. Hislop clamped a hand to her mouth, spluttering a laugh through her splayed fingers. “You are a wit, M’Lady. I wouldn’t be surprised if you’ve got His Grace’s head in a spin, trying to keep up with your jests. He doesn’t jest much, you see, but it’s not his fault. He’s not as gruff and unpleasant as he appears to be, and has a good heart, deep down.”

      

      “It must have been well buried,” Joanna remarked, for she could sooner imagine herself being freed of her marriage than seeing Edwin soften or reveal a good heart.

      

      Mrs. Hislop chuckled, but it was a sharper, sadder kind of laugh. “It’s not my place to tell his history for him, so I hope that one day, he tells you himself. All I would ask in the meantime is that you don’t judge him too harshly.” She paused. “Now, shall we choose a gown?”

      

      Joanna watched the older lady breeze across the bedchamber to the armoire, sifting through the muslins and silks and lace that would probably gather dust, in due time. And as Joanna observed, she thought she saw Mrs. Hislop’s shoulders shake in something like a sob, piquing Joanna’s curiosity.

      

      The housekeeper cherishes him, she realized, dumbfounded. Did that mean there really was something in his character that was worthy of being cherished? Was there a side to him that he only showed those who were closest to him, or those who had been near to him for a long time? Joanna would not believe it unless she saw it for herself. As for not being too harsh upon Edwin—first, he would have to cease being cold with her, for she had traveled too far away from everything she knew, to be the one to make the continued effort.

      

      Nor did she want to encourage him to change his mind about their physical relationship, in case she had misunderstood his insistence that they would share no such intimacy. Perhaps, he had meant not until they reached his residence.

      

      “Something sedate,” Joanna hurried to say to the housekeeper. “My most demure gown.”
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        * * *

      

      Joanna had been seated at the dining room table for half an hour, sipping from a glass of sour red wine that the sole footman seemed agitated to keep filling, with no sign of her husband or any word of apology for his lateness. She was starting to think he was not coming at all, and that Mrs. Hislop had invented the invitation, hoping it would force Edwin to attend.

      

      “More, Your Grace?” the footman smiled awkwardly, holding the carafe.

      

      Joanna waved a hand. “No, thank you, or you shall have to roll me out of here before my husband has made an appearance.”

      

      “Yes, Your Grace.” The startled footman returned to his position by the mahogany wainscoting, his white gloves looking as threadbare as the rest of the dining room.

      

      There were cracks in the walls, splintered scrapes in the mahogany, the floorboards had hurriedly been covered with a patchwork of dusty, worn rugs, and the table tilted every time she leaned upon it or retreated from it. The latter had been covered with a white lace tablecloth, dotted with vases and ornamental trays and plates at random intervals, presumably to hide ancient stains from sight. Above, a damp patch spread like a contagion across the ceiling.

      

      Just then, the dining room door opened, and Edwin made his proud entrance. He did not say a word to Joanna as he sat in the chair opposite, and the footman rushed forward to pour his master a glass of wine.

      

      “You may serve,” was all Edwin muttered, tucking a napkin into the collar of his shirt.

      

      Joanna stared at him in disbelief. “My cousin does that.”

      

      “Pardon?” Edwin finally deigned to look at her.

      

      “Tucking the napkin into your collar. My cousin does that. He is five.”

      

      Edwin glanced down at the napkin, frowning, “Where else would it be?”

      

      “On your lap,” Joanna replied. “I assume you are able to put food in your mouth without difficulty?”

      

      “The purpose is to avoid staining your clothes. Laid across your lap, the napkin does nothing but catch crumbs,” Edwin insisted, toying with the edge of the napkin as if he were a boy still. “This is the proficient way. It has nothing to do with how you bring food to your mouth.”

      

      She noticed his gaze hesitate upon her lips as he spoke, while her mind fixated upon the thick, throaty manner in which he had said, “laid across your lap,” as if the mere mention of a lap was an intimate thing. Or, perhaps, she was still worrying about what the night might hold for her. In her limited knowledge of society gentlemen, she doubted any would truly desire a marriage without physical relations.

      

      “I had not thought of it like that,” Joanna said, deciding not to antagonize him over such a trifling thing. As proof, she took her own napkin and tucked it into the gauzy, high-necked collar she had chosen for dinner.

      

      Edwin’s gaze once again flitted to strange places, concentrating for just a moment upon the bosom she sought to hide. He looked away sharply, his throat bobbing in a manner that made Joanna’s stomach flutter. There was something deeply enticing about a man’s throat and neck, though she could not explain why.

      

      “How are you faring with your business endeavors?” Joanna asked, as the lone footman began to serve dinner in a somewhat harried fashion.

      

      Edwin looked up sharply from his plate of pheasant in a dark, shiny sauce. “What business is it of yours?”

      

      “None, I suppose,” she replied wearily. “It is called ‘polite conversation’ and I am trying to draw you into it with bland discussions about our respective days. Or, we could sit here and listen to one another chewing, if you would prefer?”

      

      Edwin crinkled his nose. “My endeavors were… fine.”

      

      “Were you actually tending to some business, or was it merely an excuse to avoid me?” Joanna prodded a little.

      

      “I was tending to business,” he confirmed, hesitating. “Business that will ensure that you have a comfortable life.”

      

      She thought about retorting that she did have a comfortable life, back with her family at Tillington House, but that seemed too easy, and he would undoubtedly expect such a remark.

      

      “Has my family’s money helped in that regard, or have you not yet received what is owed?” Joanna cut into her pheasant and took a pointed bite.

      

      He glowered, “That is none of your concern.”

      

      “Is it not my money, in essence? How can it be none of my concern? Why, if I were to make a speculation with a sum of investment, I would have every right to know how it is being used and how successful my investment has been,” she continued, sawing through her pheasant as if she was cutting through the outer layers of the cold, unyielding gentleman opposite her.

      

      Mrs. Hislop must be mistaken about hidden depths…

      

      “Indeed,” Joanna added, “I would also like to have some involvement in where that money is spent when it comes to this manor. I understand that I have only been shown the parts of it that are fit for purpose, but from the gardens—which also need improvement—I noticed two entire wings that I have not yet seen.”

      

      Edwin set down his knife and fork, his appetite apparently lost. “You have not seen them because they are not fit for purpose. No one goes there.”

      

      “Not even the staff?”

      

      He gave a single nod.

      

      Joanna sighed, drained of the desire to carry on talking to the human equivalent of a brick wall at the dead end of an alleyway. “The pheasant is nice, is it not?”

      

      “Passable,” Edwin replied.

      

      “Shall I inform the cook of that?”

      

      A flicker of alarm passed across Edwin’s handsome face. “No, that will not—”

      

      “Be necessary,” Joanna finished the sentence with a tired smile. “I know. I wonder if I ought to tax you every time you say that, or some iteration of it. By the end of the year, I would wager that I would have gained back all of the “investment” that my father has given to you, in exchange for me.”

      

      Edwin tilted his head to one side, picking up his knife and fork once more. “A tax?”

      

      “A shilling for each repetition,” Joanna suggested, discovering her enthusiasm for the dry conversation once more. “I do not know what my father arranged with you in regard to pin money, but a tax on your words can be a subsidiary sum for me. I shall buy plants with it, to revive the gardens.”

      

      Edwin gulped his glass of wine. “Your pin money is already substantial. It will be given to you at the beginning of each month.”

      

      “But this is more amusing,” she countered. “Let us say that, in addition to my pin money, you will give me the tax you owe for a lack of creativity in your language. Perhaps, it will inspire you to learn the art of conversation.”

      

      She entirely expected Edwin to refuse and call her silly, so it came as something of a surprise when he shrugged and said, “Very well.”

      

      “Very well?” She gaped at him.

      

      “I do not plan to change how I speak. We need plants for the garden. If you wish to take the task upon yourself, I shall not stop you.” He returned to his pheasant. “I hope you are so amused when you realize the enormity of the task.”

      

      Joanna might have thought he was teasing if he had but smirked or chuckled, but it seemed the fellow was incapable of showing any emotion upon his face other than annoyance or nothing at all.

      

      But I have succeeded in getting him to say more, she considered, choosing to perceive the dinner as a small victory. She did not want to encourage him, nor did she wish to live the rest of her days in awkward silence.

      

      “I shall have you know that I have grand plans for those gardens,” she insisted proudly. “I do not profess to be much of a gardener, but I am swift in learning, and if I have to forego a couple of bonnets and hats and gowns for the new season, in favor of flowers and shrubs, then so be it. I happen to think I will look more dashing surrounded by beautiful blooms than perspiring and tripping in a gown, anyway.”

      

      Edwin froze, staring down into his wine glass as if he had seen something shocking in the dark red surface of the liquid within. His throat bobbed, his free hand gripping the handle of his fork with greater vehemence. Indeed, Joanna wondered if her excitement about gardening had displeased him in some way, and she was about to be stabbed by those silver prongs, but as his gaze flitted up to meet hers for just a moment, she saw something else in his intense, blue eyes—such a dark shade of blue that, briefly, they appeared black.

      

      Either his appetite had finally been restored, or he was hungry for something else.

      

      “Excuse me,” he said, rising. And, without explanation, he left the dining room, still clutching his wine glass.

      

      Meanwhile, Joanna sat back in her chair, panting hard at what she had just witnessed: the danger in Edwin’s glittering eyes. Before that moment, if she was being honest with herself, she had assumed that most of the rumors about him had been embellished, for she had seen no evidence of actual violence in him.

      

      Now, having seen those eyes, glinting ravenously; the intensity of his gaze straining the cords in his neck and gripping his hand around the glass stem until she had feared he might shatter it, she was starting to think she had entered into a marriage with a very dangerous man indeed.
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      Edwin slept fitfully, tossing and turning upon the bed, twisting the coverlets around himself until his unconscious mind feared that a snake had slithered like a rope about his body, constricting him. Yet, he could not awaken; he was too deep in a nightmare to be stirred by a mere serpent.

      

      The dream was as familiar to him as the pages of Ovid’s Metamorphoses—his favorite of the ancient Roman poets. For over a decade, he had suffered through the same scene when he slept, like a perpetual punishment.

      

      It always came to him in two parts, and, at present, he was in the midst of the first. He was a younger man of almost twenty, standing in the doorway of his father’s old study in the now-decrepit eastern wing. His father was crouched in the partial darkness, illuminated only by the sway of candlelight, making the shadows around him dance.

      

      “Go to your chambers, boy,” his father growled. “You should not be wandering at night.”

      

      But Edwin did not retreat. He never retreated, no matter how hard he tried to urge himself to step back through the doorway and return to his chambers. A rope dangled between Edwin’s hands as he continued onward, straight toward his father who had his back to him.

      

      Someone else groaned in the darkness, but Edwin could never understand what was being said—whether it was a warning to cease, or an encouragement to do what would soon be done. It did not matter; Edwin never ceased, as he put the rope around his father’s neck and squeezed.

      

      “Perhaps, you have not received enough squeezes in your life,” a different voice intruded upon the nightmare, making him pause. And when he turned to discover the speaker, the gloomy study transformed, stone by dismal stone, into the gardens where he had watched Joanna tend to a lone poppy.

      

      But the gardens did not look like they did in reality; they resembled what they had been when he was a child, only grander. Flowers spilled from rich soil, bushes in bloom urged fragrant perfume into the air, and trees that had not yielded fruit in years were heavy with their sweet burden. The old trellises had been rebuilt, and flowered archways formed beautiful tunnels that curved over every white gravel pathway, providing shade against the fierce sunlight that struggled to pierce through the tangle of blooms and leaves.

      

      And there, standing in the center of one of those paths, clad in a drenched gown as if she had just escaped a summer storm, was Joanna.

      

      “I told you I would succeed,” she said coyly, sweeping an arm around to allow him to take in the majesty of what she had created.

      

      It is but a dream, he told himself, though it did nothing to wake him up. Nor was he certain he wanted to be awoken, as his attention trailed away from the cascading wisteria and the fat, velvety roses, and the honeysuckle, and returned to the divine vision of Joanna.

      

      Her sodden dress was crafted of a shimmering, white fabric that might already have been diaphanous enough without the addition of water. Indeed, he did not know why she was soaked to the skin when the sky above them was a perfect, cloudless blue.

      

      “I went swimming,” she said, by way of explanation. “I would have invited you to join me, but you told me you do not like to swim. Or you cannot swim. I forget which.”

      

      “I… do not like to,” he heard himself reply, hearing the voice of his older, thirty-year-old self. Panicking, he glanced down, but the rope he had held in his hands a moment ago had vanished, replaced by a bouquet of perfumed wildflowers.

      

      “Are those for me?” Joanna asked, smiling. “You do not need to woo me with gifts and fancies, my darling—we are already married. The wooing has been done and the prize has been won, though I suspect that I am more victorious, wed to a delicious gentleman like you.”

      

      Edwin swallowed. “Delicious? Do you mean to eat me?”

      

      “No, but I might bite a little,” she replied, laughing so sweetly that his heart swelled at the sound, more beautiful than birdsong.

      

      As she walked slowly toward him, the dappled sunlight dancing against her skin, he allowed himself a more leisurely view of her. She was the most exquisite creature he had ever beheld, her sultry appearance far more powerful than the sight of her as a warrior, seated atop her Pegasus when she had departed Tillington House. Every movement she made was as fluid as a dancer, every curve flawless, as if she had truly been crafted by the heavens. And her green eyes were ablaze with a passion that struck raw lightning from his chest to his loins, making every part of him tingle.

      

      The damp fabric of her shimmering gown revealed an equally perfect, heaven-hewn figure, though it took him a moment to realize that she wore no undergarments to speak of. Pink, pert nipples pushed against the thin material, drawing his enamored eye to the full, ripe breasts that moved enticingly with every step she took toward him. Her narrow waist seemed even narrower in contrast to her ample bosom and wide, seductive hips that swayed from side to side.

      

      Her legs were long and lean, a defined line appearing each time she bore weight on one foot and shifted it to another. The thighs of someone who rode horses often and was rarely not in control. He could not help but imagine what they would feel like if she were to straddle him, squeezing him with those thighs as she drew him inside her.

      

      “You should not come any closer,” he warned, more panicked than he had ever been while lost in the midst of his usual nightmares. Those, he understood. This, he did not.

      

      Joanna smiled and paused, leaning against one of the tunneling trellises. “Have you lost your ardor for me already? We have not been married long enough for that. I have heard it said that a husband usually loses interest in his wife after the first child is born, and we have not yet been blessed with children.” She continued her approach, reaching out a hand to him. “Do not be afraid, Edwin. I will not hurt you unless you ask me to.”

      

      He knew he should ask her to stay where she was, he knew he should insist on keeping a polite distance, but as she walked closer, he found himself closing the gap between them. His hands came to rest upon the dramatic dip of her waist, his teeth grazing his lower lip in overwhelming desire as he gazed down at her breasts, so pale and full and inviting.

      

      “My mouth is up here,” Joanna said, laughing, as she tilted his chin back up. “Now, cease this performance of restraint and kiss me before I burst with frustration. I have waited my entire life for you, Edwin, and I shall be exceedingly angry if you disappoint me.”

      

      He obeyed. He could not help it. One moment, he was thinking of every excuse to run from her, and the next, his lips crushed against hers. Even in a dream of his own making, he had expected a young lady from a respectable family to be restrained in her passion, but she kissed him back with a hunger that made his body burn with need. As if she was the only thing that could cool him down, though not until they had blazed an inferno together.

      

      Beyond the realm of dreams, he could not remember the last time he had kissed or been close to a woman. Before everything happened, he assumed. He had been a different man, back then—the sort of man who would not have hesitated to take his wife into his arms and do the things he could only dream about.

      

      “I need you,” Joanna purred, drawing her kisses away from his lips, bringing them to his throat as her hands smoothed across the hard contours of his chest.

      

      His stomach tightened, his own lips seeking out the elegant curve of her neck, while his hands explored everything his heart desired. He caressed the hourglass of her waist and slipped his hands over her hips to her pert backside, stealing a mischievous squeeze of soft buttocks before pulling her harder against him. She gasped as she brushed against his eagerness, and the sound almost cost him his senses; it was so tantalizing.

      

      As he caught her mouth with his once more, sinking into the burning heat of their kiss, letting it consume him, his hand wandered to the supple flesh of her breast. He caressed the delicious roundness, his free hand making quick work of her dress’s front buttons, until she was almost entirely exposed among the flowers and the trees. Just as he had imagined for an embarrassing, fleeting moment when he had dined with Joanna earlier, and she had mentioned preferring the gardens to a new gown. It was the precise reason he had departed in a hurry, concerned she might mistake his fleeting spark of imagination for a lingering desire.

      

      He dipped his head and took a pink, enticing nipple into his mouth, sucking gently until she bucked against him. Imagined or not, her moans drove him to the brink of madness, his heart pounding in his chest, his blood hot in his veins, his mouth ravenous to taste every part of her.

      

      “I have longed for you,” Joanna whispered, clinging to him as his hand slipped between her thighs. “I thought you had abandoned me. I did not know what I would do if you did not return to me, to please me, to make me feel—oh!” Her back arched, her expression transforming into one of absolute bliss as his fingertips touched upon her most sensitive bud, circling slowly in the way that she liked. Or the way he thought she liked, for his mind clashed in confusion of what was real and what was not.

      

      It was almost as if he was living a different, parallel life, and in this one, he and Joanna enjoyed a blissful history, where they knew everything about one another, including how to satisfy and be satisfied.

      

      No sooner had he thought that, than she unfastened his trousers and reached for him, freeing him. Her hand moved skillfully, bringing a gasp to his own throat as he struggled to concentrate on her pleasure, and only her pleasure.

      

      “I need you,” she repeated, wrapping her leg around his waist, bringing him closer to the entrance of her sex.

      

      He hoisted her up into his arms, feeling both her legs wrap tight around him, experiencing the squeeze of her powerful thighs. Her bare skin was still damp from the swim she had taken, though he did not dwell upon that too keenly in case it woke him. After all, there was no lake close by, only a river that he refused to think about. A river that chilled him to the core.

      

      “Do not wander from me, my love,” Joanna purred. “Keep your mind upon me and only me.”

      

      She tilted her hips, and with a wrenching pull of desire, she sank down upon him, drawing him deep inside her. He buried his face in her neck, inhaling the moment, savoring her and the familiar closeness they seemed to share—the familiar hunger that made her desire rumble as much as his own.

      

      But before he could relish a moment more, exploring the proximity and union he had not known he could crave, the gardens melted away and Joanna faded with them. The last thing he saw of her as he woke from the most pleasant dream he had enjoyed in years was her eyes widening and her mouth parting in a scream, but neither were formed of desire. Instead, she looked terrified.

      

      Sitting bolt upright in his bed, he heard Joanna’s scream again. In his clouded mind, he wondered if the sound had followed him back from his dreams, but as he sat there, panting in the dark with the bedclothes tangled around him, he realized the sound was coming from the real world and not the one he had been loath to abandon.

      

      A third scream splintered the air, spurring Edwin out of his bed in naught but a long shirt.

      

      Barreling out of his chambers, he ran toward the noise, calling back, “Joanna? Joanna, where are you?”

      

      And as the screams had not come from anywhere close to his wife’s bedchamber, he feared that his dream had not been a pleasant distraction, but an omen instead. One he had not listened to, for his mind and body had been too occupied with the agonizingly real sensation of holding her in his arms and feeling himself deep inside her as their lips danced together in a feverish kiss.

      

      She is in danger, he understood, as a fourth scream—more chilling than the last—cut to the very heart of him, urging his legs to run faster than they had run in a long, long time.
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      No one is coming, Joanna realized, beating her fists against the entrance door. Dust tumbled around her, dislodged by the low rumbling that matched the tremble of her nerves.

      

      The ceiling above her head was about to come crashing down, and there was nowhere for her to go. The windows were boarded up and nailed firmly, the other two doors in the eerie room she had found herself in were locked and would not budge, and the door she had come through had locked itself behind her. Either that or something had fallen in front of it when the last judder of old beams had shivered through the dilapidated eastern wing, dropping planks of wood and chunks of masonry to the ground below.

      

      Just then, she heard it—the sound of her name being called.

      

      “Joanna? Joanna, where are you?” The voice was deep and masculine and worried: a mixture she did not recognize.

      

      “Lady Joanna?” Mrs. Hislop’s voice joined in, and Joanna’s body relaxed in a sigh of relief.

      

      “I am here!” she called back, thanking the heavens for this mercy. By rights, she did not deserve it, considering she had been snooping in places that she had been warned were unsafe. Yet, she had looked for the telltale streaks of red and found none.

      

      She thought she heard Mrs. Hislop yelp in gratitude, as sturdy footfalls thudded toward the door that refused to open. From the other side, Joanna heard the hiss of a muttered curse, and a grunt of exertion that was swiftly followed by the scrape of wood on stone. Heavy wood, by Joanna’s reckoning.

      

      The ancient, iron-ring handle turned, and the door swung wide to reveal the pale and anxious face of Edwin, with the equally bloodless and worried face of Mrs. Hislop beside him. It was the latter who ran for Joanna, pulling her out of the condemned room and pulling her into a tight embrace, though Joanna’s eyes remained fixed upon Edwin.

      

      So, there is something other than grim irritation within him, she mused, forgetting that she had almost been crushed by falling debris. How could she think of that when Edwin was staring at her with such open, overwhelming concern?

      

      “Lady Joanna, what were you thinking?” Mrs. Hislop scolded, releasing Joanna from her tight grip as the older woman looked Joanna over, checking for signs of injury. “Are you hurt? Did you get hit? Did you not see the big red stripe on the door?”

      

      Joanna dropped her chin to her chest, shamefaced. “I did not, but I am not hurt. I am sorry if I disturbed you all with my… um… screaming. Truth be told, I cannot recall the last time a sound such as that came out of my mouth. You must have been terrified that someone was being murdered.”

      

      Edwin turned his back on Joanna a moment too slow for her to miss the flinch that twisted his face back into its customary grimace. She had not meant to speak of murder, but his reaction could not be ignored, not after the way he had looked at her at the abrupt end of their dinner.

      

      “Your Grace, did you not warn her that it was not safe to enter the eastern or southern wings?” Mrs. Hislop chided, tangling Joanna’s stomach into knots, for she did not want the older lady to get in trouble on her behalf. She doubted Edwin allowed anyone to speak to him in such a fashion without consequences.

      

      With his back still turned, Edwin puffed out an irritated sigh. “Actually, I did. She did not listen.” He cast Mrs. Hislop a sideways glance. “And do not refer to her as Lady Joanna. She is a duchess. It is unbefitting of her station.”

      

      “Fiddlesticks to honorifics, when your wife has almost suffered a terrible accident!” Mrs. Hislop insisted, breathing hard. “Did you truly tell her not to investigate the old wings, or were you so vague that she could not have known the state of these sections?”

      

      Edwin’s brow furrowed, his shoulders stiffening. “Perhaps, I was not clear enough.” He paused. “I assume it is clear now?”

      

      “Yes,” Joanna replied, her heart in her throat. How could he flit from obvious panic to cold indifference in the span of five seconds? What was wrong with him, that he showed no desire to ensure that she was well, when he had obviously run from his chambers to rescue her? He had heard her screams, for if he had not, he would not have been there. So, what had made him transform so quickly? It surely could not have been her mention of murder, could it?

      

      Mrs. Hislop put an arm around Joanna. “Come, my dear, let’s get you a warming drink and something sweet to steady your nerves.”

      

      “Might you bring paper and ink?” Joanna asked, mustering a brave chuckle.

      

      Mrs. Hislop shot a dark look at Edwin, no doubt thinking the worst—a letter asking for an annulment or something of that kind. “Whatever for?”

      

      “I should like you to draw me a map of the manor and all the places I must not tread. It does not matter if you have no gift for drawing, for I only need the idea of a diagram. Then, I will carry it around with me like a letter from a beloved, so I will never find myself trapped in a room with rather excitable masonry again,” Joanna answered, forcing a smile. “That way, if I should feel inclined to fetch a glass of warm milk in the night, I will not have to rely upon seeing red paint in the dark. Alas, I do not have the eyes for it.”

      

      Mrs. Hislop gave Joanna a gentle squeeze. “Perhaps His Grace could do such a thing for you.” She glanced back at him as she steered Joanna away. “Your Grace, might you?”

      

      “If I have a moment,” Edwin replied stiffly, though his tone seemed to suggest that he would not bother to carve out such a moment to make the map.

      

      Joanna frowned at him as she allowed Mrs. Hislop to guide her to the safety and warmth of the kitchens—a place she had not been looking for when she had gone a-wandering. Edwin had made her curious about the true condition of the manor, and, unable to sleep, she had somehow thought it wise to see for herself.

      

      Did he intend for me to do so? Did he want harm to come to me? She could neither believe it nor fully doubt the possibility, for the more she encountered her husband, the more of a stranger he became. Perhaps, she would never be properly acquainted with him, and perhaps that was for the best.
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        * * *

      

      Trying his best to be as quiet as possible, Edwin kneeled in front of the offending door that had locked Joanna in the old ballroom of the eastern wing. The lintel had collapsed, blocking it, but he could not risk the ancient locking mechanism trapping someone inside either. Namely, Joanna, if she should decide not to heed his clearer warning to avoid the crumbling parts of the manor.

      

      What did I say that made her curious? he wondered, for that was the only explanation that made sense; that Joanna’s curiosity had been piqued, leading her to venture to such places in the dead of night when no one would prevent her.

      

      “I should not have said anything about these… wretched wings,” he muttered as he worked, his heart still racing from the fear that had gripped him as he had come running to Joanna’s aid. “I should have let them fall to dust and ruin long ago. I should have torn them down myself.”

      

      He jolted in alarm as something splashed on the floorboard by his right knee. With shaky fingertips, he touched his cheek and found a narrow, damp streak that ran all the way to the edge of his jaw, where the traitorous droplet must have fallen.

      

      “I should never have allowed Joanna to come here,” he whispered, closing his eyes to hold back any other errant tears that might escape. “She is… dangerous for me. She has invaded my dreams, she has invaded my home, she has… plans for the parts of this house that should be buried far below the earth.”

      

      “Oh, Your Grace,” Mrs. Hislop’s soft voice almost made him drop the knife he had been using to loosen the archaic bolts that held the locking mechanism in place.

      

      Edwin swallowed, “Do not pity me, Mrs. Hislop.”

      

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” she said quietly, approaching with hesitant footsteps.

      

      He glanced up at her, astounded to discover that she had brought a tea tray as if she knew he would stay behind to tend to the door. “Is she… well?”

      

      “You should’ve asked her that yourself, Your Grace, but yes, she is well. I gave her a drop or two of tonic in her tea to help her sleep. She’s had quite the shock tonight and could’ve used a comforting word from her husband, but my words and my special tonic had to suffice,” she replied, in a tone that was not quite scolding, but not quite approving.

      

      Edwin drew in a tight breath. “You do realize that you are not supposed to speak to your master like that, do you not?”

      

      “I’ve known you since you were knee-high, Your Grace. I respect you, and I’m loyal to you, but if I see something that doesn’t sit right in this heart of mine, I’ll tell you. You used to appreciate that honesty,” she told him, resting a tender hand upon his shoulder as she leaned down to set the tea tray by him.

      

      Edwin swallowed. “I do appreciate it.” He poured himself a cup of tea and one for Mrs. Hislop. “Are you certain Joanna is well? She was not injured?”

      

      He had peeked into the old ballroom to assess the damage, horrified by the sight of vast chunks of stone and splintered timber that must have fallen so very close to Joanna. He did not know what had caused the disturbance, but the abandoned wings of the manor did as they pleased, falling apart at the merest creak of a foot on the wrong floorboard.

      

      “She was shaken, but that is all,” Mrs. Hislop replied, taking the cup of tea that was offered. “I do not believe it was entirely the fault of the masonry, either.”

      

      Edwin frowned. “What do you mean?”

      

      “She is scared of you, Your Grace. She might have led a sheltered existence, but you can wager everything you have gained from your marriage that she has heard the rumors about you,” Mrs. Hislop explained haltingly, as she did not know how to phrase what needed to be said. “I will not tell her your story, as it is not my place—I told her as much—but you ought to, sooner rather than later. Make it right, Your Grace, for this manor, is in desperate need of her, and I do not solely mean financially.”

      

      Edwin sipped his tea, hoping it might melt the lump in his throat. “She asked about my past?”

      

      “Not in so many words, but she is curious about you,” Mrs. Hislop said, sitting right down on the floor beside him. “She has great promise, Your Grace if you would just allow yourself to see a brighter future. After all, she has not yet fled, though her horse is in the stables and there are not enough staff to stop her if that was what she desired. That must mean something, don’t you think?”

      

      Edwin took another sip of his tea. “I do not want it to mean anything.”

      

      “Balderdash,” Mrs. Hislop grumbled. “Everyone wants to be loved, Your Grace. Everyone wants to be happy, especially those who think it is beyond their reach.  Indeed, shall I tell you a little secret?”

      

      Edwin gave a small shrug.

      

      “Those who think it is beyond their reach never bother to extend their hand to find out,” Mrs. Hislop continued. “If you were to reach out, I guarantee you would find her hand, waiting to pull you toward something greater. And I think you would find happiness if you would but let yourself be happy.”

      

      But as Edwin stared ahead at the door he was attempting to fix, thinking of the empty, cobwebbed, decrepit rooms beyond, a terrible chill slithered through his veins. How could he ever tell Joanna his story—the story of what had taken place in those condemned parts of the manor, and at the river he pretended did not exist? Deep in his frosted heart, he knew he would not get halfway through before she took off running, as fast and as far as her legs could carry her.

      

      Let her be afraid of me, he urged in silence, for he could not allow his heart to thaw. If it melted, even a little bit, he would crumble like the manor that had rotted with him for all these years.
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      Somewhat embarrassed by her behavior the previous evening, and well aware that it could have cost her more than red cheeks and wounded pride, Joanna sought to avoid Edwin the following day. Not that avoiding him was difficult when he kept to his study or his chambers at all hours of the day, refusing to surface.

      

      “Is he always like this?” Joanna asked at dinner, where she sat alone in the smaller breakfast room, so as not to send the poor footman into an apoplexy as he ran the length of the dining room just to fill her glass or serve the next dish.

      

      Mrs. Hislop had joined Joanna, at Joanna’s insistence. “Like what, M’Lady?”

      

      “Is he ordinarily a hermit, hiding away wherever it is dark and gloomy, like himself?” Joanna smiled to hide her concerns for the future, wondering if her evenings would forever be spent in the company of the sweet, amenable Mrs. Hislop until the noble housekeeper abandoned this Earth.

      

      Mrs. Hislop concealed a smile of her own behind her hand. “He is more occupied than usual since your return, but he has many endeavors to tend to. Once they have proved successful, I am certain you will see more of him.” She hesitated, “would you like me to try and coax him down again?”

      

      “Leave him be,” Joanna replied, for she did not know if she could bear the sting of another rejection so soon, having been refused his company at breakfast and luncheon.

      

      Why should I care if he rejects me? her mind argued, for it made little sense. Would she really rather spend her meals sitting opposite a potential killer who occasionally stared at her like he wanted to devour her, and who lacked even the most basic conversational skills?

      

      “I wrote to my friends today,” Joanna changed the subject. “I have not yet invited them to visit, but it is my hope that I can encourage them to visit me by next summer, when the gardens are not just a roosting spot for crows. I should think that the eastern wing might also be habitable by then. Do you know when the architect is arriving? As I am sure you are aware, His Grace tells me nothing. Apparently, it is never necessary for me to know anything.”

      

      Mrs. Hislop looked a little anxious as she took a sip from her wine glass. “I would not hope to invite visitors that soon, M’Lady. His Grace… is not fond of visitors.”

      

      “But I am his means to regaining some position in society, am I not? How can he hope to do so if he does not invite guests to his manor?” Joanna sank back in her chair, her appetite lost. “I have asked my friends and my dearest Nancy to send invitations to any ball or gathering that will have us northern outcasts, so perhaps there will be some potential there. Oh, I do long to hear music and see dancing again.”

      

      Mrs. Hislop nodded slowly. “It has long been absent from this manor, but it will have its glory restored one day soon.”

      

      “But not too soon,” Joanna teased lightly, her heart aching with homesickness. She missed her friends, she missed her sister, she missed her mother, and there was barely anything at Bruxton Hall to fill such a monumental gap. Mrs. Hislop was doing her best, but she could not fill the shoes of so many.

      

      With a weary sigh, Joanna dabbed her lips and set down her napkin. “I am so full that I shall have to waddle to my chambers. Please, inform the cook that she has, once again, created a feast for the ages. Indeed, if she continues in this manner, my friends and family will not know me when I see them again, for I shall be the size of a house.”

      

      “Less butter?” Mrs. Hislop suggested.

      

      “Less butter,” Joanna agreed, getting up.

      

      Mrs. Hislop hurried to stand. “Shall I bring your embroidery to the drawing room? I could dust off the pianoforte if that would please you, instead, though it has been a while since anyone has tuned it. A book, perhaps?”

      

      A thought came to Joanna. “Is there a library? I have not yet seen one, despite wandering into dangerous rooms and almost having my skull caved in by a lovely section of the coffered ceiling. I do believe the piece resembled a Grecian vase, though I could be mistaken.”

      

      “A library?” The color drained from Mrs. Hislop’s weathered face. “Well, there is one, but—”

      

      “I should very much like to read before I retire to my chambers,” Joanna urged, suddenly excited. If there was one thing that could improve her temperament, it was a good book. And, as Edwin had alluded to the fact that he enjoyed the classics of ancient Greece and Rome by naming his stallion Bellerophon, she hoped she might discover some favorites among his collection.

      

      Mrs. Hislop chewed on her lower lip for a moment, before straightening up decisively. “Why shouldn’t you enjoy the library, too? You are the mistress of this house, after all.” She nodded firmly. “I will show it to you at once, and if you should feel peckish or thirsty, all you have to do is ring the bell and I’ll come, laden with beverages and delicacies.”

      

      “You are all involved in this conspiracy to prevent my gowns from fitting,” Joanna said with a laugh, as she followed Mrs. Hislop out of the breakfast room. “You do realize there is nothing so perilous for boredom as delicacies, do you not?”

      

      Mrs. Hislop chuckled. “There has been some discussion about you being too thin, but you are in the north of England now, M’Lady. It’s expected to put some meat on your bones.”

      

      “You think me too thin?” Joanna smoothed down the front of her skirts, thinking of home. Her mother had always scolded her for being too slight, and her father had, a time or two, called her ghoulish to behold. But when Joanna was invested in her books or charging through the wilderness with Pegasus or swimming in the lake, she forgot all about food, satisfied by joy and freedom instead.

      

      Mrs. Hislop tilted her head from side to side. “You are perfect as you are for the warmer months, but when winter comes, you’ll need the additional protection from the cold.”

      

      “I shall make a note of that,” Joanna promised halfheartedly, already dreading what winter might bring.

      

      Before long, Mrs. Hislop stopped outside a gloomy door, steeped in shadow. It was the last at the very end of a long and forbidding hallway, where the glint of eyes seemed to follow her from the portraits that adorned the walls. She told herself it was just the oil paint catching whatever light it could, in a hallway without candles or lanterns, but the bristle up the back of her neck said otherwise.

      

      Mrs. Hislop selected a key from her chatelaine and slipped it into the door’s lock, turning it so slowly, as if the sound of it clicking open might bring the constables down upon her. At last, she turned the handle and swung the door wide, gesturing for Joanna to enter.

      

      “Be at your leisure here, M’Lady, and if His Grace should say a word about it, you tell him to come to me,” Mrs. Hislop said.

      

      “Does he not allow anyone in here?”

      

      Mrs. Hislop grimaced. “Only I am allowed to clean it and prepare it, and as he hasn’t had guests here in—goodness, I can’t even remember—it is difficult for me to say for certain how he might respond to you making use of it. But, as I say, enjoy it. I’ll contend with His Grace.”

      

      “Thank you,” Joanna said, her eyes widening as the familiar scent of books wafted into her nose.

      

      She stepped inside without needing to be told twice, though nothing could have prepared her for what she was about to see. The library was the most beautiful library she had ever beheld, far more splendid than the one she loved at Tillington House.

      

      It was as large as any ballroom, with stacks that stretched back to the farthest wall. Meanwhile, the surrounding walls had all been transformed into bookshelves that were at least three times her height; the highest books attained by way of a sliding ladder that moved upon black iron runners. A smaller, moveable ladder seemed to be the only way to reach the top shelves of the inner stacks, but Joanna did not mind a bit of risk with her reading.

      

      “This must be where all of his fortune has been spent,” she mused aloud, utterly in awe as she peered up at the vaulted ceilings that made her feel as if she was standing in the middle of a cathedral. Six grand chandeliers hung from those magnificent ceilings, though only two were lit, spilling a soft glow onto two reading sections of the library. The first pool of light revealed a mahogany desk and a leather, wingback chair. The second illuminated a red velvet chaise-longue and four leather armchairs that beckoned temptingly.

      

      Taking her time to explore, Joanna ran her fingertip across leatherbound spines, tingling with anticipation at the names she recognized, delirious with the names she did not. Edwin’s collection must have rivaled that of the palace itself.

      

      “If I live to be one hundred in this residence, I shall never read them all.” She clapped her hands together, laughing with delight. Certainly, this one room would take care of her boredom and, perhaps, her homesickness.

      

      She had just reached the reading area with the chaise-longue and the armchairs, eyeing the fireplace that stood proud and unlit, when her gaze was drawn upward to the painting that watched over the library. Unlike the eerie eyes of the portraits outside, this painting depicted the most beautiful scene: a forest in the summertime, captured from the perspective of whoever was wandering through the noble oaks and sturdy sycamores and lithe silver birches.

      

      The details rendered Joanna breathless, imagining that she was upon the portrayed path, enjoying that summer’s day. She envisioned the blackbirds singing, and the wood pigeon cooing from the nest in the far-left corner of the painting. She could almost hear the rustling of the leaves, for they appeared to be in motion, and if she strained her eyes hard enough, she could have sworn she saw the glint of water in the distance, where the tunnel of vibrant trees ended. Even the lichen that clung to the oak trunks looked so real that she felt like she could have climbed up on a ladder and plucked the lichen right off the canvas.

      

      “Do you like it?”

      

      The voice, so close behind her, made Joanna jump. A stifled scream escaped her mouth, silenced by her own hand clamped across it. Was that her life now— jolting and screaming, teetering on the brink of anxious madness?
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      Joanna whirled around, though she already knew to whom the voice belonged. “Goodness, I will not make it to our first anniversary if you do that!” she scolded, breathing rapidly. “You had at least a mile from the door to this spot—why did you not announce yourself, or cough, or whistle, or do something to let me know you were there?”

      

      “My apologies,” Edwin dipped his head subtly. “I assumed footsteps would have been obvious enough.”

      

      “Well, I did not hear them,” she remarked, clasping a hand to her chest to steady her breathing. “And if you have come to scold me for admiring your collection of books, I have been informed that I am to pay you no heed, and you are to go to Mrs. Hislop to receive a tongue-lashing.”

      

      Edwin raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

      

      “I do not know about the tongue-lashing, but you frightened me and now my mouth is running away with me,” Joanna replied, her stays somehow tightening with every inhale and exhale until they were holding her ribs in a vise. “Truly, have you been alone so long that you have forgotten basic etiquette?”

      

      “You are in my library.”

      

      “Did you know I was here?”

      

      Edwin paused. “Yes, but—”

      

      “Then, a swift, ‘How do you do? Only me! Do not be afraid,’ would have sufficed.” Joanna shook her head to try and dislodge her discomfort, though it did not come from any shiver of fear. Instead, it came from the closeness of him, no more than a step away. Nor was it an unpleasant discomfort, but more of a nervous uncertainty as to why he had come so near without announcing himself.

      

      He could have slipped his arms around me and I would not have known until I was already in his embrace, her wayward mind, intoxicated by the scent of books and the epic tales within, waxed romantic. And Edwin would have been the most exquisite protagonist if his character only matched his appearance.

      

      “Apologies,” Edwin repeated, gesturing up at the painting. “Do you like it? I… saw you observing it. That is why I said nothing. I know better than to disturb someone when they are deciphering art.”

      

      It was, perhaps, the most articulate thing he had said to her in the short time they had known one another. It was also the gentlest, his tone soft and almost worried.

      

      “I like it very much,” she replied hesitantly. “Certainly, I prefer it to the ghastly portraits in the hallway outside. Do you also find that they watch you? Is that why there is no light in the hallway, so you cannot actually see them following you with their eyes?”

      

      The faintest ghost of a smile turned up one corner of Edwin’s lips. “A portrait cannot watch you.”

      

      “But you do know what I mean—I can see it in your expression,” she urged, wondering if she had imagined that slight curve of his lips, or if it had been an involuntary twinge of muscle.

      

      He shrugged. “They are well painted. Too well painted, perhaps.” He paused. “I painted this one.”

      

      “Pardon?” Joanna blinked, confused.

      

      “This painting. It is my work,” he replied.

      

      Her mouth fell open. “But… it is so exquisitely beautiful! I was just thinking I might climb up and see if the leaves feel like leaves and that remarkable dove is soft and downy.”

      

      “Are you calling me a liar?” His eyes narrowed, his fingertips fidgeting with his cufflinks. A nervous habit, Joanna suspected.

      

      “Of course I am not. It was just… unexpected, to discover that you have painted something so breathtaking,” she hurried to say. “A painting rarely moves me, but I was moved by this one. You did not tell me that you paint, and you certainly did not tell me that you are an exceptional talent! Although now that I think of it, that would explain a few things.”

      

      Edwin’s expression relaxed back to its customary blankness. “What would it explain?”

      

      “Well, you hear all sorts of stories about tortured artists who hide themselves away, buried beneath drafts of their work, refusing food and drink, satisfied only by the strokes of paint upon an empty canvas. Yet, they are never truly satisfied with their work. Then, there are the fumes to consider. It is understandable how they might addle the mind and turn an artist toward madness,” she explained, watching his face closely. “I wondered if the fumes might be responsible for your lack of conversation.”

      

      That ghost of a smile returned to his lips. “Would you say such a thing to Rubens or Da Vinci or Michelangelo?”

      

      “If I spent some time with them, perhaps,” Joanna insisted.

      

      “They were true virtuosos. I just paint on occasion.” His voice had warmed again, his eyes almost misty as he gazed up at his own creation. “But if you appreciate my paintings, I could… um… show you the rest of my work, one day.”

      

      Joanna could not be wholly certain, but it rather felt like he was offering an olive branch. Not just in his words, but in his demeanor too.

      

      “I should relish that,” she told him, deciding to seize that olive branch, no matter how fragile it might be. “Your books, too.”

      

      He nodded. “Of course. As duchess, they are as much yours to enjoy as they are mine.” He cleared his throat, lightly touching his hand to the small of Joanna’s back as he ushered her toward the chaise longue. “Might you sit for a moment?”

      

      She could not get her knees to bend in obedience, shocked by the touch of his hand. The almost imperceptible pressure sparked tingles that shivered up her spine, making the fine hairs at the back of her neck stand on end as if she was standing in a field with a summer storm rolling in. A pleasant, unexpected sensation that rendered her frozen.

      

      “I will only impose upon you for a few minutes,” he added, searching her face.

      

      At last, she managed to get her knees to bend, and sat down upon the edge of the chaise-longue. Yet, the tingles remained, dancing up and down her spine and into her chest, where they fluttered most inconveniently. After all, though she had taken his olive branch, she had also vowed not to encourage him… or herself.

      

      It is the books, she told herself sternly, putting on an expression of impatience.

      

      “Was there something more than frightening me out of my skin and revealing that you are a gifted painter that you wished to discuss?” Her voice was colder than she had intended, and she thought she saw him flinch, though she doubted that could be possible; he was as immovable and emotionless as a statue.

      

      Edwin perched on the nearest armchair and drew something from his pocket, passing it to her like a puckish schoolboy might pass a note in a lesson. “The map you requested.”

      

      “Oh…” Joanna took it, her fingertips brushing his for a fleeting second, renewing the burn of mischievous sparks that had moved south, into her stomach.

      

      He, too, seemed to start at the touch. His throat bobbed, and his eyes darkened, though he quickly turned his face away.

      

      Are you trying to hide the monster from me? she wondered, but the detailed, perfectly etched, intricately annotated map in her hand did not seem like the work of a monster. As she observed the map, she noticed that he had even taken pains to capitalize and underline the rooms that were not to be entered under any circumstances.

      

      “Mrs. Hislop also mentioned that you had plans for the manor,” he continued. “I thought we could arrange a meeting to discuss such plans.”

      

      Joanna mustered a curious smile. “That is not necessary.”

      

      His eyes widened slightly. “Pardon?”

      

      “From this map, I can see that there are two wings that shall require a great deal of architectural and structural magic to fix,” she explained. “As I lack the physical strength and the ability to heave stone, I will be patient, and turn my attention upon the parts of the house that are habitable. With your permission, here and now, might I make some small decorative changes to make this manor feel more like a home?”

      

      He dipped his head, “You may.” Joanna was about to say more about what she might like to do, but he continued to speak, apparently feeling more verbose. “I have left the house abandoned for too long, even the parts that are not yet beyond salvation. Do as you please, though I would ask that you bring me a list of your requirements before you begin, so that I may allocate funds accordingly. We are not impoverished, Joanna, nor are we as comfortable as the life you were accustomed to. Not yet, anyway.”

      

      “I shall be so frugal that you will think I have turned to a life of thievery,” she told him, hoping to coax a real smile onto his face. But there was not so much as a twinkle in his eyes.

      

      “There is also the matter of next week to discuss,” he said instead, moving swiftly on.

      

      Joanna squinted. “Next week?”

      

      “There is a ball that we have been invited to attend at Lord Rotherham’s residence, not far from York. A reasonably short distance for us to travel, though not inconsiderable, so we might have to deign to ride in the carriage together,” he said, in what Joanna was almost certain was a joke.

      

      Indeed, she might have asked him if that was his attempt at a jest if she had not been so astonished by the notion of venturing back into society so soon. By next week, she would be among others again, relishing the sound of music and the gaiety of dancing and dining and supping punch in a fine gown.

      

      “I realize we are supposed to be in the midst of our honeymoon, but I am eager to begin making appearances in society again,” he continued. “That cannot wait.”

      

      “I would be del—” Joanna was about to answer, when the library door burst open and an unfamiliar gentleman came rushing down the central aisle, formed by the stacks.

      

      Yet, on closer inspection, there was something familiar about the man. He was the fellow who had been seated at Edwin’s side of the church at the wedding.

      

      “Your Grace,” the man gasped. “I could not keep her at Rowley Manor. I did all I could, but she had me locked in the wine cellars. I barely managed to get ahead of them, but they are coming, Your Grace. Indeed, by my reckoning, they should be upon us at any moment.”

      

      A growl rumbled from the back of Edwin’s throat as he stood sharply. “You had one task, Golding!”

      

      “I know, Your Grace. I cannot apologize enough, but… you know what she is like. She is wilier than a fox and she has outsmarted me once again,” the man, Golding, replied in a desperate voice. “I could not do anything.”

      

      Edwin glanced down at Joanna. “Remain here. Do not leave this room until I tell you it is safe.”

      

      “Safe?” Joanna squeaked, her mind conjuring a thousand awful possibilities.

      

      But Edwin was already halfway to the library door with Golding in tow; the two men leaving her alone without another word.

      

      Who has come here? Who would be so terrifying that it has sent Edwin and that fellow into a fluster? Who am I not safe to be in the company of? Joanna gulped, her heart sinking with dread, for she could think of only one reason for such a reaction: either a lover or a secret wife had come to claim what she thought was hers, putting Joanna in a very perilous situation indeed.

      

      And what was worse; Edwin had clearly tried to stop this mystery woman from coming.
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      Edwin stormed through the hallways to the entrance hall, where a gaudy vision in red and royal blue silk assailed his eyes. She was dressed for a ball, looking even more out of place among the faded manor with its peeling walls and warped floorboards.

      

      “You were told not to visit,” Edwin growled, smoothing down his waistcoat and checking his cravat, for he knew she would remark upon his shoddy appearance otherwise.

      

      “I am your family, Edwin. I do not need to be told when I can visit,” the older lady replied, making a quick observation from top to toe of Edwin. “And as you hurried so swiftly from your wedding and had me shepherded home like a wayward child, I had no opportunity to give you your wedding gift.”

      

      Edwin’s jaw clenched. “You were not supposed to attend the wedding, either.”

      

      “I refer you to my previous remark. I am your family; I do not need an invitation,” the lady insisted, with a mischievous smile.

      

      Edwin’s aunt, the Dowager Countess of Rowley, knew precisely what she was doing. Indeed, he knew he should have anticipated a visit such as this, for she liked to know everything about his rather humdrum life. He still did not know how she had managed to discover the location of the wedding, nor how she had arrived without him being made aware of her presence until he was already in the church, but that was the thing about the dowager—she was crafty and could not be stopped once she had a mind to do something.

      

      “Now, where is she?” Edwin’s aunt clapped her hands together excitedly, peering down the adjoining hallways in the hopes of spotting the new duchess. “I have been dying to meet her. She looked so beautiful at your wedding, Edwin, and I would have told her so at the time, but that wretch denied me!” She jabbed a finger toward Golding, who had been given strict instructions to keep Edwin’s aunt away from Joanna.

      

      Golding flushed bright red. “Apologies, My Lady.”

      

      “Do not ‘My Lady’ me!” Edwin’s aunt scoffed. “You have tried to keep me prisoner in my own home for days, when all I have desired is to meet my nephew’s bride. Is that so heinous a crime?”

      

      Golding bowed his head, his shoulders sagging as he repeated, “Apologies, My Lady.”

      

      “Although, I suppose I cannot truly blame you,” she continued at a clip, narrowing her keen blue eyes at Edwin. “Your manservant only acts upon orders, and I am fully aware that you orchestrated my house arrest. What I should like to know is why? You have an exquisite wife! Why should you be ashamed?”

      

      At that moment, a creak of old floorboards splintered through the air like a pistol shot. Everyone turned in time to see Joanna stepping cautiously out into the entrance hall. She glanced at Edwin, then at his aunt, her expression flitting between confusion and relief.

      

      “This is… my tenacious aunt, the Dowager Countess of Rowley. Aunt, this is my wife, the Duchess of Bruxton,” Edwin introduced her reluctantly, as his aunt barged past him and pulled Joanna into a tight embrace.

      

      “Call me Peggy!” his aunt urged. “You must call me Peggy.”

      

      Joanna’s lips cracked into a smile. “And you must call me Joanna, for if someone were to call out for the Duchess of Bruxton, I would not remember that I am supposed to answer.”

      

      “Oh, she is charming too!” Peggy whirled around to flash a triumphant grin at Edwin. “Did you know that he has been keeping me from you? I had thought he might be ashamed of you, but I fear it is me that he is ashamed of. Terrible, really, but no matter—I am here now, to end your brief days of boredom.”

      

      Joanna chuckled. “You attended the wedding, did you not?”

      

      “Perceptive girl,” Peggy winked. “He would have prevented me from attending that too if he had known I intended to be there.”

      

      Edwin cleared his throat. “How did you know to be there?”

      

      “That is my secret, and I shall take it to my grave.” Peggy tapped the side of her nose and weaved her arm through Joanna’s. “Where is that darling housekeeper? We must have tea and conversation and I must know everything there is to know about you! Oh, and do not fear; I am not meddlesome. I plan only to remain here until Lord Rotherham’s ball, when I shall return to my manor with a cheered heart, knowing my nephew is in the hands of a fine woman.”

      

      Edwin’s mouth parted in shock. “How do you know we mean to attend Lord Rotherham’s ball?”

      

      “Who do you think garnered you the invitation?” Peggy grinned and, with that, she led Joanna away while shouting at the top of her lungs for Mrs. Hislop’s assistance.

      

      Just then, the front door opened, and another figure came stumbling in, laden down with hat boxes and two thin, long trunks. Two footmen followed the young woman in front, carrying the heavier portion of Peggy’s cargo.

      

      “Where is the countess?” the young lady asked abruptly.

      

      “Who is asking?” Edwin replied accusingly, incensed by the quantity of luggage, for it was not the luggage of someone who intended to stay for just a week.

      

      The young lady set down the hat boxes and trunks, panting. “I am her companion, Your Grace.”

      

      “Then, why are you carrying her luggage?”

      

      The young lady shrugged. “She asked me to.”

      

      “They have gone… somewhere down there.” Edwin waved a hand toward the hallway on the right. “I do not doubt that my aunt’s raucous laughter will guide you.”

      

      The young lady sketched a brief curtsy and took off after her mistress, leaving Edwin with a pile of hat boxes and trunks to contend with, as the footmen also began to stack the luggage in the entrance hall. After all, they could not take the belongings to his aunt’s bedchamber if one had not been assigned, and though he was tempted to make them put everything back on the carriage outside, he knew it would not be worth the earache.

      

      “I will show you where to take everything,” he said to the footmen as they entered for a second time. He marched up the stairs while they followed with as much as they could safely carry. “Watch for those red marks—you will fall right through if you do not.”

      

      At the landing, he paused and peered down, his gaze flitting toward the hallway where his aunt had dragged Joanna. And as he stared into the darkness, his heart twinged as if something had cracked, for he found himself wishing that he could be where she was, instead of booted to the periphery once again.
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        * * *

      

      “I must apologize for arriving at such a late hour,” Peggy said, settling onto the settee in the drawing room as if she had lived in Bruxton Hall all of her life. “I had intended to arrive this afternoon, but Golding was running rings around me. To my shame, I did have to trap him in the cellars so I could make my escape, but I hope you will forgive me. I was so eager to meet you properly.”

      

      Joanna smiled, wondering if it was her good fortune to befriend every lady over the age of fifty. She truly welcomed it, for older women were wise and past caring for the opinions of society, which always made for a refreshing exchange.

      

      “How did you trap him?” she asked, as Mrs. Hislop brought in the tea.

      

      Peggy winked. “It was not difficult. I asked if he might fetch my finest bottle, so we could share it as an afternoon treat, and closed the door behind him.”

      

      Another lady by the name of Jane Russell had joined their small party, and Joanna suspected that the newcomer’s presence was deliberate, for Peggy’s companion was closer in age to Joanna. Perhaps Peggy had guessed that Joanna might be missing her sister, or might, at the very least, need a friend.

      

      Indeed, Jane seemed to be precisely the sort of lady whom Joanna would befriend. She was extraordinarily beautiful, with a willowy stature, pale blue eyes that twinkled when she smiled, not a single blemish upon porcelain skin, and golden hair that had been twisted into a full bun, though two long curls came down to frame her face. At first, Joanna had mistaken her as the dowager’s daughter, considering her beauty, until she had been informed that Jane was a very distant relative who now served as a companion.

      

      “How deliciously wicked,” Joanna whispered, hoping that she would have even a sliver of Peggy’s vitality when she was older.

      

      Peggy nodded, “I thought so.” She gestured to Jane. “I could not have done it without dear Jane, mind you. Indeed, I do not know how I lived before she became my companion. I would be quite lost without her. She keeps me young in spirit, you see.”

      

      “You are not a vampire are you, Peggy?” Joanna teased. “I confess, I did wonder when I saw your beauty and immaculate complexion. I must know your secrets!”

      

      She had been informed that Peggy had recently turned sixty years of age, yet she did not look more than forty, with plump cheeks, a barely lined brow, and fair hair that bore only a few strands of white.

      

      Peggy shrieked with delight. “How lovely of you to say, but I am afraid there are no secrets—I was blessed by my mother’s similar refusal to age. My sister…” she trailed off for a moment. “My sister would have been the same, if she was still with us. From childhood, she was the beauty. Why, I do believe she once held the renowned position for the greatest quantity of proposals in one season. Of course, that was before she chose Edwin’s father. I must have been boiling with envy, though I was already long wed to the earl by then. She was several years younger than me, you see.”

      

      Joanna put the missing pieces together, for she had not quite known which side of the family Peggy hailed from. Looking at the dowager with renewed eyes, Joanna had to wonder what Edwin’s mother might have looked like. There were no portraits of the former duchess anywhere in the manor, or none that she had yet found, but judging by her sister and her son, she must have been a beauty indeed.

      

      “You must not mind Edwin,” Peggy continued. “He is strange, I admit, but he was not always peculiar. When one suffers, it changes a person, and Edwin has suffered more than most. I have done my best to be as near to him as often as I can, but, as I am sure you have already learned, he is not comfortable with tenderness or anything he might mistake as pity.”

      

      Jane nodded. “It was a terrible business, or so I have been told. I must have been no older than ten when it all happened.”

      

      “Then, you know more than I do,” Joanna admitted. “Edwin has told me nothing, nor has anyone else.”

      

      Peggy hesitated. “All I shall say on the matter is that, whatever you have read or heard, it is not the truth. I have seen all of those awful rumors, splashed across the scandal sheets, and they do not have the first notion of what occurred.” She tutted loudly. “That poor boy has lost so much. But, on a brighter note, he has gained you and I do believe that is something to celebrate. Mrs. Hislop, might you fetch something stronger than tea?”

      

      The housekeeper smiled and bowed her head, “Of course, My Lady.”

      

      “Marriage is not a simple thing,” Peggy went on, “especially if it is not a match of love. I should know; I thought I would die when I was newlywed.”

      

      Jane leaned forward, her eyes wide with intrigue “You did?”

      

      “I thought my husband despised me, for he was so terribly cold toward me and would not offer so much as a kind word,” Peggy nodded, keeping her attention on Joanna instead of her companion. “But, in time, and with great persistence on my part, he began to warm toward me. I suspect he had loved another that he was forbidden from marrying, but once I made him understand that it was not my fault, and I was as uncertain as he was, the rest of our lives began. And the years with him were happy ones, when all is said and done.”

      

      “You believe I should do the same with Edwin?” Joanna asked, thinking back to his misty eyes when he had stared up at his painting.

      

      Peggy tilted her head from side to side. “Every couple is different, but if you can find common ground and if you can mutually decide to be lenient and patient with one another, I am certain you will find happiness.”

      

      Joanna contemplated mentioning Edwin’s insistence that she could do as she pleased, including taking lovers, as long as she was honest about it. But she doubted it was the right audience for such a conversation. Indeed, she doubted there was anyone she could mention such a thing to, considering the obscenity of it.

      

      And I do not want a lover, she knew, bristling inwardly as her thoughts turned to her father. She did not want to be like him, even with permission. She did not want to betray the vows she had made, even if she had made them to a gentleman she did not love and feared more than she cared to admit.

      

      “Truthfully, I never thought I would be anyone’s wife,” she confessed, looking away toward the terrace doors. “I understand that marriage is complicated, but I believe in loyalty and fealty. I also believe that once you have made a choice, you should honor it.”

      

      Peggy raised a curious eyebrow. “You sound angry, Joanna.”

      

      “Not angry, but… weary, perhaps. Or disappointed,” Joanna swallowed the lump that formed in her throat.

      

      “You have not witnessed a good example of marriage?” Peggy asked sagely, no doubt guessing the root of Joanna’s disappointment.

      

      Joanna shrugged. “I suppose not. All I know is that I have made my choice, and I do intend to honor it. I will not make a hypocrite of myself.”

      

      Her voice caught, her heart hurting as her mind sifted through every memory of the indignity that her mother had been made to endure. Even if Edwin never warmed toward Joanna, she would not stray. She was incapable of it.

      

      “I knew I liked you, the moment I set eyes upon you,” Peggy commended. “I have faith in this marriage, and I am rarely wrong.”

      

      Jane pulled a face as if that was not quite true, which brought a subtle smile to Joanna’s lips. Evidently, though mistress and companion were inseparable, the latter knew more about the former than Peggy might have liked.

      

      At that moment, a loud creak snapped Joanna’s attention toward the drawing-room door. Though no one stood there, she noticed a retreating shadow and the glint of gold cufflinks as the figure turned and stole away into the dark.

      

      Edwin, it seemed, had overheard everything, and Joanna did not know if that would be a blessing or a curse. After all, he had not declared his fealty. And though her fears about encountering a lover or a secret wife had not come to fruition that night, the mention of Peggy’s husband once loving another gave her pause. Perhaps, that was why Edwin had told her they would have a marriage in name only, without physical relations. Perhaps, she would not be a hypocrite, but would be destined to repeat her mother’s humiliations instead.
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      “She does not mean to take a lover. She does not mean to disobey her vows,” Edwin whispered to himself, alone in the library where the sound of his aunt’s bellowing laughter could not reach him. “Why is she refusing to listen? Why would she willingly be miserable instead of free?”

      

      He was shocked by what he had heard in the drawing room, yet nothing had tugged upon his heart more than hearing that she had witnessed a poor example of marriage. He could not pretend to have noticed any affection between Joanna’s mother and father, but then had barely acknowledged either of them, nor was affection something he paid much attention to.

      

      “What have I done?” he muttered, confused by the intensity of the regret and remorse that flowed thickly through him, roiling his stomach. “I should have sought a lady with a reputation. I should have sought someone trying to escape a scandal, not… her.”

      

      He could not fathom how he had inadvertently chosen to marry the one lady who did not wish to seek love and liberty on her own terms. She could have done anything, loved anyone, yet she wished to stick to her vows.

      

      “Time may change her mind,” he told himself. “It has not been long since we married. Her resolve might weaken when she meets someone who tempts her.”

      

      Yet, deep down, he knew she was not that sort of lady. Her pride rested upon her loyalty, and he had a feeling it would destroy her if she betrayed her vows.

      

      “I have ruined another life,” he murmured, holding his head in his hands.
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        * * *

      

      Terror roused Edwin from a fitful nap, in which Joanna had invaded his dreams once more. But instead of a pleasant scene in the gardens, his mind had woven her into his usual nightmares, putting her in his father’s study, in place of his father, and the rope back in Edwin’s hands.

      

      He awoke gasping, staring down at his hands to ensure they did not hold anything that could do anyone any harm, that could do Joanna any harm.

      

      “A bad dream?” her voice sang, causing him to blink in confusion. Was he still dreaming? Was his awakening a cruel twist in the nightmare, allowing him to think he had escaped it while he was still in the midst of it?

      

      Joanna chuckled, drawing his gaze toward the fireplace, where she lay stretched out upon an old sheepskin rug, a book open at her side. Her fingertips held the page where she had ceased reading, her eyes peering at him with a concern that did not match her smile.

      

      Is this her taking my aunt’s advice? Edwin’s stomach dropped, for he did not want Joanna to persevere or attempt to thaw his heart. If anything, he wanted her to return to her childhood home and surround herself with family and friends, before he began to care for her. But he thought about the lock he had removed, the heavy lintel he had dragged away with his bare hands, and the panic with which he had run to her the night the eastern wing crumbled further, and wondered if it was already too late.

      

      “What are you doing here?” he asked gruffly, unable to tell her how ethereal she looked, lying on her side like an artist’s muse in the soft glow of the firelight. But his loins knew all too well how tempting she looked, as they began to burn with a desire that he did not know he possessed.

      

      She propped herself up on her elbow. “Watching over you.”

      

      “Why?”

      

      “First, I came to tell you that your aunt has retired to her chambers, but you were sleeping, and you looked so peaceful that I did not want to wake you. So, I decided to read to make myself sleepy, but it has not worked,” she paused. “You were talking in your sleep. Do you do that often?”

      

      His heart jolted in dread. “I would not know.”

      

      Why are you asking such a question? It is not as though we will ever share a bedchamber… His throat tightened, his mind wandering to places it should not. But how could his mind help from wandering when she was in repose like that, her skin glistening, her slender figure revealed by the way her dress draped.

      

      “No, I suppose not,” Joanna considered, sitting up.

      

      Edwin lamented the change of position, but perhaps it was for the best. He did not want to have to excuse himself again, unable to control the hunger that surged through him whenever his thoughts veered too far toward desire.

      

      “Did you enjoy tea with my aunt?” he decided to change the subject to safer territory.

      

      Joanna smiled, her eyes brightening. “She is quite a woman. I believe we shall be firm friends, though I assure you, it is not to annoy you.” She paused. “She hopes to come to Lord Rotherham’s ball with us, if you are amenable. I have also written to my family, to see if they might join us. I know it is not much notice, but…”

      

      “You miss them?” he said when she trailed off.

      

      She nodded slowly. “Ridiculous, really. I have been away for them for less than a week, but time is distorted in this manor.”

      

      “On that, we are agreed,” he conceded. “There are parts of the manor that stand still, parts that move too quickly, and parts that do not move quickly enough. Yet, in this room, I do not mind the loss of time.”

      

      Joanna tapped the book she had been reading. “On that, too, we are agreed.”

      

      A thick silence stretched between them as they held one another’s gaze, and while Edwin could not speak for Joanna, he did not want to be the first to look away. She had the most captivating eyes—eyes that could make time stand still too, if he were to allow himself to get lost in them. And if he was gazing into her eyes, he was not at risk of gazing anywhere else that might bring on intrusive thoughts.

      

      “Might I ask something?” she said, a short while later.

      

      Edwin nodded.

      

      “We are in this room filled with stories, but there is one story that I do not know. Or, rather, I have reason to believe that I have been given the wrong edition, brimming with mistakes and missing pages.” She drew in a nervous breath that made her bosom rise and fall in a most disarming manner, flooding Edwin’s mind with dreams of her in the garden. “Would you tell it to me, Edwin?”

      

      The sound of his name, spoken in her soft, sultry voice weaved a spell upon him that made his heart race and his blood ignite. His skin flushed with heat, while dormant embers began to pulse in his loins, begging for the breath of passion to stoke them into an inferno.

      

      “Which story are you referring to?” he asked thickly, struggling to restrain his mind and body.

      

      “Your story, husband of mine.” Joanna grazed her teeth against her lower lip. “I understand what this marriage is, but that does not mean we have to be strangers. I would know you, I would know what manner of man you are, from your own mouth, even if you do not deem it necessary.”

      

      He tore his gaze away, for fear of what he might do if he held it a moment longer. The way she bit her lip, the way her bosom heaved, the way her legs were bent to the side of her, elongating her waist and highlighting her hip; it was too much in a room so warm and private, with a comfortable chaise-longue that would have made an ideal, temporary bed.

      

      He took a moment to gather his thoughts, concentrating on a gnarl in the floorboards below. “What would you like to know?” he conceded.

      

      “What is truth and what is not,” she replied quickly, as if she had been contemplating it for a while.

      

      He took a deep breath, not in the least bit prepared for an interrogation. “I shall answer as best I can.”

      

      “Now, you did say that we were to be entirely, brutally honest with one another, so do not be offended by some of my questions. They are only what I have heard,” she continued, bringing her legs around to the front and crossing them. Edwin glimpsed milky, smooth skin, almost to her knee, and rushed to glance back down at the gnarl on the floor.

      

      “Begin as you please,” he urged, swallowing thickly.

      

      Joanna straightened up and pulled her shoulders back, pushing out her enticing bosom. “Did you kill your brother to steal the dukedom for yourself?”

      

      “No.”

      

      She nodded thoughtfully. “Did you kill your brother?”

      

      “No.”

      

      “What of your father?”

      

      Edwin licked his dry lips. “What do you mean?”

      

      “Did you kill him, as the scandal sheets have accused?”

      

      He closed his eyes, his heart sinking. “Yes, but not intentionally, and not for the reasons the scandal sheets have suggested.”

      

      A feminine gasp cut through his heart, seizing his lungs in a vicious grip, as he realized that the moment he had hoped to avoid forever had come to him anyway. In a way, it was a relief, for he fully expected her to keep her distance once the truth was out.

      

      I should have told her from the beginning. Then, she would not have wanted to know me at all, he reasoned, wondering if this might be the thing that set her free, granting her absolute permission to do as she pleased outside of the marriage.

      

      “Why did you kill him?” Joanna’s frightened voice twisted his stomach into knots, surprising him. Deep down, he did not truly want her to be afraid of him, but he supposed it was too late now.

      

      Edwin kept his eyes closed. “He hurt someone dear to me. A lady.”

      

      “A lover?” Joanna choked.

      

      “Not mine,” Edwin replied evenly. “The lady my brother loved. She was the youngest daughter of Baron Greaves. No wealth, no real station, no fortune, no merits beyond beauty and intellect and humor. They had plans to elope. My father decided to intervene—to ruin her.”

      

      Joanna’s breath caught. “Why would that lead you to kill him?”

      

      “Because he had almost fulfilled his wicked scheme when my brother happened upon him in his study, with her,” Edwin replied, his throat sore from speaking so much, and from the barbed memory of it all. “They fought, and my father very nearly beat my brother to death. He might have succeeded if I had not… done what I did.”

      

      “You were protecting him?”

      

      Edwin pressed a hand to his chest, as if that could stop the tide of pain from rising up. “I tried.”

      

      “But, he survived, did he not?” Joanna pressed, her voice thin and wavering.

      

      “He did, but she did not.” Edwin’s voice hitched, catching on a thorn of regret. “In losing her, he blamed himself. He could not live with what happened. Of course, it was all swept into secrecy with money and lies, until only those who were there actually knew what occurred. A year later, my brother followed his beloved. We went to the river for a picnic at his insistence. He seemed cheerful, he seemed healed, but then he did the unthinkable, and I was left to find him.”

      

      Slowly, he opened his eyes, hoping that he did not see pity in Joanna’s eyes. It was a sentiment he could not abide.

      

      He jolted as he discovered that she had moved while he had been talking and had come to sit directly in front of him. There were tears in her eyes, trickling freely down her pale cheeks, but no pity. Sympathy, perhaps, and sorrow, but no pity.

      

      She reached for his hands, taking hold of them. “I am sorry, Edwin.”

      

      “Why should you be sorry? You were not there,” he muttered, fighting to ignore how soft her bare skin felt against his. She was not wearing gloves, and her hands were warm and silky, squeezing him gently.

      

      She nodded. “I am still sorry. I am sorry that I believed, even a little bit, that you were capable of horrors.” A tear caught in the deep bow of her upper lip. “Now, I understand why everyone has been telling me that you are not what you appear.”

      

      “Who has been saying that?” he narrowed his eyes.

      

      Joanna smiled. “It is not necessary for you to know.”

      

      “You owe me a shilling,” he remarked, removing one hand from hers. Tentatively, he brushed his thumb across that deep, tempting bow in her lips, taking away the tear that had collected.

      

      A hiccupping laugh escaped her throat. “I suppose that is only fair, though it will be simpler if you take it from my plant money.” She touched her fingertips to her mouth, where he had lightly caressed her skin. “I really am sorry.”

      

      “You did not know. As you said, I was a stranger to you,” he replied, his own fingertips itching to touch her again, his arms desperate to pull her into an embrace that might soothe the sting of telling his painful story. “What of you? What is your story?”

      

      He had heard some of her thinly veiled struggles when he had gone to the drawing-room door—not to eavesdrop, exactly, but to ensure that his aunt did not say something untoward. But he thought it best if Joanna told him of her woes himself, just as he had shared some of his.

      

      “Another night,” she said, bringing his hand to her lips. She pressed a tender kiss to his knuckles that stole the breath from his lungs. With a pistol to his head, he could not have recalled the last time anyone kissed him or held him or made him forget the past that haunted him.

      

      With that, she got to her feet, standing over him. “I think I shall retire now.”

      

      “Has my story inspired you to flee?” he could not help but ask.

      

      She smiled. “You shall have to find out for yourself, at breakfast tomorrow morning.”

      

      With a curtsy and a hasty “goodnight,” she left Edwin alone in the library. Staring up at his painting, he searched it for any inconsistencies, wondering if he was still in the midst of one of his dreams, for none of what had just happened felt real.
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      “You could not sleep either?” Joanna whispered to Pegasus, rubbing his nose in the low light of the stables.

      

      The horse nickered.

      

      “I have misjudged him,” Joanna sighed, resting her forehead against her stallion’s. “Everyone has misjudged him, and those awful scandal sheets are to blame.”

      

      She had retired to her chambers after Edwin’s revelations, but she had tossed and turned restlessly, unable to find peace in the dark solitude of her unfamiliar room. Her mind still raced with the story of her husband, more tragic and heart-rending than she ever could have imagined. Now, she thought she understood why he had hidden away from society for a decade, for gossip was often more powerful than the truth.

      

      “Why would he want to suffer through the secondary pain of being judged, as I judged him?” she asked Pegasus, who snuffled her hair. “Yes, he did kill his father, but in defense of his brother. I think that is far more honorable, and far less reprehensible than the behavior of those fools who kill each other in duels.”

      

      Unless he is lying… a voice in her head whispered. It had crossed her mind once or twice since leaving Edwin in the library, but the sorrow in his voice was not the kind that could be performed or feigned, nor was the weight of sadness that had furrowed his brow and urged his mouth into a subtle tremble.

      

      “I thought I heard voices.”

      

      Joanna gave a start, whipping around as Jane appeared at the far end of the stables.

      

      The young lady frowned. “Are you alone, Your Grace?”

      

      “I… sometimes talk to my horse when I cannot sleep,” Joanna confessed, her heart pounding out of her chest. Had Jane heard anything, or did she already know what Joanna had recently discovered?

      

      Jane chuckled warmly. “I used to do that with my dog. I lost her this past year, and I am yet to entirely recover.” She walked closer, offering her hand for Pegasus to sniff. “This is your horse?”

      

      “My dearest companion,” Joanna confirmed, noting with some satisfaction that Pegasus turned his face away from the offered hand and nudged Joanna instead. “Are you also restless this evening?”

      

      Jane stifled a yawn. “I am rarely able to sleep when I am away from Rowley Manor. There is nothing so comforting as one’s own bedchamber, is there?” Her eyes widened and she clamped a hand to her mouth. “Goodness, that was unkind! I did not mean to… oh, forgive me—you speak to your horse, I speak without thinking.”

      

      “You are swiftly forgiven,” Joanna replied with a smile. “I do miss my own bedchamber, though I miss my family more.”

      

      Jane nodded, her forehead pinching for a moment. “It has been five years since I have seen mine. You would think the ache of absence would ease, but it does not.”

      

      “Five years?” Joanna gasped.

      

      “I was sent to Peggy to receive an education in how to be a lady, and I suppose my education has not yet ended. Not that I have any desire to leave Peggy—she is as dear to me as my close family.” Jane grimaced. “There I am again, speaking without thinking.”

      

      Joanna laughed softly, feeling comfortable in Jane’s company. “It is not quite the same, is it? I have already formed a fondness for Mrs. Hislop, but I would still run in an instant if I heard my sister had skinned her knee.”

      

      “I have always wished I had a sister,” Jane said wistfully. “My brothers are not quite so willing to discuss fashions and novels, nor do they allow me to put ribbons in their hair to see how they look. They did once, but never again.”

      

      She is not my sister, but perhaps she would make an excellent companion for me, too, Joanna considered, though a week was not nearly long enough to know if a lovely friendship would blossom. Still, it was more than she had had earlier that day.

      

      “Will you take luncheon with me tomorrow?” Joanna asked. “Peggy, too. There is something I wish to discuss, and I believe the two of you would be of enormous help.”

      

      Jane brightened. “I should be delighted! I will inform Peggy just as soon as she awakens in the morning.” She hesitated, “Maybe, an hour after she has awoken. She is quite the grump in the mornings, especially when she has not yet had her tea.”

      

      “Tomorrow, then.” Joanna’s heart lifted, the weight of an uncertain future no longer seeming as heavy, for she might have a few others to help her share the load.

      

      I could become accustomed to this, she mused, scratching the itchy spot between Pegasus’s ears as Jane retreated with an excited, “Tomorrow!”

      

      As the beginning of marriages went, Joanna’s had been decidedly grim, and the manor was merely the shoddy decoration atop the unpleasant cake, but there was an undeniable shift in the air. A feeling of hope, and that not everything had been lost when she had sold herself to a stranger to save her sister.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, somewhat rested despite a night spent deep in thought, Edwin descended the stairs to partake in breakfast. As he walked, the sparse members of staff stared at him as if they had never seen their master before, and though he tried not to listen, he heard their whisperings as he made his way to the breakfast room.

      

      “It is the duchess’s influence!” a maid chirped. “They do say that marriage makes the man.”

      

      “Whatever the duchess is doing in their bedchamber, I pray it continues!” a second maid added giddily, only to be shushed by the first.

      

      “They do not share chambers; that is the strangest part of it all,” muttered a third. “She has not gone to him, and he has not gone to her. Unless they were up to something devilish in the library. I heard they were both there until past midnight.”

      

      Edwin had half a mind to turn around and scold the maids for their idle and obscene chatter but worry spurred him on toward the breakfast room. He took confidence from the fact that none of the maids had mentioned Joanna fleeing in the middle of the night, but that did not mean she had not done so. After all, the majority of the thinned-out staff were asleep by one o’clock.

      

      She took my tale well, but what if the hours since have changed her view of me once more? He swallowed thickly, and walked into the breakfast room as if nothing was bothering him at all.

      

      Yet, his heart leaped a little at the sight of Joanna, seated at the far end of the small table. He might have deigned to offer her a thankful smile, had it not been for the additional presence of his aunt and her companion.

      

      “My goodness, Edwin!” Peggy cried. “Are you unwell? In all the years I have visited this manor, invite or no, I have never seen you take breakfast in the proper room.”

      

      Edwin resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “It is not a permanent change.”

      

      “It is not?” Joanna said, lifting a cup of coffee to her plump lips. They seemed redder in the morning light, as if she had spent the night biting them in consternation.

      

      “When I am occupied, I have no time to spare for such trifling things as breakfasting in the “proper room.” It is not nec—” He halted, catching Joanna’s eye as her mouth spread into a grin.

      

      “A shilling!” she declared. “Or, perhaps, we are even.”

      

      He cursed inwardly. “We need flowers and plants. I shall pay your tax, too.”

      

      “A tax? What is the meaning of this?” Edwin’s aunt scrunched up her face, eyeing the newlyweds. “I hope it is not something unseemly, for this is not the proper room for such talk. That should be reserved for the bedch—”

      

      “It is an agreement!” Edwin interrupted swiftly, before his cheeks could ignite in a flush of embarrassment. “An agreement about my vocabulary, or lack thereof.”

      

      His aunt sat back, satisfied. “How amusing.” She looked at Joanna. “It is always wise to have little jests between yourselves. I find that is one of the many secrets to a long and happy union.”

      

      “You hated Uncle Henry,” Edwin remarked. He could not resist.

      

      His aunt sighed. “Eventually, yes, but we had many good years in between.”

      

      There was more that Edwin could have said if he had chosen to be spiteful, but the vision of Joanna, precisely where he had hoped she would be, was enough to smooth his jagged edges.

      

      He had dreamed of her again—in the library, this time. For the first night in a decade or more, there had been no nightmare, no cruel twist in the images that flooded his mind, only the particular bliss of indulging in his beautiful, enchanting wife in a way that he could not in reality. Although, that knowledge had not stopped his body from aching for her when he had awoken without her by his side.

      

      “Husband, I have a proposition for you,” Joanna interjected, setting down her cup of coffee.

      

      Husband… The solitary word thrilled him for a moment, breathing upon those embers of desire he had done his best to douse.

      

      “If it is another tax, I am not interested,” he said flatly. He could not show, even a little bit, how she had begun to intrigue him.

      

      Joanna laughed disarmingly. “Not at all. I hoped that we might ride together after breakfast, to stir my enthusiasm for the grand meeting that Peggy, Jane, and I will be having this afternoon,” she grinned. “We are to transform this manor together, husband of mine, until you will not recognize it!”

      

      “Am I to have any say?” he raised an eyebrow.

      

      “Of course. That is why I am asking you to ride with me,” she replied, a slight stiffness in her mouth suggesting she was anxious about his response. “We can speak of it as we enjoy the estate, for I have not seen anything beyond the gardens.”

      

      Edwin shrugged, aware that his aunt’s eyes were boring into him. “I suppose that can be arranged.”

      

      “Excellent!” Joanna breathed an obvious sigh of relief. “Then, let us eat and have our fill of coffee, and see what the morning has to offer us.”

      

      Edwin took the only vacant seat, as the footman rushed to pour coffee and bring a plate of eggs.

      

      As he ate, the women talked, allowing him a rare opportunity to observe. They spoke of inane and tedious things, like fabrics and gowns and music and poetry and what they might enjoy for their luncheon. Yet, their conversation was akin to music, in and of itself, relaxing him in a way he did not understand.

      

      What is the meaning of this? he wondered, for if this had occurred just a week prior, he would have huffed and puffed at the banality of it all.

      

      Bringing a forkful of eggs to his mouth, realization dawned: for the first time in years, he had company; for the first time in years, the manor was not silent and depressing. But, more than that, he had been awake for hours and had not thought about his sad history once—almost as if Joanna had taken that from him, carrying the weight of it on his behalf.

      

      Hurriedly, he picked up his cup and gulped a mouthful of lukewarm coffee, for in the center of his chest, he could have sworn he felt a cracking of ice.
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      “Are you letting me win, or has it been an age since you have had a challenger?” Joanna shouted, her heart full with the freedom that riding her horse allowed. Her hair had come loose from the shackles of the pins and slides that held it in place, the strands whipping around her as she urged Pegasus onward.

      

      Edwin said nothing, but he lowered his body, bending closer to the neck of his magnificent stallion. The horse’s powerful strides elongated, the beast charging toward Joanna.

      

      She had to admit, Edwin looked even more handsome when seated in the saddle of his mount. Or, perhaps, that was merely the effect of his tight riding attire, which left almost nothing to her increasingly wild imagination.

      

      His hands were rougher than I expected, she mused as she turned her attention ahead of her, refusing to be beaten by her husband in this race. Being a duke, she had assumed his hands would be soft when she had held them the previous night. Instead, they had the callouses of someone who was accustomed to toiling hard, and though that might have offended some ladies, she had found their roughness rather exciting.

      

      “How would they feel upon my skin?” she whispered to the wind that buffeted her face, smiling shyly at the thought.

      

      You will never find out, her mind swept in with a harsh reminder. He does not want you near him in that manner. The best you can hope for is a friendship.

      

      She had not yet discovered if Edwin had a secret lover who fulfilled his physical needs, nor was she certain she wished to find out. For the time being, she had decided to believe that he was simply uninterested, for at least in that situation, she stood a chance of making him interested.

      

      Not that I mean to encourage him, she told herself sternly, but neither would she be the injured party in the games of an unfaithful husband. No matter what, she would not become her mother or her father, and if that meant exploring the possibilities with her husband, one day in the distant future, then so be it.

      

      Just then, she became aware of a shout on the wind.

      

      “Halt, Joanna!” Edwin yelled, wild-eyed. “Halt!”

      

      “You will not trick me!” she shouted back, grinning.

      

      When the race had begun, she had pointed to a towering oak in the distance as their end point, and she could not have been far from victory. Concentrating on the rhythm of her horse, dipping her body as low as she could in a side-saddle, she looked ahead to the tree she had assigned, and squinted as she realized she no longer knew which tree she had pointed to. From a distance, it had been clearer. Either way, she could not slow now.

      

      “Joanna!” Edwin called again, his voice almost drowned out by the drum of hooves thudding into the sunbaked earth.

      

      But she pressed on, certain that the oak tree would make itself known, for it had been a good height taller than its surrounding trees.

      

      “Joanna, please!” Edwin’s desperate cry sent a shiver down her spine.

      

      She glanced back over her shoulder, wondering if she had mistaken the situation. He was riding like a madman, urging Bellerophon on as fast as the beast would go.

      

      “Ahead of you!” Edwin bellowed.

      

      Joanna twisted sharply around, just in time to see the ground ending abruptly. Dense thickets had hidden the sudden drop from view, and she was charging straight toward that perilous edge.

      

      Thinking quickly, she pulled hard to the left. Pegasus followed the instruction, veering to the side with a soft nicker of irritation. Had he been a smaller, weaker horse, he might not have made the turn, but with his densely packed muscle, he managed it with relative ease, his thick hide grazing the deceptive bushes as they altered course.

      

      A few moments later, Joanna pulled gently on the reins to slow her mount, giving Edwin time to catch up as she fought to steady her breathing.

      

      “What were you thinking?” Edwin barked. “Did you not hear me calling to you? Are you so reckless that you would ignore me? Your father said you were wayward, but I thought you had some sense. Did you not realize you had strayed off course?”

      

      Joanna glared at him, humiliated twofold. Firstly, by not realizing she was headed in the wrong direction. Secondly, by hearing her husband mention her father; the only person she was glad to be away from.

      

      The color, such as it was, had drained from Edwin’s face as he brought his horse alongside hers. “Answer me!”

      

      “What else did my father say about me?” she shot back, her lungs on fire.

      

      Edwin frowned. “Pardon?”

      

      “What else did you and my father discuss about me? Is that, perchance, why you told me that I would be free to do as I please, so that you could also? Did you exchange sordid tales of your exploits? Did you discuss the best ways to hoodwink your wives?” Joanna trembled with unbearable fury, hissing the words like a feral cat.

      

      Meanwhile, Edwin blinked in confusion. “I have spoken no more than a handful of words with your father,” he said quietly. “The rest was arranged in correspondence.”

      

      “What was arranged, exactly?” Heat rushed into Joanna’s cheeks, her eyes stinging with the threat of foolish tears.

      

      “The marriage.”

      

      She turned her face away from him, sucking in shaky breaths.

      

      “Joanna?” He reached over and placed his fingertips beneath her chin, his thumb lightly pushing her to look back at him. “I am not your father, Joanna. I am nothing like him.”

      

      “You do not have secret lovers in London?” she mumbled.

      

      The faintest echo of a smile nudged his lips. “I have no secret lovers anywhere, nor any not-so-secret lovers. If I did, I would have told you. Absolute honesty, remember?”

      

      It was Joanna’s turn to blink at him in confusion. “Do you not… favor women?”

      

      “I do favor women.” He narrowed his eyes, clearly insulted, “but I see no reason for the distraction.”

      

      She sniffed. “That is a shilling to me.”

      

      “I did not say it was not necessary, I said I saw no reason for it,” he protested, his thumb gently caressing her jaw.

      

      “That is the same thing.”

      

      He seemed to realize what he was doing and quickly drew back his hand. “Very well. You can have your shilling.” He paused. “I do not profess to know what you have witnessed between your mother and father, but I am sorry that our fathers were not better. I do not wish to be like mine, either.”

      

      Her skin tingled where he had caressed it, his eyes gleaming with that dark, dangerous hunger that she had seen before. But, this time, he did not look away or make excuses to leave; he gazed at her as if daring her to look away.

      

      Are you not at least curious? She lacked the courage to ask, just as she lacked the courage to admit to herself that she had grown curious. It had begun the previous night after she had finally retired to her chambers. There, she had dreamed of him in a way that still shocked her, hours after awakening from that delirious fantasy of naked limbs entwined, eager mouths exploring, and the touch of his rough hands upon her soft, smooth skin.

      

      “This was a mistake,” he said suddenly, shattering the brief daydream she had been enjoying.

      

      “Marrying me?”

      

      He very nearly laughed; she was sure of it. “No, not marrying you. This excursion was a mistake. Agreeing to race was a mistake,” he explained. “I should have guided you slowly around the estate or drawn you another map. You came much too close to the… river.” he choked on the last word, his throat straining.

      

      “This is the river?” she cringed inwardly, cursing herself.

      

      He nodded. “There are rough sections where you cannot see the current, but it will pull you under if you should fall into the water or swim into the wrong part.” He cleared his throat. “Be wary of that. In truth, I would prefer it if you did not swim.”

      

      “Is that why you do not?”

      

      “I suppose it is.”

      

      Feeling as if the mood had grown all too gloomy, Joanna took it upon herself to cheer their spirits. After all, she had hoped they would share a contented morning together, and as she was the one who had steered them off course, it was only right that she should remedy it.

      

      “Might you show me the rest of your paintings?” she asked brightly. “I have something of a scheme to decorate the manor with them, if they are as beautiful as the one in the library. Indeed, if you are not averse, I would like to replace all of those ghastly portraits in the hallway outside the library. I realize that they are likely your ancestors, so do forgive the insult, but that does not give them the right to watch me wherever I go with those ghoulish eyes of theirs.”

      

      His expression softened. “They are not all worthy of hanging in plain sight, but I shall leave that to your discretion. As for the portraits, I consent for you to replace them as you see fit. But do not complain when you are haunted by them in due course.”

      

      “Why would you say such a thing?” Joanna shuddered.

      

      “It was a jest,” he replied stiffly.

      

      Joanna arched an eyebrow. “It was?”

      

      “I told you; I am not proficient with jokes.”

      

      “No, no, that would have been an excellent jest if your manor did not resemble the very sort of place where ghosts would congregate,” she told him, feeling a peculiar sense of pride in the depths of her chest. “You do not really think they will haunt me, do you?”

      

      He shook his head. “I doubt even they would be pleased with their likenesses. They will likely thank you for taking them down.”

      

      Joanna clapped her hands together. “Another jest?”

      

      “If you deemed it amusing…”

      

      “That was exemplary!” she cheered, grateful that she had managed to set the morning on a more lighthearted course. Now, if he would just smile, she knew she could proceed with her day with a sense of victory.

      

      Instead, he clicked his tongue and wheeled his stallion around. “Let us take our time in venturing back to the manor,” he said. “On the way, I shall inform you of any dangers I can think of.”

      

      A touch disheartened, Joanna and Pegasus followed.

      

      By the time we depart for Lord Rotherham’s ball, I will get him to smile, she vowed, gazing across at his strong jaw, his full lips, and his devastatingly handsome face, all the way down to his corded neck which moved as if he was in some discomfort. Perhaps, it really did pain him physically to be joyful, or maybe he was just afraid of letting himself feel that particular pleasure.

      

      Her mother’s words drifted back to her, giving her pause: “Indeed, it has been said that he was… born wrong—a cursed child that took his mother’s life when he came into the world.”

      

      Joanna did not know if she believed in curses, but she did know that he was not born wrong—he had been made that way by misfortune and a cruel father. If anyone could chase away the ghosts that plagued him, she figured it might as well be her.

      

      I have a week, she considered. A week to make him smile.

      

      As for the rest—all the things he had told her he did not want—that would be a far greater challenge. One that might well prove insurmountable, for if she had learned one thing from her mother, it was that a lady could not make a gentleman love her or desire her, no matter how hard she tried.
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      “And where are the two of you tiptoeing away to?” Peggy’s voice cut Edwin to the quick, bringing him to a sharp halt.

      

      He turned to find her lounging upon the threadbare armchair by the main staircase, lying in wait. “I am showing Joanna my paintings.”

      

      “You do not need to use metaphor with me, dearest nephew!” Peggy cackled raucously. “But I will require your darling wife back by one o’clock this afternoon, for that is when we are to arrange the transformation of this dreary place.”

      

      Edwin wished the floorboards would truly crumble and swallow him up, but before he could retort, Joanna interjected.

      

      “We really are going to see his paintings. He is the most gifted artist,” she said, unperturbed by Peggy’s veiled coarseness. “I intend to fill this manor with his work.”

      

      A small flicker of pride glowed in Edwin’s chest, ignited by his wife’s kind words. My wife… He had not yet grown accustomed to the term, but he was beginning to appreciate the weight of it.

      

      Peggy’s mouth opened and closed for a moment, like she did not know how to respond. “I… did not know you painted, Edwin. When did you begin this? Why have I not seen any of your paintings? I would have commissioned a portrait, had I but known!”

      

      “That is why I did not tell you,” Edwin replied. “I do not do portraits.”

      

      Peggy hurried to stand, smoothing the creases from her bombazine skirts. “I must accompany you. I must see these paintings for myself.”

      

      “You will see them when my wife decides where they are to be hung, if any are worthy,” he insisted, giving his aunt a warning look. “I shall return her by one o’clock. My collection is not that vast.”

      

      Without another word, he boldly took Joanna by the hand and led her away from the entrance hall, walking her through the labyrinth of the manor until they came to the condemned entrance to the southern wing. It was not in as poor a condition as the eastern wing, but it still called for caution.

      

      “You keep your paintings here?” Joanna asked, her hand still in his.

      

      He opened the door and ushered her inside. “No one bothers me here.”

      

      “Does anyone bother you, no matter which room you are in?”

      

      He made an odd sound, partway between a cough and a snort. “I suppose not.”

      

      “Was that a laugh?” her eyes widened as if she had just witnessed a horse with two heads.

      

      “I was clearing my throat,” he rushed to insist. “It is dusty in here.”

      

      She narrowed one eye, evidently dubious, until she began to cough, clamping a hand over her mouth. “Mercy, it is rather dusty! I believe I just swallowed some.”

      

      “Shall I fetch you some water?” He raised his hand, meaning to clap her on the back, but that did not seem like a gentlemanly thing to do.

      

      She raised a dismissive hand. “No, no… I shall be quite well once I have begun to digest this lump of dust.”

      

      A short while later, she was ready to continue, though he noticed she made no move to take hold of his hand again.

      

      Together, they picked their way across a sea of red streaks, marking the dangerous floorboards and treacherous steps of the ancient staircase that curved up to the next floor. A musty scent infiltrated Edwin’s nostrils as they walked, his eyes drawn to the patches of dampness that spread like a rash across the peeling silk wallpaper that had once been so beautiful.

      

      Why did I let it fall to ruin like this? he lamented, though he knew the answer: he had not let it fall to ruin. He had done his best with the meager fortune that had been left to him when he inherited the estate, while his father had lived like a king. Of course, like everything else, his father had hidden the state of the dukedom’s coffers from both of his sons, to be revealed as a vicious final trick long after he was gone.

      

      “It has such potential,” Joanna sighed, drawing Edwin’s attention back to her. She wore a dreamy smile, her eyes gleaming with optimism, and though he would not show it upon his own face, he was beginning to see the manor in a different light. In her light.

      

      Presently, they paused outside what had once been a grand bedchamber, reserved for the monarch in the unlikely event that they decided to visit. Edwin unlocked it with a key that he wore around his neck and pushed the double doors wide, to gauge Joanna’s initial reaction.

      

      Her gasp made his soul sing. “You said your collection was not vast!” she cried, hurrying into the room. “This is… a gallery, Edwin!”

      

      “I did not want my aunt to follow us,” he admitted.

      

      Joanna paused in the center of the old bedchamber, which had been cleared of everything but an easel and every canvas that Edwin had ever touched with his brushes. There, she turned slow circles, her hand to her mouth, her eyes wide as she took in the clustered masses of paintings. Wherever there was room, there was a canvas—some finished, some not, some he was proud of, some he would have liked to stay hidden.

      

      “You said you did not paint portraits,” Joanna’s voice caught in her throat as she peered up at the only painting that he had properly hung upon the wall. “Is that one of yours, or—?”

      

      He shook his head, unable to look at it. “I do not know the artist.”

      

      “Is that your mother?” Joanna looked back at him, her eyes shining with a sorrow that stung.

      

      He gave a small nod. “I found it stowed away in a cupboard. My aunt informed me of who it was.”

      

      “She looks like you,” Joanna walked to him. “Your eyes are the same, and I think,” she lifted her hand, stroking her fingertips lightly across the side of his head, “your hair might be, too, though you have it cut so short that I cannot tell.”

      

      He swallowed thickly, “I have been told as much.”

      

      “Well, she must be placed in the entrance hall,” Joanna said decisively, withdrawing her hand and striding back across the room to begin her search of his work. “Do you agree?”

      

      “I… would like that,” he confessed, fearing that a certain, vengeful ghost might actually come to haunt him if he dared. Nevertheless, he would not stop Joanna if that was where she wished to put his mother’s portrait.

      

      Humming to herself as she riffled through the endless array of canvases, Edwin watched his wife’s expression run through a remarkable carousel of emotions: awe, amusement, disinterest, bemusement, and a heartening dose of pride.

      

      “You paint the river a lot,” she remarked, holding up a smaller canvas that depicted a pebbled beach that hugged the curve of the river.

      

      Edwin shrugged, “I paint many things.”

      

      “Where is this?” Joanna reached for a larger canvas that showed a glittering lake.

      

      “It is not far from here.”

      

      Mischief flashed in her enchanting eyes. “Might we visit one day? In the summer, perhaps?”

      

      “To swim?”

      

      “To swim.”

      

      He grimaced. “If you must, though you might cause a scandal.”

      

      “As a married duchess of four-and-twenty, no scandal can touch me anymore,” she replied, returning to her search.

      

      He had not realized she would be quite so thorough in her assessment of his paintings, piling them into the works she wished to see upon the walls of the manor, and those she did not. It proved difficult for Edwin not to feel offended by some of her dismissals, for though there were some canvases in there that were rather strange, he favored them because they were unusual.

      

      “You do not care for this one?” He picked up a hazy depiction of the manor, as he had remembered it from childhood. The emotions of his memory had been layered upon the initial painting, with jarring streaks of bruised purple, vivid red, dark blue, and splashes of black.

      

      Joanna pulled a face. “If you do, then I will find a place for it,” she hesitated, chewing upon her lower lip. “In truth, I do not understand it. It looks as if it has been spoiled by a jealous rival artist.”

      

      “I think that is why I like it,” he explained.

      

      She smiled. “Then it shall have its place in our home. I was only teasing when I said I would transform this manor into somewhere you do not recognize, for I want you to be comfortable.”

      

      “To be comfortable, I would have to tear it down and build it afresh,” he blurted out, his emotions jostled by the painting.

      

      Hurt drifted across Joanna’s face, as she set the painting down and walked to him. He heard her swallow as she lifted her hands and pressed them to his chest, while he did not know what to do with his own hands. He knew what he would have liked to do, but that had to stay confined to his dreams.

      

      “Think of this as starting afresh,” she told him, her hand upon his heart. “Let this be a way to hold back those errant ghosts—those who are not welcome, at least.”

      

      She peered up at him and, for a moment, his resolve almost crumbled. All he had to do was bend his head and his lips would touch hers, bridging the divide between dream and reality. Her mouth parted, inviting him to do just that; her eyes gleaming with something akin to desire.

      

      “I…” he gulped, slowly dipping his head toward hers.

      

      He waited for her to push him away, waited for her outrage, waited for her to run from him, but she did not move; her palms still pressed to his chest. Had she dreamed of him too, despite the way he had treated her?

      

      His lips were a breath away from the kiss his body craved, when a shrill voice pierced the moment, exploding it like a bubble.

      

      “Where are these paintings? And why on Earth have you hidden them away in such a place? I almost fell through the staircase! Someone could be killed if you are not careful!” Peggy cried out, blustering through the “gallery” doors without waiting for permission.

      

      As if she had been stung, Joanna jolted away from Edwin and hurried to the other side of the room, pretending to search through another pile of canvases. But Edwin, still watching her, noticed the swift rise and fall of her shoulders and heard the whisper of her frantic breaths, though he could not, for the life of him, understand what it meant.

      

      That was too close, he told himself, appalled by his loss of control. It is for her own benefit, as well as yours.

      

      Glancing down, he realized his hand had moved to replace hers above his heart, and beneath it, a warmth that was beginning to spread. And, like a wildfire, he feared it might destroy them both. With the sum he had received from Joanna’s father, and would receive each year, they could survive their life together, but nothing beyond that. He would not leave a pit of debt and destitution to a child who had never asked for it, nor did he want to, for one other, more insistent reason.

      

      His legacy has to end with me, Edwin clenched his hand into a fist, glancing up at the portrait of his mother. For her, for his brother, for all he had endured, he could not let his heart waver. Severing his father’s bloodline was the only vengeance he could ensure, so that those he had lost could rest peacefully, at last.
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      Bruxton Hall had begun its transformation, the doors and windows flung wide to allow in the warmth of spring, the gloomy, unsettling portraits replaced with beautiful landscapes and even a few of Edwin’s more unusual pieces, which had grown on Joanna. She had even found some reems of unused silk wallpaper, and had roped in the assistance of the gardener, the remaining footman, and Golding to help her replace some of the worst worn portions of the wall in the most used rooms.

      

      In the entrance hall, Edwin’s mother watched over the manor with kindly eyes, her lips immortally curved in a gentle smile that welcomed visitors, instead of making them want to run. And though there was still a great deal to be done, it was a promising start, lifting the spirits of the entire household.

      

      “Wasn’t she beautiful?” Joanna heard one of the maids saying, as she descended the staircase—also in the midst of being fixed and made whole again—to seek some company after her afternoon nap.

      

      Joanna smiled. “She was.”

      

      The three maids who were staring at the portrait whipped around in fright, their scared faces cracking into bright smiles as they looked upon the lady of the house.

      

      “We didn’t hear you, Your Grace!” one chirped.

      

      “We’ve grown so used to every creak of the floorboards. Don’t know what we’ll do without them,” a second said, laughing.

      

      The third nodded. “I imagine I’ll still tiptoe ‘round the parts that were painted red. Takes a while to break a habit, doesn’t it?”

      

      “It certainly does,” Joanna agreed. “Now, which one of you might do me the honor of helping me to dress for Lord Rotherham’s ball tomorrow?”

      

      All three jittered with excitement, their hands shooting into the air as they cried, “Oh, let it be me! It’d be my honor! Oh, please, Your Grace!”

      

      “Perhaps, we could be a little untraditional and all three of you could help me?” Joanna offered, chuckling. “It will be my first ball as a duchess, after all, and I would like to make a lasting impression for Ed—I mean, for His Grace’s sake. Which one of you is capable when it comes to hair? I have not the faintest idea of how to even heat the curling rod, and I worry I would burn the manor to the ground, quite accidentally, if I were to attempt it alone.”

      

      The first maid, Mara, danced a jig. “Every one of my five sisters used to ask me to do their hair for the village dances, Your Grace. Not one left the dance without at least ten compliments.”

      

      “Then, I give that task to you,” Joanna said, buoyed by the feeling that she was becoming a true part of the household. A Lady that the staff seemed to like, for that mattered more to her than anything. Almost anything.

      

      The second maid pressed a hand to her chest. “May I dress you? I’ve always wanted to be a lady’s maid.”

      

      The third maid sighed in resignation. “Let Harriet do it,” she said. “I will take charge of your bath and your maquillage.”

      

      “She’s a witch, you know!” Harriet blurted out, gaining a sharp look from the third maid, Cathy.

      

      “I’m not a witch, Your Grace,” Cathy insisted. “But I know herbs and plants, and my ma makes oils and tonics and tinctures that everyone in the village I come from uses religiously. I’ve a few special oils with me, if you’d like me to put them in your bath?”

      

      Harriet feigned a swoon. “You’ll have skin softer than silk. I stole some once, and I swear it to you, I thought I’d been transformed into a goddess.”

      

      “I look forward to the transformation.” Joanna flashed the young women a mischievous wink. “Harriet, the gown I am to wear ought to be arriving later this afternoon. Might you take it up to my chambers when it comes? Coral silk. Quite beautiful. You cannot mistake it. Indeed, can you have it aired for me after it has been delivered? I should hate it to smell stale when I enter the ball.”

      

      The gown had been ordered a week ago: a gift from her father, as a means to “make a suitable entrance back into society as a duchess.” Of course, Joanna was the one who had chosen the material and the design; her father had merely paid for it.

      

      Harriet nodded eagerly. “I’ll tend to it the moment it arrives, even if Mrs. Phelps tries to beat me out of the laundry with that awful smacker of hers.”

      

      “And don’t worry about the scent, Your Grace,” Cathy added with a knowing grin. “I have just the oil in mind. A little dab on your wrists and neck and the other guests will be following you around, sniffing wildly, wondering what that heavenly aroma is.”

      

      Joanna felt her heart lighten. “Thank you, ladies. I will send for you first thing in the morning, so we can begin the toil of beautifying this wayward creature with soil on her hands and grass stains on her skirts.” She gestured to the patch on her knees where she had spent most of the morning weeding what she hoped would become beautiful flowerbeds.

      

      The maids laughed, offering to take the dress to the laundry.

      

      “It will suffice until I prepare for dinner,” Joanna told them, spotting the gardener wheeling his barrow. “It will only get dirty again, for the gardens are calling once more.”

      

      The old, grizzled fellow was the least enthusiastic among the staff about Joanna’s presence, but she was determined to be a thorn in his side until the gardens were blooming again.

      

      Saying a quick farewell to the maids, Joanna took off toward the portion of neglected garden that demanded her attention, meeting the gardener as he was tilting his barrow to spill fresh soil onto the weeded beds.

      

      “Afternoon, Your Grace,” he said, tipping the woolen cap that almost never seemed to come off his head. “Took some soil I’d been savin’ for the roses. Found me some marigold seeds an’ all. Forgot I had ‘em, but they’d be right nice here, I reckon.”

      

      Joanna beamed. “Marigolds sound delightful. Anything with color.”

      

      “Ye’ll get red’uns and yellow’uns. Maybe some whites and oranges.” The gardener continued to pour the soil evenly, his liver-spotted hands as strong as a much younger man’s. “I’ll be goin’ into town when ye and His Grace are at that ball. Thought I might buy some seeds and cuttings from a fella I know. Anythin’ ye prefer?”

      

      Joanna could barely conceal her excitement, for though the gardener spoke gruffly, she could tell he was just as eager as her to make something of the long-dead land. “Wisteria and climbing roses for when we have the trellises built,” she replied, thinking. “As for the flowerbeds: I should like poppies in abundance, cornflowers, common orchids, English pinks, camellias, daffodils, hydrangeas, peonies, primroses… oh, and lavender—so much lavender, for the butterflies!”

      

      The gardener gave a stiff nod. “We’ll start with lavender, poppies, and a few of them others. Get ‘em growin’ and plant others as we go on.” He paused, shyly handing her a folded square of paper. “Them’s the marigold seeds. Thought you might want to plant ‘em yerself.”

      

      Joanna took the gift as if it were a slab of pure gold and, without hesitation, kneeled on the dirt to start the painstaking task of poking holes in the soil and gently placing a couple of seeds at a time. But, sometimes, the most exhausting work could be the most rewarding.
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        * * *

      

      “You have a… creature on your shoulder,” Edwin said, snapping Joanna out of her hours-long trance of planting marigold seeds and pulling up dry, tangled weeds.

      

      She smiled up at him, hot and tired and so happy her heart could burst. “I do?”

      

      “It is… green.” He pulled a face, as she followed his concerned gaze to the peak of her shoulder.

      

      She smiled at the delicate insect. “He is not causing any harm. I imagine he is relishing the sunshine and enjoying a rest from all of his flying.”

      

      “He?” Edwin raised an eyebrow.

      

      “Perhaps, he has a wife and children awaiting him at his home leaf, and he is stealing a moment for himself before he returns to the chaos,” Joanna continued, chuckling at her own husband’s bemusement. “Have you never invented stories, Edwin? Did you not conjure pretend tales when you were a child?”

      

      He sniffed. “When I was a child, yes.”

      

      “Oh, and because we are now grown, we must let our imaginations die? I refuse,” Joanna scoffed, carefully getting to her feet so as not to disturb the greenfly. She dusted off her hands. “Besides, if you truly thought that you would not have the largest library I have ever seen. You cannot fool me, Husband.”

      

      The faintest gasp escaped his lips, his eyelids flickering for a moment as if she had shocked him. It disappeared as quickly as it had appeared, as he reached his hand toward her shoulder. Her heart jumped into her throat as he took a step closer and bent his head, leaning down as if he meant to kiss her neck. Her body seized, her eyes closing as she waited for the press of his lips against her skin, ready for that delicious touch.

      

      A moment later, she felt the warm breeze of his breath upon her skin as he blew gently. Her eyes snapped open, her cheeks flaming as she noticed he had taken a small step back, the greenfly perched upon his fingertip, stubbornly refusing to move. With one more blow, firmer this time, Edwin urged the insect into flight.

      

      “I said… he was not causing any… harm,” Joanna half-protested, breathlessly.

      

      She had been so certain of what he meant to do, especially after their close encounter in his makeshift gallery. Indeed, if Peggy had not interrupted when she had, Joanna knew Edwin would have kissed her. It had haunted her ever since, plaguing her dreams, making every awakening from one of those dreams more and more frustrating, for though Edwin no longer avoided her, and they were more companionable of late, he maintained a polite distance. One she could not traverse, even when she joined him in the library of an evening to read together.

      

      Edwin shrugged. “I meant him no harm, either. He has a wife and children to return to. He should not shirk his responsibilities.”

      

      “But why did you blow him away?” Joanna swallowed hard, too fixated upon what she had wanted to realize that he had made a jest.

      

      Edwin offered his hand. “Because it is time for dinner, and you are not dressed appropriately.” He squinted up at the sun, “did you not realize the hour?”

      

      “Why, what time is it?”

      

      “Almost seven o’clock,” he replied, startling her for a second time.

      

      “How can it be so late?” she gasped.

      

      He nudged his arm against hers. “I suppose the garden must be one of those places in the manor where time moves more slowly.”

      

      She took Edwin’s arm and allowed him to lead her into the manor, though her heart urged her to pull him back out into the balmy evening, so they might walk together and pretend that they were blissful newlyweds, finding somewhere quiet and dark and hidden. A game of imagination that Joanna dearly wished to play.

      

      “Please, offer my apologies to Peggy and Jane,” she said, reaching the bottom of the grand staircase. “I shall not be more than half an hour, depending upon the nature of the gown I choose.”

      

      He bowed his head. “Then, pick simply.”

      

      “Or, you could—” she halted sharply, wondering if the heat of the day had stolen her sensibilities. She had been about to ask if he would join her, to make the matter of undressing that little bit swifter.

      

      His head lifted slowly. “I could choose your gown? I have no knowledge or talent for gowns.” His throat bobbed, “I know if one becomes you, that is all.”

      

      “You do?” she mounted the first step, glancing back over her shoulder. “Which gown became me the best, of all the gowns I have worn in your presence? I confess, I was not aware you even noticed.”

      

      His tongue dampened dry lips, his brow furrowing. “Your wedding gown was… pleasant.” He took a breath, “beautiful, actually. Anyway, I ought to attend to my aunt, inform her of the situation.”

      

      “Or you could help me,” Joanna blurted out, eager to keep him close after hearing that single compliment. She did not want to lose the momentum of coaxing a smile from his lips. “It will spare me from having to summon a maid, and from lengthening the time that your aunt shall have to wait for dinner. I trust you have some talent for buttons?”

      

      Edwin pulled at his collar, where a flush of red rose up to his jaw. “I suppose… I could assist you.”

      

      He headed up the stairs ahead of her, giving her a pleasing view of his athletic figure and muscular backside, though she might have preferred it if he had taken her hand and led her to her chambers, as a good husband would have done. An interested husband.

      

      At the door to Joanna’s bedchamber, he allowed her to open it, as if he did not dare to enter without permission. Although, for the past week, Joanna had dreamed that he would, sweeping into the room with one endeavor upon his mind—to sleep beside his wife, and consummate the union that, thus far, remained incomplete. Even a kiss would have bolstered Joanna’s hopes.

      

      Joanna stepped into the room and noticed the box on the bed. “Oh, it has arrived!” she cried, hurrying to open the gift. In truth, she was eager to discover Edwin’s opinion. Perhaps, she would even give him an exclusive look before the ball tomorrow.

      

      “The gown?” Edwin eyed the box.

      

      “It is beautiful, Edwin,” she told him giddily, remembering the design as she unfastened the ribbon. “I asked Harriet to air it, but Mrs. Hislop must have distracted her with more pressing tasks. No matter—I shall air it now.”

      

      Opening the box, a gasp slipped from her lips, her eyes widening as her hand came up to her mouth to stifle her horror.

      

      “It cannot be that beautiful. It is just a—” Edwin stopped sharply, narrowing his eyes at the mess of torn fabric and frayed ribbons and ripped lace that greeted his gaze. “What is the meaning of this?”

      

      Joanna shook her head, tears beading in her eyes. “I do not know, Edwin,” she murmured, though one thing was clear: the dress was ruined. And not just ruined but destroyed.
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      “You will answer me!” Edwin seethed, glowering at the weeping maid who kneeled before him on the bedchamber floor, holding her face in her hands.

      

      Joanna stood at his side, her expression confused. “No one is blaming you, Harriet, but was it not you who took receipt of the box when it arrived?”

      

      “I did, Your Grace, but… but I left it on the bed. I didn’t touch it, I swear to you!” Harriet begged, wiping her nose on the back of her hand. Distraught. And guilty, as far as Edwin was concerned. “I know you… you told me to air it, Your Grace, but I needed to draw a bath for… for the Dowager. I meant to come back after… after dinner, Your Grace!”

      

      Joanna sighed wearily. “Did anyone else touch it before you? Did you see anyone else come into these chambers?”

      

      “N-No, Your Grace!” Harriet insisted. “Mrs. Hislop l-locked it after me, because the gown was in here. She wanted t-to keep it safe!”

      

      A jangle of keys announced the arrival of Mrs. Hislop, who had already been informed of the situation by Golding. “She’s right,” Mrs. Hislop said, having caught the tail-end of the maid’s words. “I locked these chambers at half-past three. I intended to open them when Her Grace asked to dress for dinner, as I have been her lady’s maid since her arrival. I cannot fathom why the door was unlocked, nor why the gown is in tatters.”

      

      “Are you certain it was locked?” Edwin demanded to know. “Does it even lock?”

      

      He had often wondered if it was locked when he ventured to the hallway outside of an evening, as he did every evening after she had retired to listen to the sounds of his wife slumbering, ensuring that she was well and safe in her bed. He had never attempted to turn the handle or test the lock, though, fearing it might wake her.

      

      Mrs. Hislop made an apologetic face. “As with all the locks in this manor, sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t.” She paused, dropping her chin to her chest. “I didn’t think to check it.”

      

      “So, this may all be a terrible coincidence?” Joanna suggested, with a strained expression of hope that made her voice waver. “The door may have been unlocked, and the gown may have arrived in this… ruined fashion. You did not open the box, did you?” She looked down at Harriet, who shook her head effusively.

      

      “I didn’t dare to until later, Your Grace,” she insisted.

      

      Edwin glanced at Mrs. Hislop. “Can you vouch for the whereabouts of all your staff?”

      

      “I can, Your Grace, and for myself,” Mrs. Hislop replied, her tone curt as if she did not like the nature of the accusation. “It does sound ridiculous, but Her Grace might be correct in her assumption. Shall I send Golding to the modiste?”

      

      Edwin’s lip curled. “Yes, send him. And I will speak to everyone in this household.” He drew in a breath. “Have them gathered in the dining room.”

      

      “Right away, Your Grace.” Dipping her head in respect, Mrs. Hislop left the bedchamber, her keys rattling all the way down the hall.

      

      Meanwhile, Edwin stared at the ruined gown, his heart a heavy rock sinking into deep water. He should have known that the growing joy of the past week could not last. He should have known that strange things would begin to happen, as they had always done, for though his father had been put to rest, his father’s hold upon the manor would never loosen.

      

      And my wife is being punished, he knew, though he could not admit it out loud, in case Joanna thought him quite mad. But she was new to Bruxton Hall; she had not seen and heard the things that he had seen, and though he had hoped she would be spared the unsettling goings-on, it seemed he had been mistaken.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Edwin dismissed the staff from the dining room, convinced of their collective innocence. Each had an alibi, and though he was no investigator, he doubted they had all conspired to obliterate the dress of a woman they all seemed to cherish.

      

      “What an unpleasant business,” his aunt remarked, dabbing her mouth with a napkin. She had treated the mild interrogations as a sort of dinner entertainment, eating as she watched the staff tremble and plead their case. “I once had a gown arrive with the entire bodice missing. Another with one panel absent from the skirts. I would wager good money that it was a mistake by the modiste, or a vengeful attack from one of their assistants. I have encountered many modistes in my years, and the girls who work there are always bitter shrews.”

      

      Edwin shot a glare at his aunt. “Where were you?”

      

      “Edwin!” Joanna gasped, but his aunt merely chuckled.

      

      “I was bathing, and Jane was scrubbing my back. After that, we took tea in the western parlor and watched dear Joanna tending to her flowerbeds,” she said evenly. “The staff can attest to it, if you will not believe your own aunt.”

      

      Jane cringed, setting down her knife and fork though she had not yet finished her Dover sole. Clearly, the memory of scrubbing the Dowager’s back had made her lose her appetite.

      

      “I think it likely that it was destroyed during delivery,” Joanna chimed in, her face pale and drawn. “The express rider could have dropped it, seen the damage, and hoped no one would notice until he was long gone.”

      

      Edwin perked up, for he had not considered that. “Was there any injury to the box?”

      

      “No,” Joanna replied, “but the ribbon was very loose and hastily tied. I did not consider it strange until just now. A woman with any knowledge of ribbons would not have tied it like that. I truly think there was a mishap, and the messenger sought to protect himself.”

      

      Edwin bristled. “I will find the wretch’s name, to be certain of it.”

      

      “Leave it be,” Joanna urged. “It cannot be undone, and I have a multitude of fine gowns that will serve well enough as a replacement.”

      

      “That is not the problem, Joanna. This is a far greater matter than merely choosing a different gown,” Edwin insisted, somewhat in awe of her calm demeanor.

      

      She shrugged. “If it was the messenger, the guilt and worry are likely punishment enough. If it was someone at the modiste, recompense can be arranged easily enough. There is little purpose in seeking vengeance for a gown when I have so many. I should have refused my father’s offer in the first place, truth be told, so as not to be frivolous.” She mustered a brave smile. “Why, even now I am thinking of all the seeds and cuttings the cost of that gown could have purchased!”

      

      “You cannot wear flowers to a ball, Joanna,” Edwin replied thickly, his mind conjuring the image so quickly that it made his head spin. His wife, in that sheltered spot beneath trellised tunnels that did not yet exist, wearing nothing but a few seductive petals that, only in daydreams, stayed affixed as if by magic.

      

      Just then, a thought came to him, and not the kind that usually made him excuse himself early. “Please, finish dinner at your leisure. There is something I must do.”

      

      He got up and headed out of the dining room without explanation, seeking Mrs. Hislop.

      

      He found her in the scullery, comforting a still-distraught Harriet. Both women looked startled by his entrance, for the master of the house rarely dared to tread below stairs. Yet, this could not wait.

      

      “I am sorry about the gown, Your Grace,” Harriet jumped in first, rubbing her eyes. “I’ve told Mrs. Hislop that she can dock it from my pay ‘til it’s paid for.”

      

      Edwin softened, trying to imagine what Joanna would do. “You will receive your income as is. There is no need for martyrdom.” He made a mental note to add a shilling to the tax he owed. “Mrs. Hislop, has Mrs. Phelps returned to the cottages for the night yet?”

      

      “I believe she is still in the laundry,” Mrs. Hislop replied, frowning. “Shall I fetch her? More to the point, why am I fetching her?”

      

      Edwin tapped the side of his nose. “That is none of your concern, at present, though I will also need your assistance in the southern wing.”

      

      “A strange and unusual punishment, Your Grace,” Mrs. Hislop teased, though he could tell he had garnered her curiosity. “Are you going to make me stand beneath a rickety beam until I confess to a crime I didn’t commit?”

      

      Edwin rolled his eyes. “Do not be dramatic. Meet me at the entrance to the southern wing in… say, ten minutes.”

      

      With that, he made his way to the laundry, resisting the urge to hurry. He could not let anyone know that he was excited by his plan, nor could he let anyone know of his plan until he had found what he was looking for. Even so, there was a part of him that worried Joanna might not like what he had in mind.
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        * * *

      

      “Joanna?” Edwin knocked lightly on her bedchamber door, his nose stinging with the lingering scent of dust and rot. He suspected he looked a fright, but with the hour growing so late, and his endeavors taking longer than he had expected, there had been no time to change his attire or even pause to splash his face with water.

      

      A sleepy voice replied, “Hmm? Is someone there?”

      

      “It is Edwin,” he said, suddenly nervous. He had not entered her bedchamber at night since her arrival. Indeed, that day was the first time he had set foot inside that sacred place.

      

      He heard the rustling of bedclothes and the soft pad of feet coming toward the door. A moment later, she appeared, attired in a nightdress that left him speechless. It was almost identical to the one he had dreamed of, though not made transparent by the addition of water. Still, it was sheer enough to be scandalous, the moonlight at her back silhouetting her breathtaking figure: a narrow waist, sultry hips, the long, lean limbs he had imagined wrapping around him, and the swell of the most perfect, rounded breasts. The high collar, crafted for dignity, had been unbuttoned to her bosom, revealing the first inkling of a deep valley between those immaculate breasts.

      

      For a moment, he almost forgot what he had gone there for.

      

      “Did Golding return?” Joanna prompted, leaning against the edge of the door. “Was it someone at the modiste?”

      

      Edwin shook his head, more to dislodge his desire than anything else. “It was not the modiste. They insisted that the gown was in one piece when it was sent with the messenger, but they could give no name for the messenger. He was new to them, so I do not imagine we shall ever know who he was.” He paused, clearing his throat. “However, I have… something for you.”

      

      “Did you dig it out of the ash pile?” Joanna chuckled, reaching out to brush his cheek with her thumb.

      

      Edwin froze, blinking slowly.

      

      “You are filthy,” she said, opening the door wide. “Come in. I have a cloth to tend to your face.”

      

      He did as she asked, holding the promised gift behind his back. As he stepped into the room, the scent hit him like a slap to the face, dizzying him. A rich perfume, sweet and spiced and heavenly.

      

      “What is that aroma?” he gasped, drinking it in.

      

      Joanna returned with a wet cloth. “An experiment.”

      

      “Pardon?”

      

      “I have decided to be a perfumier as well as a gardener,” she replied, grinning. “Cathy brought me a vast array of fine oils—though we are not to ask, not even once, where they have come from—and we are conjuring a perfume together, to enchant the guests at tomorrow’s ball. What do you think?”

      

      She stepped so close to him that he could not breathe, the proximity of her too tempting, too inviting, too dangerous to endure. There, she stood up on tiptoe, tilting her head to one side to expose her neck, brushing aside her long, ebony hair. When he remained frozen, unable to fathom what it was she wanted him to do, her hand slipped up the side of his neck, her fingertips sliding into his hair. With a gentle pull, she urged his head down toward her neck.

      

      Do not tempt me like this, his mind gasped, his lips so close to her throat that they were a breath away from kissing her skin.

      

      As she brought his head even closer, he pressed his lips together so they would not graze that forbidden fruit. That was when the force of her rich perfume bombarded him, launching its exquisite attack from a small dip behind her ear. He closed his eyes, inhaling. And as he did, his mouth relaxed, his lips brushing her neck. Whether or not it was an accident, he did not know, but the burst of desire that pierced him from chest to loin almost killed him. Indeed, he thought he might die if he did not pull her into his arms and kiss her, as he had dreamed of kissing her.

      

      “Do you like it?” she panted, her bosom rising and falling frantically, the sound of her breathlessness nudging him toward the brink of delirium.

      

      He wanted her. Desperately.

      

      “It is… unique,” he growled, calling upon every shred of willpower he possessed to tear himself away from her. “Too strong, perhaps.”

      

      As he stepped back and her hand fell away from his hair, dropping limply to her side, she looked disappointed. Was she trying to seduce me? Is that truly what she wants? He swallowed thickly, knowing he could not grant that to her, though he would have given her the world at that moment. But lying with her—it could not happen. He could not risk continuing his father’s bloodline, no matter how his own blood sang and burned for her.

      

      “Too strong?” she nodded, putting on a smile. “I would not want to make anyone unwell, I suppose, though that might make the ball more exciting. No one would know that it was me unless they were closer than they ought to be. I would be the phantom perfume purveyor, inciting headaches and pinched noses wherever I went.”

      

      He gripped the paper-wrapped gift tighter, wishing he could dig his fingernails into his palms to let pain quell his desire to feel pleasure with her. “I did not say it was unpleasant.”

      

      “I will dilute it, at your request,” she said, smiling as she closed the gap between them again, lifting the damp cloth to his face to wipe away the dirt. “What did you want to give me?”

      

      His stomach tightened at her question. “Cease that,” he urged, ducking out of the way of the cloth. “I shall wash my own face later.”

      

      And I cannot have you so close, not at this very moment, for I do not trust myself, he scolded himself, infuriated by his weakness.

      

      “This is for you,” he offered her the large, hastily wrapped parcel, understanding what she had meant earlier about the troubles of tying a ribbon. In the pale moonlight that illuminated her bedchamber, the gift looked rather sad and unbefitting of a duchess.

      

      Joanna set the cloth down, dried her hands upon the skirts of her nightdress, and took the proffered parcel. She took it to the bed and laid it out, carefully teasing the ribbon open before unwrapping the present. Her breath caught in her throat as she gingerly picked up the garment inside.

      

      “What is this?” she gasped. “Did a queen leave this behind when visiting Bruxton Hall? This is… too much, Edwin.”

      

      He shifted awkwardly on the floorboards. “Does it not please you?”

      

      She turned, holding the gown to her body, her eyes glittering with tears. “It is the most beautiful thing I have ever beheld, Edwin,” she urged, her breath hitching. “It is a work of art, but, who does it belong to? Is this truly for me?”

      

      “I know it is not the fashion,” he said hurriedly, “but I have spoken with Mrs. Phelps, who has a sister in town—a famous seamstress, at least in this corner of the world. She will work on the gown through the night, so it is prepared for tomorrow. The arrangements have all been made, as long as you wish to wear it?”

      

      Joanna blinked upward, shaking her head to hold back those gleaming tears. “It would be my honor, Edwin. I only wish this were still the fashion, but you must tell me to whom it belongs. I could not touch a stitch upon it until I do.”

      

      “It was my mother’s, and it was worn when the King visited Bruxton Hall during the first year of her marriage to my father,” he explained, hoping she could not hear the tremble in his voice. “I thought it might serve as a suitable replacement, but you must make haste. It must be delivered to Mrs. Phelps’ sister immediately.”

      

      Joanna smiled. “I will wear it with pride, Edwin. Indeed, I will go to the seamstress myself, for I have a notion in mind. One that will not alter the gown too much.”

      

      “As you wish,” Edwin bowed his head.

      

      Joanna chuckled, bringing his attention back up. “To do so, I must dress appropriately. I cannot very well ride into town in my nightdress, now, can I?” she paused. “But if you wish to wait, you are welcome to stay right there. I might need assistance, after all.”

      

      “I… will send for Mrs. Hislop.” He turned, his heart ablaze, and strode out of the bedchamber, breaking into a slow run before he could change his mind, sprint back, and strip her bare, kissing her, all of her, until he knew her figure, her body more intimately than any measurements a seamstress could take.
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      The gown, freshly delivered from the seamstress with an escort of Golding and the footman—to make certain it arrived as it had left the seamstress—was the most precious garment Joanna had ever possessed. A masterpiece of brushed, mustard-yellow silk, painstakingly adorned with black lace and gold-dipped seed pearls that shone with an ethereal luster whenever she turned.

      

      The tight bodice of the original had been layered over with material cut from the once-extensive, bustled skirts, to make the silhouette more aligned with the fashions of the day. The skirts themselves had been slimmed, though Joanna had insisted on retaining some of the volume, no matter how unfashionable. To her, it was the very epitome of sartorial beauty, the long train brushing the floor in a most satisfying manner. The sleeves were tight to the elbow, where they cascaded into lace-trimmed layers, and the neckline scooped rather lower than was considered appropriate, but as a married woman, wearing the gown of her mother-in-law, Joanna did not care if anyone gasped in outrage.

      

      Descending the stairs to meet Edwin, who had gone to summon the carriage, nerves jittered in Joanna’s chest. It might also have had something to do with the tight bodice beneath the new silhouette, but she found she could not breathe with the anticipation of seeing his face.

      

      Do not let me disappoint him, she urged. Do not let him be upset by the changes I have made. Though, in her opinion, she had been very sympathetic to the original gown. Indeed, she wished she could have worn it as it was, but aside from a costume ball, it was impossible.

      

      She heard his gasp before she saw him,  followed by three more gasps from Mrs. Hislop, Peggy and Jane, who were all waiting in the entrance hall.

      

      Yet it was only Edwin’s expression that Joanna fixed upon, as she made her slow way toward him. His eyes were wide, his mouth open, his hand coming to rest upon his heart as he watched her. For a moment, he bit his lip, as if he might cry, but the moment passed quickly.

      

      “You look…” Edwin faltered. “You look… equipped for a ball.”

      

      Peggy smacked him so hard on the back that he stumbled a half-step. “She looks beautiful, you great oaf! Surely, you have that word in your vocabulary somewhere?” She swept forward, embracing Joanna, though it was Edwin’s arms that Joanna had hoped for. “My goodness, you are utterly regal, Joanna! If I did not know you, I would think you were a Spanish queen, coming to mend ties with the English monarchy. That color becomes you so very well, particularly with that glorious dark hair of yours.”

      

      “It is exquisite!” Jane crowed, clasping her hands together in delight. “I do not believe I have seen anything quite like it. Why, you shall be the only thing anyone can talk of! And that perfume—my goodness, what is it?”

      

      Joanna blushed. “A personal concoction. Is it not too strong?”

      

      She cast Edwin a discreet look, but either he had not heard, or he could not answer, for he continued to stare at her, open-mouthed as if she was the most enchanting creature he had ever set eyes upon. For once, to Joanna’s pleasure, it appeared he could not hide his feelings.

      

      “Too strong?” Jane scoffed. “Why, I could bathe in it!”

      

      Joanna did not know how she would be received by the guests gathered at Lord Rotherham’s ball, but if it was anything like the response of Peggy, Jane, Mrs. Hislop, and Edwin, she would not be the embarrassment her father had feared she would be. Indeed, she hoped she might actually be useful in improving the public opinion of her husband.

      

      If only you would tell your story, she thought sadly. A gentler version of it, at least. Of course, he could never tell a soul that he had been responsible for his father’s death, but it wounded Joanna to think that society might always think of him as a murderous monster. The very opposite of the truth.

      

      “You are… lovely,” Mrs. Hislop said, her voice catching as she moved in to embrace Joanna. “My goodness, you would have made her heart sing if she could see you.”

      

      Over Mrs. Hislop’s shoulder, Joanna glanced up at the portrait that watched over the entrance hall. “I think she sees me, Mrs. Hislop, and I do believe she is smiling.”

      

      “Thank you,” Mrs. Hislop whispered, holding Joanna tighter.

      

      “For what?”

      

      Mrs. Hislop swallowed a sob. “For bringing life back to this house. For giving us all purpose once more, and for reminding us that beauty and joy can bloom, even in the most desolate soil.” She drew in a breath. “You are that poppy that you gave water to, with your own bare hands.”

      

      “Cease, Mrs. Hislop, or I shall surely cry and ruin the appearance that the maids and I have spent hours perfecting,” Joanna urged, with a clotted chuckle.

      

      At that exact moment, three bursts of excitement and cheers of encouragement coursed down the stairwell, coming from the very maids who had tended to Joanna all morning. In truth, it was somewhat peculiar to be fully attired and presented for a ball at one o’clock in the afternoon, but the journey to Lord Rotherham’s would take hours, and Edwin had insisted upon them venturing there and returning in the same twenty-four hours.

      

      He does not think it will be a success, Joanna understood, though she planned to prove him wrong.

      

      “My darlings, you are all blessed with a magic touch!” Joanna blew kisses to the maids, who pretended to swoon, cackling raucously. Three young ladies who had fast become her friends, despite the difference in station.

      

      Edwin cleared his throat, recovering his stern mask. “Yes, well, we shall need more than magic if we are to reach Lord Rotherham’s by early evening. So, let us depart without further delay.”

      

      At the beginning of their short marriage, he might have marched off to the carriages without waiting for his wife. But, to Joanna’s delight, he stuck out his arm expectantly, looking off toward the unusual landscape he had painted that depicted an eerie Bruxton Hall as if viewed through a storm of purple and black rain.

      

      Joanna took his proffered arm, refusing to hide her victorious smile. “You shall have to smooth away any creases when we arrive,” she told him, walking out of her marital home at his side, feeling more unified than ever. “Especially as we will be sitting for a long while.”

      

      He coughed, banging on his chest. “Perhaps, Mrs. Hislop ought to accompany us, to tend to that.”

      

      “She cannot. It must be you,” Joanna teased.

      

      He shook his head. “You shall have to borrow Jane, then.”

      

      “Very well.” Joanna feigned a sigh, leaning into her husband as they walked the rest of the way to the carriage and climbed inside. Jane and Peggy had their own carriage, meaning that, for as long as the journey took, Joanna and Edwin would be entirely, thrillingly alone.
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        * * *

      

      What Joanna had not accounted for was the fatigue that would sweep through her once the carriage began to sway as it trundled along never-ending country roads. She had barely slept the night before, between hastily altering the new gown, fretting that it would not be ready in time or would be monstrous, and waking at dawn to take her heady bath, rich with potent oils. As such, it was not long after they had departed Bruxton Hall that she fell asleep.

      

      When she stirred, with no notion of how long she had been resting, she was surprised to find a blanket covering her and Edwin’s folded greatcoat beneath her head as a pillow.

      

      “Goodness, what terrible company I must be, falling asleep like that,” she said, stretching as she sat up on the squabs. “I do hope I did not snore. My sister always claimed I snore like a bulldog with a cold, but I like to think she was only teasing.”

      

      She wiped her mouth discreetly, grateful to find she had not dribbled in her sleep, though she was rather anxious that her sister had not been lying. After all, she suspected it would be more difficult to urge Edwin to join her in her bedchamber if she snored.

      

      Edwin jumped, apparently startled by her awakening. “Did you rest well?”

      

      “You are avoiding the question,” she pressed.

      

      He covered his mouth with his hand and turned his face away, but through his splayed fingers, she could have sworn she saw a smile. A real smile. “You did not snore, Joanna. But, as we have promised to be brutally honest, you did say some things.”

      

      “What things?” Joanna’s eyes widened, for she had dreamed of him, and not a particularly innocent dream, either.

      

      He glanced at her and let his hand fall, revealing that smile in all of its glory. “I believe it was, ‘Husband, you should not wander the gardens in naught but your trousers. The maids will faint.’ That might not be verbatim, but close enough.”

      

      Joanna was almost too shocked by the sight of his smile to realize what he had said. It was like witnessing the effects of a magical spell, woven upon his handsome face, transforming it into something that went beyond masculine beauty. In truth, it was as if a divine hand had taken a sliver of sunlight and placed it within him, making him glow: his eyes so bright they dazzled her, his face so handsome she could have wept, his teeth so white and perfect, every part of him radiating a warmth she had not known he possessed.

      

      “I should not have said that” he murmured, his smile vanishing, “I have embarrassed you.”

      

      She blinked, reaching for his hand, desperate to see his smile return. “You smiled,” she said, breathless. “I saw it. I saw you smile! My goodness, Edwin, I have longed for that moment.”

      

      “Pardon?” He looked so earnest in his confusion that she could not help but laugh.

      

      “I thought you were incapable of smiling, but I saw it! The most rare and wondrous thing in the world!” she enthused, bringing his hand to her lips and kissing it. “My dear husband, what a continual, exciting mystery you have turned out to be.”

      

      He stared down at her lips, still pressed to his skin. “I smile on occasion.”

      

      “You do not!” she protested. “I have said at least twelve amusing things during our brief marriage, and there has not been so much as a snort or a wry grin.”

      

      His mouth curved into a smaller, but no less glorious smile. “You have said more than twelve amusing things, Joanna. The ladies of the household seem to think so, anyway, though I suspect they are an easier audience.”

      

      “You have been the most difficult audience of my life! Why, I have even begun to wonder if I have any wit at all when I am around you,” Joanna replied, her heart full. “But there it is, a gift far greater than this gown—your smile. So, I suppose I can confess that I made a wager with myself, that I would get you to smile before the week ended.”

      

      He raised an eyebrow. “Did you manage it?”

      

      “Just.”

      

      “What do you owe yourself?” His smile remained, and she could have bathed in it.

      

      “A pat on the back. I rarely wager with coin if I do not believe I can win.”

      

      He nodded. “Very wise.” But, to her dismay, his smile faded again. “I am sorry it was not the gown you had chosen for yourself. I did what I could. Of course, I know you were only being polite in accepting it. Desperate too, perhaps. But I think it looks rather… beautiful.”

      

      “I was not being polite,” she argued. “We promised to be honest, and while I would not have told you outright that I did not like it, if I did not, I would have said something akin to, “you did not have to do that” or “I could not possibly take it; I must insist on wearing one of my own gowns.” I love it, Edwin. Truly, I do, and it is all the more precious because of the lady it once belonged to. Indeed, I am sorry that it had to be altered at all!”

      

      Edwin dropped his gaze, apparently unconvinced. “Your original gown would not have been destroyed at all if it were not for me,” he said quietly. “I know the modiste protested innocence, but your father made the mistake of putting my name on the order. It is no coincidence, Joanna. I do not believe in them. I am more hated than perhaps you realize, and now you are bound to me.”

      

      “Is that why you urged me to live my life apart from you?” she had suspected as much, but she had never heard him say so.

      

      His throat bobbed, his brow furrowing. “It is not too late for you to do so,” he replied in a husky voice. “You do not need to suffer because of me. I think I would… have to adjust to your absence, but I would prefer it if you were happy.”

      

      “I am becoming happy,” she told him, realizing that if she was to bridge the divide between them, she was going to have to take the leap herself. “And I would miss you too, if I we were separated.”

      

      His eyes widened. “I did not say I—”

      

      She tugged hard on his hands, the surprise rocking him forward, almost off the edge of the opposite squabs. At the same moment, she bent forward to meet him in the middle, hoping their lips met and they did not butt heads instead.

      

      As fortune would have it, her lips pressed to his… but with far more force than she had intended, his mouth crushing against hers. Her heart leaped as his hands wrenched out of hers and caught hold of her shoulders to steady her, his lips pillow soft as they pressed a second, gentler kiss to hers.

      

      She braced for him to pull away or scold her or halt the carriage to make her ride with the other two ladies, but no pause or reprimand came. Instead, he smoothed his palms across the shelf of her shoulders and up the sides of her neck, cradling her throat as his kiss deepened, taking control.

      

      Having never kissed anyone before, she let him guide her, matching the slow, enticing rhythm of his lips. She learned to catch his mouth with hers, and how to lightly caress his tongue with her own, parting her lips to let him do the same. A strange and unusual notion, if put to paper, but in reality—a divine discovery. More than anything, she learned not to be still, moving her head, exploring with her hands as if they were part of the kiss. And she found she rather liked the hard contours of his muscular chest, so solid and satisfying beneath her touch. The back of his thrilled her too, and the soft prickles of his short hair made her skin tingle.

      

      Slowly, he pushed away from his side of the carriage, slipping his arm around her waist as he joined her on her side.

      

      The closeness of him was an immediate intoxicant, making her head swim and her heart race as she held him to her, kissing him so hard she worried her lips might bruise. He seemed to feel the same dizzying pull as he gripped her tighter, his mouth seeking unexplored territory as he drew his blazing kisses along her jaw and down her throat, a growl rumbling in the back of his throat as his tongue tasted her skin.

      

      His head bent, she clung to him as his kisses ravished her neck, uncertain of how her entire body could be pulsing and trembling, so far away from the spot he kissed. It was as if she had just realized that everything was connected, and he was the one who had given her a map of her own being, highlighting the parts that warranted the most pleasure, underlining the places that would begin to shiver and blaze, all at once.

      

      “What have you done to me?” he whispered against her neck, his expression almost painful as he paused to gaze into her eyes.

      

      “I could ask you the same question,” she gasped in reply.

      

      A moment later, his lips found hers again, his hands gripping her waist as he leaned forward. The press of his body against hers urged her to lie back upon the squabs, her arms encircling him, pulling him closer, kissing him harder, her mind spinning with the delicious possibilities.

      

      Her breath caught in her throat as he lay down with her, his hips settling between her thighs, his kisses like liquid fire against her skin, her lips, her neck, her bosom. It was akin to madness, as if she had taken leave of her senses, allowing a wild part of herself to take the reins. And, being married, she saw no reason for her rational self to seize back control. She was not doing anything wrong. Indeed, it felt so very right.

      

      “Edwin,” she moaned, his hand skimming the curve of her waist, caressing up the rise of her breast.

      

      She was grateful for the low neckline as his fingertips eased the edge downward, freeing her from the restraints of the bodice beneath. But she was not prepared for the warm pull of his mouth upon her nipple, the gentle suck teasing out an inferno that blazed down into her belly, her back arching involuntarily as her legs trembled.

      

      “Oh… Oh, Edwin!” she gasped, running her fingertips through his hair as he sucked again.

      

      She thought she felt him smile against her skin, before he abandoned that unexpected root of bliss, sliding his tongue through the valley between her breasts and making his way up to her throat once more, lavishing her with a thousand glorious kisses.

      

      “We should not,” he murmured against her skin, making no attempt to stop.

      

      Instead, he sought the fabric of her skirts, easing them up to the middle of her thigh, exposing her bare skin to the warmth of the carriage. His hand came to rest upon that shaking thigh, his palm slowly smoothing upward, her breath frantic with curiosity and desire as his mouth continued to tease hers, kissing her fiercely.

      

      His fingertips had just reached the ribbon of her drawers, when the carriage jolted, sending the couple spilling onto the floor between the squabs. Tipping first, Edwin caught his wife in his arms, wheezing as she landed on top of him.

      

      He held her there for a moment, arcing his head back as the carriage came to a halt, as if to see what the delay was about. But as the crunch of footsteps approached, his expression transformed into one of grim annoyance.

      

      Carefully, his arm around her waist, Edwin picked Joanna up off the floor and set her down on the squabs, throwing a blanket around her to hide any part of her attire that might be deemed askew. Adjusting his own shirt and tailcoat and trousers, he opened the carriage door a crack.

      

      “What is the meaning of this?” he asked.

      

      “Jane and I wish to stop at the inn ahead,” came Peggy’s voice. “We are tired, we are hungry, we are thirsty, and if you expect us to continue without remedying at least one of those complaints, I shall fill my reticule with stones and smack it against this carriage wheel until it breaks.”

      

      Edwin huffed out a sigh. “Very well.”

      

      “Truly?” Peggy sounded surprised.

      

      Edwin shrugged. “My wife and I are also in need of respite.”

      

      “You realize we might be delayed in arriving at Lord Rotherham’s,” Peggy pressed.

      

      “Do you wish to stop or not?” he shot back.

      

      “Very much so!” Peggy insisted. “My, my, you are transforming before my very eyes, dearest Edwin. Your mother would be gladdened by the sight of it.”

      

      The footsteps retreated and Edwin sank down onto the squabs, but his gaze did not seek out Joanna’s. Instead, he stared down at his hands as if they did not belong to him, his teeth grazing his lower lip, his expression no longer joyful or thrilled, but deeply, deeply sad. A look that Joanna, still breathless, could not understand.

      

      Do not push me away, she pleaded inwardly, but, already, she sensed that divide growing between them once more, wider than before. If she leaped again, she feared the crevasse might swallow her whole, plunging all the light Edwin had conjured within her into utter darkness.
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      “Are you well?” Joanna asked. A simple enough question, but the answer was beyond Edwin’s capability.

      

      He adjusted his collar and cravat. “It is warm in here.”

      

      “Indeed it is,” she replied awkwardly. “I almost wish we had ridden our horses. I might have arrived disheveled and filthy, but, my goodness, it would be an arrival that no one would forget. And I would not be boiling alive.”

      

      Edwin could not muster the words to reply, his mind still racing with thoughts of what they had done—what they had almost continued to do—upon the squabs where she sat, smiling as if all was well. Had he been ordinary, had he been raised by loving parents, had he not squeezed the life from his father to save his brother, had he not been haunted by a past that had made him hated, everything might have been well. He might have been euphoric, eager to fall in love with his wife. But the world did not work like that, nor did it desire him to be happy.

      

      I cannot make that mistake again, he told himself. I cannot get too close again. For in the closeness of her, in the scent of her, in the touch of her, in the promise of her, he lost all sense and reason.

      

      “Does my gown appear creased?” she asked. He heard the note of desperation in her voice and flinched inwardly. His silence wounded her; he knew it, but he could not change it.

      

      He clenched his hands into fists, digging his fingernails into his palms. “It does not.”

      

      “Well, that is… fortunate,” she said quietly. Sadly.

      

      Forgive me, he wanted to say. It is not you. You are perfection. You are all I could ever hope for, and all I never knew I desired, but… you will want a family, and I cannot offer it. He knew it made him a traitor to the promise they had made, to be entirely honest with one another, but his fear of her changing his mind was greater than his need to keep that promise.

      

      He stuck his head out of the small window, drinking in the fresh air. Up ahead, he saw a manor appearing in the distance. And not a moment too soon, for if he had to spend another hour in the carriage with his wife, he was quite certain he would crack at the sight of her confused, sad expression.
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        * * *

      

      The sting of Edwin’s sullen transformation faded to a dull ache as Joanna entered the grand residence of Rotherham Hall on his arm. They were neither the first nor the last guests to arrive, but a considerable throng had gathered throughout the house, and there was music drifting from the ballroom. A pleasing sound that soothed Joanna’s injured heart.

      

      “Are you nervous?” she asked her husband.

      

      He straightened his back. “There is no need for nerves.”

      

      “You owe me a shilling,” she teased, willing another smile to form.

      

      He nodded, “I shall add it to the tally.”

      

      Where did you go, Edwin? Her stomach sank, for the man at her side was not the man who had kissed her like he would die if he did not.

      

      This was not the man who had ignited feelings she did not know her body was capable of feeling. This was not the man who had poured sunshine into her, setting her alight in the most wondrous way. But neither was he the man who had smiled at her sleep-talking or the man who had clumsily made a joke or the man who had come to collect her from the gardens or the man who had brought her his mother’s gown as a heartfelt offering. In truth, he seemed to have reverted to the man she had faced at the church, upon their dismal wedding day.

      

      Nearby, a young lady’s jaw dropped. “Is that…?”

      

      Her companion nodded in a daze. “That is them!”

      

      “I heard they were to attend, but I did not think they would be mad enough to accept,” said a third, scornfully.

      

      “Was he always so handsome?” asked a fourth.

      

      The first lady who spoke tilted her head to one side. “He does not look like a killer to me.”

      

      Their chaperone, a sour-faced crone, snorted. “That is the danger of a handsome face, ladies. Do not be fooled.” She glared at Joanna. “You need only look at that gown to see they are well matched.”

      

      Joanna lifted her chin, proud of the gown she wore. And as they walked further into the manor, making their way toward the ballroom, she was rewarded for her courage by the whispers that circulated around the much-anticipated pair.

      

      “Look at that gown!” one lady gasped. “Is it not the most beautiful thing you have ever seen? His Grace must be wealthy.”

      

      “She does not look real, does she? Remarkable,” an older lady murmured, watching so intently that she spilled her cup of punch.

      

      Meanwhile, a gentleman asked his companion, “Is she foreign? I do not believe I have seen her before, and I would assuredly remember such a lady.”

      

      Of course, the whispers surrounding Edwin were not so complimentary, though his steadfast, blank expression did not reveal whether or not he heard a word of it.

      

      “Despicable.”

      

      “The gall of the man.”

      

      “Did you hear what he did to his poor father and brother?”

      

      “I hear he has a torture chamber in the underbelly of his manor.”

      

      “You would think he understood that he is not welcome.”

      

      “That poor wife of his. Do you think she knows?”

      

      Joanna bristled at every unkind muttering, clutching tighter to her husband’s arm, flashing her most winning smile to the guests as they passed. She wanted to kill them with kindness, showing them that there was nothing to fear from the man who walked at her side. She would not have minded taking a few cups of punch and throwing them in the faces of those who said the most unpleasant things, but that would only make matters worse.

      

      I must be calm. I must remember my purpose, she told herself, smiling until her cheeks ached.

      

      Unscathed, they finally made it to the ballroom, where couples danced elegantly upon the parquet floor, the music rising and falling with the dancers’ steps. Yet, as the Duke and Duchess of Bruxton entered through the double doors, Joanna could have sworn she heard the string section falter; a bow squeaking sharply on a violin. Or, perhaps, that was just her nerves fraying.

      

      The entire congregation turned to stare, a ripple of whispers growing louder and louder until they nearly drowned out the pleasant music. For the first time in Joanna’s life, she felt truly unwelcome.

      

      “Sister!” Nancy’s sweet voice pierced the air, as a figure in lavender muslin came barreling through the dumbstruck crowd.

      

      Nancy careened into Joanna, throwing her arms around her older sister, hugging her tightly in view of everyone who was still staring. “I have missed you desperately, sister,” she cried. “Your letters soothed me, of course, but they were not the same as having you near.”

      

      “I have missed you, too,” Joanna replied, closing her eyes as she hugged her sister back. She needed to block out the glares for a moment.

      

      “Goodness, I have lost count of the times I have gone to your bedchamber to gossip and drink tea, only to find you absent,” Nancy continued, pulling back to get a better look at Joanna. “Are you well? You look well. Indeed, it took me a minute to recognize you, for you are quite transformed! You never looked so beautiful at home, I am certain.”

      

      Joanna chuckled. “That is because you were always the beauty at home.”

      

      “Nonsense.” Nancy cast a shy glance at Edwin and dipped into a curtsy. “Your Grace, it is a… um… pleasure to see you again.”

      

      Edwin bowed his head. “Indeed.”

      

      “My father is here somewhere,” Nancy said. “He is eager to speak with you.”

      

      Edwin pulled his shoulders back. “I shall find him. Ladies, enjoy your reunion.”

      

      He made to leave, but Joanna’s hand shot out, grasping him by the hand before he could take more than a step. He looked back at her, surprised. And she had to smile as she noted the subtle bob of his throat; a habit she had begun to understand, for it revealed more than he likely knew. He was nervous.

      

      “You do not intend to dance with me?” Joanna asked silkily. “As a happily married woman, I had hoped we might dance all night together. There is no one to stop us, after all.” She made sure to speak loudly, so those nearby would hear.

      

      Panic flitted across Edwin’s face. “We can dance. Not all night, though.”

      

      “Now?”

      

      He licked his soft lips, so recently kissed. “Allow me to speak with your father first. I will return for you in due course.”

      

      “Do not stay away too long, my darling,” she urged, practically forcing her hand—still holding his—up to his mouth as if he was the one controlling the gesture.

      

      He seemed to understand, placing a gentle kiss upon her glove. “Of course, my… darling.” The term of endearment rolled awkwardly off his tongue, but the fleeting shine of warmth in his eyes and the secondary bob of his throat served as affection enough for Joanna.

      

      He is still in there, she realized, cupping figurative hands around the flame of hope that flickered in her chest.

      

      With that, Edwin left the sisters to their own devices, while he weaved through the crowd in search of Joanna’s father. Although, she was not convinced that was truly where he was headed. He likely needed a moment alone to gather his thoughts and settle his nerves after striding through that terrible gauntlet of vicious whispers and cruel stares.

      

      “Now, you must tell me everything!” Nancy grabbed Joanna’s hand and, allowing no time for protest, dragged her toward the French doors that led out into the gardens.
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        * * *

      

      “But are you truly happy?” Nancy squinted, clearly doubtful of the tale she had just heard from Joanna: a somewhat altered version of the truth. “It rather sounds as if you are living in a hovel.”

      

      Joanna had to laugh. “It is hardly a hovel, Nancy. And though it is falling down in places, there is a charm to it that I have come to appreciate. I have discovered a purpose I did not know I had or needed. That is worth navigating a few broken floorboards.”

      

      “But… gardening?” Nancy looked horrified. “That is a servant’s work, not that of a duchess.”

      

      Joanna shrugged. “I enjoy it, and Edwin is encouraging, so why should it fall to the servants when I have two perfectly good hands of my own?”

      

      “I suppose you have always been somewhat unusual,” Nancy conceded, as the sisters were joined on the garden piazza by their mother, Peggy, and Jane.

      

      “What are you two gossiping about?” Peggy asked, swaying slightly. “I do hope you are not spilling all the secrets of Bruxton Hall, dearest Joanna.”

      

      Joanna observed the older lady, noting her unsteadiness. “Are you well, Peggy?”

      

      “She has befriended the punch bowl,” Jane explained in a whisper, though Joanna doubted Peggy would have heard, even if Jane had shouted it. “I have been trying to steer her away from polite company, lest she should say something untoward.”

      

      Joanna blinked. “How friendly has she become with said bowl?”

      

      “Exceedingly,” Jane replied, speaking close to Joanna’s ear. “I believe it has been tainted with an immense amount of brandy, if the smell is any indication.”

      

      Peggy squeezed one eye shut and stared at Joanna, as if that was the only way she could get her sight to cooperate. “His father used to drink, you know?” she said, much too loudly. “From the moment my sister married that bastard to the moment she died, alone, fighting to keep herself and her son alive, that man drank and drank. Where do you suppose he was when my sister gave birth?”

      

      “Peggy, I think you ought to—” Joanna tried to say, but Peggy could not be stopped.

      

      “He was in London, indulging in one of his harlots,” she went on, as the color also drained from Joanna’s mother’s face. “He left her alone, locked away. She tried to call for help when her pains came, and every blessed servant did their best to batter down the door. Mrs. Hislop broke her wrist in the attempt if you have ever wondered why her hand is stiff sometimes. No one could gain entry. My sister even tried to climb out of the window, but she was too weak.”

      

      Joanna listened in horror, discreetly aware of the guests who milled about nearby, possibly within eavesdropping distance, but she no longer had any desire to stop Peggy.

      

      “She brought Edwin into the world,” the old woman continued, “and clung onto life—no food, no water, no assistance—until his father deigned to return, stinking of his sins, and opened the door. Of course, it was too late by then. My sister was half-dead already, and he made no attempt to summon a midwife or a physician. He plucked Edwin out of her arms and left her to die. Mrs. Hislop did summon a physician, and me, but there was nothing to be done. That bastard was not even at her side when she passed. Only Mrs. Hislop and myself.” Tears ran down her wrinkled cheeks, her breath catching. “It was not until after that cretin’s death that Mrs. Hislop told me the true story. I suppose she thought I would kill him myself if I knew.”

      

      Joanna rested her hand upon Peggy’s shoulder. “I did not know.”

      

      “No one does!” Peggy replied. “But I am glad the wretch is dead! Good riddance, I say! My sister would always make excuses for him, and every night, I cursed myself, wishing I had done more when I had the opportunity. If I had confronted him, if he had said something or done something, I am certain my sister would still be with us.”

      

      “Does Edwin know of this?” Joanna murmured, glancing at her mother, who looked as if she had the weight of the world upon her shoulders.

      

      Peggy snorted. “Goodness, no. It would kill him, and that sweet boy has endured enough.”

      

      “Sweet boy?” Joanna’s mother raised her head, wearing an expression of utter confusion.

      

      Joanna nodded. “He is not as he seemed when we first met him, Mama. He is… kind and thoughtful and protective and so very dear to me that I do not think I could ever bear to be without him. There is no darkness in him, Mama, except the shadows that his past has cast over him.” She took a breath, her heart aching. “I… cherish him, and wish he knew how beloved he was.”

      

      “He is?” Joanna’s mother clamped a hand to her mouth, trembling as if she might cry. “You are not merely saying so, to soothe my worries?”

      

      Joanna shook her head. “He is everything I did not know I wanted, and he does not deserve the scorn of society. If you knew, if everyone only knew the truth, they would welcome him with open arms.” She turned to Peggy. “And you should have told him what happened to his mother, for I suspect he has spent his entire life thinking he was responsible for her death. It would not kill him; it would free him from those shackles.”

      

      Everyone had fallen silent, though not in a contemplative fashion. They were all staring at something over Joanna’s shoulder, shifting awkwardly.

      

      Puzzled, Joanna turned, her heart leaping in fright and joy at the sight of Edwin striding toward her. Reaching her, he bowed and offered his hand.

      

      “Dear wife, would you do me the honor of dancing with me?” he asked.

      

      Joanna took his hand without hesitation. “My darling husband, the honor would be all mine.”

      

      As they walked back toward the manor, following the call of the music, Joanna observed her husband’s face. He had his gaze fixed straight ahead, his shoulders stiff, his throat tight with nerves, but there was something else in his expression that struck her heart like a spear. A muscle twitched in his jaw, his eyelids flickering, as if he was doing everything within his power not to let tears spill.

      

      Oh, my dearest Edwin…

      

      He had heard everything.
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      As the orchestra began the music for the next set, the ladies curtsied and the gentlemen bowed to their respective partners, and Edwin’s nerves swelled to an arresting peak. He had not danced in over a decade. Even before he retreated from society, he had danced but rarely. His brother, Geoffrey, had always been the dancer, charming everyone with his graceful movements, perpetually inundated with young ladies trying to gain his name upon their dance cards.

      

      “Look at me,” Joanna urged softly, drawing his attention to her captivating eyes. “Look only at me. I shall guide you.”

      

      He stepped toward her, pressing his palm to hers, listening to the quiet call of steps that whispered from her lips in time with the orchestra. Soon enough, with his concentration entirely fixated upon his wife’s voice, the rest of the ballroom melted away. He no longer noticed the burn of vicious glares or the turned-up noses or the harsh gossip. How could he, when he had everything good and kind and beautiful, guiding him through?

      

      “You heard, did you not?” Joanna asked, a short while later, as the steps repeated for the third time.

      

      Edwin pressed his hand lightly to the small of her back as they promenaded. “I did.”

      

      “Do you wish to speak about it?”

      

      “Not here,” he replied, for he was beginning to enjoy himself.

      

      She smiled, turning to face him, “As you prefer.” She moved around him in a jaunty circle, hopping lithely from foot to foot. “I have missed this.”

      

      “Did you dance often, before me?”

      

      She paused to curtsy, as he repeated the steps she had just taken. “I danced as often as I was able. When we have our ball at Bruxton Hall, I might insist upon having a waltz, just to shock and amaze everyone. Give society something to truly sink their teeth into.”

      

      “You wish to hold a ball at Bruxton Hall?” His heart clenched, imagining the intrusion.

      

      Joanna nodded. “The finest ball of the season. Of course, not this season, but next.” She beamed up at him and his heart soared. “When my flowers begin to bloom, and the eastern and southern wings are not imminent disasters, we shall send our invitations.”

      

      “What if no one attends?”

      

      Joanna flashed him a pointed look. “My darling, they will come. They will not be able to resist.”

      

      Nor do I know if I am able to resist, he mused, admiring the way her sensual silhouette swayed and turned and twisted with the music. He had craved her in the carriage, spurred on by a powerful need that still thrummed in his veins. But after hearing her words on the garden piazza, that need had transformed into something altogether more potent: the need to be a true husband, worthy of the compliments she had graced him with.

      

      “He is… so very dear to me that I do not think I could ever bear to be without him… I cherish him, and wish he knew how beloved he was,” she had said. Somehow, those words had formed a barrier, protecting him against the violent sting of his aunt’s revelations. All he had to do was think of Joanna saying those dear things again, and he could push away the scratching talons of his mother’s true fate.

      

      As the couple whirled and turned together, letting the rest of the ball blur beyond the periphery of their mutual gaze, Edwin’s heart glowed with such affection and warmth for his wife that he realized he had not stopped smiling for at least a minute. And his heart, once frozen solid, could not withstand the sunshine of her presence.

      

      First, it had cracked, but now, despite his best intentions, he could not deny that it was on its way to thawing entirely.
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        * * *

      

      By the time the clock chimed two o’clock in the morning, it seemed as if everyone had forgotten they had an infamous duke among them. The festivities had slowed, the dancing drawing fewer and fewer couples, the orchestra yawning, the guests split evenly between the inebriated and the weary.

      

      But Edwin and Joanna were not yet ready to depart, their spirits refusing to flag. Though Joanna had only been joking about dancing all night with her husband, they had danced together more than any couple present, and her heart was so full, her entire being so happy, that she hoped it never ended.

      

      “Mama,” Joanna said, as the newlyweds paused to refresh themselves. “Edwin and I are going to take a turn around the gardens to cool ourselves. Do not leave before we return.”

      

      Her mother smiled, taking hold of Joanna’s hands and pulling her into an embrace. “I never thought this could be possible,” she whispered, close to her daughter’s ear. “I was so afraid. I read your letters and thought I could hear the pretense in every word, but I see now that I was mistaken.”

      

      “Is he not the most wonderful man?” Joanna sighed, a little tipsy.

      

      Her mother hugged her tighter. “Any gentleman who can make you smile and laugh and blush like that is truly a wonder. I was wrong about him.”

      

      “We all were,” Joanna replied.

      

      “And you swear he is kind to you? Do you promise me that?”

      

      Joanna pulled back, brushing a strand of hair out of her mother’s face. “He is quiet in his kindness, but his generosity knows no bounds.” She paused. “This gown was his mother’s. He brought it to me, and had a seamstress work all night to alter it for me and has asked for nothing in return. My goodness, Mama, if you knew him as I know him, you would never worry again.”

      

      “You forget,” her mother replied, chuckling stiffly, “I still have Nancy to worry over. But, thanks to you and His Grace, at least I have some hope now—hope that my daughters will both be happier than I have ever been.”

      

      Joanna exhaled slowly, cradling her mother’s face. “You could divorce?”

      

      “I could not,” her mother said. “You know I could not. Besides, you and Nancy are my happiness; you always have been. As long as you are content and you both find love, I shall never want for anything more.”

      

      Joanna beamed from ear to ear. “Well, I think I am falling in love, so let that soothe you.”

      

      “It does,” her mother urged, releasing her. “Now, go and walk with your charming husband, while I sit here and drink tea and allow myself a moment of satisfaction that all of this has turned into something wonderful.”

      

      Joanna kissed her mother on the cheek and, spotting Nancy and Peggy asleep on nearby chairs, watched over by Jane, she rushed out to meet her husband at the garden piazza. As for her father, Joanna did not care where the man was, though she could guess; he was likely sharing sordid tales with the older gentlemen who frequented the smoking room.

      

      I imagine you are congratulating yourself on a well-made contract, she mused, realizing that he had not asked, not once, if she was happy. They had barely spoken all night, in truth, but on the occasions when they had, he had asked mundane questions about the house and about Edwin’s business endeavors. Nothing of how his daughter was faring. He had even had the audacity to ask when he might look forward to a grandson, though Joanna had not dignified the assumption with a response.

      

      A little boy with Edwin’s beautiful blue eyes—that might be a fine thing. Or a sweet girl with his chestnut locks and my eyes—I would cherish that. In truth, she had not considered the prospect of children, for she had been too occupied in breaking down her husband’s high walls. Now that their relationship seemed set on a good course, she wondered if they ought to discuss children, at some point.

      

      “I thought you were not coming,” Edwin’s voice distracted her, as he stepped out of the shadows cast by a cherry tree in full bloom.

      

      Joanna walked straight into his arms. “I paused to speak with my mother.”

      

      “Is she still terrified of me?”

      

      Joanna shook her head, peering up into the sparkle of his eyes. “I think she might like you more than I do. The others are asleep. Jane is guarding their valuables.”

      

      “I should have arranged accommodations.” He chewed upon his lower lip, his arms loose around her, as if distracted.

      

      She raised up on tiptoe, planting a kiss on his lips. “No one is making any complaints, my darling. So, let us walk while everyone else sleeps. Our absence will not be noticed.” She grinned, “Is there not something so very thrilling about being awake late at night, as if you are the only person in the world?”

      

      “I find it to be a lonely hour,” he replied, cupping her face. “But then, all of my hours used to be lonely.”

      

      She chuckled, melting into him. “You are getting better at those jests, dearest Edwin.”

      

      “I am?” he seemed pleased.

      

      “Very much so.” Taking him by the hand, she led him to the far side of the piazza, where steps descended into the moonlit avenues of the manor’s ornamental gardens.

      

      The grounds of Rotherham Hall were vast, the lawns and gardens surrounded by dense forest that eventually gave way to rolling moorland. To prevent guests from losing their way, the servants of the house had set up torches along the gravel walkways, lighting the permitted paths.

      

      Reveling in the quiet, undisturbed by other guests, Joanna and Edwin walked at their leisure, speaking of everything and nothing. Or, rather, Joanna spoke of everything and nothing while her husband smiled and only responded when necessary.

      

      “I thought you would be gloomy tonight,” she said, after a while.

      

      Edwin arched an eyebrow. “Because I usually am?”

      

      “No, because of… well, you know… the things you overheard.” She shrugged, wondering if she should have kept quiet on the matter. “Not that I am telling you how you ought to behave. Strangely, I am glad that you have been so at ease, for I have had the most wonderful evening. It rather makes me ponder why we could not have met this way, gallivanting at a ball.”

      

      He made a sound that was almost a chuckle. “I did not attend balls. You would never have met me this way.” He paused. “As for the unpleasantness I overheard—it changes nothing, so there is little use in letting it wound me further. In a way—and you might consider me macabre or unseemly for this—hearing the truth from my aunt made me feel… vindicated.”

      

      “What do you mean?” Joanna leaned into her husband’s side, resting her head against his shoulder.

      

      “I have struggled with what I did to my father,” he explained haltingly. “I know it saved my brother, at least initially, but I have often wondered why I had to go so far as to kill him. I could have loosened my grip before that moment and still saved my brother. I took the possibility of revenge from my brother, and I have battled with that for years. My brother might have been content to endure if he could have taken matters into his own hands.”

      

      Joanna nodded slowly, understanding. “But hearing what your father did to your mother, you feel pardoned?”

      

      “Not pardoned, per se, but as if I exacted vengeance for someone else. For my mother. So, I did not take that revenge from my brother, after all, because there was someone ahead of him in the line for retribution.” Edwin puffed out a breath, “does that make any sense at all?”

      

      She smiled at him. “I think so.”

      

      “But do not deem me unfeeling,” he added, lowering his gaze. “I care. I have merely learned, over the years, how to hide it well. And how to stow away a thought that might unravel me. If I were to truly dwell upon what happened to my mother, you would be standing beside a husk. I do not want to return to that manner of living.”

      

      Joanna stepped in front of him, pressing her palms to his chest to stop him. “I could never think of you as unfeeling. I understand, as much as anyone who has not suffered so much can.” She smoothed her hands up his chest until they met at the back of his neck. “I admire your strength, more than you know. And it gladdens my heart to hear that you do not want to return to the sullen creature that you were when we first met.”

      

      “I do not believe you would allow it,” he laughed. A real, soft laugh that struck Joanna like a lightning bolt. “You would bombard me with conversation, endless teasing, and an education on plants until I had no choice but to feel my spirits lighten.”

      

      Driven by a sudden impulse, Joanna rose up on tiptoe and bent her head to kiss his throat, where that soul-warming laugh had originated. His skin smelled of soap and something deeper and richer, like amber or bergamot.

      

      “What are you doing?” His throat moved against her lips.

      

      “Thanking the heavens that you are capable of laughter,” she murmured, kissing up to the edge of his jaw.

      

      Edwin swallowed loudly. “We are in public gardens, Joanna.”

      

      “Ah, but you are neglecting to notice one thing,” she said coyly, pausing before her mouth grazed his.

      

      “And what is that?”

      

      She pulled back, flashing a mischievous grin. “We have abandoned the designated path, my darling,” she swept a hand outward, highlighting the fact that the torches had ended long ago, and they were standing on a path illuminated only by the moon. “There are no rules here.”
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      Edwin stared at his wife. “I am already on thin ice with society, Joanna.”

      

      “Damn them all,” she replied. “Do you think we are the only couple to steal away into the gardens tonight? At least we are married.”

      

      Edwin frowned. “I have always been appalled by impropriety.”

      

      “Yet, one of the first things you said to me was that I could take a lover and drink from dusk until dawn. That hardly sounds like a gentleman who is appalled by impropriety,” she retorted, making a very astute point.

      

      He floundered for the words to explain. “I wanted you to be free. You were not supposed to want to stay at my side.”

      

      “Well, you are stuck with me. And is this not freedom, taking a moment of privacy to embrace your wife?” The moonlight caught an irreverent twinkle in her eyes. “I assure you, I felt liberated in the carriage earlier. It appeared that you did, too. Indeed, I recall you being more amused than appalled when you described what I had said in my sleep.”

      

      Heat flooded his cheeks, remembering. He still did not know what had possessed him to admit to what he had heard when it might have been far kinder to say nothing. Then again, he did not regret what had happened afterward; he regretted only that he could not do more, for reasons that waged war in his head.

      

      “I was being honest,” he said, slipping his arms around her waist. “We promised to be.”

      

      Joanna gazed up at him, her brow creasing slightly. “Then answer something for me.”

      

      “Very well.”

      

      “Have you begun to care for me? Have you begun to think of me as your wife?” Her voice caught as she asked the question, as if fearful of the response.

      

      For a moment, he said nothing, tossing a mental coin between telling the truth and lying to her, to spare her. The latter would have been far easier; the sensible part of his mind screaming at him to push her away, to keep her at a distance, to be the cold, aloof gentleman she had first married, so she would not want more from him. Or, rather, so he would not have to face her disappointment.

      

      But the words that eventually rolled off his tongue were not lies. They were difficult, uncomfortable truths. “I care,” he said quietly. “You are my wife.”

      

      “Am I dear to you, as you are to me?” she pressed urgently.

      

      He nodded.

      

      “Then, do not be afraid of the opinions of others. As long as you protect me in all other aspects of our life together, I shall protect you from the scorn of society,” she told him, her body relaxing in his embrace. “Why, even tonight, the guests have warmed to you. After ten o’clock, I did not hear a single unkind sentiment. One countess even remarked upon the untrustworthiness of the scandal sheets, declaring they must have been mistaken.”

      

      He rolled his eyes. “You did not hear that.”

      

      “I certainly did!” she protested, taking him by the hand. “Now, kiss me.”

      

      His heart jumped with desire, but his gaze flitted toward something in the near distance. Without explanation, he scooped his wife into his arms and headed toward that beacon of solitude: a small boathouse, jutting out onto the fishing lake that glittered enticingly beneath the moonlight. The crowning glory of the Rotherham grounds.

      

      “Edwin!” Joanna shrieked, kicking her legs. “I have these limbs for good reason! Set me down!”

      

      Edwin smiled, “I cannot.”

      

      “Whyever not?”

      

      “You will seek to steal a kiss, and I cannot permit thievery,” he replied.

      

      She threw back her head, elongating her slender neck, and laughed. “You did it, my darling! A joke—a real joke!”

      

      “I have always been an excellent student.” He flashed her a wink that set her laughing again; the sound was so beautiful to Edwin’s ears that he felt as if he were floating on air.

      

      “Who is this man and what have you done with my husband?” she teased, lifting her hand to his face, making a show of observing him. “You are as handsome, but you cannot possibly be him.”

      

      He chuckled. “Silence, or I shall drop you in the lake.”

      

      “You would not dare!”

      

      He raised an eyebrow. “Are you certain of that?”

      

      Carrying her to the edge of the fishing lake, he stretched out his powerful arms, holding her above the water. As she squealed and squirmed, laughing with easy delight, he pulled her back to the safety of his chest and carried her the rest of the way to the boathouse. Fortunately, the door was not locked, though it groaned on its hinges.

      

      Once inside, Edwin set his wife down and turned to close the door behind them. He had barely pulled the bolt into place when he felt Joanna’s arms slide around his waist, her bosom pressing against his back as she stood on tiptoe and grazed her lips against his neck. He paused, closing his eyes as a shiver of bliss ran through him.

      

      “Patience is not one of your virtues,” he murmured, turning.

      

      She grinned. “I confess, it is not.”

      

      With the fire of her kiss stoking his own passions, he hoisted her up into his arms, her legs locking around his waist as his hand slid up the curve of her spine to the base of her neck. Cradling it, he urged her head toward his, catching her mouth in a ravenous kiss.

      

      Supporting her shapely backside with his free hand, he resisted the urge to steal a mischievous squeeze as he turned and pressed her against the boathouse doors. She gasped as her back knocked into the old wood, the sound sparking something dangerous within him: the lighting of a fuse that, once lit, could not be stopped.

      

      She kissed him harder, seeming to share his sentiments, her lithe thighs gripping him tighter as he had once imagined they would. A skilled rider’s thighs, so powerful he doubted he even needed to hold her up.

      

      With that in mind, his body pressing her against the doors, he let his hand seek the hem of her skirts. Ruffled from her position, his palm skimmed her bare skin far sooner than he had anticipated. So soon, in fact, that he almost snatched his hand away again, for her soft, smooth skin was hot to the touch.

      

      “You are… magnificent,” he told her, his hand daring to move higher, caressing the lean muscle of her thigh.

      

      She moaned against his lips as she grabbed his face and kissed him with a fervor that shook him to his core. “You are,” she insisted, breathless.

      

      Quickly navigating the ribbon of her drawers, he curved his hand beneath the flimsy material, letting desire guide him. A moment later, her startled gasp told him he had found the sensitive spot he had sought.

      

      “Oh… oh, Edwin!” she panted, her fingernails digging into his shoulders, her legs tightening around him as he slowly drew his fingertips in teasing circles around that bud of pleasure. A bud that would bloom into euphoria, if he tended to it well.

      

      Moving away from the doors, careful to avoid the drop where floorboards gave way to water, Edwin carried his wife to an empty spot and kneeled with her still in his arms. Performing a tremendous feat of contortion to remove his tailcoat while still crushing his lips against hers, only abandoning her sensitive bud for a moment or two, he laid the garment out on the dusty ground.

      

      That done, he leaned forward, laying her down upon his makeshift blanket. His lips plundered hers, their tongues dancing a secret waltz, his hands relishing the curves of her waist and hips, and the softness of her bosom, as he teased her neckline to the side and freed her pert breasts.

      

      Caressing her breast as he rolled his hips, pushing against that sweet, intoxicating heat between her thighs, he felt his control slipping. He wanted her like a drowning man craving air to breathe, but if he did not find restraint, he would regret it later.

      

      Please her. Exhaust her until she does not desire more, he told himself.

      

      Following his desperate instructions, he drew his kiss away from her lips, running his tongue along the line of her throat, tasting the warm spice of her skin as he made his way down to her tempting bosom. Indeed, he could not resist the call of her pert, pink nipples, compelled to close his mouth around that intimate flesh and suck until Joanna bucked beneath him.

      

      “Edwin!” she writhed, gripping handfuls of his shirt, “oh, my darling!”

      

      He smiled against her skin, and moved lower, kissing the mustard-yellow silk of her gown and wishing she was stripped bare before him. But with another Lord’s manor so close by, he could not risk her having to put an entire gown back on if someone happened to approach the boathouse… drawn by the sounds of pleasure within.

      

      With an urgency that frightened and thrilled him in equal measure, he eased her skirts up to her hips and hooked his thumbs underneath the top edge of her drawers, skimming them down her thighs until they were free of her entirely. He dropped the undergarments onto the floor and dipped low, scooping his arms beneath her thighs and back over her hips, holding her in place.

      

      “Edwin?” Joanna called, her voice uncertain. “What are you—?”

      

      She did not get to finish the sentence as his lips brushed against her inner thigh, savoring the soft strength as he kissed his way up to the hidden pearl that he hoped would distract her from the prospect of finally consummating their marriage. And distract him, too.

      

      The first taste was paradise, sweet upon his tongue. Her response made it all the sweeter, her back arching up off the ground, her neck curving with it as a gasp poured from her lips. Beneath his hands, he felt the way her muscles tightened, her skin prickling with gooseflesh; a shiver rippling through her, though the night was warm.

      

      “Oh… oh, goodness,” she panted, as his tongue tasted her again. Her hands ran down the curves of her waist to the gathered heap of her skirts, clutching at the fabric as if to ground herself.

      

      Concentrating upon the sounds of her pleasure, Edwin attuned himself to the change in her breathing and the intensity of her gasps and moans, letting it instruct him in an art he was not accustomed to. Yet, she said so much without saying anything at all; her body speaking a language that he understood, if he listened closely enough.

      

      He slowed to the writhing of her body, circling and caressing with his tongue, as he drew one hand away from her hips. Brushing his fingertips up and down her inner thigh, his longing soared as she gasped in short bursts, her body straining as if the pleasure was too much, and yet not enough.

      

      Slowly, he brought his fingertips to the heat of her hidden depths, teasing gently for a moment or two, to let her know what he intended to do.

      

      “Yes, my darling!” she urged, granting permission. “Yes!”

      

      Timing it to perfection, he eased his fingertips inside her as he rolled his tongue in a teasing stroke across her swollen bud. The effect was like magic. A blissful cry escaped her throat, her body thrashing, her hands desperately trying to reach for him. Pushing his fingers deeper, taking care not to rush, he smoothed his free hand up her stomach, meeting her grasping fingertips until they interlaced.

      

      She squeezed his hand tightly as she cried out, “Yes, Edwin! Oh… oh… you… you are a… sorcerer!”

      

      He resisted the urge to laugh, returning his full attention to her secret pearl, while his fingers moved slowly within her. A prelude to a performance that could never happen, no matter how much he wanted it. But if teasing and tormenting her in the best possible way was supposed to be a distraction for them both, he had severely misjudged how it would fuel his raging desire. Every gasp and moan and shiver and cry brought him closer to throwing caution to the wind and taking the risk.

      

      I cannot, I cannot, I cannot, he repeated inside his mind, rolling his tongue to the rhythm of the words.

      

      Just then, her body froze, her muscles clenching, her breath catching in her throat. Thinking he had done something wrong, he squeezed her hand to ensure she was well. She squeezed back, as an almighty cry filled the air, her sweet voice calling his name as no one had ever called his name before.

      

      “Edwin! Oh, my darling, my Edwin! Yes… Oh, yes!” Her entire being trembled as she gripped his hand tighter, the sound of her pleasure ricocheting between the wooden walls of the boathouse, no doubt drifting out onto the water. But, at that moment, Edwin could not have cared less if someone heard.

      

      As her body began to relax, her cries transforming into ragged breaths, he slowly withdrew his fingers and turned his head to kiss her inner thigh, before making his way back up to her lips.

      

      There, she kissed him with a satisfied laziness, smiling against his lips, her expression deliriously content.

      

      “You are truly a gentleman of mystery,” she said, sighing. “A continuous, glorious surprise.”

      

      He buried his face in her neck, kissing her. “Did that please you?”

      

      “What do you think?” she chuckled, hugging him closer. “But do not make me leave. Let us sleep right here. I could not move, even if a horde of outraged socialites were marching toward us with their torches and pitchforks.”

      

      It worked, he realized, with some relief, though there could be no relief for the burning need in his loins.

      

      From beyond the grave, his father had still managed to find a cruel and unusual punishment to make his youngest son suffer. Edwin now understood that killing his father had been retribution for his mother, but letting the bloodline die would be vengeance for his brother. A consolation for the guilt Edwin carried. He could not relinquish that simply because he was falling hopelessly in love with his wife.
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      Joanna slept for what seemed like an eternity, stirring to unfamiliar surroundings and a jolting motion that made her all the more disoriented. Daylight peeked in through small, rectangular windows, stinging her eyes.

      

      “Good morning,” a gentle voice said.

      

      She squinted to find Edwin sitting opposite where she lay, upon what appeared to be the velvet squabs of the carriage. “You are a sorcerer!” she whispered, struggling to sit up. “How have I come to be here? I was… in the boathouse, with you.”

      

      “And you fell asleep, as you threatened to,” he replied, smiling so brightly she wondered if she was still dreaming. “I carried you here. My aunt and her companion were eager to depart, so we did. I do believe we are almost home.”

      

      Joanna’s sleepy contentment cracked sharply, splintering into panic. “No!”

      

      “Pardon?”

      

      “No! I did not get to say farewell to my mother and sister! I promised that I would. I told them not to leave before I could say goodbye!” she urged, her voice breaking. “Oh, why did you not wait? It shall be an age until I see them again, and letters are not the same, before you suggest it!”

      

      Laughter pealed from Edwin’s lips, startling her. “My dear, you did say farewell to them. It is the most peculiar thing—there is a version of you that emerges when you are between sleeping and waking. I must name her. She is rather amusing, and particularly troublesome.”

      

      “What?” Joanna blinked in confusion.

      

      “I carried you to the carriage and informed your family that we would be departing,” he explained, still chuckling. “I assumed you would awaken when they came to say farewell. You did, in a manner of speaking, but I could see you were not entirely awake. You told your sister to find a very rich, very handsome gentleman, but not a duke, because you should get to win for once. And you told your mother to expose your father in the scandal sheets, then gain a most victorious divorce and be eternally happy. Fortunately, your father was not there to hear it. He arrived shortly afterward, and I dare not repeat what you said to him.”

      

      Joanna felt the blood drain from her face. “No, you must. What did I say?”

      

      “Very well.” Amusement rippled across Edwin’s handsome face. “You told him you hope he contracts a venereal disease.”

      

      Joanna yelped, clamping a hand across her mouth. “I did not!”

      

      “You did,” he reached over, brushing a strand of hair out of her face. “I was quite proud of you.”

      

      “How am I still alive?” she gasped, horrified. “Did he not wish to kill me immediately?”

      

      He shrugged. “It is my duty to protect you. I would not let him near you.” He paused. “I also informed him that you had struck your head in the gardens. No one believed it, of course, which I am glad about, but it allowed your father to pretend to retain some of his meager dignity.”

      

      “And my mother?” Joanna gulped, worried that her mother might have been punished in her stead.

      

      Edwin flashed a winning grin. “She told him that she did hope he contracted a venereal disease, embraced you, and left with your sister in the carriage. As far as I am aware, your father is still at Lord Rotherham’s.”

      

      “She did not!” Joanna’s panic transformed into awe… and then disappointment. “Why did you not wake me properly? I have waited my entire life to witness such a scene!”

      

      Edwin’s smile dimmed a little. “I did try. You would not.”

      

      “Why, I could throttle Sleepy Jo,” Joanna said, sighing.

      

      “Is that her name—Sleepy Jo?”

      

      Joanna nodded. “She has plagued me my entire life. She takes over when I am at my most vulnerable, though she has never said anything quite so extraordinary before. Then again, I am usually undisturbed when I drift off to sleep, which has, perhaps, saved me from such antics.”

      

      “I should like to see more of her,” Edwin said, his smile brightening once more.

      

      “Then, you ought to share a bedchamber with your wife. I am certain you would grow weary of her errant twin if you were to do so,” Joanna pointed out, pleased by the faint flush that blotted his cheeks, and the awkward, charming way in which he pulled at his collar.

      

      Edwin gave a small nod. “I had been considering that.”

      

      “Oh?” Joanna’s heart leapt.

      

      “There is a chamber that adjoins yours. The door was painted shut many years ago, and I believe is currently hidden behind your armoire, but… I thought I might remove the paint and move into that room. If it would not be too much of an inconvenience, of course,” he added in haste. “I know a lady’s chambers are a sanctuary of sorts.”

      

      It was not exactly what Joanna had hoped for, especially considering what had occurred in the boathouse, and all the things she looked forward to continuing, but she had come to learn that Edwin moved slowly. He took small steps toward progress, not strides, and there was untold courage in that. Indeed, if she had suffered as he had—first, by his father’s cruelty, then through the loss of his brother, then by the judgment of the public arena—she doubted she would have ever stepped out into the world again.

      

      “I think I can tolerate that,” she teased. “Although, I must tell you, I like to practice my operatic singing between eight o’clock and nine o’clock in the evening, so do prepare for that. I have been told that I am atrocious by every teacher I have ever had, but they are mistaken. I have the voice of an angel.”

      

      Edwin’s eyes widened, “You… sing opera?”

      

      “I am jesting, my darling,” she replied, so comfortable in his company that she could hardly believe they were the same pair who had been married under duress.

      

      How could I ever have thought you to be a killer? How could I have ever suspected there was a bad bone in your body? She sighed contentedly, taking a moment to just observe her handsome, passionate, surprisingly sensual husband as he exhaled a breath of relief. The kind of gentleman she knew she could love, for the rest of her days, and would love her in return in his own, quieter way.
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        * * *

      

      No more than half an hour later, the carriage pulled up to the front steps of Bruxton Hall, depositing the Duke and Duchess at their door in a weary, confused condition. Even after her lengthy nap, Joanna felt as if she could sleep for a week.

      

      “Is that Peggy and Jane?” Joanna blinked toward the gates, or lack thereof, as a second carriage rumbled through. “I thought they were returning to Rowley Manor.”

      

      Edwin glowered, “As did I.” He gestured back at the house. “I watched my own staff pack their belongings onto a cart.”

      

      Just then, a figure shot out of the manor, rushing down the steps to where the Duke and Duchess stood. Golding looked even more exhausted than Joanna felt, the stress visible in his pinched eyes, drawn face, and greasy hair.

      

      “My apologies, Your Grace,” Golding began at a clip, as if he already knew he would be in trouble for the return of Peggy and Jane. “The driver of your aunt’s cart had been given alternative instructions. He came back to the manor not twenty minutes after you had all departed and began unloading everything. He claimed there was a mishap with the cart, but it looked perfectly fine to me. I suspect your aunt paid him handsomely to not return to Rowley Manor. Her footmen would not corroborate my suspicions, but that is no great surprise.”

      

      Edwin’s expression darkened, but Joanna jumped in before the storm-clouds could linger. “It must be fate, dear Edwin,” she said cheerily. “I was just thinking about the improvements I wish to make to the drawing room and the western parlor, and Peggy’s advice and suggestions have been invaluable. Another week or two might suffice.”

      

      “I had hoped to have some privacy,” Edwin replied grimly.

      

      “What harm can another fortnight do?” Joanna urged, taking hold of his arm. “I have relished your aunt’s company, and it is so pleasing to have someone of my age nearby, who I hope to, one day, call a dear friend. It would be of even greater benefit, for I am currently pining for my sister. Jane is not Nancy, but she is an appreciated substitute.”

      

      Edwin’s expression remained gloomy, but he raised a hand in reluctant welcome as the second carriage came to a halt.

      

      Peggy emerged from the carriage as if her return had been assumed, pecking her nephew on the cheek before stretching out her arms. “Goodness, what a wondrous evening that was, was it not?” she yawned loudly. “Your darling wife certainly charmed those miserable old goats. She was the envy of the ladies, and you were the envy of the gentleman. Rather a success, I should say.”

      

      “You were remarkable, Joanna,” Jane agreed, taking hold of Joanna’s hands. “I confess, I thought I would sit idly by as always, but I was asked by several gentlemen if I would dance! It is the first time such a thing has happened.”

      

      Joanna gasped. “I do not believe that for a moment. Look at you, dear Jane! You are a vision of loveliness.”

      

      “Indeed, she is,” Peggy interjected, “but the gossip that has surrounded my darling nephew for years has tainted the rest of us. Any association made us pariahs. Why, I have only survived the scorn because I am old, and I know too much. If I was not invited to gatherings and balls, society would fear my retribution. Nevertheless, poor Jane has suffered terribly, forced into being a wallflower when she has the beauty and grace of a society diamond.”

      

      Jane nodded shyly. “Last night, I felt my fortunes changing. It is all because of you.”

      

      “I have done nothing,” Joanna protested humbly. “All I did was marry the most wonderful man. He is the one who ought to be lauded.”

      

      Indeed, he ought to be applauded by the heavens themselves for what he made me feel last night, she mused in secret, her heart racing at the very thought, her body responding to the memory until her skin tingled and her stomach tightened. She needed to take a deep breath, in case Jane and Peggy thought she had succumbed to a fever.

      

      Edwin rolled his eyes, but he could not hide his delight; it shone from deep within him. “Aunt, you are not supposed to be here.” His mood flipped sharply. “Why are you not continuing on to Rowley Manor?”

      

      “I am exhausted, Edwin,” Peggy replied, feigning a dramatic yawn. “You can bellow and complain tomorrow. Golding, have a tea tray prepared—large enough to serve four. We shall drink it in the drawing room and then take to our beds until evening, I expect.”

      

      Golding opened and closed his mouth in silent outrage, but Peggy had already breezed past him into the house, ahead of those who were actually supposed to be there.

      

      “She means well,” Jane urged in a whisper. “Forgive her.”

      

      Joanna chuckled. “I do not think Golding ever shall.”

      

      “Please, do not send us away,” Jane turned to plead with Edwin, who watched his aunt’s disappearing back with a look of resignation.

      

      Edwin shrugged, “I could not, even if I wanted to.” He paused. “She is like a swarm of fruit flies in summer. You think you have rid yourself of them at last, swatting for hours until the final creature has perished, only to find them humming around the kitchens the next morning.”

      

      Jane stifled a laugh. “You have become more humorous since your marriage, Your Grace. It becomes you well.”

      

      “Not too humorous, I hope,” he replied. “I would not want you to think I have changed too much, lest my aunt thinks she is permitted to stay as long as she pleases.”

      

      Joanna observed the exchange with a pride she did not know how to explain, for though she rather enjoyed the fact  that she was the only one who was privy to Edwin’s softer, more amusing side, it showed just how much he had changed that he was able to make not one, but two jests in the company of others.

      

      “I suppose we ought to enjoy our tea,” Edwin muttered, offering his hand to Joanna.

      

      She grinned at him. “And then, as instructed by Peggy, we must take to our beds until evening.”

      

      “I am not weary,” he replied, walking her up the front steps to the main door, while Jane followed behind with Golding.

      

      Joanna leaned into his ear. “Nor would I want you to be. Nevertheless, we must do as we are told and retire to our chambers, and under no circumstances must we be disturbed until a reasonable hour.”

      

      He still did not seem to pick up on her less-than-subtle hints, charming her with his innocence. Of course, she knew he was not so innocent; his touch, his tongue, his kiss still thrummed in her mind like a spell. And she was all too eager to begin where they had left off the previous night, exploring the exciting new world of their union until there was nothing left to explore.

      

      At length, realization dawned across his face, but the sideways glance that he cast her did not hold the enthusiasm she had hoped for. That scared sadness had returned to his eyes, his lips flattening into a line of consternation, as if that was the very last thing upon his mind.

      

      “Or, we could just… rest,” she offered, puzzled.

      

      He cleared his throat. “For now, I think that would be for the best.”

      

      She had lost him to the labyrinth of his past again, and though she had begun to understand how to navigate the bewildering twists and turns of the memory maze that held him in its grip, there were moments where she feared she might lose him for good. And that had been one such moment.

      

      Do not go where I cannot follow, my darling, she urged in heavy silence. Do not go beyond the torchlight.
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      Edwin had not intended to join his wife in her bedchamber, but after sipping tea and devouring a plate of scones, he had fallen victim to the fatigue he had been holding back since departing Lord Rotherham’s manor. As such, when she gently mentioned that she felt poorly and would like some company in case the sickness overwhelmed her, he could not say no. He was too tired to fight the opportunity to lie beside his wife, holding her until she fell asleep, so she might feel better.

      

      “Might I ask you something?” she said, her head resting upon his chest, his arms around her.

      

      He bent his head and kissed her soft, silky hair, inhaling the ghost of the intoxicating perfume she had worn to the ball. “You are supposed to be resting.”

      

      “I know, but my mind is racing,” she explained.

      

      He frowned. “You have a headache?”

      

      “No, just… too many thoughts.” Her fingertips toyed absently with the buttons of his shirt. “And as I have you here, I hoped you might answer some of them.”

      

      He was beginning to think she had foxed him, that she was not unwell at all. She did not look pale, she was not hot to the touch, she had barely sipped the water he had brought her, and she had not complained of any poorliness after they had retreated to her bed.

      

      I suppose you thought I would not come if you asked, he knew. She would have been right.

      

      “What would you like to ask?” he said, bracing himself.

      

      She peered up at him. “I have been squeezing my doubts through a box mangle, Edwin, trying to figure out why you seem to desire me at one moment, and pull away the next.” She chewed her bottom lip, clearly anxious. “Perhaps, I am mistaken, but I think I have deciphered the cause.”

      

      “Oh?” A chill ran down his spine. He did not want to discuss this, he did not want to tell her the truth; he just wanted to hold her.

      

      She propped herself up on her elbow, half of her upper body covering half of his. The press of her soft, full breasts against his chest tightened his throat, awakening embers he had urged to be dormant. Yet, there she was, so lithe and inviting that just the way her hand rested upon his stomach was akin to someone clanging saucepans in the ears of his slumbering desire. It had no choice but to jolt upright.

      

      “I had to think back to the time you told me there would be no physical relations between us, of any kind,” she said, hesitantly. “I remember asking if you were unwell, or if you did not favor women. You rejected both notions. But that was a confusion, in and of itself, for I doubted that any husband—a young husband, in particular—would want a marriage without that part of it. Nor have you shown you are entirely averse.”

      

      Edwin closed his eyes. “So, what is your deduction?”

      

      “Look at me,” she urged, and his eyes opened. “You see, I then thought of all you have endured, and all that you lost because of one man. Hatred can be a powerful thing, and you have more right than most to feel hatred.”

      

      Edwin’s heart stopped, seeing in her face that she had figured it out. “Joanna, I—”

      

      She put her fingertips to his lips, silencing him. “Allow me to finish,” she said. “You did not want a physical relationship with me because you do not want children. You did not want to continue his bloodline. You wanted—still want—revenge upon him, and that is the only way you can achieve it.”

      

      A light breeze might have blown him down from the shock of what he had just heard, making it fortunate that he was already lying down. His darling wife, with all her wit and wisdom and charm and intellect, had concluded the truth without him having to say a word. He did not know whether to be awestruck or concerned. He supposed that would be determined by what she said next.

      

      “It is why you balked at my… coy suggestion earlier,” she went on. “I understand now. I think that was the final piece I needed to put the puzzle of you together.”

      

      Shame boiled in Edwin’s chest, making it difficult to breathe. “I would have told you, one day soon.”

      

      “Well, I forgive you for breaking our promise to be brutally honest. You may have this one instance as an exception, but do not do it again,” she urged, smiling sadly.

      

      “Now, it is not my intention to persuade you or coerce you,” she continued, “but I would invite you to think of this instead—what greater punishment could there be for your father than for you to be blissfully happy, raising children of your own who will never know cruelty, who will never hear that man’s name spoken, who will be so dearly beloved that they will never fear anything. He will be forgotten, but you—you will be remembered, living on through the gentle hearts of sons and daughters and grandchildren and great-grandchildren.”

      

      Edwin stared at her, his thawed heart cracking for a different reason. “You have seen this manor, my darling. It is no place for children.”

      

      “It is the perfect place for children!” she protested. “Once I am done with it, it will be a paradise for children. And what child does not revel in eerie attics and locked rooms, for those parts of the manor that will take longer to improve?”

      

      He had to admire her passion. “You are forgetting one thing, my darling.”

      

      “What is that?”

      

      “I am… concerned that a child of mine might look like him,” Edwin admitted. “I am worried that I would be cold toward that child, simply because of the resemblance.”

      

      Joanna arched an eyebrow. “Do you look like him?”

      

      “In part.”

      

      “Then, that is nonsense, for you are nothing like him. You are not a fool, Edwin. You would see your child, know they were not like your father either, and likely love them more to ensure they did not become like your father!”

      

      Throughout the past decade of solitude and grief and the pursuit of meager revenge, Edwin had never thought of it that way. Indeed, he had hated his own face for bearing any similarity to his father, but after discovering the portrait of his mother, he had come to accept his visage. Every time he looked upon the portrait of his mother, and saw himself there, he was soothed.

      

      What if I were to see her in the face of my children? His heart twinged in agreement. What if I concentrated upon my wife’s contribution to their appearance? He tried to imagine it and, for the first time he experienced no fear when thinking of himself holding his own children. Instead, he smiled.

      

      “You ought to hold a place in government,” he remarked, with a wry chuckle. “I am certain you would have every squabble and quarrel and predicament resolved within a year at most.”

      

      A flare of excitement shone in her eyes. “You must remember, I was not trying to persuade you or coerce you.”

      

      “And yet, I am considering something I never thought possible,” he said, gazing at her with more affection, more love than he had known he could feel.

      

      She tilted her head to one side. “What might that be?”

      

      He kissed her in response, holding her closer, letting his hand wander to the ample rise of her backside as she slipped her leg over his to push herself up his body. The moment she did that, he knew he was done for; there would be no going back from what followed, yet he discovered he no longer feared that, either. Her pull was simply too strong.
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        * * *

      

      Joanna could not believe she had managed to convince Edwin that children, and the act of making children, might not be such a terrible thing. Of course, she knew he could still change his mind, but their progress seemed promising as he kissed her with that delicious, ravenous hunger that never failed to stir up a wildness in her.

      

      Pressed flush to his body, she moved against him with every kiss, straddling his powerful thigh until the friction began to thrill her in places she was only just discovering. The air thickened around them, as if the bedchamber itself was holding its breath with anticipation.

      

      “I do want you, my love,” he said softly, dipping his head to kiss her shoulder and up the curve of her neck.

      

      “If you say ‘but,’ I shall scream,” Joanna replied, grasping his face and crushing a fresh kiss to his pillowy lips.

      

      He chuckled against her mouth, the vibrations tingling. “It was reassurance.”

      

      “Keep it that way,” she urged, easing her leg over his hip until she straddled him properly. There, she sat up and gazed at him for a moment. “You are real, are you not? I am not still in the boathouse, dreaming?”

      

      He shook his head. “I carried you. I know you are not in the boathouse anymore.”

      

      “Are you trying to say I was heavy?” She feigned outrage, coaxing another smile onto his lips.

      

      “I would not dare.”

      

      He rocked up to meet her, his arms wrapping tightly around her waist as his mouth found hers, their kiss frantic and desperate as they clung to one another. Spurred on by that unyielding need, Edwin’s fingertips found the Dorset buttons at the back of her gown. With skillful dexterity, he unfastened them one by one, never pausing in his eager kiss. Meanwhile, she undid the buttons at her sleeves, to avoid any awkward tugging later.

      

      That done, he edged the fabric off her shoulders, following the movement of the fabric with his tender, searing kisses as he drew the sleeves down her arms. Once they were free of her, he peeled the front of the dress down to her waist, revealing the complicated bodice beneath.

      

      “I… do not know what to do with that,” he admitted, staring at the whale-boned panels in confusion.

      

      Joanna laughed. “It ties at the back.”

      

      “Then, turn around.”

      

      Joanna did as he asked, still straddling his legs. She smiled at the hesitant first tug as he loosened the ribbon, her body rocking slightly as he unfastened the tight lacing. But as the bodice finally released her ribcage and breasts from their whalebone prison, it was the greatest relief of her life, her lungs drawing in a great gasp as he drew the garment away from her.

      

      But rather than asking her to turn back around, Edwin’s arms encircled her waist, his chest flat to her bare back. His lips grazed the nape of her neck, his hands sliding up over the swell of her breasts as if to protect her dignity. Yet, as his other hand ventured southward, she realized her delicious mistake. He was not trying to protect her dignity; he was relishing her bareness.

      

      She gasped as his fingertips settled upon that strange and wonderful point of absolute bliss, arching back against her husband as he began to strum slow, teasing circles.

      

      “Yes, my love,” she urged, testing the term of endearment. She had noticed him using it, though she had not pointed it out in case it spooked him.

      

      I am loved. I am beloved. I am… the most fortunate woman upon this Earth, she cheered inwardly, her breath catching as she felt a hardness beneath her, straining between her thighs. She had never seen the cause of that sensation before, but she had a notion of what it was—she had read enough of her Ancient Classics to understand the gist.

      

      “Say that again,” he murmured, catching her earlobe and grazing his teeth across it.

      

      She arched her neck back until it lay upon his shoulder. “Please me, my love. Show me everything there is to know.”

      

      All of a sudden, he twisted his body, curving around her until she was lying down upon the feather-stuffed mattress, staring up at him in delighted astonishment.

      

      He flashed her a wolfish grin and let his hunger for her guide him, drawing his kisses all the way from her lips to her navel, pausing to lavish attention upon her pert and pink nipples until she bucked with desire. As he reached her waist, he gripped the crumpled upper half of her gown and eased it over her hips, skimming the silk down her thighs and calves, kissing every new territory of bare skin he was offered, until she was naked upon the bed. Even her drawers had been lovingly discarded.

      

      “Heavenly,” he whispered, biting his lower lip as he stopped to appreciate her for a moment or two.

      

      But, as with one of his paintings, it seemed he could not stop for long, not until he was completely satisfied with his masterpiece.

      

      He kissed a new path from her navel to the warmth between her thighs, his tongue the paintbrush that struck vibrant strokes across the canvas of her pleasure. And he was a true artist, teasing her to the peak of unbearable, exquisite bliss, taking his time to ensure perfection.

      

      “Oh, my love… yes, my love!” she gasped, digging her fingernails into the rumpled coverlets, raking them across the surface of the mattress, longing for the wave of euphoria to crest and sweep through her, as it had done the previous night. An intoxicant she could not get enough of.

      

      A few minutes of tortuous delight later, her body rushed to that final peak; her muscles tightened, her stomach clenched, her thighs trembled, her breath caught in the back of her throat, all pieces of the painting that were, to her mind, his magnum opus. His work of true genius, brought to life through her.

      

      “Edwin!” she cried out, throwing her head back. “Oh… oh, my love! My love!”

      

      Ecstasy powered through every vein, transporting her to another world for a moment, as if pleasure that powerful had no place in the mortal realm. She had been flung headlong into paradise, and long did she wish to remain, her body aglow, her entire being ablaze with love and unity of the most ancient kind.

      

      “Did that please you?” Edwin murmured, kissing her inner thigh.

      

      She licked her lips, nodding deliriously. “Yes… but do not let me sleep. Do not stop there,” she urged, remembering the boathouse.

      

      “I do not plan to,” he told her, smiling against her skin as he made his slow way back to her lips.

      

      She grabbed him, kissing him hard, her body still pulsing with the fading ebb of what he had conjured within her. And as she kissed him, she unfastened his buttons in a hurry, shedding him of his clothes until he was as naked as she was.

      

      Feeling his warm skin against hers, she glanced down for a moment, startled by what she saw. He did not have the physique of a hermit, though she had already suspected that. But she had not suspected that he would have a body that could have been forged by divine hands: a broad, muscular chest, a ridged abdomen that the laundress could have washed the household’s garments upon, and thighs that possessed carved lines of muscle she had not known existed. Two such deep lines curved in a “V” toward the part of him she had tried to imagine, but it appeared she had very much lacked the knowledge to fully envision the cause of his hard protrusion.

      

      “Are you having doubts, my love?” Edwin asked, no doubt mistaking the astonishment on her face for fear.

      

      She shook her head slowly. “None, my love.”

      

      “If you are in pain, at any moment, you must tell me,” he urged. “I will cease immediately.”

      

      She flashed him a smile. “Very well, but do not expect it.”

      

      She had waited too long and worked too hard to back out now.

      

      Still in a pleasant, warm daze from the intensity of her conclusion, she pulled him to her, kissing away his own fears with a desire that sharpened her senses and pushed away the sleepiness that might otherwise have claimed her.

      

      Edwin kissed her back with equal fervor as he settled between her thighs. The pressure of his manhood pausing at the gateway to her sex made her breath hitch, her hips tilting up slightly as if some part of her already knew what to do. And with that slight tilt, he took his permission and eased inside her.

      

      Joanna gripped his shoulder, her lips parted and frozen against his mouth as he filled her slowly. There was no pain, as he had warned, just a mild discomfort, like stretching a muscle that had not been used in a long time. And as he stilled inside her, allowing her to adjust to the new sensation, the discomfort quickly faded into excitement and a particular bliss that made her feel like she could take on all of society and win. A power, an intensity, unlike anything.

      

      “Does that hurt?” he asked, worried.

      

      She swallowed, panting out a breath. “No pain.”

      

      “Do not lie to me,” he said.

      

      “I promise, I am not,” she gasped, rolling her hips backward to feel the width and prowess of him more keenly.

      

      His breath sharpened at her movement, his eyes flaring with that hunger she adored. With obvious restraint, he pushed back inside her, until he was buried to the hilt once more. But something had begun, and neither of them would cease until they were fully satisfied. At least, that was Joanna’s hope as she clung to him, urging him to withdraw, only to fill her again.

      

      At first, they were uncertain, moving out of time with one another, but soon, they learned the rhythm of each other, tangled together upon the bed, a symphony of limbs and bodies and lips and tongues and bliss. A real masterpiece. With every powerful stroke of his hips, she met him with hers, unified in body and mind and soul until they were moving as one.

      

      “Yes, Edwin!” she gasped, raking her fingernails down his muscled back, reaching for the solid curve of his backside. She dared to give his buttocks a mischievous squeeze, letting her hands settle there so she could drive him onward, pulling him deeper and deeper with each delicious thrust.

      

      In the bedchamber, they were making art of a rare kind: a masterpiece of the physical, emotional, metaphysical, and audible. She had not known how wonderfully important sound could and would be, but when she heard him gasp and moan and whisper her name as if it were a sacred word, she realized there was more to lovemaking than she had suspected. Indeed, it was more glorious than she could have ever imagined, even in her wildest dreams.

      

      “Joanna,” he murmured, sliding a hand between them. “My love.”

      

      She arched her back as his fingertips found her swollen bud, painting expert brush strokes upon that sensitive spot as his hips pushed deeper. It was akin to adding a barrel of oil to a furnace that was already at a fearsome heat. His touch was like lightning, bolting through her, exploding her steadily growing ecstasy into an almighty, sudden burst.

      

      “Oh… oh my… Oh, my love!” she cried out, clinging to him as that lightning strike splintered through her, ricocheting through every part of her, making her feel as if she had been transformed into something otherworldly. A divine being, made so because of his touch and his love.

      

      And her cry seemed to call to something in him, as his hips moved with a delirious abandon, igniting fresh sparks that added to the tail end of her lightning bolt bliss, making it strike afresh within her. She soared upon that crackling energy, every muscle pulsing, every limb shaking, every breath ragged and fierce, while her hands smoothed across every part of him she could touch, her teeth gently biting into his shoulder as he came to a slow, intense shudder.

      

      “Joanna… oh, my Joanna,” he growled, thrusting twice more before he stilled, collapsing into her welcoming arms.

      

      She held him there, relishing the warmth and weight of him, nuzzling his hair as he buried his face in her neck, smiling.

      

      “You are… a wonder,” he murmured.

      

      She held him tighter. “No, my love, you are.”

      

      “For once,” he said, chuckling, “let me win.”

      

      She grinned, running her fingertips through his short hair. “Very well. Just this once.”

      

      She did not point out, in fear of ruining the moment, that she had already won, the moment he gave her what she had desired. After all, with the pleasure still coursing through them both, it was clear that they were both victorious, for theirs was nothing like the marriages they had witnessed. No, theirs was a marriage and love for the ages; Joanna was certain of it.

      

      Nothing could ruin it for them, now.
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      Waking to the bluish hue of dusk with his wife in his arms, her bare leg draped over his, her hand pressed protectively on the spot above his heart, her head upon his shoulder, Edwin had never known peace like this. He could have stayed there for hours, listening to the soft whisper of her breath, relishing her warmth. But the house was stirring and, with it, the shrill voice of his aunt, making it impossible for anyone to sleep.

      

      “Neither of them has emerged from their chambers?” he heard his aunt complain, her footsteps thudding in the hallway beyond the bedchamber door. A second set of footsteps hurried in the same direction, and Edwin thought he heard the bump of someone’s back hitting the door.

      

      “I am afraid Her Grace asked not to be disturbed,” Mrs. Hislop declared at a volume that was clearly meant as a warning to those within. “My Lady, if you would go downstairs to the dining room, I can arrange for a light dinner to be brought to you. Her Grace has insisted on taking a tray, later this evening.”

      

      Edwin smiled, cherishing the day’s exploits all the more for their privacy. It had almost been like a different world, where only he and his wife existed, and they had explored one another as if neither had encountered a human of the opposite sex before. It had been quite the education for both of them. A thrilling lesson in pleasure.

      

      Edwin’s aunt huffed like a raging bull. “It is past seven!” she insisted. “I would not dare to tell a duchess how to behave, but she ought to tend to her guests when they have awoken.”

      

      “The journey exhausted her. She is unaccustomed to gatherings that are further afield, and when I last spoke with her, she told me that her fatigue had produced a rather passionate headache,” Mrs. Hislop replied, and Edwin imagined the housekeeper stretching her arms across the door to block any attempt his aunt might make to enter without permission.

      

      Passionate? Edwin blinked, embarrassment tingling up his throat. How much did Mrs. Hislop know? Worse still, how much had she heard? Mrs. Hislop might have known him since he was a child, but there were some things he would have preferred her to be oblivious of.

      

      “Well, inform her that I should like to dine with her,” Edwin’s aunt said haughtily. “I hate to dine alone, and my dear Jane also appears to have succumbed to a headache. I do hope it is nothing catching, though these young ladies have such feeble constitutions in comparison to ours, at that age.”

      

      Mrs. Hislop cleared her throat. “I will inform her, My Lady, but I can’t make any promises that she’ll be well enough to dine.”

      

      Edwin’s aunt stomped away and, a moment later, Mrs. Hislop abandoned her post without so much as a knock on the door. The kindly gesture pleased Edwin, for he suspected that even if Joanna had been alone, Mrs. Hislop would not have awoken her.

      

      They cherish her, he knew, his heart so full he could have sprinted fifty laps of the manor grounds, cheering his marriage, championing the love that continued to blossom between him and his wife. A love so unexpected that it felt like a gift from the heavens, or from two very special people who—he hoped—watched him from the heavens.

      

      Just then, Joanna stirred, stretching out her long limbs and slender body, already wearing a smile. A smile on nothing else. “Good morning,” she purred, pulling his head toward her, to kiss him.

      

      “It is seven o’clock in the evening,” he replied against her soft lips.

      

      She frowned. “Why is it always seven o’clock in the evening?”

      

      “I could not say.”

      

      She shrugged and continued to kiss him, slipping her hand down his stomach and underneath the corner of coverlet that concealed his dignity. “Then, let it stay seven o’clock,” she murmured, coaxing a gasp from his throat, “for then we shall never be late and never early.”

      

      “My aunt has asked you to dine with her,” Edwin mumbled, his mind swimming as Joanna toyed with him.

      

      She tutted. “I do not want to think of anything or anyone beyond this room,” she told him. “It is only the two of us, and, right now, you are the only thing I have an appetite for.”

      

      Kissing him harder, she eased her leg over his hip, bracing one hand against his waist to pull herself on top of him. There, she lay flush against him, lavishing her kisses upon his neck, his jaw, his chest, everywhere she could, while her hand sought to revive the part of him that needed no encouragement.

      

      “Oh, my love,” he whispered, as she sank down upon him, convincing him for the thousandth time since their wedding that he was the luckiest man on Earth.
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        * * *

      

      The following week transformed Bruxton Hall from a world of blissful paradise to a constant, gray anxiety that rolled in with the weather. The temperate spring became cold and stormy, and Edwin could not concentrate on the business correspondence that piled upon his writing desk. He could not concentrate on anything but his beloved wife, who had fallen ill the morning after they spent an entire day and night in bed together. Thus far, her condition had not improved, and the physician could not offer any satisfactory answers.

      

      “It is a spring cold,” Mrs. Hislop insisted for the hundredth time, as she brought Edwin a luncheon tray. “There is nothing to fear. She is feverish, yes, but it’s nothing I haven’t seen in all my years of tending to poorly staff and even you and your brother, when you were little.”

      

      Edwin had chewed his lower lip raw, but he could not cease the nervous habit. “What if it is not? What if it is this house, blighting her as it has blighted all of us? I knew it was a mistake to change so much. This is my father; I can feel him in the evil of it.”

      

      “Must I fetch the physician back for you?” Mrs. Hislop scolded. “Your father is dead and buried, thank goodness. He can’t continue his evil from beyond the grave, though if you still allow yourself to believe that, you’ll see the unnatural where there’s only coincidence. I swear to you, it’s naught but a cold.”

      

      Edwin expelled a strained breath. “I had happy news for her, too.”

      

      “You did?”

      

      He nodded. “The old copper mine has been sold at a considerable price, after a new seam was found, and I have already received a healthy return from the investment I made with part of her dowry. I was going to tell her that we could begin repairing the eastern wing.”

      

      “Then, why not tell her?” Mrs. Hislop looked as if she wanted to grab her master and shake some sense into him. “It will cheer her immensely to hear such good news.”

      

      Edwin shrugged. “I do not want to disturb her when she is resting. Excitement might worsen her fever, and I know she will be excited when she hears that there will be plant money in abundance, for a while at least.”

      

      “You are your own worst enemy, do you know that?” Mrs. Hislop shook her head. “At least venture out into the gardens and take in some fresh air. You’re doing yourself no favors by stewing up here in this study.”

      

      Edwin glanced out of the window, his heart aching as he forgetfully looked for Joanna, only to find her absent. “I suppose I could…”

      

      “Your luncheon will keep. It’s only cold cuts and some bread. Foster an appetite first,” she encouraged, in a softer tone.

      

      Edwin scraped back his chair, making Mrs. Hislop shudder, and got up on weary legs. Taking the warm cup of tea from the tray, he headed out of the study, sipping on the refreshing drink all the way to the gardens.

      

      There, he found the gardener tending to the marigolds, lavender, and poppies that would begin the garden’s new life. The lavender had been planted fully-formed, adding some green and purple to the otherwise gray landscape, while the marigolds and poppies would need time to grow. In a way, Edwin thought of his marriage and his blossoming love for Joanna like those well-tended seeds.

      

      “Afternoon to you, Your Grace,” the gardener said, pausing to wipe his brow. “Bad weather for plantin’, but the ground’ll welcome the rain.”

      

      Edwin nodded stiffly. “I am sure it will.”

      

      The gardener returned to his toil and, not wanting to loiter awkwardly, Edwin pressed on to the rear of the house, where he found the comfort of the stables. Bellerophon and Pegasus nickered as he entered, no doubt feeling abandoned after days of being out in the pasture, with no one taking them out on a proper ride. Edwin had had countless plans to journey across the surrounding moorland and forest with his wife, enjoying picnics wherever they pleased—and perhaps a few other delights, too—but her sudden sickness had postponed such pleasures.

      

      “Do you miss her, too?” Edwin cautiously raised his hand to let Pegasus sniff him.

      

      The proud, silver-white horse snorted in agreement.

      

      “She has promised to come and bring you an apple as soon as she is better,” Edwin said.

      

      The stallion’s ears pricked up, his noble nose sniffing more vigorously at Edwin’s hands. When the creature found no apple there, he put his giant head over the stall door and searched Edwin all over, nipping at Edwin’s tailcoat and trousers in the hopes of finding the treat.

      

      “Will a carrot suffice?” Edwin chuckled, taking one from a nearby bucket and offering it to the stallion.

      

      The horse stared at Edwin, as if to say, “Are you quite serious?” Nevertheless, he took the offering, crunching on it with passable contentment.

      

      “And one for you.” Edwin took a second carrot and passed it to Bellerophon, who ate it eagerly, before lowering his head for some scratches between the ears.

      

      “You are gifted with these creatures, Your Grace,” a gentle voice announced, making Edwin jump. Having seen the stablemaster and his boy mucking out the yard, he had assumed he would be alone.

      

      Jane approached, carrying two apples in either hand. She looked weary and pale, her hair disheveled, but she mustered a smile as she came nearer.

      

      “Are you not supposed to be resting?” Edwin asked, for Jane had been taken ill with the same sickness as Joanna. Indeed, she had become ill first, and though Edwin did not like to lay blame anywhere, he could not help feeling like the friendship between the two women was responsible.

      

      Jane cast her gaze downward. “I thank you for your concern, Your Grace, but I am feeling much better. It is nothing that chicken soup and far too much sleep could not remedy.”

      

      “I… was not concerned,” he replied flatly.

      

      She peered up at him through long, dark eyelashes. “Of course, Your Grace. I did not mean to make assumptions.”

      

      She went to Pegasus’s stall and offered him one of the apples in her hand. The elegant stallion sniffed at the delicacy, snorted directly in Jane’s face, and tossed his head in warning as a sharp whinny escaped his mouth. A moment later, he kicked out his back legs, slamming his hooves into the rear of his stall.

      

      “I think you should come away from there.” Edwin lunged for Jane, grabbing her by the wrist and pulling her from the stall before the horse could become any more irate; more to prevent the stallion from hurting itself than anything else, for Joanna would not have forgiven him.

      

      Jane stared at Edwin’s hand, still gripping her. “Thank you,” she gasped, shaking. “I have been trying to befriend that beast, but it is a wretched creature. It certainly would bite the hand that fed it.”

      

      “He obeys and listens only to my wife,” Edwin told her, hurriedly dropping her hand. “You should not attempt that again.”

      

      Jane smiled at him. “She is truly gifted, too. Anyone would be terrified of that horse, and yet she coddles him as if he were a placid little foal.” She paused. “How is Joanna? Is she much improved? I feel awful for bringing this sickness to your residence, Your Grace, and sorrier still that it has afflicted an increasingly dear friend.”

      

      “She is…” Edwin did not know how to answer. “She is resting.”

      

      Jane nodded. “As she should. I thought I might take her some soup later this afternoon, but I do not want to annoy anyone. I know there are routines and servants’ duties to consider.”

      

      “I think that would please my wife,” Edwin replied. “Now, if you will excuse me, I have business to attend to.”

      

      He did not, but he thought it best to remove himself from a situation in which he would continue to be in close quarters with a lady who was not his wife. Jane was beautiful and charming, if a little quiet, and Edwin was certain she would soon find herself a fine gentleman, now that society seemed to be more forgiving of anyone who had ties to him. But he would not become a source of gossip in the meantime.

      

      Stealing out of the stables, he grimaced as he passed the trio of maids who tended to Joanna. They were standing outside the kitchens, eating what appeared to be raspberry tarts.

      

      “Your Grace,” they chorused with their mouths full, dipping into hurried curtsies.

      

      He dipped his head in reply, pressing on into the manor.

      

      “Your Grace, wait a moment!” Jane’s voice followed him, bringing him to a sharp halt in the passageway that cut past the kitchens. He thought he heard the maids gasp as he did so.

      

      Edwin turned. “What is the matter?”

      

      “You dropped this,” Jane replied, pressing something into his hand. With a smile, she rushed away, leaving him perplexed and alone, although, he could feel the heat of sly stares upon him from the maids.

      

      Slowly, he unfurled his palm, and discovered a small piece of gold and amethyst: a pendant in the shape of a thistle that had once hung upon a necklace of his mother’s. Now, it hung upon the end of his watch fob—a dark green ribbon that held his pocket watch at one end and, ordinarily, the thistle at the other; the ribbon and thistle hanging down from the edge of his waistcoat to the top of his thigh.

      

      The maids gasped again, but their shock could not have been greater than Edwin’s. He had not realized the thistle had dropped off, but the loss of it would have crushed him.

      

      He glanced down the hallway to where Jane had disappeared, making a note in his mind to thank her when they next crossed paths. She could not have known what a kindness she had just done, for with his father’s curse plaguing the manor, his mother’s trinkets and lingering presence were his only line of defense.
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      “Should we tell her?” a nervous voice whispered.

      

      “Best not to upset her. It might make her sicker,” said another.

      

      “If it was you, would you want to know?” asked a third, as Joanna tried to pull herself from the mire of sickly slumber that had held her in its grip for what felt like an eternity.

      

      Over the course of her sickness, she had stirred here and there, waking only for food and water—as much of it as she could keep in her stomach, at least—before collapsing back into terrible nightmares, feverish dreams, and aches that made her muscles burn and her skin blaze. As such, she was never certain of what was real and what was not. Several times, she thought she had seen Edwin at her bedside, heard him talking to her softly, heard him saying sweet things, but then she would properly awake to find Mrs. Hislop there instead.

      

      This sickness is playing tricks with me, she knew, groaning.

      

      “Is she awake?” the first voice murmured.

      

      “Her eyes are fluttering. Goodness, she doesn’t look well, does she?”

      

      “There’s been too much loss in this manor. Maybe, we should keep it to ourselves. She doesn’t have to know, does she? I don’t think I want to tell her anymore.”

      

      Joanna recognized the voices, but she could not put names to their faces or faces to their names; her mind swam, twisting and strangling reality until nothing made sense. Nor did she understand what they were talking about. All she knew was that their words sent a shiver through her, hotter than her fever and colder than her sickly chills.

      

      “Maybe, he’s making arrangements in case Her Grace doesn’t survive,” one of the voices said sadly, as a cooling hand touched Joanna’s brow.

      

      “Don’t touch her!” another voice yelped. “It’s likely catching!”

      

      There were three of them, Joanna surmised. And the only group she knew of who were constantly in a threesome were her dear friends and maids: Harriet, Cathy, and Mara. Indeed, as she considered it, their faces came into view in her mind, their voices matching.

      

      “I might wish I could strangle him, right now, but I don’t think he’d be so callous,” Harriet said firmly. “Oh, our poor duchess. I never thought… The way they were together, you wouldn’t know that he… It’ll break her heart.”

      

      Joanna tried her best to decipher what they were saying, and to whom they were referring, but her feverish mind was too foggy, too overwrought, too plagued by nightmares already to make head nor tail of the maids’ chatter. There was every chance they were not even there, and she was imagining it.

      

      “Are you certain you saw what you saw?” Cathy whispered.

      

      “Plain as day,” Mara replied. “And Harriet saw ‘em, too.”

      

      “I confess I did,” Harriet admitted. “Had his arm around her, coming back to the manor from the river. They were smiling and laughing like he wasn’t married at all.”

      

      Mara sighed. “And I saw him kissing her neck in the stables. Then, stealing into the library together. His Grace must be a fool. Firstly, for thinking he could get away with it. Secondly, for thinking that no one is watching his every move.”

      

      “I just… don’t understand,” Cathy murmured angrily. “But even I can’t deny that they’ve been spending too much time together these past few days. Everywhere I go, I can hear her wretched laughter. And when I go to take a peek of what’s afoot, he’s always there with her. What is he thinking?”

      

      Even in her sickly stupor, Joanna began to comprehend what was being discussed, and who the conversation related to. It sounded like Edwin had betrayed her, though she could not be certain of who the other party was. Perhaps, a former lover had come to the manor while Joanna was sick… or had been invited.

      

      But he said he had no lovers, her mind urged, as that icy-hot shudder pummeled through her for a second time, stronger than before, chilling her to the bone. And though he has never said that he loves me, he has inferred it.

      

      She wanted to cry, but she could not open her eyes or stir her consciousness enough to sit bolt upright, grab the maids, and demand that they told her everything they had seen and heard. And as her mind drifted back to the glorious, thrilling, unforgettable day that she had spent in bed with her husband, learning everything there was to know about lovemaking, the memories darkened and twisted. The memories hurt.

      

      But what if I am mistaken in what I am hearing? she asked herself. What if this is merely another nightmare? To discover that, she needed to wake up and seize control of her faculties, but the more she tried to strain for awareness and awakening, the more her body dragged her down into the depths of her fever. Maybe, it did not want her to know. Maybe, it was attempting to protect her from a truth she had never anticipated. Or had anticipated, but had never believed that Edwin was capable of.

      

      Wake up! she screamed into the abyss of her mind, but her body was not listening. Her eyes remained closed, her limbs like lead, her breath shallow and uneasy, as she sank deeper into the mattress, letting oblivion carry her away. Perhaps, that was for the best.
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        * * *

      

      At an unknown hour, for all the hours and days had blended into one another, Joanna awoke suddenly, her eyes flying open as she gasped for breath. Sweat drenched her, soaking through her nightdress and into the bedlinens beneath, but she was awake and alert and though she still felt as if she were being boiled alive and her head was pounding, she was no longer lost in the void of her fever.

      

      “Is anyone there?” she croaked, startled by the sound of her own voice; she had not used it in an age.

      

      Silence and the hoot of an owl echoed back. And in the distance, she thought she heard Pegasus whinny, as if he knew his mistress had broken her fever at last.

      

      Shakily, Joanna pushed back the damp bedlinens and crawled to the end of the bed. Fighting for every rough breath, she swung her legs over the edge of the bed and took a moment to gather herself as a swell of dizziness threatened to crash over her.

      

      She reached for the glass of water on the bedside table and drank it down in tiny, cautious sips. Pouring a fresh glass from the ceramic pitcher, she clutched the drink as she slipped off the bed and padded toward the door. Reaching it, the carriage clock on the mantelpiece chimed out a single stroke, while moonlight spilled in through a gap in the drapes: One o’clock in the morning.

      

      Joanna doubted that anyone would be awake, but her growling stomach demanded sustenance, and she was capable of cutting some bread and breaking off some cheese if there was no one else to assist her. The trouble was, she did not know if she had the strength to make it all the way to the kitchens.

      

      Gripping the glass and taking encouraging sips, she managed to reach the landing and the top of the staircase leading down. Holding onto the banister, a cold sweat prickling down the back of her neck, she took hesitant steps, progressing slowly, until her bare feet touched the warped, warm floorboards of the entrance hall.

      

      This is nothing, she told herself, sweating profusely. I can manage anything. If I can plant a garden and melt the frozen heart of a cold duke, I can make it to the kitchens.

      

      The thought reminded her of the strange conversation she thought she had overheard between the maids. Her heart twinged, her breath catching as the shock of the memory almost knocked her to the floor.

      

      “I imagined it,” she said sternly. “Edwin would never do such a thing. He is not my father.”

      

      Confident in her assertion, letting her conviction soothe her, she pressed on down the hallway that led to the library. Edwin often stayed awake until a late hour, reading one of his beloved books, and she hoped she might find him there. Perhaps, she might even convince him to make her something to eat, if he saw her in her disheveled, weak condition. If nothing else, the chaise-longue in front of the fireplace would make a fine place to rest before she proceeded on to the kitchens by herself.

      

      He is awake! Her heart soared as she came to the doorway of the library, which yawned open in a welcome to weary travelers. She knew he was within, for the candles were still flickering in the sconces, and she could hear the crackle of the fireplace. He would not have gone to bed without extinguishing both, for though the manor might have been crumbling, he did not wish to hasten its demise anymore.

      

      Deciding to surprise him, Joanna tiptoed through the open door and, using the towering bookshelves to hide her, she made her approach to her beloved down the right-hand avenue.

      

      But as she drew nearer, a sound made her pause. A sound that should not have been there. A woman’s voice.

      

      “Read that part to me again,” it urged.

      

      Edwin mumbled something that Joanna could not hear, but it must have been pleasing to the other lady, for she exploded into giddy laughter that wrung Joanna’s heart dry. And what was worse, the lady’s voice was not unfamiliar; she was not a stranger, but someone that Joanna had begun to think of as a dear friend.

      

      Jane… Joanna braced her hand against the nearest bookshelf, her head swimming. She remembered the first night Jane had arrived, and the panic with which Edwin had rushed from the library to greet the newcomers, informing Joanna to stay where she was. At that moment, Joanna had suspected it might be a lover or a secret wife, but those notions had quickly been dispelled when she had encountered Peggy. But what if Joanna had not been mistaken, what if she had simply not seen what was obvious?

      

      Rallying her courage as Jane’s laughter continued to rattle up Joanna’s spine, she crept along the front of one of the bookshelves, until she came to the end where it met the central avenue of the library.

      

      There, with her heart cracking and her faith collapsing, she dared to peer around the end of the bookshelf… just in time to see Jane clambering onto Edwin’s lap; her hands grasping his face, leaning in to kiss him. Through eyes that blurred with sudden tears, Joanna noted that the man she loved did not push Jane away.

      

      With all the strength she had left, her legs wobbling, her heart breaking, her breath ragged, Joanna ducked back behind the bookshelf and hurried from the library, as softly as her shaky footsteps would allow. After all, Edwin did not know she was awake. No one did. And if she had the choice, it would remain that way, until she was as far from Bruxton Hall as Pegasus could carry her.

      

      “I fell for it,” she whimpered, willing herself up the stairs to her bedchamber. “I am just like my mother.”
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      “What in heaven’s name are you doing?” Edwin growled, his rage spiking in a way it had not done in years. Not for a decade, to be exact.

      

      Jane wriggled in his lap, trying to pin down the arms that strived to throw her from him. “Do not be coy, Your Grace. I know you desire me. I have seen you observing me, and you have been so attentive and charming these past few days. You have all but invited me to seduce you.”

      

      Shedding the last of his courteousness, he seized her by the wrists and shoved her as hard as he could. She toppled straight off the lap she had clambered into as he had dozed, exhausted from spending his nights holding vigil at his wife’s bedside, and landed on her back with a thud. Her eyes narrowed in anger as she pushed herself up.

      

      “I have invited nothing,” Edwin seethed. “Wherever I have tried to find peace, you have intruded. Wherever I have desired to seek solitude, you have buzzed around me like a wasp at a picnic. Why are you here in this library? You should not be here. No one gave you permission.”

      

      Jane sneered. “I do not need permission. I wanted to read, and you happened to be here, and do not pretend you were unaware of my presence. I have seen gentlemen “pretend” to be asleep before. You wanted me to kiss you.”

      

      “I would rather follow my brother and jump into the river!” Edwin shot back, appalled. His skin crawled where she had touched him, his lips soiled where she had attempted to press her mouth to his. “You are delusional, Miss Russell! These past days, you have thrown yourself at me, and I have done my best to be polite. Why, any gentleman would be suspicious of your intentions when you keep fainting and having “clumsy” accidents. Yet, I thought I had made myself clear enough by telling you, time and again, that I love my wife!”

      

      Ever since the incident with the thistle from his watch fob, Jane had been relentless, as if him accepting what already belonged to him had been some kind of invitation for her to bother him. She had fallen in front of him, got her dress “caught” on nails and splinters, and had even almost drowned in the river while he had been walking by to check the water level after the recent storm. All of it a ruse; he was certain of that now.

      

      Jane got to her feet and dusted off the seat of her dress. “And I have encountered too many husbands who say they love their wives, but that does not mean they will not take a lover.”

      

      “Well, I would never take a lover!” Edwin insisted, balling his hands into fists to stop his anger from swelling into violence. “I love my wife, I love only my wife, and that ought to put an end to it. For goodness’ sake, we are related—you are repulsive for even thinking you could seduce me!”

      

      Jane snorted. “Very distantly related. An acquaintance of mine married her cousin—there is no shame in it.”

      

      “There is every shame in it, when you seek to corrupt the marriage of a very happily married man. Indeed, when you would seek to kiss a man who is sleeping! It is vile, Miss Russell, utterly vile,” Edwin retorted, disgusted by the sight of the woman standing in front of him, grinning like she had done nothing wrong.

      

      Confusion darkened Jane’s arrogant expression. “You are quite serious…”

      

      “Of course I am!” Edwin stood up. “I have aided you throughout your performances because I was afraid you would hurt yourself, and as I thought you were my wife’s friend, I did not want you to be hurt. It had nothing to do with you, and everything to do with her—the woman I love.”

      

      Jane’s mouth opened and closed, as if she wished to say more, but could not.

      

      “You will gather your belongings in the morning and leave as soon as it is light,” Edwin continued, boiling with outrage. “I can agree to keep this unpleasantness from my aunt, for the sake of what meager dignity you have left and so as not to upset my aunt, but that is the only generosity you will receive from me. If you do not leave, I will inform her of everything you have done these past few days—all the silliness that might have destroyed my marriage.”

      

      Jane stared down at the floor, her cheeks flushing a violent shade of red. “You should not encourage ladies who enact such “silliness,” as you call it.”

      

      “I did not encourage you, and I will not repeat myself. I have explained, and if you will not hear me, then I suggest you seek out a physician who will clean out your blasted ears!” he barked, struggling to suppress his fury. What gave her the audacity to suggest he had encouraged her? If he had thought Joanna would not be angry, he would have left Jane to struggle through her performances and deliberate accidents.

      

      Jane shuffled awkwardly, kicking her toe against the parquet floor. “You swear you will not tell Peggy what has occurred?”

      

      “I will say nothing, as long as you are out of my sight by the time I awaken,” he replied. “I do not care what excuse you make to my aunt but ensure it does not cast either myself or my wife in a bad light. If you have any hope of finding a husband for yourself, you will do as you are told, exactly as you are told.”

      

      She glared up at him. “Yet, it is you who ruined my chances anyway.”

      

      “It was not my decision for you to become my aunt’s companion. As you said, you are a distant relative of mine—distant enough that you would have been untouched by the rumors surrounding me. Nevertheless, as my status in society continues to improve, so will your prospects, so be grateful that I am not seeking revenge for this wickedness,” he scolded, speaking in a voice that sounded so very like his father’s that it chilled him.

      

      Fear flickered in her eyes as she dipped into a feeble, almost mocking curtsy. “I will leave, as you have asked.”

      

      “Ensure that you do,” he snarled, as Jane rushed off, as if vicious hounds were at her heels. Whether or not she would do as she was asked remained to be seen, but he sensed that she was not quite stupid enough to disobey him, not with her entire future and prospects resting upon his silence.

      

      Still appalled, Edwin gazed into the roaring fire and wished it could cleanse him of the filth that seemed to cover his body, his entire being uneasy. All he had wanted was a brief nap to restore his strength, and that wretched woman had turned it into the worst possible nightmare. To make it even worse, he had been dreaming of Joanna when Jane had tried to kiss him, so he had not awoken as quickly as he should have done; he had thought it was his wife and hated that Jane had stolen something so sacred from his lips.

      

      Reaching across to the side table, he picked up a small bell and rang it—something he rarely did.

      

      Before long, Golding came running in his nightshirt and housecoat, clearly thinking that the manor must be on fire or that there were intruders in the midst of a robbery.

      

      “Your Grace?” Golding halted, wearing a half-awake, bemused expression. “Is all well? Did I hear the bell or was I dreaming?”

      

      Edwin expelled a stale breath. “You heard the bell. I should like a bath drawn.”

      

      “Now?” Golding gasped, gaining a harsh look from Edwin. “Of course, Your Grace. Right away. I shall… summon Mrs. Hislop.”

      

      Edwin nodded. “Thank you, Golding.”

      

      The manservant lumbered away, running a hand through his messy hair, trying to flatten the spiky locks as he headed off in search of Mrs. Hislop. Edwin already knew that the housekeeper would have questions, but she would have to be satisfied with his silence, for if Edwin could, he would take the evening’s events to the grave with him. He just hoped he would be able to wash away the dirt of it with a hot enough bath. Scalding, if possible.
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        * * *

      

      With skin as pink as a boiled lobster, Edwin walked to the chamber that adjoined his wife’s in a daze, for he had bathed too long and steamed his mind into a strange sort of stupor. Anything to forget what had happened. Anything to dispel the curse that he was certain still clung to the manor, for Jane had never acted that way before; it was only after Edwin’s happiness had reached new peaks that she had turned into an insidious seducer, as if possessed.

      

      Despite a desperation to sleep and not disturb his wife, Edwin moved toward the door that had been scraped clean of paint, so it could open once more onto the adjoining bedchamber. If Joanna had not been unwell, he would have shared her bed. Instead, he had spent every night in the armchair at her bedside, listening to the sound of her breathing, changing the damp compresses on her brow whenever the fever warmed them too much, and just talking to her though she could not hear him.

      

      Opening the door, he peered into Joanna’s chambers. She lay curled up, exactly where he had left her, though it appeared she had turned onto her side. He considered going to her and coaxing her onto her back, so she could breathe better, but abandoned the notion. It might awaken her and, at that moment, he did not want to have to face her, for he knew he would tell her the truth, and he feared her response.

      

      “I will tell you in the morning,” he whispered, blowing a kiss. “Good night, my love. Rest well.”

      

      With a heavy heart, he closed the door between them and padded over to his own bed. Shedding his clothes, he slipped under the coverlets and stared up at the ceiling, willing sleep to come. In the morning, with Jane gone, all would seem better.

      

      I have done nothing wrong, he told himself, but the scalding bath had not quite rid him of the dirty feeling that itched across his skin, nor had it relieved him of the strange unease that set his nerves on edge, as if something even worse was about to happen.
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      “I will tell you in the morning. Good night, my love. Rest well,” Joanna spat, as she urged Pegasus along the road toward home. Her real home; the place where she at least knew everyone’s wretched secrets and could never receive a nasty surprise.

      

      As if telling me in the morning would lessen the blow, she fumed in silence. Why bid me goodnight at all, if you intended to turn my world upside down?

      

      She had repeated Edwin’s whispered words at least a hundred times in her escape from Bruxton Hall, using them to steel her resolve whenever it had wavered. And it had, on several occasions.

      

      Indeed, she had almost given up while trying to flee the manor itself, for she had first had to contend with Edwin coming to her bedchamber unexpectedly. She had thrown herself into the bed, pulling the coverlets around herself, though she had been fully dressed beneath. Once she had heard the door close, she had waited a short while before running the gauntlet of packing a small bundle of precious belongings without being heard by him.

      

      After that, she had faced the challenge of making it out of the house without being discovered, for even at three o’clock in the morning, she had heard the cook baking in the kitchens and Golding muttering to himself in his study.

      

      Her last obstacle had presented itself at the stables, in trying to saddle Pegasus and lead him out of the stables without anyone noticing her. Unfortunately, one person had: the stablemaster’s boy. They had stared at one another from opposite ends of the hay-scattered thoroughfare for at least a minute, before the boy nodded his head and clambered back up into the hayloft, leaving her standing alone. Had it been anyone else, she was not certain she would have been allowed to depart.

      

      After reaching the country roads that weaved away from Bruxton Hall, she had assumed her abscondment would be easy, but with every mile she put between herself and her husband, her broken heart only hurt more.

      

      “You were supposed to be different,” she murmured, her eyes tired of the tears, her chest aching from the wheezing, sobbing breaths that had been wrenched from her lungs as the darkness of night had transformed into dawn and then into the most beautiful, crisp daylight. A mocking blue sky with a fierce sun, glowing as if it was a happier day.

      

      Pegasus snorted, but Joanna could not tell if he was agreeing with her or not. All she knew was that she could not return to her marital home. She would not be her mother, even if she could not turn back time and prevent herself from suffering a similar fate. She could not change what had already happened, but she could live her life apart from Edwin, just as he had originally planned, forgetting that she had ever fallen in love with someone who had fooled her into thinking it was real.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Your Grace!” Mrs. Hislop’s voice pierced through Edwin’s hazy awareness. “Your Grace, get up! You must get up!”

      

      Groggy, he squinted out of one puffy eye, his head thumping as if a miner was trapped inside, taking a pick to his skull to try and escape. His throat was raw and dry, his stomach unsettled, and his tongue felt two sizes too big for his mouth, while a sheen of perspiration slicked his hot skin.

      

      “Is there a fire?” Edwin rasped, wondering what on earth was wrong with him. It could not have been the latent effects of his scorching bath, though he felt as if his veins had been replaced by that hot bathwater.

      

      Mrs. Hislop ran to the drapes and wrenched them apart, pouring in sunlight that stung his eyes, prompting him to recoil. “Get up, Your Grace! Immediately!”

      

      “I… think I shall rest awhile,” he replied, covering his face with a pillow. “I do not feel well.”

      

      “You’ll feel even worse in a moment,” she shot back, grabbing the coverlets and pulling them off him. Too late, he remembered that he had taken to his bed wearing nothing, but Mrs. Hislop merely tutted and turned her back.

      

      Nevertheless, Edwin hurried to cover himself. “What is the meaning of this?”

      

      “She is gone, Your Grace.”

      

      Edwin groaned. “I know. I sent her away.”

      

      “You did what?” Mrs. Hislop whirled back around, staring at him as if she did not know him at all. “Why would you do such a thing? If you begin to spout nonsense about your father and curses, I swear to you upon the loss of my employment that I’ll box your ears!”

      

      Edwin sat up, holding the pillow for comfort. “It is a long and tedious story.”

      

      “And I shall not move until you have told it,” Mrs. Hislop retorted, folding her arms across her chest.

      

      Despite what he had promised Jane, Edwin saw no harm in explaining the situation to Mrs. Hislop. As the housekeeper of a manor like Bruxton Hall, she was nothing if not discreet. Indeed, she likely knew more secrets than Edwin would ever know. So, he told her of what had occurred over the past few days, with Jane throwing herself in his path in a vain attempt to seduce him, and how it had concluded the previous evening.

      

      He grimaced as he came to the end of the story, feeling dirty all over again. “That is why I sent her away, but my aunt does not need to know. If Jane has gone, then all will be well.” He paused, “I intend to tell Joanna this morning, once this headache has passed, in case you think me cowardly.”

      

      Instead, Mrs. Hislop looked horrified. “I wasn’t talking about Jane, Your Grace.” Her voice trembled. “Your wife is gone… and now I think I understand why.”

      

      “Joanna is gone?” Edwin was out of bed in half a second, running for his clothes. His skull threatened to splinter with each movement, but he did not care.

      

      Mrs. Hislop nodded. “The stableboy saw her early this morning before dawn. She was saddling Pegasus. He didn’t think he ought to say anything, but his father came to me and told me.” She shook her head, fidgeting with her chatelaine. “Do you think it possible that she saw what Jane did last night?”

      

      “She was… asleep,” Edwin murmured, too confused to think. “I was asleep. I heard no one come into the library. If I had, I would have rushed Miss Russell out of it!”

      

      At that moment, one of the maids—Cathy—entered the bedchamber with her hand raised. “I saw her,” she admitted. “I saw her wandering. It must have been one o’clock or later. I thought she was venturing to the kitchens, but she went down the hallway to the library. I didn’t think anything of it, ‘til I overheard the stablemaster and his boy this morning.”

      

      “And no one thought to stop her, in her condition? Has everyone gone quite mad?” Edwin tilted his head back, expelling a strained breath. Of course, he knew it was no one’s fault but his own; he should have been firmer with Jane when she began her silly antics.

      

      Cathy dropped her chin to her chest, “I’m sorry, Your Grace.”

      

      Edwin ignored her, sifting through his swirling thoughts. Evidently, during her nighttime wandering, Joanna had entered the library at the worst possible moment, capturing sight of something easily misinterpreted. And, given Joanna’s experience of seeing her father indulge in affairs, that would have been her first and only thought—that Edwin was exactly the same.

      

      “How long ago did she depart on Pegasus?” Edwin turned back to Mrs. Hislop.

      

      “Long before dawn, according to the boy,” she replied. “But I reckon there’s only one place she would go. If you leave now, you can be there by this afternoon.”

      

      It took Edwin a moment to realize what the housekeeper meant, for though panic had sharpened his mind somewhat, it remained foggy from the encroaching swell of the fever that did not seem to care what had happened. Not that Edwin would let something like a sickness prevent him from going to his wife and winning her back. If winning her back was even possible.

      

      Let it be possible, he prayed, his heart threatening to pound out of his chest. He had been a shell of a man before she came into his life, and he would be no more than a husk if she decided she was better off without him.

      

      “Will you follow in the carriage?” he asked Mrs. Hislop. “I… do not know if Joanna will believe me, if I am alone.”

      

      Mrs. Hislop smiled sadly. “Of course, Your Grace.”

      

      “You do believe me, do you not?” Edwin had a moment’s hesitation, wondering if this was what an innocent man, sentenced for a crime he did not commit, felt like.

      

      Indeed, when he had committed a crime, and he and his brother had suppressed the truth by pretending their father’s death had occurred during a riding accident, he had not experienced fear like the fear that coursed through his veins in that moment. Nor had he thought his world was about to crumble, as he did then, thinking of how Joanna might look at him when they saw one another again.

      

      Mrs. Hislop rested a hand upon Edwin’s shoulder. “I don’t know too much, Your Grace, but I know love when I see it. I know how much you care for Her Grace, and I know you’re not so daft as you appear sometimes. You wouldn’t have done that to her, not in a thousand years.”

      

      “Then, let us hope I can make my beloved understand that,” Edwin rasped, his throat choked with worry. Still, there was hope in Mrs. Hislop’s words of faith, and he clung to it as he raced toward the stables to saddle Bellerophon.

      

      All the while, his head spun with vicious regret, I should have sent my aunt and that wretched girl home when I had the chance. I should never have allowed them to stay. For, in that one mistake, made to try and appease his wife, he knew he might well have lost her for good.
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      Windswept and soaked to the skin by a downpour of icy spring rain, Joanna arrived at Tillington House after what felt like a lifetime of riding. Even Pegasus, who had the stamina of his long and refined lineage, originating all the way back to the war horses of old, seemed weary. Yet, he tossed his head cheerfully as he set his brown eyes upon the manor, as if he knew he had carried his charge to somewhere safe.

      

      “Joanna?” Nancy’s voice cried from the front door, as she darted out into the last of the rain to meet her sister. “Is it really you?”

      

      Joanna barely had the strength to get down from the saddle. “I am home, dear sister.”

      

      “For how long do I get to keep you this time? I thought it would be an age until I saw you again! And you have not written, you naughty thing!” Nancy threw her arms around Joanna, hugging her tightly.

      

      Joanna hugged her back, struggling not to weep into her sister’s shoulder. “I am sorry I have not written,” she croaked. “I have been unwell.”

      

      “You have?” Nancy reeled back, pulling a face. “I hope it is not catching.”

      

      It was at that moment that Nancy seemed to realize that there was something amiss with Joanna, something that had nothing to do with any physical ailment. Nancy reached up and cradled Joanna’s face in her hands, squinting as if she was trying to read the troubles etched across Joanna’s exhausted expression.

      

      “What has happened?” Nancy asked.

      

      Joanna shook her head. “Not yet. I will collapse if I tell it now.” Her breath hitched but did not quite become a sob. “Let me have some warming tea, and then… I will tell you everything.”

      

      “Of course,” Nancy said, her voice concerned as she took hold of Joanna’s arm and led her to the house. Meanwhile, one of the stable hands took charge of Pegasus, leading the creature to his old stall.

      

      In the entrance hall, the sisters were met by their mother, who had likely heard the sound of approaching hooves. Fanny Swinton took one look at her eldest daughter and knew exactly what was wrong.

      

      “He has betrayed you.” It was not a question.

      

      Joanna nodded weakly.

      

      Her mother swept in, taking hold of Joanna’s other arm, marching her directly to the drawing room where a tea tray and delicacies were swiftly ordered. But no one said a word until the offerings were brought in and the tea was poured, for there was, apparently, an etiquette to Joanna confessing that the marriage of her wildest dreams had all come crashing down.

      

      “Begin, my darling,” her mother encouraged, at last. “We will hold you through it all.”

      

      And so, Joanna did, explaining her fever and what she had heard the maids discussing, before concluding with what she had witnessed in the library. She tried to be strong as she told the awful tale, but her tears were traitors, spilling down her cheeks and lodging in her throat and making it difficult to speak throughout the most damning parts. Nevertheless, she managed to choke the story out, and sat back, utterly drained in every possible way,

      

      “Oh, JoJo,” Nancy whispered, shuffling across the bare floor on her knees to embrace her sister, using a nickname that Joanna had not heard since they were children. “I am so very sorry.”

      

      Joanna held tightly to her sister. “As am I.”

      

      “Of course, you will stay here for as long as you desire,” her mother added, moving from her armchair to join the embrace. “Forever, if that is what is required. I will not make you return. I will not let anyone make you return.”

      

      Joanna put her arms around her sister and her mother, grateful that she had chosen to ride there. There had been several moments where she had doubted the warmth of the reception, but she realized she need not have worried, for something had changed in her mother since she had been gone. A strength had risen to the surface, just as Edwin had described after Lord Rotherham’s ball.

      

      If nothing else, I am glad I gave you courage, Mama…

      

      “Do not be ridiculous!” a different, bitter voice joined the sympathetic peace, shattering it. “Of course she must return to her husband. Do not fill her mind with nonsense. This is not the way a lady, much less a duchess, ought to behave. It sounds like little more than a mild transgression—hardly something to quibble about. You may stay tonight, as the ride is long, but come morning, you will go back to him and apologize for running away like a child.”

      

      Joanna slowly peeled herself away from her sister and mother, who both held onto her as if they knew she was about to unleash hell upon her father. The lying, philandering, unscrupulous man stood there in the drawing room doorway as if he were a judge, proud and puffed, believing he had all the power in the world. Perhaps, if he had looked less arrogant, Joanna might have been able to calm herself.

      

      “It is because of disloyal, oath-breaking scoundrels like you that the younger gentlemen in society think it is fair game to betray their marriage vows and toy with the emotions of naïve ladies who believe charming words,” Joanna hissed, rising from her chair with all the fury of a Valkyrie. “It is because of gentlemen like you that ladies find their names dragged through the scandal sheets, their broken hearts spattered across the pages!”

      

      Her mother turned as white as a sheet. “Joanna, darling…”

      

      “I am not done!” Joanna snarled, walking toward her father. “Since childhood, when you brought one of your harlots to this very house while Mama was visiting a friend, I knew love did not exist. You taught me that. Perhaps, I could have accepted that, but it was your cruelty and the flagrant parading of your affairs that sickened me! You made my mother suffer, you let her cling to your every kind word as if you might change if she just made herself worthy of your loyalty, and when she dared to confront you, you said such vile things that it still appalls me to this day!

      

      “You told her that she was weak and that you should never have married her because she could not bear you a son!” Joanna went on, her words spooling out like thread dipped in glass. “Yes, Father, I heard you when you said that. I wanted to kill you. I have never felt hatred like it. And what is worse, you separated her from her friends, you told her she could not see them anymore because they were 'silly' and they 'filled her head with foolish notions.' I wonder if they saw right through you, and that is why you did not like them. Ladies immune to your charms.”

      

      Nancy appeared on Joanna’s right side, and, for a moment, Joanna thought her sister was going to ask her to calm down or pull her away. Instead, Nancy looked squarely at their father and nodded, saying, “And then, you thought you would sell me for the highest price. I would be trapped in a marriage I did not want if Joanna had not stepped in.” She paused. “You pay for us to live in comfort, that is true, but you behave as if you are owed the pleasure of all of these additional women because you have given us a comfortable existence. Indeed, you have forgotten the greatest rule of a gentleman: that your word is your bond.”

      

      “I… have kept my word,” their father faltered. “I have ensured that my wife and children are secure.”

      

      Nancy shook her head. “You gave your word when you married our mother that you would be loyal and faithful, pledging yourself to her as she pledged herself to you. You promised it before God, and I do wonder what He would make of your… not-so-secret paramours.”

      

      “Our mother has loved you for all of my life, certainly, and I expect she married you with a hope of love in her heart that you have crushed year upon year,” Joanna continued. “Still, she has defended you, she has scolded us for speaking against you, she has bowed her head and looked the other way as you dishonored her with your actions and subtly instructed us to do the same, but no more. Now, in a small way, I understand the pain you have caused her, and I will not let you stand there and dictate to me how I should respond to my husband breaking his pledge to me. Nor will I let you hurt her anymore.”

      

      For the first time in his life, Joanna’s father was speechless, all the color drained from his face as he stared at his defiant daughters. Behind them, their mother wept softly into a handkerchief, but it was not the familiar, stifled sobs of pain that they were accustomed to—instead, there was a smile in her snuffles, a pride in the defensive stance that her children were taking to protect her.

      

      “I… have loved her,” their father replied, at last. “I have loved her as much as I could.”

      

      “Do not lie,” Joanna seethed. “You have never loved any of us, you have only thought of how we might benefit you.”

      

      Her father’s eyes widened. “That is not true. I love you and Nancy dearly. I… have not, perhaps, always shown it, but I have felt it.” He glanced at his wife. “And I… have… respected you. Well, no, maybe I have not, but… I…”

      

      “Will respect me henceforth?” Joanna’s mother interjected, blowing her nose on her handkerchief. “Will you cease your journeys to London, as I have begged a thousand times? I know there are no children; I have investigated. And you are too old to be gallivanting. It is rather sad, in truth.”

      

      Joanna’s father looked cornered, fidgeting with his sleeves. “If Joanna promises to at least speak with her husband, I… will not visit London anymore, not without you.”

      

      “Are you worried you might not have a grandson who will inherit a dukedom?” Joanna could not help it, for she well knew where her father’s concerns stemmed from. It was why she had felt no fear in finally telling him everything she had longed to, for most of her life. For once, she held all the power.

      

      Her father swallowed. “I am worried for your security.”

      

      “Of course you are,” Joanna replied sarcastically. “But, very well, I will speak to my husband—one day, I shall. I do not know when, but I promise you I shall. And if I should discover that you have not kept your promise, I assure you that you will come to regret it.”

      

      Her father nodded slowly. “I can accept those terms.” He paused. “And… I am sorry for what has befallen you. I would not have expected it of someone like His Grace. It is… an unpleasant surprise.”

      

      “You may leave us. We were just enjoying some tea,” Joanna said, turning her back and sitting back down in the nearest armchair. Nancy joined her in the subtle revolt, while their father could not flee the room fast enough.

      

      In his absence, the three women stared at one another, as if in the midst of a conspiracy, their faces reflecting each other’s shock as their breaths whispered through the room like prayers. A moment later, their shock transformed into smiles, and then, into a laughter that must have chased Joanna’s father through the hallways, letting him know that this time, he would not get away with his bad behavior.

      

      “What a day this is turning out to be!” Joanna’s mother cried, dabbing her cheeks with her handkerchief. “And I thought I would just spend the afternoon embroidering.”

      

      Joanna sipped her tea, soothed by the companionship of her mother and sister. “It has been a strange day indeed.”

      

      “Did you mean what you said about speaking with your husband?” her mother asked, offering a sympathetic smile.

      

      Joanna shrugged. “I cannot answer that, at present. If I were to see him now, I do not think I would be in any state of mind to hold a conversation.”

      

      “Very sensible,” her mother assured. “Let him stew.”

      

      Joanna mustered a chuckle, “I doubt he even knows I am missing.”

      

      “You left without a word?” Nancy gasped, wearing an expression of horror and awe.

      

      “I did,” Joanna replied. “I had to.”

      

      Her mother nodded slowly. “I can understand that. I am… proud of you, my darling. No matter what may happen, I will always be proud of who you have become.”

      

      Just then, the drawing room door burst open, and the butler ran inside, doing his best to try and close the door behind him. But there seemed to be someone on the other side, doing their best to gain entry.

      

      As Joanna watched the startling scene, her heart began to race, for though she hated the very thought of Edwin, there was a small part of her that hoped he had noticed her absence and had come to… Well, she did not know what he could do or say to make it better, but there was a tiny flicker of hope in the notion that he had followed her.

      

      “Joanna, I must speak with you!” a voice yelled, but it was not Edwin. It was not a man’s voice at all. “Please, allow me just a moment to explain!”

      

      Fresh anger simmered inside Joanna, hearing that traitorous voice. Yet, curiosity bubbled higher than her fury, prompting her to say something she never thought she would say. “Let her in.”

      

      The butler stared at Joanna. “Truly?”

      

      “Yes. Let her in.”

      

      He stepped away from the door… and Jane fell into the room.
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      Edwin turned his horse sharply through the gates of Tillington House, his fever and his panic vying for control of his aching body and overwrought mind. His thoughts were so fixed upon how he might remedy the awful predicament he had found himself in, that he did not notice the carriage coming toward him until it was almost too late.

      

      Fortunately, Bellerophon veered out of the way of disaster, snorting in annoyance at his rider.

      

      “Apologies,” Edwin urged, though even he could not tell if he was apologizing to his horse or the driver of the carriage, who scowled down at him as he set his abruptly stopped carriage in motion again.

      

      Bringing Bellerophon to a halt, Edwin watched the carriage go by… and his heart almost lurched out of his throat as he noticed the face staring out of the window. The pale hair, those spiteful eyes, those appalling lips; Jane Russell had beaten him to Tillington House, likely for reasons that immediately made his blood run cold.

      

      She wishes to take revenge for the threat I made, for booting her out of my residence, he realized, feeling sicker than he had done for the entire ride.

      

      To make matters worse, Jane smiled coldly as she passed. Victoriously. And all he could do was sit there on his horse, torn between cutting off the carriage and making Jane go back to Tillington House and going directly to the manor alone, to see if he could patch together whatever damage she had already done.

      

      Deciding that it would not be in his favor to bring Jane with him, however unwillingly, he urged his horse into the final lope toward his wife’s family home, praying that he still had a wife in more than name.

      

      At the bottom of the front steps, he leaped down from the saddle and ran up to the entrance, pulling hard upon the bell.

      

      A moment later, the butler appeared, peering cautiously out of a narrow gap in the door. “Oh, I thought you were someone else,” he said, opening the door wider. “Might I ask your business here, Your Grace?”

      

      “I am here to see my wife,” Edwin replied, moving to step past the fellow.

      

      But the butler blocked his path, narrowing the gap in the door once more. “I am afraid I shall have to speak with Her Grace, to see if she is accepting visitors.” He smirked a little, as if he had been waiting for this moment. “Please, remain here until I have spoken with her.”

      

      He closed the door without another word, leaving Edwin out on the steps, where dread roiled in his stomach and the growing heat of his fever prompted him to seek sanctuary upon one of the stone benches that adorned the front terrace. It was fortunate that the afternoon had cooled after the unexpected downpour, for otherwise he was quite certain he would have fainted by now.

      

      At least ten minutes later, the butler reappeared, turning his head left and right as he searched for Edwin.

      

      Edwin raised a hand. “I am here.”

      

      “Ah, so you are,” the butler said, stepping onto the terrace. “Her Grace has informed me that she will not be receiving visitors this afternoon. You may call upon her again tomorrow, though she has asked me to tell you that she might also be refusing visitors by then. She has had some upsetting news, or so I have heard, and must rest.”

      

      Edwin squeezed his eyes shut. “Please, ask again if she will see me.”

      

      “There is no need, Your Grace. She was quite firm,” the butler replied.

      

      Edwin opened his eyes again. “Then, I will sit here until she agrees to receive me.”

      

      The butler arched an eyebrow. “There, Your Grace?”

      

      “Yes, right here. You may inform her of that.”

      

      The butler offered a brief bow. “Of course, Your Grace. Might I fetch you anything in the meantime?”

      

      “A drink. Any drink,” Edwin panted, his throat so dry and swollen that he could barely swallow air.

      

      “Certainly, Your Grace.” The butler disappeared, though he made sure to slam the door first, to ensure that Edwin understood that his presence was not welcome.

      

      What did you say to her, Miss Russell? Edwin cursed inwardly as he held his head in his hands, hoping that the pressure of his palms against his temples might alleviate his violent headache.

      

      He had been sitting there for barely a minute or two before the butler returned with a cup of tea. Edwin took it hesitantly, glancing toward the manor’s front door, hoping for a glimpse of Joanna. Perhaps, the tea was a peace offering and she would soon allow him inside.

      

      “She has reiterated that she will not be receiving visitors today,” the butler said, as if reading Edwin’s mind.

      

      Edwin sipped the tea, though it did nothing to ease his sore throat. “Then, you may reiterate to her that I will not leave this bench until she does.”

      

      “Of course, Your Grace.” The butler disappeared again, and though Edwin had promised to remain where he was, he knew it would send him to the brink of madness if he sat there and did nothing.

      

      Getting up, taking his cup with him, he decided to search for another way in.

      

      As he walked around the manor, testing every door he came across, he mopped his brow with his sleeve, feeling worse with every passing minute. The panic-fueled ride to Tillington House had somehow held the sickness at bay, but now that he had nothing to do but wait, it returned with a vengeance.

      

      “Is this your final punishment, Father?” he rasped, blinking ahead at the never-ending terrace that wrapped around the entire house.

      

      For a moment, he faltered, believing he saw someone who looked very much like his father walking toward him. Leaning against the nearest wall for support, he blinked quickly to try and clear the blurriness from his eyes, and the vision vanished. The fever was beginning to play tricks, and being so far from his own residence, he dreaded to think how they might manifest themselves.

      

      As if it could get any worse, he reminded himself, continuing around the manor to no avail. All of the doors were locked, perhaps deliberately so. Joanna was not foolish; she would have known he would attempt something like that.

      

      “I am not going anywhere!” he shouted, returning to the front of the house where Bellerophon grazed on the stretching lawns. No stable hand had come to fetch him, giving Edwin another hint that he was not welcome. “Joanna, if you can hear me—I am not leaving these grounds! I will wait here until you see me! And if you will not see me or speak to me, then I will shout everything that I have to say from this very spot!”

      

      He glanced at the door, but it did not open. Indeed, there seemed to be no movement whatsoever within the house.

      

      “I shall give you one hour to allow me inside!” Edwin added, retreating to the front steps where he sat down and finished his cup of tea, wishing it would rain again to cool his fiery skin.

      

      I know I have no right to make demands of you, my love, but if you would just allow me to explain, he pleaded inwardly, his gaze flitting toward the gates. He sighed, realizing there was a good chance that, no matter what he said, Joanna would not believe him. If he had gotten there ahead of Jane, perhaps he would have had a hope of convincing her, but that had trundled away with Miss Russell’s carriage and her smug, wretched smile.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later—or thereabouts, for Edwin had no clock to tell the time by—another carriage turned in through the gates and made its way down to where he still sat, growing more and more delirious. Indeed, for a short while, he was not even certain that the carriage was real, but just a figment of his feverish imagination.

      

      “She won’t let you in?” Mrs. Hislop asked, getting down from the carriage.

      

      Edwin shook his sore head. “I am about to make my declaration, so you have arrived at the perfect moment.”

      

      “A declaration?”

      

      He winced. “She must hear me, one way or another.”

      

      “You do not look well, Your Grace.” Mrs. Hislop pursed her lips. “Perhaps, we should take you back to Bruxton Hall. You can return when you’re feeling better, and Her Grace has had a while to calm her ire.”

      

      He cast her a despondent look. “I cannot return until I have spoken. I do not care if I collapse on these steps, as long as she hears me.” He quickly informed Mrs. Hislop of what she had missed, including the sight of Jane leaving Tillington House as he arrived.

      

      “Oh, you poor thing,” Mrs. Hislop murmured, as another figure bustled out of the carriage with the air of a military general.

      

      “I knew that wicked girl would come to no good,” Edwin’s aunt said, tutting. “I took her in at five-and-ten because her father was worried she would end up with child by the butcher’s boy. She has always been wayward, though I have done my best. You would not know it to look at her, but if I do not keep her on a short rein, she wanders off and has a habit of getting into all manner of trouble. I was not jesting when I said I know too many things about too many people—it has spared her hide more times than I care to count. I am only sorry I did not watch her more closely around you, dear boy. I had assumed that, being distantly related, she would not fall back into her bad habits with you.”

      

      Edwin’s jaw dropped. “You told my aunt?”

      

      “I had to,” Mrs. Hislop replied, though she had the decency to look somewhat shamefaced. “She wouldn’t let me leave unless I did, and I couldn’t let you ride all the way here without reinforcements. Not in your current condition. Goodness, I shouldn’t have allowed you to go. Look at you!”

      

      Edwin cleared his throat. “I am well enough.”

      

      “No, you are not,” his aunt interjected. “The one thing I can be sure of is that Jane was not lying about her sickness, and nor was Joanna pretending. It has claimed you, and if you are not permitted into this manor soon, you might very well collapse on these steps. So, allow me.”

      

      His aunt marched up to the front door and pounded on it with a clenched fist, foregoing the bell altogether.

      

      This time, when the butler answered, he jumped back as if Edwin’s aunt had struck him. “Um… might I assist you, Madame?”

      

      “Where is Her Grace? Bring her to this door at once. Tell her it is Peggy,” Edwin’s aunt instructed. “And do not tell me that she is not receiving visitors. We are friends; she will receive me.”

      

      The butler nodded. “Allow me a moment, Madame.”

      

      “Hurry yourself. I do not like to wait,” Edwin’s aunt replied, folding her arms across her immense bosom.

      

      As his aunt waited impatiently, Edwin peered up at Mrs. Hislop. “It is hopeless. Jane has poisoned her mind against me; I am certain of it.”

      

      “There is always hope, my dearest boy,” Mrs. Hislop insisted, using a term of endearment she had not used since he was a child. “Look at the two of you, before all of this unpleasantness. You did not think you would ever find a woman to love and be loved by, yet she was determined to win your heart. In doing so, she won yours. She will not forget that in a hurry. She will believe you. She knows you, better than you might think.”

      

      Just then, the butler returned. “Her Grace has agreed to receive you.”

      

      “She has?” Edwin shot to his feet far too fast, stumbling up the steps to reach the door.

      

      He had barely set one foot inside the entrance hall when the exhaustion and the fever and the soul-sapping panic of losing Joanna hit him in one great wave, striking him in the back of the knees. His legs crumpled beneath him, sending him crashing to the floor.

      

      Undeterred, he struggled to get back onto his feet, but his limbs would not cooperate, as if they were no longer connected to his thoughts and will. His fingertips scraped weakly at the floorboards, as his aunt and the butler hurried to try and help him up. But he was too heavy, and without the collaboration of his limbs, he could do nothing to help them help him.

      

      “Edwin?” a soft voice whispered, brimming with alarm.

      

      He heard footsteps approaching, and his gaze flitted in the direction of the sound. There, standing a few paces away, her eyes wide in fright, her hand to her heart, was Joanna.

      

      He mustered a weak smile, the curve of his lips taking his last sliver of strength. A moment later, the world went dark, pulling a black curtain over everything, including the worried face of the woman he loved.

      

      How ironic it would be, his last thought before oblivion whispered, if I were to die right now, before ever knowing if she forgives me. His father would have relished that.
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      Jane’s arrival had, perhaps, been the strangest part of the day’s proceedings. Of all the people who might have come to the front door of Tillington House, Joanna had never expected it to be Jane, for who would have the gall and indecency after what had occurred in the library?

      

      Perhaps, that was precisely why Joanna had allowed the treacherous woman into the drawing room—to find out what manner of woman had stolen Edwin’s heart, though Joanna had begun to doubt it had ever been hers anyway.

      

      “Might I have a moment alone?” Joanna asked her mother and sister, who both looked braced for a fight.

      

      Nancy shook her head. “I am not leaving you alone with this woman.”

      

      “Please, Nancy,” Joanna urged. “There are things that might be said that I do not wish your innocent ears to hear.”

      

      Her mother rose and offered her hand to Nancy. “Come, darling. We can finish our tea on the terrace. If Joanna needs us, she can call for us.”

      

      Thank you, Joanna mouthed to her mother, who gave a sage nod in reply: a nod that spoke of experience in contending with a husband’s lovers.

      

      Once the two women had made their way out onto the terrace and closed the doors behind them, Joanna gestured for Jane to take a seat in one of the vacated armchairs. Still dusting herself off after stumbling awkwardly into the room, Jane chose the seat farthest from Joanna, and folded her hands piously in her lap, as if she were also an innocent victim.

      

      “Have you come to tell me that we can all reside together in one household, or that you are benefitting me in some peculiar fashion?” Joanna began, when Jane made no attempt to speak first. “Or have you merely come to gloat?”

      

      Jane smiled coldly. “I have no reason to gloat, Joanna.”

      

      “Ah, so you are going to pretend as if you did nothing wrong?”

      

      Jane’s smile faded, “I know what you think you saw in the library, Joanna.”

      

      “What I think I saw? No, I assure you, my eyes know precisely what they saw and the memory is perfectly seared into my memory, in case I should find a moment where I am able to forget,” Joanna shot back, grabbing a scone from the plate on the central table, in case she felt peckish or decided she wanted to throw something at her rival later.

      

      Jane shook her head. “No, your eyes know only what I wanted them to see,” she explained carefully. “I was aware of your presence in the library that night. In truth, I am surprised His Grace did not hear, for you have such… masculine footfalls. Heavy.”

      

      “If this is the beginning of an apology, you are taking a most unusual route,” Joanna remarked, glaring.

      

      Jane’s smile returned, crueler than before. “He was asleep, Joanna. He did not even know I was there. When I heard you enter, I asked him to 'read that again for me,' though his book had fallen from his hands long ago. I watched it fall, as I watched him sleep, waiting for him to awaken.”

      

      “Is that something you do often—watching other women’s husbands sleep?”

      

      Jane shrugged. “Whenever there is one in my bed.” She paused, expelling a sigh. “His Grace is not that sort of gentleman. I know, because I used all of my usual charms and tricks, and not one of them worked. And though you think you saw us together, you did not stay to watch the part where he threw me off him so hard that I still have a bruise on my back from where I landed on the floor. Ironically, my unwanted kiss woke him up, and he was not best pleased that I was not you.”

      

      “Pardon?” Joanna faltered, staring at Jane as if she had a horn growing out of her head.

      

      “He refused me.”

      

      Joanna shook her head. “That is not what I saw and not what I heard. The maids were discussing all of the wretched antics that the two of you had been reveling in, while I was in the grip of a fever.” She wracked her mind for the memory. “He had his arm around you, coming back to the manor from the river. You were smiling and laughing together. He kissed your neck in the stables. You had been stealing into the library together, long before I happened upon you, and had been spending a good deal of time together beyond the library.”

      

      Jane rolled her eyes as if Joanna’s pain bored her. “He helped me back from the river because I waded in and pretended to drown. I knew he was going to check the rising water levels, so I timed it for that very event. Almost did drown, in truth.” She had the audacity to laugh. “Him 'kissing my neck' in the stables is false—I pretended to catch the back of my dress on a nail; he helped get me free. I suppose he got rather close, because I chose the spot carefully, which must have been what those gossiping maids saw. As for stealing into the library together—he would enter, I would sneak in after and wait for him to fall asleep. Until last night, he never did. I also pretended to fall and faint in front of him, which I suppose the maids did not see. He helped me, but that is all, and I suspect he did it for you.”

      

      “For me?” Joanna snorted, but doubts began to creep in.

      

      Jane nodded. “Every time he helped me, he would tell me over and over how much he loves you, and how glad he is that you have a friend of similar age at the manor. Everything was about you.” She pulled a sour face. “I did not think it possible, but I finally found the one gentleman who could not be seduced. Did not stop me from making a fool of myself in the attempt, though.”

      

      “I… do not understand.” Joanna rubbed the base of her throat, feeling uneasy, as if she had just made the greatest mistake of her life.

      

      “I have wanted him for myself since I was a girl,” Jane replied, pouring herself a cup of tea. “Peggy has always kept me at a safe distance, of course, but she was too distracted by you and her nephew to notice my pursuit. She even protected me, quite by accident, when I destroyed that gown of yours.”

      

      Joanna nearly choked on her own breath. “That was you?”

      

      “You see, Peggy had fallen asleep in the bath, which is a rather dangerous thing to do, but considering the size of her, I doubted she would drown,” Jane went on, smirking. “It took mere moments for me to dash to your chambers, rip the gown to ribbons, and return to scrubbing Peggy’s back unnoticed. Fortunately, the lock was broken on your chamber door, though if it had not been, I would simply have gone back another time. I can be quite… destructive when I have my heart set on something.”

      

      “Are you enjoying this? Do you take pride in this?” Joanna coughed, appalled and bewildered by what she was hearing, and how she was hearing it. It was as if Jane was telling an amusing story from one of the most recent balls, not telling the tale of how she had deliberately sought to destroy Joanna and Edwin’s marriage, to steal him for herself.

      

      Jane swiped a scone, taking a big bite. “I am very disappointed in myself, actually. I am sorry about your gown—I do not know why I did it, in truth. I suppose I thought you would respond as I would have done, by insisting that no one would be going to the ball. Then, I would have been able to stay at Bruxton Hall to further my pursuit.” She paused, tilting her head to one side. “I should have known then that His Grace was… unusual, considering what he did for you with his mother’s gown.”

      

      “You are quite mad, do you know that?” Joanna shook her head in disbelief.

      

      “I have been told that, yes,” Jane answered. “Being starved of affection will do that to a lady. Anyway, for the sake of my future prospects, I thought it best to come and tell you the truth. Rather dramatic of you, though, running away in the dead of night—it is fortunate I saw you leave, or I would not have known where to come.”

      

      Joanna narrowed her eyes, tempted to hurl her scone at the odd woman. “You think Edwin will tell Peggy what you did, and she will cast you aside?”

      

      “Or something of that kind,” Jane confirmed. “So, be a precious little lamb, and return to Bruxton Hall before anyone realizes you are missing. If they have, say you wished to ride and got lost in the hills. Tell no one of what I have said, and all will be well. You can be blissfully happy with your annoyingly loyal husband, and I can find one who will allow me to do as I please—or is too stupid to realize.”

      

      Joanna’s irritation flared. “I do hope that was not a threat, Miss Russell.”

      

      “Not a threat, but a hope,” Jane replied, in the first display of true chagrin she had shown since entering the drawing room. “I was not always this way.”

      

      “No?”

      

      Jane’s expression softened, her eyes glistening. “As a child, I was left in the nursery and ignored, or tormented by my brothers when they tired of whatever new gift they had been given. For days, no one would kiss me goodnight or come to fetch me. As I grew up, nothing changed. So, I demanded attention with bad behavior, until my family also grew tired of that and sent me to Peggy. No one wrote to me, no one visited me, for my mother and father had sons; why would they care about a daughter? Since then, it has been my… purpose, I suppose, to dismantle as many families as I can—or, at least, have the power to, if I wanted. It is not much of an excuse, but it is my story.”

      

      If Jane had begun with that, perhaps Joanna might have felt more sympathy. But even through her outrage and disgust, Joanna allowed a small fragment of pity to pierce the bubble of her desire to punish Jane for what she had done, all she had orchestrated. After all, Joanna had not stayed to speak with Edwin, to hear his side of the story; instead, she had run with her first instinct that he had betrayed her, because that was what she had been taught of gentlemen.

      

      We are all the consequences of our parents’ actions, she knew, watching Jane as the contrite woman dropped her chin to her chest, as if waiting for an axe to fall.

      

      “Peggy will have to learn of your attempt to ruin my marriage,” Joanna said, at last, “but I will ask her, on your behalf, to show mercy. I will ask her to continue to have you with her as a companion, and to bring in a matchmaker if a suitable husband cannot be found for you by the end of next season. That is all I can do for you, after what you have done to me.”

      

      Anger flashed in Jane’s eyes for a moment as she lifted her head, but she must have seen danger in Joanna’s gaze, for she quickly let that spark fade. “I suppose I should be grateful,” she muttered. “Peggy, at least, will do anything you ask.”

      

      “But do try to be better, Jane,” Joanna added. “It does us no favors to live in the fears and chaos that our fathers have stamped into our hearts and minds. If I had followed those fears, if I had turned my back on love because I did not think it existed, I would never have found happiness. I believe you might find it too, or someone who accepts you as you are, at the very least.”

      

      Jane furrowed her brow. “I… really am sorry for trying to corrupt him.” Her breath hitched. “I did not believe any honest, loyal gentlemen existed. It has been an education. A strange one.”

      

      “As it has been for me, too. I have much to learn still,” Joanna conceded. “And the rest of my education will begin with an apology to the man I love. I suggest your continued education begins with several apologies, and you ought to start your journey now.”

      

      Jane set down her teacup and pulled back her shoulders. “I may return to Bruxton Hall with your permission?”

      

      “You may.”

      

      Jane got up without delay, heading for the door. On the threshold, she turned back. “I misjudged you and His Grace. I will make amends, one day.” She paused. “I know you have the power to ruin me for what I have done, and I am eternally grateful that you have chosen not to. I will apologize. I will… try to be better.”

      

      “That is all I can ask.” Joanna put on a smile, for if Jane tried to stay at Bruxton Hall after her apologies had been made, Joanna would also ask one more thing of the woman: to leave, before she dragged her away by her hair.

      

      With that, Jane left, and Joanna headed out onto the terrace to meet her sister and mother. From there, they watched Jane’s carriage depart, bumping and swaying up the gravel road to the gates.

      

      “I should also return,” Joanna said, having informed her mother and sister of everything they had not already overheard through the terrace door. “I will stay tonight, so that Pegasus can rest properly, and then I will ride back in the morning.”

      

      Joanna’s mother moved to embrace her eldest daughter. “Do not feel foolish for making assumptions,” she whispered, somehow reading Joanna’s heart. “Had Edwin been almost any other gentleman, you would not have been wrong. Still, I am pleased beyond measure that he is not like the others.”

      

      “As am I,” Joanna replied, hugging her mother tightly, wishing it had been the same for her.

      

      At that moment, the crunch of hooves snared the attention of the three ladies on the terrace, their heads all turning toward the sound. A huge, proud black stallion almost careered into Jane’s carriage, prompting Joanna’s heart to lurch into her throat. She would have known that horse, and his rider, anywhere.

      

      “He came,” Joanna whispered. “Quick, everyone inside!”

      

      Grabbing her mother and sister by the hands, she pulled them back into the drawing room and closed the door, locking it behind them.

      

      “You are not going to greet him?” Her mother looked puzzled.

      

      “Not like this!” Joanna replied, gesturing down at her wretched appearance. “Come, help me to wash and dress in something more befitting, for I would begin the rest of my life not resembling a hedge witch that has never seen the pronged end of a comb. We must hold him off for an hour or so. If he is determined, he will not mind, and the reunion will be all the sweeter, for I will not smell so sour.”

      

      Joanna’s mother relaxed. “Very wise, my darling. I will tell the butler to keep Edwin outside until you are… more yourself.”
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        * * *

      

      Staring at her beloved husband, lying unconscious on the floor, Joanna wished she had gone straight to him in all her wild dishevelment instead of bathing in delightful oils and putting on one of her old dresses. Her prettiness seemed foolish now, and her long skirts only got in the way as she bent down and tried with all her might to heave her husband up.

      

      “Edwin, wake up,” she urged, but his eyes fluttered behind his eyelids, unable to open. “Please, my love, wake up.”

      

      Peggy glared at the butler. “Send for footmen, you oaf! My nephew must be carried to a bedchamber at once. And have the physician sent for!”

      

      “Of course, My Lady,” the butler replied, scurrying off.

      

      Meanwhile, Joanna had managed to roll Edwin onto his back. Kneeling at his side, she pressed her palm to his brow, wincing at the heat that radiated into her skin. He was slicked in sweat, pale as a ghost, murmuring softly in some manner of delirium.

      

      “He has caught the sickness,” she said miserably, hating that she had kept him outside. “Why did he ride all the way here if he was so unwell?”

      

      Mrs. Hislop crouched low and rested a hand on Joanna’s back. “For you, Lady Joanna. There’s been a terrible misunderstanding—quite a mess that has been made by Jane, but—”

      

      “I know it all,” Joanna admitted. “I was going to allow him entry, but I wanted to… look beautiful for him, first. I was not trying to play silly games. Goodness, I should have let him in. I should have…”

      

      Mrs. Hislop folded Joanna into her comforting arms. “He will survive it, as you have done. And when he awakens, with his health restored, he will be glad to discover that he is forgiven and that there has been no love lost between you.”

      

      “I am sorry, my love,” Joanna whispered, pulling away to take hold of Edwin’s hands. “Please, be well. Be well so that I can tell you, with all my heart, how much I love you.”

      

      In his delirium, Edwin’s face twisted. “Do… not leave… me,” he murmured, and Joanna’s heart broke just a little bit, thinking of the nightmares that must have been swimming through his head.

      

      “Be well,” she repeated. “Please, my love, you must be well, for I do not know what I would do without you.”
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      Edwin blinked as orange light flickering against an unfamiliar wall. His heart jolted, his first thought of fire consuming the hallways and rooms of Bruxton Hall, but as his weary eyes adjusted and his panic ebbed, he realized it was just the sunset, burning through the window.

      

      Where am I? He glanced around, puzzled by his surroundings. Nothing was recognizable as his own, and there was a strange old man staring at him from a dusty portrait opposite. No one from his family.

      

      At length, his foggy memory began to clear, bringing back the unpleasant events that had brought him to Joanna’s front door. He remembered collapsing and seeing her standing over him, but he could not recall whether she had been smiling or glaring at him. Either way, he knew he was exactly where he needed to be, though he had no notion of how long he had been asleep after the darkness claimed him.

      

      Just then, the bedchamber door opened, and a very familiar figure walked in, humming to herself as she carried a tray of what appeared to be medicines and a teapot with two cups.

      

      Edwin watched his beloved wife, smiling at the fact that she was not aware he had awoken. He observed her as she made her way around the room, setting the tray down on a side table, before rearranging the flowers in the vases and going to the windows to pull the drapes back further. She paused there for a moment, silhouetted by the bronzed light, looking more beautiful than he had ever seen her.

      

      And I might lose her, he lamented, his heart seizing.

      

      As she turned, her eyes flitted toward the bed… and an almighty scream burst from her throat. She quickly clamped a hand over her mouth, leaning back against the window seat to catch her breath.

      

      “You scared me!” she yelped.

      

      “I did not mean to.”

      

      A moment later, she was running toward him, climbing up onto the bed and pulling him into her arms. She smothered him with affection, covering his face in kisses, smiling against his skin as she held him close.

      

      “You slept late,” she said softly, pulling back so she could look at him properly.

      

      He frowned. “How long?”

      

      “A week,” she replied, chuckling. “You must have been exhausted from all of the nonsense.”

      

      “Nonsense?”

      

      She nodded. “Now, I ought to scold you for sitting at my bedside for the entirety of my own sickness. Mrs. Hislop informed me of your nightly vigil, and if I had known, I would have shooed you away. Do you not know that it is dangerous to remain so close to a victim of the plague?”

      

      “You are… only scolding me for that?” A flame of hope ignited in his chest.

      

      She raised a curious eyebrow. “Why, is there something else I ought to be scolding you for?”

      

      “Miss Russell,” he said quietly. “You… ran from the house. You must have thought that I—”

      

      She pressed her fingertips to his lips. “Do not speak of that woman, or I might find myself with a fever too—a fever of irritation.” She smiled. “I know everything, my love. She told me herself, when she visited me just before you arrived. I think she wanted to preserve her future prospects, though Peggy is still deciding what is to be done with the wretch.”

      

      “She told you?” Edwin squinted. “Then, why did you leave me out on the porch steps? Why did you refuse to receive me? Of course, you did not know I was unwell, but if you knew I had done nothing wrong, why would you toy with me?”

      

      She pulled an apologetic face. “I was not toying with you, though I understand it might appear that way. I had ridden for hours through wind and rain and the mud that comes with both. I stank, I looked ghoulish, I had unseemly rips in my dress, and I… wanted to present myself properly to you before I allowed you in. Of course, when I discovered you on the floor, collapsed from your fever, I have never felt more foolish. Well, perhaps I have felt more foolish once, when I believed that you could betray me.”

      

      Edwin did not know whether to be relieved or annoyed, as he thought about the stress and panic that he had endured while outside on the stone bench, uncertain of whether or not anything he said would be enough to convince Joanna of his innocence. But peering up at her anxious face, seeing her smile, holding her in his arms again, the annoyance passed swiftly.

      

      “You could have appeared at the door in a straw sack, your face streaked in dirt, and I would have been overjoyed,” he told her, lifting his hand to her pink cheek, brushing it gently with his thumb. “And I would still have kissed you as if it were the first time.”

      

      She covered his hand with hers. “You must not think of kissing and other such delights, for it might send you back into your delirium.” She flashed a grin. “You were saying rather… obscene things as you slumbered in your fever. I am glad no one else was here to hear it, for they would have been quite shocked.”

      

      “As obscene as your husband not wearing his shirt in the gardens?” he teased, already feeling better, for love was the greatest medicine.

      

      She chuckled. “You will never allow me to forget that, will you?”

      

      “Certainly not. Not until I make it become a reality, at least,” he replied silkily, tracing the fingertips of his other hand down the curve of her neck. “I shall have to ensure the staff are all elsewhere upon that day.”

      

      Joanna smiled. “I had worried you might be lost in nightmares until I heard your fevered mumblings,” she explained. “I believe you were, instead, dreaming of the morning before I fell ill. You mentioned how wonderful it felt to—”

      

      He sat up sharply, catching her mouth with his before she said another word. A slow and meaningful kiss, as if they had been separated for months. There was no better feeling in the world to him, than the response of her lips, moving with his, matching his passion without hesitation.

      

      “I would have missed this, if you were not able to forgive me,” he murmured, slipping his hand around to the nape of her neck, cradling her head.

      

      “I have nothing to forgive you for,” she reminded him, leaning in to kiss him again. “But do not think you shall have your way with me,” she said, pausing for a moment. “You are weakened by the sickness, and I fear that anything more than a kiss might kill you.”

      

      He grinned. “But what a way to die, my love.”

      

      “How macabre,” she teased, running her hands through his hair. “I suppose I should cease being surprised that a mysterious duke who lives in an eerie manor has such a sense of humor.”

      

      His smile faded, his mood turning serious. “I love you, Joanna. I knew it existed in the world, for I saw it between my brother and his beloved, but I never thought it would come to me. I assumed that love only had one ending: a tragic one.” His voice caught in his throat. “But then… there was you. A love that can only end one way: in true and unyielding happiness, for the rest of our days.”

      

      “I love you, too,” she replied softly, her eyes sparkling. “And I know I need not repeat my own story, but just know that you are an unexpected and quite glorious surprise. Even my mother is astonished that you are precisely as you are. Loyal and kind and the great love of my life, I expect. The one person in this world who can encourage me to leave my past and my troubles behind me.”

      

      Edwin’s heart swelled with joy as he tilted his head up, pressing the tenderest of kisses to her soft and plump lips, as if he was sealing a promise to love her for eternity. And her mouth pressed the promise back, her arms looping around his neck as she sank into him, letting the rest of the world fall away.

      

      “I already feel stronger,” he told her, guiding his kisses down the side of her neck to where life pulsed beneath the surface.

      

      She laughed but did not stop him as he grazed his lips across her chest and over the rise of her bosom, easing aside the neckline of her simple, white muslin gown to taste her sweet, pert nipples. She gasped as he sucked upon them, his palms running up the curve of her back, his loins burning as she writhed in his lap, teasing him into a throbbing desire.

      

      “Are you certain?” she asked breathily.

      

      He nodded, bringing her head down so he could kiss her again. “I might need to pause here and there to catch my breath, but I am certain. I need you, my love. You are my medicine.”

      

      The slow and sensual beginning quickly transformed into a rush of desperate desire, the air in the room shifting to one of heightened anticipation as the blissful couple tore at one another’s clothes, removing them as quickly as they could without actually ripping anything.

      

      Edwin’s undressing proved easier, considering he wore nothing but a nightshirt, but he reveled in the unveiling of Joanna’s nakedness. He had, from the first time they had lain together. It was a thrill to peel away the layers, exposing her bare skin piece by piece, like unwrapping a most precious gift. But when she was naked before him, he was the one rewarded by the sight of her heavenly form.

      

      “You are perfection,” he told her, panting, as his hand moved across the swell of her breasts and along the steep curve of her waist, gliding across the shapeliness of her hips and her lean thighs.

      

      She shook her head shyly. “There is no such thing.”

      

      “Which is precisely what a creature of perfection would say,” he replied, smiling so wide it ached in his cheeks.

      

      Holding his face in her hands, she kissed him deeply and lifted her hips upward, until the swollen desire of his manhood caressed the gateway to her hidden depths. A secret garden that he hoped to return to for the rest of his life, where hopes and children and love would continue to blossom.

      

      A moment later, she sank down onto him, her gasp of pleasure whispering against his lips as she took him inside her. She stilled for a moment, breathing hard, her mouth frozen in a half-kiss.

      

      “I have dreamed of this,” she murmured, coming back to life as she finished the kiss she had begun, letting her tongue dance against his.

      

      Edwin moaned in the back of his throat. “As have I. It is all I have dreamed of,” he gasped. “I am sure you heard it all.”

      

      “Not nearly enough,” she told him, rocking her hips forward.

      

      With his hands upon her hips, guiding her back and forth, he felt the squeeze of her thighs and the grip of her muscles, smiling at the old memory of wondering what it might be like to be ridden by her. It was more than he could ever have imagined, his passions spiraling out of control at the sensation of being swallowed up by her, urged deeper into the silken heat of her, while the sounds of her pleasure sparked through the air, fueling the fires of his.

      

      Knowing he needed to slow down, for he wanted it to last as long as possible, he wrapped his arms around her waist and rolled her onto her back. She peered up at him with loving eyes, her lips parted in a stifled breath, as he drew back… forcing himself to withdraw completely.

      

      The look of disappointment upon her face almost made him laugh, as he dipped his head to kiss every part of her his lips could discover, following the constellations of her freckles like a sailor at sea, finding his way home.

      

      Once he reached her hip, he nudged her gently onto her side and slid in behind her, encircling her with his arms. She fit perfectly to the shape and contours of his body, as if they were made for one another, and as his manhood strained to feel the warmth of her once more, he did not resist.

      

      “I love you,” he whispered, close to her ear, as he eased inside her.

      

      Her back arched, her buttocks pushing against him, while her hand gripped his arm, digging her fingernails in. “I love you!” she cried out, twisting her head back to kiss him.

      

      Slowing everything right down, he moved inside her, relishing each powerful, measured stroke and the way she responded, breathless and euphoric. Her backside pushed back to meet every tantalizing thrust, while his hands explored her, caressing her breasts, stroking the soft skin of her stomach, before finding the heat between her thighs.

      

      Knowing what she liked, hearing what pleased her, he let his fingertips circle her secret pearl, matching the pace of his slow thrusts. But it seemed she was also struggling to contain her need for bliss, as she began to move more quickly, setting the pace she desired to feel.

      

      He smiled, kissing her neck as he obeyed her silent command. Strumming her swollen bud, he let go of his inhibitions, plunging into her with delirious abandon, his entire body singing to the melody of her passionate cries and ragged breaths, spurred on by the grip of her fingernails. And she met every stroke with equal urgency, both of them moving as one, perfectly attuned to one another.

      

      Soon enough, he felt the power of his conclusion racing toward him, pulling his muscles tight, stoking embers of bliss that, once fully ignited, could not be stopped. He contemplated slowing his pace, but no sooner had he thought it than Joanna cried out, “Yes, my love! Oh yes, I am… I am…” She did not finish the sentence in words, but in a language much older, much more ancient: the cries of ecstasy.

      

      At the same moment, he tipped over the edge into his own conclusion, calling out for her as the bliss tore through him, spilling over into her. Their bodies strained together in a tangle of limbs and love, as Edwin thrust once more, pushing himself as deep as he could go. There, he stilled as she trembled in his arms, gasping as if she could not gulp down enough air, but he did not cease strumming her most sensitive spot until he was certain that her pleasure had begun to ebb.

      

      As it did, she relaxed in his embrace, turning her head to seek out his lips, kissing him slowly and deeply. He kissed her back, holding her closer, wondering if life could ever get any better than that moment.

      

      “So, this is love,” she murmured, turning in his arms.

      

      He embraced her, smiling as she nuzzled into his neck. “Yes, my darling, I believe this is love.”

      

      “Who knew?” she laughed softly.

      

      “Indeed,” he replied, “who knew.”

      

      They lay there together, bathed in the last glow of sunset, lost in their own private realm. Edwin knew that he was holding his entire world in his arms, and as he pressed a gentle kiss to her soft, silky hair, he thanked the heavens for bringing her to him.

      

      For years, he had believed in curses and ill fortune, carrying a heavy burden of guilt and regret that had, day by day, sapped the life out of him. He had hidden from society, withdrawing to the shadows, believing that was all he deserved for killing his father and not being able to save his brother or his brother’s beloved. But, for the first time in a decade, it felt like his penance had been paid, his atonement drawing to a close.

      

      For the first time in a decade, light had come back into his life, in the form of the woman in his arms. And where there was light, no curse or ill fortune could linger.

      

      From now on, he would be happy, taking his stumbling steps back into the society that had shunned him, and all because of Joanna. A marriage of convenience that had transformed into something beyond his wildest dreams: a marriage he would not, and could not, be without. A marriage of true love. A marriage that, one day, with her encouragement, he would believe he was worthy of.
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        Three Months Later…

      

      

      “I do not know whether to be horrified or relieved,” Peggy declared, huffing on her tea to cool it. “I did my best to keep her from trouble, but that girl will do as she pleases, regardless of what I say. I only hope that Viscount Wharton is the man for the challenge. He likely already regrets it. Still, at least she will have the security she always hoped for, though I will be a laundress before I believe that either of them will be faithful to one another.”

      

      Joanna chuckled, biting into a raspberry tart that was still warm from the oven. “I should say they are well matched.”

      

      “Well, perhaps, but… goodness, their names will never leave those wretched scandal sheets!” Peggy cringed, shaking her head.

      

      “Some are calling them revolutionaries,” Joanna said, prompting Peggy’s mouth to twist as if she had eaten something unpleasant.

      

      “And do you know what happens to revolutionaries? They end up beheaded. In their case, they will end up destitute, living beyond their means, feeding off the generosity of friends and acquaintances until society has grown tired of them, and they are shunned.”

      

      Edwin laughed, drawing a fond gaze from Joanna. “At least theirs will never be a tedious life, and at least they are out of ours.”

      

      “Do not rely upon that, nephew!” Peggy chided. “When they are down to their last shilling, you can expect a knock upon the front door. They will be beggars soon enough, you mark my words.”

      

      Joanna grinned. “They will find no coin here. I have poured it all into the gardens and the repairs of the eastern wing.”

      

      “I saw the lavender patch this morning,” Edwin said, reaching over to take his wife’s hand. “The bees adore it, and I saw a butterfly for the first time in… years. It is strange how one forgets the life that thrums around gardens, when one has gazed at shriveled shrubs and weeds for a decade.”

      

      In the three months that had passed since Edwin awoke from his sickness, there had been a great many changes at Bruxton Hall. The first was the welcome invasion of builders and an architect and laborers to begin the reparations on the eastern wing. The second was the first buds of new flowers in the gardens finally sprouting, and the extension of Joanna’s dream to exist in a world of natural beauty. A pond had been dug, where frogs and dragonflies and fish flourished, and all that was dead and decrepit had been cleared away.

      

      The southern wing still required attention, but that would have to wait until the eastern wing had been rebuilt. Indeed, there had been some discussion about tearing it down entirely, and making the manor smaller, but that had yet to be decided.

      

      As for Jane, she never returned to Bruxton Hall after visiting Joanna. For months, no one knew where she had gone, other than snippets of sightings discovered in the scandal sheets. None of which shone a promising light upon the errant young lady. The only thing anyone did know was that she was existing upon the jewels she had stolen from Peggy’s belongings, though Peggy had chosen not to pursue the matter.

      

      Then, just that morning, Peggy had arrived with news—both good and bad, depending on one’s perspective. Jane had eloped with the Viscount of Wharton, an infamous rake who could not have been loyal to a lady if she had been lashed to him. How they had encountered one another, and how Jane had convinced him to elope with her, remained a mystery, but Joanna was quietly pleased that her former acquaintance had met someone exactly like her. Perhaps, they would be happy together, living separately and with one another as they pleased, doing as they pleased.

      

      “Actually, Peggy, we have some news for you, too,” Joanna said, sitting up straighter as she held onto her husband’s hand. “We were going to wait until my mother and sister arrived, but as you are not staying long, we ought to tell you now.”

      

      Peggy froze. “You are with child? Are you? Are you truly?”

      

      “You did not need to spoil the surprise, Aunt,” Edwin scolded lightly, beaming from ear to ear. “The physician came yesterday. He has confirmed it.”

      

      “And I have been able to eat nothing but raspberry tarts for a fortnight, though it is better than being able to eat nothing at all,” Joanna added, grateful that she had begun to feel more like herself.

      

      At first, she had worried that she had contracted the sickness back from Edwin, but as the weeks had continued, and her nausea had not relented, Mrs. Hislop had offered a suspicion of what might be the cause. As it turned out, Mrs. Hislop had been right.

      

      “A child, my darlings!” Peggy shrieked, lunging off her armchair and darting over to embrace her nephew and his wife. She squeezed them so tightly that Joanna feared a rib might break, but she held the older woman in return, happy to be able to share the news at last. “Oh, this has cheered my day immensely!” Peggy continued. “I was content to be grumpy and miserable, fuming over Jane’s mischief, but I shall do nothing but smile now!”

      

      The old woman released the joyful couple and retreated back to her armchair, calling loudly for Mrs. Hislop. “Be a dear and fetch us something stronger, would you? This must be celebrated.”

      

      “Not for me,” Joanna said in a rush, for the mere scent of liquor and wine made her stomach turn.

      

      Mrs. Hislop flashed a wink. “Lemonade, perhaps?”

      

      “That would be delightful,” Joanna replied, with a relieved sigh. She could not get enough of the taste of sour things, which Mrs. Hislop had assured her was entirely normal.

      

      “And when do your mother and sister arrive?” Peggy asked, grinning like a fool. “I shall, of course, have to stay until they are here. We must all celebrate together, as a family. And do not worry, before you say anything, Edwin, I will not spoil the surprise. I will be as silent as a church mouse when they come.”

      

      Edwin grimaced. “I thought you had a previous engagement?”

      

      “Oh, fiddlesticks to that!” Peggy enthused, “I will remain, for it will be wonderful to share this happy moment with Joanna’s family. We all ought to become better acquainted, after all, for when this child arrives, you will see more of me than you have ever wished to!”

      

      Edwin pulled a face, while Joanna stifled a chuckle. He had been worried that this might happen and had urged Joanna not to tell Peggy about the child until after it was born, but she had thought that too unkind. Besides, knowing Peggy, Joanna had assumed she would find out some other way, and be furious with the pair of them.

      

      “They will be here this afternoon, and are staying for a fortnight,” Joanna told the older woman, already looking forward to being in the company of her family again.

      

      Much had changed at Tillington House, too, after the events that had occurred on that fateful day. Joanna’s father had ceased his visits to London, and in the letters Joanna had received from Nancy, it seemed that their mother and father were somewhere on the road toward companionship, if not love. As for Nancy herself, she had received several offers of courtship throughout the season but had not accepted any.

      

      “I am waiting for a love match, like yours,” she had explained in her letters, quite forgetting that, at first, Joanna’s and Edwin’s marriage had been anything but.

      

      Yet, that was the beauty of life, as far as Joanna was concerned. She viewed her union with Edwin like the toil she had put into the gardens. When she first arrived, to the unknowing eye, the ground and soil had appeared dead and inhospitable, unable to harbor the growth of anything. But she had seen potential and had possessed a determination to make the flowers grow. With nurture and love and nourishment, the buds had unfurled from the watered soil, and would flourish into something that would last beyond her lifetime.

      

      And that was her love for Edwin. A garden in bloom, that might need additional attention and nurture from time to time but would persevere through every winter and autumn and spring and summer, regardless. A legacy that their children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren would bask in, and would take hope from, when their own time came to find a match.

      

      “To the future,” Peggy proposed, when the liquor arrived and had been poured. “To an entire menagerie of children!”

      

      Joanna raised her glass of lemonade, clinking it first against her husband’s glass, as he leaned in and stole a kiss from her lips. “To the future, and an entire menagerie of children,” he said, as if just for her. “To us.”

      

      “To us,” she replied, pressing a hand to the slight swell of her belly.

      

      His hand covered hers, his smile brightening his beautiful eyes. “To all of us.”

      

      One thing was for certain; no matter what happened, the child growing within her would be loved beyond measure and would never doubt the existence of love or suffer as Joanna and Edwin had done.

      

      And that was something worth celebrating. Indeed, Joanna knew she would raise her glass for the rest of her days, thanking the heavens for changing her fate, bringing her a garden full of love that she would tend to for as long as she lived.

      

      “To all of us,” she whispered. “Always.”

      

      
        
        The End?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EXTENDED EPILOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Would you like to know how Joanna and Edwin’s relationship evolved? Then enjoy this free complimentary short story featuring the beloved couple!

      

        

      
        Simply TAP HERE to read it now for FREE! or use this link: https://go.sallyvixen.com/vx0SmVCf directly in your browser.

      

        

      
        I guarantee you, that you won’t be disappointed ♥
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LONDON, ENGLAND

        

      

    

    
      “Rachel, you know you don’t have to watch over me like a mother hen clucking at her chickens.”

      “Do I not? Hmm, then I wonder exactly what mischief you would get up to if I was not here to watch you.” Rachel turned her eyes on her sister, knowing the truth of the matter.

      She and her two sisters were standing at the edge of the Countess of Haskett’s ballroom. One luxurious event was leading into another, now that autumn was upon them, and the Season’s events were ticking by.

      This ball was no different from any of the others for Rachel.

      The room may have been draped in rich russet and gold cloth, and the cuisine for the night was distinctly autumnal in fare, with tarts made from recently acquired pumpkins from the Americasf, and spiced wines gracing the tables, but it was still like all the other balls,  and it still had the same effect on her sisters.

      Bridget, the middle sister, preferred hiding in the shadows. For one so petite in features with soft eyes and a gently sloping chin, she didn’t like many people looking at her. She preferred the corners of rooms where she could watch everyone from afar, regularly pushing back the light brown curls that framed her face.

      In contrast, their younger sister, Emily, strode forward, eager to be a part of the affair. With classic light blonde hair, she was a true beauty, and though she was aware of her fine features, she was not vain. Her flaw came in a different way instead.

      She is mischievous and bold, and longs to escape me, like a newly sprung bird that cannot yet fly, but totters out of the nest anyway.

      “Take care, Emily.” Rachel laid a hand on her younger sister’s arm. “Balls are not as safe as you give them credit for. Have you not pored over the scandal sheets this last summer? I know you have.”

      Emily rolled her eyes in answer. “Yes, yes, I know.” She waved a perfectly manicured hand in the air. “Many a lady’s reputation has been undone at such an event as this. That is not my intention, Sister, you know that.”

      “Whether it is your intention or not is not what I fear.” Rachel shared an uneasy look with Bridget, who was stepping between the two of them, trying to keep the peace.

      “Can this not wait for another time?” Bridget asked in a gentle voice.

      “No,” Emily and Rachel said in unison.

      “The problem is our sister treats me as if I am still a child,” Emily stated petulantly and reached for a glass of spiced wine nearby. She lifted the clove-scented wine to her lips and then gulped the liquid.

      Rachel hastily took the glass out of her sister’s hand, reaching past Bridget to do so. “I do not treat you like a child,” she said, trying to keep her voice calm. “I am attempting to point out that you should be wary of events such as this.” She waved the glass at the guests around them. “Many a gentleman comes here not for innocent dances, Emily.”

      “What do they come here for?” Bridget asked, frowning. Her light brown brows furrowed so deeply together that Rachel did a double take, sometimes startled at the innocence of her middle sister when her younger sister seemed to know everything there was about the mischief of men.

      “Bridget, you need to talk to the maids more,” Emily said with a giggle. “They could open your eyes to what a man and a lady can do alone.”

      Bridget bristled, rubbing her hands across her bare arms and pulling at the capped sleeves of her fine gown.

      “Ignore her, Bridget,” Rachel pleaded, laying a comforting hand on her sister’s shoulder. “You are here to enjoy yourselves.”

      “Yes, exactly!” Emily declared, snatching the wine glass out of Rachel’s hand again. “So, pray, let me enjoy myself.” With these final words, she spun away, taking the wine glass with her before Rachel could stop her. She disappeared into the crowds of well-dressed ladies and gentlemen with ease.

      “What is it you fear?” Bridget asked in a whisper, leaning toward Rachel. “Our sister may be mischievous, but she is not scandalous.”

      “It is rebellion I fear,” Rachel practically mouthed the words. “I know Emily has a good heart and would not risk her name for anything, but it is the behavior of others that I fear. If she puts herself in a risky position, who is to say a gentleman would not take advantage of that?”

      “Surely no gentleman here would be so… so…” Bridget struggled for the right words, wrinkling her nose.

      “Whatever the word is you’re looking for, it is your golden heart that thinks so.” Rachel smiled as she stared at her sister. “You always see the best in people. Even those who are strangers to you.”

      “I would not think the worst of every man I meet,” Bridget explained and reached for her own glass of wine from the table, though she lifted the glass much more slowly to her lips than their sister had done. “It would be a sorry way to live, indeed, in fear of everyone around the corner.”

      “Yes, I suppose so.” Yet, Rachel craned her neck and tried to seek out their youngest sister, her fear niggling at her.

      Despite Bridget’s optimism and Emily’s need for adventure, Rachel couldn’t help being worried. Ever since their mother had passed, Rachel saw it as her responsibility to care for her sisters. It was amplified by the fact that their father, Edward Lock, the Earl of Pratt, had a habit of staying away from events such as this. The only person who could look out for Emily and Bridget was Rachel.

      I intend to protect them, come what may.

      “Hmm!” Bridget abruptly squeaked as she took a sip of her wine.

      “Bridget? What is it?” Rachel asked, turning to face her.

      Bridget waved a hand toward the crowds, and Rachel turned around to see what was going on.

      Past the ladies with their hair trussed up with feathers or turbans, and the gentleman that preened and fussed with their fine black tailcoats, there was a door at the side of the ballroom. Emily was leaving through that door, quite alone, and heading outside.

      “God’s blood,” Rachel murmured breathily. “What is she doing?”

      “Perhaps she wants some fresh air?” Bridget asked in a small voice.

      When Rachel raised her eyebrows at her sister, Bridget had the decency to look ashamed and turn her head down.

      “Even to your ears, you must realize how odd that sounds. Fresh air has never much concerned out sister, but mischief? Now that is something, indeed.” Rachel put down her glass on the table behind them.

      “What do you intend to do?” Bridget asked.

      “To bring her back to the ball before anything can happen. Pray, Bridget, stay inside the ballroom.”

      “Yes, Mama Rachel,” Bridget said in jest with a giggle.

      Rachel shot her sister a playful glare, then hurried through the crowds. It was a nickname she had earned from the two of them many years ago, one she had never minded before. So, what if she liked to protect them? It was her duty as the elder sister!

      Stepping out of the ballroom door and into the garden, a whistle of wind met her ears. She tried to cover her arms with the palms of her hands, to bring herself some warmth, but the exposed skin was instantly covered in goosebumps. Looking around for her sister, she caught a glimpse of her reflection in one of the windows of the ballroom.

      Unlike her sisters, who were beauties, Rachel felt like an oddity in the family. Her light brown hair was rather mousy, hardly striking or even fair, but dull. It was tucked up in a chignon with one or two loose curls, but it was really rather plain.

      To her mind, her lips were far too large for the proportions of her face. She often used to jest with her sisters that she had a mouth the size of a cake plate, set in her much smaller cheeks with noticeably strong cheekbones.

      How strange I look.

      Hurriedly, she looked away from her reflection. She never looked at it for long these days. Any hope she might have had as a child that the unusualness of her looks would fade was wrong. She was just as strange as she had been as a child.

      “Emily?” Rachel hissed, stepping off the veranda outside of the house. She left a group of gentlemen that were smoking pipes behind on the veranda and scurried down a set of stone steps and into the terraced garden. “Emily?” she called a little louder this time, but there was no response from her sister.

      She caught a flurry of skirts between tall, towering yew bushes and hurried toward it. Hardly caring if Emily hated her for it, Rachel would grasp her sister by the scruff of her gown and drag her back into the ballroom at this rate.

      What does she think she is doing? This is so scandalous! If she is caught out here, and in the company of a man… Oh, God’s blood, surely that is not what my sister intends?

      Fearing Emily’s plans, Rachel’s pace increased. She rushed through the yew trees and happened upon a small patio topped with fine marble tables and surrounded by white stone statues of various Roman gods. She jumped at each god, for one minute thinking they were strangers in the garden, and laid her hand to her heart, which was hammering against her ribcage. Through the other side of the clearing, she peered through the bushes, over a sharp drop in the garden.

      She was offered a view of the garden in its entirety. Here, she could see the veranda outside of the house with the men and their pipes, and the smoke curling up in the air.

      Between them, a set of pale pink skirts darted.

      Emily!

      It seemed Emily had somehow circled back toward the ballroom. Rachel sighed with relief before understanding the position she had put herself in. By following Emily outside, she was now the one completely alone.

      Turning back, she intended to hurry between the white stone statues and head back toward the ballroom. She moved quickly, only to find one of the statues moved. Yelping, she jumped, one hand to her chest again, when she saw it was no statue at all, but a man.

      He was as tall as the statues and just as well built, with his fine dark blue tailcoat straining across his shoulders and his biceps. His dark brown hair was tousled, effortlessly styled, and his bold eyes stared back at her in equal alarm. He was classically handsome, in a way that made Rachel feel completely inferior. Clean-shaven with a heavy jaw and perfectly carved cheekbones, he stared at her.

      I do not know him.

      She was afraid at once, fearing who he was and why he was in the garden. When she jumped back and collided with a statue, it toppled over, and he ran toward her.
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        * * *

      

      “Woah!” Daniel hurried past the lady and caught the statue. It was heavy, ridiculously so, to the point he wondered why he had bothered trying to catch it at all. Had it not been for his years in the army, he would have lacked the strength to stop it from falling.

      “Oomph.” He winced at the pain and levered his thick shoulder against the statue, putting it back on its plinth.

      Bending his head around the fine statue— of whom he presumed was the Roman goddess Venus, thanks to her scantily clad white bosom and the curl of her hand— he looked at the lady who had been so startled by his presence.

      Now, who are you?

      She was striking indeed, staring at him with her chest quickly rising and falling with fast breaths. Far from bearing the conventionally attractive face that Daniel had so often seen in statues like this, the lady was altogether different, much more unusual. She had wide lips stretching across slim cheekbones, tempting him at once to wonder what kissing such lips could be like.

      Perhaps the most arresting thing about her were her eyes. They were so dark that they could have been black in this night sky. They were rather deep, endless even, to the point he stared at them far too long.

      “I made you jump, my lady,” he said, stepping out from behind the statue. “My apologies.”

      “Well, you shouldn’t be lurking amongst statues like that.” She waved a hand at the statues in reprimand and stood taller. “One would think they had come to life.”

      “Ha! Is that what you thought?” He pleasantly laughed.

      It has been a long time since I laughed.

      “Fear not, I am no statue brought to life in the moonlight, just a man trying to escape the ball. By the way, you are welcome.”

      “What?” She stiffened, flicking her head round to face him.

      “I expected there would be a thank you in there somewhere.” He nodded his head at the statue. “For stopping it from falling.”

      “Yes, thank you,” she said in a rush. “Though a gentleman should wait to be thanked, rather than expect one outright.”

      “You seek to lecture me on what a gentleman is, my lady?” His eyebrows shot up in surprise.

      She was bold, pleasingly so. Most people, when they learned who he was, either cowered away with their heads bent or were overly flattering in their attempts to charm him.

      She is different.

      “Well, only a certain type of gentleman wanders around a garden alone at such an event as this,” she said smartly, gesturing around the statues. She must have sensed the flaw in her argument, for she closed her eyes at once.

      “You know what my next words are going to be already, do you not?”

      “Pray, do not say it.” She tried to walk past him.

      “If I am an ill-mannered man for wandering alone in the garden, in risk of scandal, then what is a lady such as yourself doing out here?”

      “I asked you not to say it.” She hovered by the exit of the clearing, surrounded by the statues. “I think it best if we part at once, Stranger. I will return to the ball via the main door. Perhaps you should enter by another entrance?” She stood so tall that her curves became obvious in the moonlight.

      The green Pomona silk hugged her breasts and the slim curve of her hips. It was quite an intoxicating sight, and one Daniel had to tear his gaze away from.

      I thought I was a gentleman. Apparently not!

      “As you wish.” He offered her a small bow. “Might I suggest avoiding gardens in the future if you do not wish to bump into gentlemen such as myself?”

      “Advice I shall follow right now,” she said wittily and spun on her heel, then left.

      The moment she was gone, Daniel smiled. It was not a meeting he had expected, and he was curious to know the name of the lady. After a night at an insufferable ball, where all he’d been able to think of was how meaningless it all was, she was a pleasant distraction.

      What is the point of balls like this when soldiers are struggling to survive? All the airs and graces of a place like this are completely pointless! It’s ignorant and insane.

      Finding his mind was spiraling out of control as usual, he turned around and thrust his hands into his hair, pulling on the strands.

      Suddenly, a yelp pierced through the nearby trees. Recognizing it as the lady’s voice, Daniel turned and took off after her, hurrying toward the sound.

      Is she well? Has she stumbled into another man out here? One not so proper as I, but debauched…

      Worried at the thought, he brushed aside the branches of yew trees and came upon the lady standing in a shaft of moonlight. She was wrestling with one of the branches, which had reached out in her path and blocked her way. The twiggy sprig had caught on the green silk of her gown and torn it, creating a large rip across the bodice and the stays beneath.

      The pale cream bodice of the stays made Daniel’s mouth dry.

      What is wrong with me? I am not some rake, nor am I a man with loose morals. Look away!

      “Go at once, I pray you,” she said hurriedly to him, trying to cover up the torn pieces of her gown.

      “You are stuck, are you not?” he pointed out, moving toward her. “Here, let me help.”

      “I will not!”

      “Do you wish the branch to tear your gown off completely?” At his question, her eyes widened in horror. “Here.” He moved toward her again and tugged at the silk sleeve, trying to pull it free of the branch.

      “Oh!” She stumbled on her feet, mere seconds from falling. His hand gripped her shoulder tighter, keeping her steady.

      Then, a rustle grew nearby.

      She flung herself back from him, trying to hide in the shadows of the bushes and pull at the silks, but it was too late. Daniel’s head jerked to the side to see a group of ladies hurrying through the garden.

      Four in number, they abruptly fell silent when their eyes landed on Daniel and the lady. One raised a trembling finger and pointed at the lady. Another covered her eyes as if it was the last thing in the world she wanted to see.

      “Well, well,” the Countess of Sussex drawled. Daniel stood very still, feeling darkness wash over him as he recognized their host for the evening, a lady who was known for her gossip. “Who would have thought I’d find the Duke of Elbridge in my garden, in the unclothed company of Lady Rachel Lock?”
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      The Duke of Elbridge?

      Rachel could barely string a coherent thought together. She couldn’t believe the gentleman before her was the Duke of Elbridge, the famous soldier who had been to war for years and had not long returned. Neither could she believe the awful situation she had found herself in.

      Somehow, by endeavoring to protect Emily from being part of a scandal, Rachel had walked into one of her own.

      But… nothing happened.

      “This will be the talk of the ton, Your Grace.” Lady Sussex tutted with a rather wicked smile. “Think of the scandal sheets come morning.”

      “Leave us, at once,” the Duke boomed.

      Rachel scurried further back into the bush, wishing the branches would swallow her and hide her from the world for good.

      The Duke advanced toward the ladies and waved them away. “Do not discuss this with anyone,” he pleaded. “The lady tore her gown in a bush.”

      Yet, the ladies hurried off together, tittering, and when they reached the end of the garden, Rachel heard them burst into laughter.

      “Oh God, this cannot be happening,” she murmured, with one hand clutching at her gown and the other holding onto the branch nearest to her.

      My reputation is ruined. My name will be dragged through the mud because of this, and for what reason? Because I tore my gown!

      “This is awful,” she mumbled to herself. “It cannot be happening. Oh, if only I’d wake from this nightmare.”

      “I may wish for the same, but we can’t.” The Duke shrugged off his tailcoat and offered it to her.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Stop skulking in that tree if you do not want any more of your gown to fall off you.”

      “It is hardly that bad.” Yet, she pulled on the gown regardless, fearing just how much of her stays was visible. With horror, she looked down to see that her breasts were practically spilling out of them.

      The Duke raised his eyebrows at her as he pushed his tailcoat toward her. “It is that bad. Put this on now.” He practically thrust it into her hands.

      Bad, indeed.

      Rachel wasn’t certain if he was talking about the situation, or the view of her unclothed. Ashamed and despising her own appearance, she reluctantly took the tailcoat and wrapped it around her shoulders.

      The Duke paced up and down, pulling on his hair. “We must both leave, at once,” he said, taking command.

      “You really are the soldier I’ve heard about.”

      “What was that?” he asked, looking at her, though he never once stopped pacing.

      “I heard the Duke of Elbridge was a major in the army.” She shrugged. “Perhaps you are used to having your orders obeyed.”

      He stopped walking and glared at her. “If your words are intended to be resentful at this time, I’d like to point out that you are the one who got your dress torn. If it was not for that, those ladies would not think that you and I were…” He didn’t finish but gestured between them.

      “You shouldn’t have been out here!” she complained.

      “Neither should you.” He turned his back on her and thrust his hands into his hair one more time.

      Rachel bit her lip, uncertain what to say or do. It wasn’t helpful she was attracted to the Duke’s fine looks. He was a distraction that had turned everything upside down for her.

      Do not think of him, think of yourself.

      “I’ll be ruined,” she murmured, leaning against the tree for support. “My poor sisters.”

      “What?” He turned to face her.

      “My sisters,” she said in a small voice. “My father… he said before if the reputation of one sister falls, so do all the others.”

      “And who is your father?”

      “The Earl of Pratt.”

      The news seemed to drop like a stone in water. He cursed, turning around again and tipping his eyes to the sky. She flinched at the strength of that curse.

      “I need to leave,” she whispered.

      “Yes, leave. Get home at once, as shall I.” He shifted on his feet. “Tomorrow, I shall come to see you and your father.”

      “What?” She stumbled in the undergrowth, no longer walking away. “What did you say?”

      “I shall come and see you tomorrow. Now, go, before this gets much worse and anyone else sees us out here together.” He waved at her, his white shirt sleeves glowing in the moonlight.

      When words wouldn’t come, she obeyed his order and ran back toward the ball, gripping the skirt of her gown in the palm of her hand. The more she ran, the more the terror took over and tears pricked her eyes.

      What have I done? What will become of me now? Oh, how could I have let this happen!?

      Rather than enter the ball again, Rachel sought out the nearest window and searched for her sisters. As usual, Emily was nowhere to be seen, but Bridget was easy to find. Bridget was hovering by the shadows, gently tapping the wine glass in her hands. From the way her lips moved softly, she was humming along to the music that was played to accompany the dancers. As she lifted the glass to her lips, Rachel waved through the window, trying to capture her attention.

      Bridget’s eyes flicked over the rim of her glass. When she saw Rachel, she hastily put down her glass, toppling it over on a table, though she didn’t hang around to tidy it up. She left the ballroom and came straight to Rachel’s side. At once, Rachel knew what had alarmed Bridget so.

      I am wearing the Duke’s tailcoat.

      She loosened her hands from the lapels, trying not to cling to them so tightly, but the folds fell open and revealed the torn gown.

      “Rachel!” Bridget hissed in panic. Hurriedly, Rachel caught the lapels and held them together again. “What has happened?”

      Bridget took her sister’s arms, concern making her eyes dart everywhere, unable to rest on anything.

      “Much. So much.”

      “Has a man done this to you?”

      “No, a yew bush did this. Infernal thing!” Rachel wailed and turned in a sharp circle. “Yet, I was seen like this, Bridget, a man came to help me. Then, we were seen together.”

      “Oh!” Bridget flung her hands to her lips. “This is awful! Rachel, do you realize what this means?”

      “I know what it means!” Rachel said hastily. When she waved her hands in the air in emphasis, the tailcoat fell open. She snatched it together again. “You must get Emily. We have to leave at once before the gossip spreads across the ballroom and my name is ruined for good.”

      The Duke’s scent suddenly reached her nostrils. It was musky and earthy, so pleasant that she hid her face in the collar, uncertain if she did it to be surrounded by that comforting scent, or to hide.

      “I will, I’ll go at once.” Bridget moved to the doorway, then hovered there, her hand on the doorframe. “Are you sure nothing else happened?”

      “We’re wasting time. Go!” Rachel pleaded once again.

      Bridget disappeared inside.

      Rachel hung her head in the palms of her hand and leaned on the nearest wall, wishing she could disappear entirely. This was not the plan, not at any point. No gentleman would ever remotely be interested in her with her plain looks, which was why she’d always been so confident that out of the three sisters, she was the least likely to be caught in a scandal.

      I never reckoned on the sharpness of a yew branch. This is absurd!

      Laughter traveled out of the window. Slowly, she lifted her head from her hands and peered around the window frame, looking inside. A short distance away, she saw Lady Sussex completely surrounded by ladies, like a gaggle of geese, chirping and squawking together.

      “Oh, yes, the scandal of the year, I reckon,” the Countess was calling loudly so that all could hear her. “You should have seen young Lady Rachel, with barely a stitch on her at all.”

      The ladies fell about laughing.

      Rachel swayed and leaned on the wall, feeling a coldness wash over her body again. Had she not been chasing Emily, none of this would have happened. Even worse, had the mysterious Duke of Elbridge not been out in the darkness, she never would have bumped into him. She wouldn’t have stood there talking with him, reluctantly admiring his athletic figure and his rather fierce blue eyes.

      “I cannot believe this is happening,” she whispered to herself. “What will my father say when he finds out?”
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      “Rachel, of all people, of all of you…” Edward cast a weary look at his daughters. “I would have thought you were the last person to be involved in such a scandal.”

      “Father, for the last time, my dress was torn by a tree. I do not even know the Duke of Elbridge. Why would I do this?” Rachel felt small, indeed. She was sitting on a footstool before her father’s armchair in their parlor.

      The Earl sat forward with the scandal sheet in his hands.

      He was strangely still. He was a man usually full of energy and excitement, hurrying to new places to see different things. He approached life with enthusiasm, but not today. Slowly, he shook his head and sat back, not a muscle moving. His light brown hair, which was a little like her own, was wilder than normal, for he had been pulling at it. His heavy jaw was also still.

      Rachel was used to seeing his cheeks tremble with laughter.

      “I do not know, Rachel,” her father said softly. “I just do not understand it.” He let the scandal sheet hang limply on his lap.

      Rachel snatched it up, aware that both Bridget and Emily were standing behind her, looking down at her. Her throat closed up as she read the words, horrified to see just how quickly the scandal sheet had got hold of this tale.

      The soldier Duke in a scandal of his own!

      Well, the Duke of Elbridge has not long been back from war, and it seems already he has found some more excitement. Last night, he was found in the arms of Lady Rachel, daughter of the Earl of Pratt, and whispers claim there was not much left of her gown when they were discovered.

      What a fresh scandal it is. Will the Duke marry the fallen lady now? Or will he pursue another lady and continue his life of wanton excitement?

      Rachel threw down the paper suddenly with such aggression that it crumpled beside her on the floor.

      “Worry not, Rachel.” Bridget dropped beside her and picked up the paper, hiding it from view. “I’m sure everything will sort itself out.”

      “Bridget, dear,” Edward said with an uneasy smile, “your good heart does you credit, but think it through. This is not some easy thing that can be explained away.”

      “It was an accident,” Rachel insisted.

      “Yet, others will not see it like that.” Edward suddenly moved to his feet. Rachel leaned back on the stool; her spine crumpled. “Come what may, this family’s name is affected now.”

      Seeing how much she had disappointed her father, Rachel raised a hand and covered her lips, fearing the tears would come at any moment.

      “I need to think of what we will do next. Excuse me, girls.” He left the room hurriedly.

      The moment the door was closed, Rachel’s tears slipped out. Bridget took their father’s place in the armchair and offered up a handkerchief to her elder sister, who took it hurriedly.

      “This is ridiculous,” Emily scoffed.

      “I agree,” Rachel managed through her tears.

      “Not the situation. You!” Emily pointed her finger at her sister accusingly.

      “What do you mean?” Rachel gasped.

      “I mean… Oh, the irony.” Emily flung her hands into the air. “You were so concerned for my reputation, yet after all is said and done, you’re the one who was carrying on with a gentleman in a garden.”

      “Emily, that is unkind,” Bridget said in a gentle voice, one that went largely unheard.

      “I will not listen to this.” Rachel rose slowly to her feet, her tall frame towering over Emily. “Just because you would willingly go into a garden with a gentleman does not mean I would.”

      “Then explain last night?” Emily folded her arms over her chest.

      “I was following you.” Rachel gestured toward her younger sister with the handkerchief clutched in her hand. “You ran off into the garden. What was I supposed to think? What else was I supposed to do but try and protect you? I went after you, and stumbled into a yew tree that tore my gown. The Duke of Elbridge heard me and came to help, then we were seen together. I would never have been in the garden in the first place had you not been there.”

      Emily’s eyes widened. She shifted her weight between her feet and looked away. “I didn’t know you realized I had been there.”

      “It wasn’t the only time she left the ball,” Bridget confessed, hanging her head. “I found her last night in a corridor talking to a gentleman. They were unchaperoned.”

      Rachel rounded on Emily, her hands on her hips. “Do you realize what scandal that could have been had the two of you been seen together!?”

      “I think the expression of the pot calling the kettle black, are applicable here, Sister. You cannot call me something that you already are.” Emily looked proud, her smile stretching her lips.

      “You actually think I did this? Good Lord, if I cannot even persuade my sister to believe me, how could I persuade any other?” Rachel stepped toward Emily. For the first time, her sister looked uncertain and took a step back. “I cannot believe you would think the worst of me. After all, I was only trying to protect you from your own rebellion.”

      “I do not need protecting,” Emily insisted.

      “Clearly you do if you ran off twice last night, alone.” Rachel retorted. Emily had the decency to blush and look away. “I cannot believe it has come to this.”

      Rachel suddenly needed to be away from her sister. She crossed the room, putting distance between them, and hovered by the window of the parlor, looking out over the drive. She couldn’t blame Emily for what had happened. Equally, she knew if she hadn’t been protecting Emily, her dress would never have been torn.

      “Rachel.” Emily’s voice softened.

      Rachel glanced back to see that Bridget had stood up and was nudging their sister to say something more.

      “I’m sure you do not need to be so afraid.” Emily took the scandal sheet from Bridget’s hand. “Such scandals fade in time and are duly forgotten. After a few months, it will barely be remembered.”

      “He is a duke,” Rachel reminded them, watching as Emily and Bridget exchanged worried looks. “And I am the daughter of an earl. Had there been no positions involved, then perhaps it would be a scandal that could be lived down in time, but not now, it is impossible. He is a famed duke too for his successes in the war.”

      “Successes? What are they?” Emily asked.

      “Did you not read the papers about the Spanish War?” Bridget nudged her sister. “He was a major in the army, a very successful fighter. The papers often spoke of him fondly.”

      “No one will forget a scandal involving him and me in a hurry,” Rachel said heavily and dropped into the window seat, her spine crumpling. “They will talk about it for a long time. The only way they wouldn’t is if the Prince Regent is discovered to have his own scandal.”

      “If only.” Emily sighed and nodded. “Very well, so you claim you were not doing anything with the Duke of Elbridge?”

      “Emily!” Rachel and Bridget exclaimed in unison.

      “Well, it is a little hard to believe, so I had to check.” Emily waved a hand as if excusing her own curiosity. “Many a lady, I’m sure, would go all starry-eyed when meeting such a gentleman.”

      “I didn’t even know who he was until we were discovered by the Countess of Sussex, who revealed his identity quite openly,” Rachel scoffed, recalling the delight with which Lady Sussex had called them out.

      “No wonder the story is in the scandal sheets already, then,” Emily said and looked down at the paper in her hands. “She has contacts with the writers of these things.”

      “Oh, God’s blood.” Rachel dropped her head in her hands. “We’re all ruined now, all of us.”

      “All?” Bridget queried.

      “When one sister falls, the other sisters are affected as well. A foolish thing, indeed, but that’s how Society works.” Rachel raised her head and looked at her sisters, who had now both paled. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Perhaps it is not so bad,” Bridget said in her usual comforting tone. “The Duke may do the right thing. He might propose.”

      “Pah!” Rachel scoffed outwardly. “I am in no humor to laugh, but that might be the greatest temptation I’ve had yet this morning.” She remembered the Duke had said he’d call on her, but she was convinced in the light of day he would not keep to such a promise. “A duke has no real need to salvage his reputation. He is still a duke, and he’s a man. They are never quite as damaged as a lady is by scandal.” She shrugged helplessly. “It’s quite likely I will not see him again.”

      Rachel thought of his handsome face and his strong blue eyes, which had looked almost silver in the moonlight. A sadness curled in her gut upon thinking she might not see him again.

      What is wrong with me? That should hardly be my concern!

      “If he is not going to call on you, then pray tell this,” Emily said with a swagger in her step as she walked toward the window and looked out over Rachel’s head. “Who is that? I refer to the gentleman who has just arrived on a horse.”

      Rachel flicked her head around to see.
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      Daniel climbed down from the horse and turned his focus to the house before him. The Earl of Pratt’s manor hadn’t been difficult to find. He had called on a friend that morning, asking for its whereabouts, and had found himself here all too quickly. Checking his pocket watch, he saw it hadn’t struck ten o’clock in the morning yet.

      I wonder how many people have read that scandal sheet by now.

      Even the friend he had visited that morning, Ashleigh Roberts, the Baron of Harpenden, had been sitting there with a copy of the scandal sheet on his lap as Daniel arrived.

      “I see you have been having some entertainment since you returned from the Spanish War.”

      No matter how much Daniel had tried to shrug off the matter, Ashleigh had made it plain that this wasn’t something that could be gotten rid of. The scandal sheets talked of it with too much delight. Ashleigh had warned him also that the story would run for days and days.

      “I have to do the right thing, I have to,” Daniel muttered repeatedly as he left the reins of his steed with a stable boy. Despite the knot in his gut, the anger at the idea of having to marry, he knew he had no choice. “God damn this whole situation.”

      He strode toward the house and banged the knocker on the door.

      Does this risk my vow? No, not entirely. I will just have to avoid my new wife…

      When Daniel had returned from the wars, he’d made a promise to himself. He was never going to have children. Having seen his mother die giving birth to his sister and all the other awful bloodshed there was in this world, he couldn’t fathom why anyone would wish to bring a child into existence.

      Better to not bring another soul into the world just to suffer.

      The door was opened, and Daniel was forced to push his thoughts away.

      “The Earl of Pratt, please. The Duke of Elbridge to see him.”

      “Very well, Your Grace. This way.” The butler bowed and showed him into the house.

      A hissing whisper drew Daniel’s attention, and he looked at a doorway nearby to see two young women standing there staring at him. Neither was Rachel, though they both bore a resemblance to her, so he presumed they were her sisters. One was very beautiful, with golden hair, and the other had a sweet face and a demure countenance that meant she looked away as her sister whispered.

      Daniel rather longed to see Rachel’s unusual beauty again. At least, she was more interesting to look at, more striking!

      He was shown into a study, where the butler announced him.

      “The Duke of Elbridge, my lord.” The butler must have sensed something was wrong, or had heard the whispers already, for he left hurriedly and closed the door a little too loudly.

      At the sharp bang, Daniel looked around, certain for a mad moment he’d heard a musket shot.

      No… I’m not in the war now, I’m back in London.

      He saw the battlefield for a second, the bloodshed, a face going cold as the eyes turned glacially up to the sky.

      “Your Grace?” The Earl’s voice brought him back to the study.

      “Lord Pratt.” Daniel bowed to the gentleman who stood from behind his desk. “I believe you and I have a matter that needs discussing.”

      “The scandal sheets, eh?” The Earl shook his head and sat down again, gesturing for Daniel to sit in the chair across from the desk. “I cannot pretend this is a pleasant circumstance for us to meet, Your Grace.” He clasped his hands in front of him. “Though, my daughter tells me it is not what it appears, and her dress was torn on a bush… Is that true?” He was genuinely interested, his eyes wide.

      “It is, Lord Pratt, though I’m well aware that is not what is being said.”

      “Good. Well, at least that’s something.” The Earl looked down at the desk with a small smile. “Forgive me, Your Grace, but I know my Rachel would never willingly involve herself in such a scandal as this, so I was left to think the worse of how her gown was torn—”

      “Oh God, no!” Daniel said in a rush and sat forward in his seat, his sudden outburst astonishing the Earl. “Forgive me, I am used to battle, and loud voices are commonplace there. I’m afraid I haven’t grown accustomed to fine rooms again yet.” He looked around the study, feeling as uncomfortable as he was in his own study. The paperwork seemed meaningless, and he wanted to tear down the fine paintings on the walls. “I heard your daughter cry out when her gown was torn, and I went to her to assist. We were seen together.”

      “Thank you.” The Earl continued to smile rather sadly. “At least she was in no danger then.” That smile suddenly fell. “Unfortunately, her name is ruined all the same.”

      “I pray it is not.” Daniel sat taller. All night, he had not slept, for he’d thought over the matter repeatedly before coming to a conclusion. “No matter what the circumstances were, Lord Pratt, I will not see a lady’s name ruined because of me. If I have your blessing, I’d like to ask for your daughter’s hand in marriage.”

      “You would?” The Earl was clearly surprised, his eyebrows shooting up across his forehead.

      “Of course.”

      “Well, under the circumstances, of course I give my blessing.” The Earl nodded slowly. “A marriage could be the one thing to save both your names, and the reputation of my other daughters. Though, I will say this…” The Earl eyed him carefully. “I just pray my daughter accepts you.”

      “That we shall see, Lord Pratt.”

      Daniel stood, rather surprised and comforted by the Earl’s answer. He’d known men before who would have undoubtedly married their daughters off without their consent. It seemed that even with the situation presented to them, the Earl wanted his daughter’s wishes to be respected.

      “I would like to see her now.”

      “Yes, please do. You’ll find her in the parlor across the corridor. Oh, and…” The Earl paused as Daniel hesitated in the doorway. “Keep a chaperone with you this time, Your Grace.”

      “I will, I promise.”

      Daniel stepped through the door and grimaced, feeling an overwhelming sense of embarrassment that the Earl had felt the need to remind him of his manners. He crossed the corridor, finding the two sisters still standing in the doorway, watching him. He halted as the demure one hurried back into the room and the bolder one straightened with something of a smile playing on her lips.

      “Your Grace.” She curtsied to him. “You’ll find my sister in here.” She followed the other sister inside, leaving Daniel to trail behind them, somewhat slower.

      The ladies in the room startled him. The bolder sister was watching him openly with folded arms and stood behind an armchair, whereas the demure sister sat and fussed with some embroidery in her lap.

      Rachel was pacing at one end of the room, and when she heard his footsteps, she turned sharply toward him. Once again, Daniel was full of that same awe he’d felt before at the lady’s different appearance. Her dark eyes were sharp as she stared at him.

      “I’m surprised you came at all, Your Grace. I would have thought you’d run for the hills after what happened last night.” Her wit would have been a pleasing thing under any other circumstance.

      Her two sisters sniggered. The quieter one bent toward her embroidery, trying to hide it, and the other didn’t bother to mask it at all. Knowing he had to keep the sisters in the room as chaperones, he crossed the space toward Rachel.

      “Well, I must try to speak in confidence with you, despite our audience.” He glanced pointedly at the sisters.

      “They are staying here.”

      “I know.” He turned back to Rachel as she stopped pacing and faced him. “You and I both know that after last night, things have changed. The fact it was a mere accident that has led to our names being splashed all over the scandal sheets together is now moot.”

      Rachel placed her hands on her hips, a look he rather thought was an attempt to appear strong, but her eyes didn’t quite meet his, and she stared at the middle of his chest.

      “We are connected, and I am not so vain or arrogant a man to think I could brush off a scandal as this.”

      “I’m glad to hear you are thinking of self-preservation, Your Grace.” Her words were quick. He had to suppress a smirk.

      “Are you always this acerbic?” he asked, tilting his head to the side. “I should probably know now, in view of the offer that I am about to make.”

      “Not always, but you’ll find me not the quietest of creatures. If you thought you’d find a mouse here today, begging for your arrival, then you are wrong. I am not like other ladies.” This time, Rachel met his gaze with a challenging stare.

      “I would not have you so.” The sincerity of his words and the low tone must have startled her, for her full lips parted.

      He would not confess to her the truth, that after battle, the whole of the ton both bored and enraged him. The idea of meek ladies sitting in corners and offering simpering smiles behind fluttered fans seemed ridiculous. It was not real, but an act, and he didn’t think he could put up with that in a wife. At least, Rachel seemed to have more spirit than that and did not bother with such pathetic acts.

      “I will not see your name dragged through the mud,” he returned. “The continuation of the scandal only hurts both of our families. As you have your sisters’ good names to think about…” He paused and glanced at the sisters, who were both staring at him, then he returned his focus to Rachel and lowered his voice further. For some reason, he resented their presence and wished to have this conversation with Rachel alone. “I also have a sister to think about.”

      “You do?” she murmured.

      “Yes. What happened affects them all, so I seek to remedy it.” He stood taller and cleared his throat. “If you accept, I will marry you, Lady Rachel. I have already secured your father’s blessing, and he wishes for you to have the final say on the matter. If you say yes, I will obtain a special license, and we will marry within a couple of weeks. The fast progression will dispel any chance for further gossip—”

      “Your Grace, you speak so quickly that you forget I have not given my answer yet.”

      He frowned, not considering that she would actually turn him down.

      He stepped toward her, being careful to keep his back toward the other sisters. “Will you turn me down?” he asked in a small voice.

      “Do you think I am so arrogant that I would fall at the feet of a handsome man?”

      “Ah, well, at least I have one confession from you now.” He couldn’t help the mischievous smile that spread across his lips. “You find me handsome.” She narrowed her gaze, clearly irked she had revealed a secret. “Do not think of it as marrying a handsome man. Think of it as saving our sisters, and your own name.”

      Silence followed for some minutes. They stared at one another, and when she looked down at her feet as she lapsed into hard thought, Daniel’s eyes wandered. He knew he shouldn’t have looked at a lady he never had any intention of touching, but he put it down to weakness.

      His eyes darted over her slender neckline, the ampleness of her bosom, and her slim hips, which were caressed by the pale patterned gown. She was tantalizing, truly, but a temptation he could not indulge in.

      Once, he might have considered bedding her if she accepted to be his wife. He could freely imagine such a thing being a thrill. Even the mere thought of her honey-brown hair tipped back on his pillow as she cried out his name made his heart thump against his ribcage. He inhaled sharply, trying to dispel that image now that it had grown.

      Her eyes found his again.

      “I suppose I have little choice in the matter, do I?”

      “I shall take that as a yes,” he said and walked away, already heading toward the door.

      “What?” She followed him, her voice pitching high.

      “Arrangements will be put into place quickly. I’ll make enquiries to have the special license obtained later today, and I shall send you the particulars of the ceremony.” He reached the door, then felt her hand curl around his arm. That touch deadened him to a stop.

      “You speak as if this is all some military operation. Something without emotion or feeling, but just something to be done,” she said tartly, then looked at the grip she had on him.

      “That is a firm grip, Lady Rachel,” he whispered so low that it would be impossible for her sisters to hear. She released his arm and fidgeted, her hands repeatedly clasping and unclasping in front of her. “I am a soldier. Something you should grow accustomed to in my company is that I do not fuss with prevarication or needless conversation. If there is something to be done, then I’ll do it.”

      “And I should fall in line behind you, should I?” she asked, folding her arms and standing taller. “I will not obey every word you ask of me. I have a personality of my own, a mind of my own. If we are to wed, then understand that now.”

      “Good.” His answer startled her, for she toppled back on her heels. “I ask for obedience from the soldiers that work under me, not a wife.” His eyes flicked down at her.

      The words under me had conjured an image of Rachel beneath him on a bed, again.

      I shall have to stop thinking of such things.

      “You and I will live largely separate lives, Lady Rachel. It will be a marriage in name only. You do not need to fear that I will be a commanding and controlling husband. That does not interest me.” He bowed to her. “I wish you a good day, and I’ll be in touch soon.”

      He left hurriedly, not sure he could stand her tempting body any longer. It made him think of things he knew he should not be indulging in.

      The moment he was out of the parlor door, he closed it and leaned against the wood. A weakness took over his body, and he did not step away but leaned his head against the wood.

      “This is mad, mad!” Rachel’s voice caught his attention, and he strained to hear what else was happening inside the parlor.

      “Calm yourself,” one of her sisters said to her. “Surely, this is the best thing to remedy the situation.”

      “I did not think he would ask me to marry him. Look at me. Why on earth would he be willing to put up with marrying me?”

      Daniel almost strode back into the room but forced himself to release the door. There was something odd about her statement, something that made his gut tighten.

      Does she not think she is worthy of marriage?

      The striking beauty trapped his mind once again. He shook his head, like a dog shedding water, in an effort to release himself from the image of her.

      A marriage in name only, that is what it will be.

      He took a step away from the door, intent on escaping the house as soon as possible before they could realize that he had heard something of what they had said to one another. Then, one of the sisters’ next words made him freeze. His hessian boots skidded on the grey-tile floor beneath him.

      “Think about it, Rachel, this might be a good thing. You might not have married otherwise.”

      “I was not bothered about the idea.”

      “You’ve always looked out for us so often, intent on protecting us and guiding us, you might quite have forgotten to take care of yourself in that regard.”

      “What of it?” Rachel shot back. “I cannot believe my life has changed as fast as it has.”

      At least, he agreed with her in that regard.

      He hurried out of the house, moving on tiptoes across the passageway so as not to alert the sisters to the fact he was still outside of the door. Once he was on the drive, he took the reins from the stable boy, thanking him for his help, and pulled himself into the saddle.

      Already, he was turning his mind to practical matters. He started planning how to obtain the special license and who would have to be invited.

      I hope Ashleigh will agree to be my best man.

      He decided they’d have to be married in under a week, which would mean holding the ceremony at his family chapel for speed of preparation.

      Before he left, his eyes lingered on the parlor window, where he saw Rachel staring out at him.

      I will keep to one vow in this marriage. No matter how tempting she is, I cannot bed her. I refuse to father children.

      With that vow made, he rode away as quickly as his steed would carry him.
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